
Trident Tested Page 1Page 1

TRIDENT 
TESTED:
what future for 
Britain’s nuclear 
deterrent?

Edward Seed
Britain is debating the future of its strategic 
nuclear deterrent. The life of the submarines that 
form the backbone of the existing nuclear force, 
Trident, will begin to expire in the early 2020s. 
Decisions need to be made in the next three to 
ƽud xd`qr `ants vgdsgdq Ɗ `mc gnv Ɗ sn qdok`bd
Trident. Proponents of disarmament argue 
sg`s mtbkd`q vd`onmr g`ud adbnld hqqdkdu`ms
in the post-Cold War era, and cannot protect 
Britain against its most pressing security threat: 
international terrorism. Campaign groups, such 
as CND, also argue that replacing Trident would 
constitute a breach of the UK’s obligations under 
the Non-Proliferation Treaty. Pro-replacement 
`cunb`sdr l`hms`hm sg`s ` mtbkd`q b`o`ahkhsx hr `
necessary guarantor of Britain’s security against 
unknown future threats, especially in the light of 
the nuclear aspirations of North Korea and Iran.

Sgd fnudqmldmsƍr Vghsd O`odq ƌSgd etstqd
of the United Kingdom’s nuclear deterrent’, 
which was published in December 20061, 
sets out a case for replacing the Trident with 
a similar submarine-based system. The White 
Paper argues that a nuclear deterrent remains 
necessary for UK security, despite the changing 
nature of global threats since the end of the 
Cold War. This paper assesses the major 
determinants of this argument. Following an 
analysis of Trident in its current form, its stated 

0 ƌSgd etstqd ne sgd Tmhsdc Jhmfcnlƍr mtbkd`q
cdsdqqdmsƍ+ B`ahmds Neƽbd Vghsd O`odq+
December 2006.

functions and cost, this paper examines the key 
issues surrounding its replacement: does Britain 
still need nuclear weapons, and why? Is Trident 
truly an independent force, or is it contingent 
upon American goodwill and assistance? Will the 
fnudqmldmsƍr ots`shud qdok`bdldms enq Sqhcdms
breach the UK’s obligations under international 
k`v+rodbhƽb`kkxhsrmnm,oqnkhedq`shnmtmcdqs`jhmfr>
Is the decision to retain a submarine-based force 
sgd qhfgs noshnm enq sgd mtbkd`q ok`senql Ɗ `mc
can costs be reduced? 

Britain should retain its nuclear deterrent. 
A unilateral decision to abandon the 
mtbkd`q b`o`ahkhsx vntkc ad deedbshudkx
hqqdudqrhakd+ vntkc mns l`jd sgd TJ `mx
r`edq+ `mc hr tmkhjdkx sn g`ud `mx deedbs
on the nuclear programmes or ambitions 
of other countries.

Qdok`bhmf Sqhcdms vhkk oqnuhcd `m
insurance policy against unknowable 
future strategic shocks, and comes 
at a premium which is not especially 
costly. That said, it is important that a 
replacement for Trident is commensurate 
with the UK’s security requirements; 
sgdqd hr mns ` rsqnmf b`rd enq cdudknohmf
a larger capability.

The decision to procure technology and 
l`sdqh`kr eqnl sgd TR hr ` knfhb`k lnud
to secure insurance at a reasonable 
oqdlhtl+ ats sgd fnudqmldms rgntkc
rddj snl`jd etqsgdq bnrs r`uhmfr sgqntfg
reducing the number of submarines, or 
cutting the number of missile tubes.
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What is Trident?

The Trident nuclear missile system consists of 
four elements: platform, missiles, warheads and 
onshore infrastructure. Each component has a 
different life cycle.�

The platform

Trident is based around four Vanguard-class 
nuclear-powered submarines, known as SSBNs 
(Ship Submersible Ballistic Nuclear). All four were 
designed and built in the UK at Barrow-in-Furness 
by Vickers Shipbuilding and Engineering Ltd, now 
part of BAE Systems. Each submarine is powered 
by a Rolls Royce PWR2 nuclear reactor and carries 
16 missile-launching tubes.

Sgd rtal`qhmdr dmsdqdc rdquhbd hmCdbdladq 0883+
Cdbdladq 0884+ Itmd 0887 `mc Edaqt`qx 1//0+
d`bg vhsg ` oqnidbsdc nodq`shnm`k khed ne `qntmc 14
years. This means that unless the submarines are 
upgraded to extend their life, they will begin to be 
vhsgcq`vm eqnl rdquhbd eqnl `qntmc 1/1/- Sgd
Ministry of Defence (MoD) reports that a series of 
rstchdr g`ud dw`lhmdc vgdsgdq sgd rtal`qhmdrƍ
khed bntkc ad oq`bshb`kkx `mc bnrs,deedbshudkx
extended beyond this timeframe, concluding that 
“if required, this would be possible, albeit with 
gradually increasing cost and some increasing risk 
ne qdctbdc `u`hk`ahkhsx+ odqg`or nts sn sgd lhc,
2020s”.3

The missiles

Sqhcdms HH C4 lhrrhkdr `qd rtal`qhmd,k`tmbgdc
ballistic missiles (SLBMs), with the capacity to 
engage a number of targets simultaneously (known 
in the jargon as multiple independently-targeted 
qd,dmsqx udghbkdr nq LHQUr(- Sgd lhrrhkdr `qd
designed and built in the US by Lockheed Martin 
and bought by the UK under the amended Polaris 
Sales Agreement. They are fully owned by Britain, 
not leased. When not deployed on UK boats, the 
missiles are stored in a communal pool in King’s 
Bay, Georgia, where they are also periodically 
rdquhbdc-

Each missile can carry 12 nuclear warheads, so 
each Vanguard submarine could potentially carry 
085 v`qgd`cr nm hsr 05 lhrrhkdr- Gnvdudq+ sgd
0887 Rsq`sdfhb Cdedmbd Qduhdv 'RCQ( khlhsdc sgd
number of warheads per submarine on patrol to 
37 `s ` shld-�

Sgd TJƍr Sqhcdms lhrrhkdr b`ld hmsn rdquhbd hm
0883- Sgd TR M`ux g`r dla`qjdc tonm ` khed
�	 Sdbgmhb`k hmenql`shnm eqnl ƌSgd etstqd ne sgd TJƍr

strategic nuclear deterrent: the strategic context’, 
qdonqs ne Cdedmbd Bnllhssdd+ Itmd 1//5+ `mc Lhmhr-
try of Defence memorandum to that report.

3	 Annex B, MoD memorandum to Defence Committee, 
Mnudladq 1//4-

�	 ƌSgd rsq`sdfhb cdedmbd qduhdvƍ+ LnC+ Itkx 0887-

extension programme for its missiles, which 
vntkc jddo sgdl hm rdquhbd tmshk sgd 1/3/r+ `mc
sgd Aqhshrg fnudqmldms g`r bnllhssdc sn inhmhmf
this programme in the White Paper.

The warhead

Britain’s nuclear warhead is designed and 
manufactured by the Atomic Weapons 
Establishment (AWE) in Aldermaston. The precise 
design is not publicly known, but there is close 
contact between UK and US atomic laboratories, 
and the British warhead is thought to be similar to 
sgd TR V65 cdrhfm- Sgd 0887 RCQ qdctbdc sgd
UK’s operational stockpile of warheads to fewer 
sg`m 1//+ vghbg hr ` bnlo`q`shudkx knv kdudk Ɗ sgd
US, Russia, China, France and Israel all possess 
rhfmhƽb`mskx k`qfdq rsnbjohkdr-

Sgd btqqdms v`qgd`c b`ld hmsn rdquhbd hm 0883+
`mc sgd LnC g`r Ə` ghfg kdudk ne bnmƽcdmbdƐ� that 
sgd btqqdms cdrhfm b`m ad l`hms`hmdc hm rdquhbd
into the 2020s with only minor refurbishment. 
Sgd fnudqmldms `krn okdcfdc hm Itkx 1//4 `
sgqdd,xd`q ¢24/ lhkkhnm odq `mmtl hmudrsldms
programme for the AWE.

Onshore infrastructure

The Vanguard submarines are based at Faslane 
in Strathclyde, which also houses nuclear-
onvdqdc+ bnmudmshnm`kkx `qldc rtal`qhmdr-
Sgd E`rk`md M`u`k A`rd dloknxr nudq 6///
odnokd- Sgd v`qgd`cr `qd rsnqdc `mc ƽssdc `s
sgd Qnx`k M`u`k @ql`ldmsr Cdons `s Bntkonqs+
near Faslane. The submarines are built at the BAE 
Rxrsdlr x`qc hm A`qqnv,hm,Etqmdrr+ `mc qdƽssdc
`mc l`hms`hmdc `s Cdunmonqs hm Okxlntsg- Sgd
upkeep of nuclear submarines requires large-
scale physical infrastructure and a highly skilled 
vnqjenqbd+ ats sgd LnC dmuhr`fdr sg`s sgdrd
e`bhkhshdr Əvhkk mns qdpthqd `mx rhfmhƽb`ms `cchshnm`k
hmudrsldms Zadxnmc dwhrshmf atcfdsr\ sn rtrs`hm
sgdl sgqntfgnts sgd btqqdmskx ok`mmdc rdquhbd khed
of the existing system”.� Any additional spending 
hr khjdkx sn ad ntskhmdc ax sgd fnudqmldms hm hsr
1//6 Bnloqdgdmrhud Rodmchmf Qduhdv-

What does Trident cost?

Since the MoD stopped publishing functional 
bnrs aqd`jcnvmr hm 0881+ hs g`r addm cheƽbtks sn
work out precisely how much Trident costs per 
xd`q- Gnvdudq+ Cq Kdd Vhkkdss ne sgd Qnx`k Tmhsdc
Rdquhbdr Hmrshstsd 'QTRH( drshl`sdr sg`s Sqhcdmsƍr
total life cycle costs, including acquisition costs, 
`qd `qntmc ¢14 ahkkhnm-7 The capital cost of the 

�	 LnC ldlnq`mctl+ no bhs-
�	 ibid.
�	 K Vhkkdss+ duhcdmbd sn Cdedmbd Bnllhssdd+ L`qbg

2006.
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Sqhcdms rxrsdl nm cdkhudqx v`r ¢04-1 ahkkhnm
hm 1//3,/4 oqhbdr Ɗ tmtrt`kkx enq ` l`inq
weapons project, this was substantially under 
budget.� @mmt`k qtmmhmf bnrsr Ɗ he nmd `krn
includes the budget for the AWE Aldermaston 
Ɗ `lntmsdc sn itrs kdrr sg`m 3 odq bdms ne sgd
sns`k cdedmbd atcfds hm 1//3,/4- Sgd cdedmbd
atcfds qdoqdrdmsr 1-4 odq bdms ne TJ fqnrr
domestic product (GDP), so Trident costs 0.1 
per cent of GDP.�  The White Paper estimates 
that its Trident replacement will similarly cost 
¢04,1/ ahkkhnm hm 1//5,/6 oqhbdr+ vhsg sgd l`hm
expenditure taking place between 2012 and 
2027.10 Across such a long timescale, and in the 
aqn`c bnmsdws ne fnudqmldms dwodmchstqd+ sghr hr
mns ` o`qshbtk`qkx dwodmrhud oqnfq`lld-

Trident’s operation and its post-Cold 
V`q otqonrd Ɗ cn vd mddc ` mtbkd`q
capability?

Rhmbd sgd 0887 RCQ+ Sqhcdms rtal`qhmdr g`ud
been Britain’s sole nuclear weapons system. 
Following the end of the Cold War, the 
fnudqmldms vhsgcqdv eqnl rdquhbd ` mtladq
of nuclear systems including the RAF’s sub-
strategic air-launched system of WE 177 free-
fall bombs, carried by Vulcan and Tornado 
`hqbq`es: sgd TJ,TR ƌct`k jdxƍ K`mbd rxrsdl ne
short-range missiles; and the American tactical 
nuclear weapons that had been deployed on 
gd`ux `qshkkdqx- Sghr chr`ql`ldms oqnbdrr snnj
ok`bd adsvddm 0880 `mc 0887+ vhsg Sqhcdms
qdok`bhmf sgd Onk`qhr Bgdu`khmd rtal`qhmdr hm
0883,85- Sgd fnudqmldms `krn qdctbdc Aqhs`hmƍr
v`qgd`c rsnbjohkd ax 1/ odq bdms `mc `esdq 0887
g`kudc sgd mtladq ne v`qgd`cr nm d`bg Sqhcdms
rtal`qhmd- Hm rtl+ sgdrd ld`rtqdr g`ud bts sgd
dwoknrhud onvdq ne sgd TJƍr mtbkd`q vd`onmr
ax 6/ odq bdms bnlo`qdc vhsg sgd kdudk hm sgd
086/r- Sgd Sqhcdms Vghsd O`odq oqnonrdr `
further cut in the stockpile to fewer than 160 
warheads.

Sgd Qnx`k M`ux btqqdmskx jddor ` bnmshmtntr
at-sea deterrent cycle (CASD) - one boat is 
on patrol at any time. It maintains that four 
submarines are the minimum required for 
B@RC+ `mc sgd 0887 RCQ rs`sdc sg`s B@RC
ltrs ad qds`hmdc Əsn `unhc lhrtmcdqrs`mchmf nq
escalation if a Trident boat were to sail during 
a period of crisis”.11 The missiles on Trident 
an`sr `qd mn knmfdq s`qfdsdc `mc sgdhq ƌmnshbd

�	 M`shnm`k @tchs Neƽbd+ ƌL`inq oqnidbsr qdonqsƍ+
0885+ ptnsdc hm J G`qskdx+ ƌSgd dbnmnlhbr ne TJ
mtbkd`q vd`onmr onkhbxƍ+ Hmsdqm`shnm`k @ee`hqr+ Itkx
2006.

�	 L Pthmk`m+ ƌSgd etstqd ne Tmhsdc Jhmfcnl mtbkd`q
vd`onmrƍ+ Hmsdqm`shnm`k @ee`hqr+ Itkx 1//5-

10	 White Paper, op cit.
11 ƌSgd rsq`sdfhb cdedmbd qduhdvƍ+ no bhs-

sn ƽqdƍ hr ld`rtqdc hm c`xr q`sgdq sg`m lhmtsdr
Ɗ sgntfg sghr qdctbdc rs`sd ne qd`chmdrr b`m
ad gdhfgsdmdc hm ` udqx rgnqs odqhnc+ `mc hr
arguably just a political gesture.

The chief stated purpose of Britain’s nuclear 
capability was, and remains, deterrence.  The 
ƌLnrbnv bqhsdqh`ƍ rntfgs sn chrbntq`fd Rnuhds
aggression through the demonstrable ability 
sn hmƾhbs l`inq c`l`fd nm Lnrbnv `mc nsgdq
Qtrrh`m bhshdr `s `mx shld+ dudm `esdq rteedqhmf
` rhfmhƽb`ms rsqhjd- Enkknvhmf sgd dmc ne sgd
Bnkc V`q+ sgd fnudqmldms g`r dlog`rhrdc sgd
continuing importance of deterrence:

“…the continuing risk from the proliferation 
of nuclear weapons, and the certainty that a 
number of other countries will retain substan-
tial nuclear arsenals, mean that our minimum 
nuclear deterrent capability, currently repre-
sented by Trident, is likely to remain a necessary 
element of our security.”12

Since the end of the Cold War, but especially 
rhmbd sgd hmsdmrhƽb`shnm ne hmsdqm`shnm`k sdqqnqhrs
sgqd`sr+ l`mx g`ud ptdrshnmdc vgdsgdq sgd
bnmbdos ne mtbkd`q cdsdqqdmbd qds`hmr `mx u`ktd
for Britain. Critics of Trident argue that Britain 
should abandon its strategic force, since the UK 
faces no direct military threat from other states.13 
Furthermore, they claim that nuclear weapons are 
practically useless in deterring terrorists, since 
sgdx g`ud mn rodbhƽb sdqqhsnqx nq hmeq`rsqtbstqd
to threaten. This is distinct from, but related to, 
the argument that nuclear weapons only deter 
other nuclear weapons.

Ehqrs+ hs hr aqn`ckx sqtd sg`s Aqhs`hm snc`x ƽmcr
hsrdke hm ` qdk`shudkx rs`akd rdbtqhsx dmuhqnmldms
hm qdk`shnm sn sgqd`sr eqnl nsgdq rs`sdr- Gnvdudq+
cdbhrhnmr nm cdedmbd oqnuhrhnm ltrs mdbdrr`qhkx
ad s`jdm l`mx xd`qr hm `cu`mbd+ `r hmrtq`mbd
policies against distant futures. International 
tensions can deteriorate rapidly into outright 
bnmƾhbs Ɗ udqx q`qdkx fq`mshmf sgd `lntms ne
time it would take to regain a nuclear capability. 
Abandoning the UK’s nuclear weapons would 
ad `m deedbshudkx hqqdudqrhakd cdbhrhnm+ fhudm sgd
shldrb`kdr hmunkudc hm qd,`bpthqhmf sgd rjhkkr+
materials and technologies to create weapons of 
rteƽbhdms pt`khsx `mc `bbtq`bx- Vhsgnts `bbdrr
sn sgd qdkdu`ms hmsdkkhfdmbd+ hs hr m`stq`kkx cheƽbtks
to make an accurate contemporary threat 
assessment for the UK, let alone a forecast for 
sgd mdws enqsx nq ƽesx xd`qr- Gnvdudq+ hm sgd
context of recent claims of a nuclear test in North 
Korea and the continuing nuclear aspirations 
of Iran, and potential strategic concerns about 
a resurgent Russia, China or the possibility of 
political instability in Pakistan, it would seem a 

12	 ibid.
13 Enq dw`lokd+ J Gtcrnm+ BMC+ duhcdmbd sn Cdedmbd

Bnllhssdd+ Itmd 1//5-
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highly imprudent decision for the UK to abandon 
the nuclear element of its national defence.

Second, it is not necessarily true that nuclear 
weapons are entirely useless in deterring terrorists, 
mnq vntkc sg`s ad ` rteƽbhdms `qftldms enq
`a`mcnmhmf sgdl- Sgdqd hr `qft`akx ` bnmbdhu`akd
role for the UK’s strategic force in deterring states 
who would harbour or assist terrorists from doing 
rn Ɗ `mc hs hr tmkhjdkx sg`s sdqqnqhrsr bntkc cdudkno
sgd dwodqshrd nq l`sdqh`kr qdpthqdc sn athkc dudm `
simple nuclear weapon without the assistance of a 
rs`sd- Gnvdudq+ sghr vntkc ad ` aktms hmrsqtldms
for dealing with states sponsoring terrorists. It 
hr lnqd bnlodkkhmf sn mnsd sg`s+ dudm he hs vdqd
accepted that nuclear weapons are of little or 
no use in deterring terrorists, that alone is not 
` rteƽbhdms qd`rnm sn fds qhc ne sgnrd vd`onmr
systems altogether. Their primary utility was 
established in deterring states from attacking 
one another, as demonstrated by the absence of 
chqdbs a`sskdƽdkc bnmƾhbs adsvddm sgd TR `mc sgd
TRRQ sgqntfg md`qkx ƽesx xd`qr ne ghfg,hmsdmrhsx
ltst`k `ffqdrrhnm- Sg`s bnmƾhbs g`r cdetrdc sn
` fqd`s cdfqdd+ `mc nsgdq sgqd`sr g`ud bnld sn
preponderance, threats not so directly entwined 
vhsg mtbkd`q vd`onmr Ɗ ats sg`s hr mns sn r`x
sg`s hmsdq,rs`sd bnmƾhbs g`r chr`ood`qdc+ nq sg`s
hs vhkk mdudq ad odqshmdms `f`hm- @r `qftdc `anud+
maintaining a minimum nuclear deterrent is a 
hedge, an insurance policy for an unknowable 
future.

Beyond the strategic aim of deterrence, Britain 
`krn g`r ` onkhbx ne ƌƽqrs trdƍ Ɗ ld`mhmf mns `
k`qfd oqd,dloshud ƌƽqrs rsqhjdƍ+ ats otqdkx sg`s
Aqhs`hm vntkc ad oqdo`qdc sn ad sgd ƽqrs rhcd sn
use a nuclear weapon in certain contexts.03 This is 
bnmrhrsdms vhsg M@SN ƌƽqrs trdƍ onkhbx- @ rdmhnq
LnC neƽbh`k v`r ptnsdc hm sgd Bulletin of the 
Atomic Scientists as describing Trident’s role thus 
hm 08859

Əƕsgd khlhsdc `mc ghfgkx rdkdbshud trd ne mtbkd`q
vd`onmr hm ` l`mmdq sg`s Ze`kkr\ cdlnmrsq`akx
rgnqs ne ` rsq`sdfhb rsqhjd+ ats vhsg ` rteƽbhdms
kdudk ne uhnkdmbd sn bnmuhmbd `m `ffqdrrnq
vgn g`c `kqd`cx lhrb`kbtk`sdc ntq qdrnkud `mc
attacked us that he should halt his aggression 
`mc vhsgcq`v nq e`bd sgd oqnrodbs ne ` cdu`rs`s-
ing strategic strike.”04

For example, such strikes could take the form of 
retaliation to chemical or biological strikes against 
Aqhshrg sqnnor hm ` k`qfd,rb`kd bnmƾhbs 'sgntfg
Trident is not a tactical weapon, and could not 
ad cdoknxdc nm ` a`sskdƽdkc(+ nq ` cdlnmrsq`shud
strike against an uninhabited area. 

03 Cds`hkdc hm O Qnfdqr+ ƌAhf an`sr `mc ahffdq rjhl-
mers: determining Britain’s role in the Long War’, 
Hmsdqm`shnm`k @ee`hqr+ Itkx 1//5-

04 Q Mnqqhr `mc G Jqhrsdmrdm+ ƌAqhshrg mtbkd`q enqbdrƍ+
Atkkdshm ne sgd @snlhb Rbhdmshrsr+ Mnudladq 1//4-

Sgdqd g`rmns addm`fnudqmldms rs`sdldms ne rtbg
ƌrta,rsq`sdfhbƍ mtbkd`q onkhbx+ `mc sgd bnmchshnmr
under which Britain would be prepared to make 
ƽqrs trd ne mtbkd`q vd`onmr+ rhmbd 0882- Hm sgd
course of presenting and defending the White 
O`odq+ sgd fnudqmldms rgntkc bk`qhex oqdbhrdkx
vg`s Ɗ he `mx Ɗ rta,rsq`sdfhb qnkd hs adkhdudr etstqd
Aqhshrg mtbkd`q enqbdr rgntkc g`ud-

Sgdqd hr ` etqsgdq `qftldmsvghbg hr nesdm `cu`mbdc
Ɗ sgntfg kdrr eqdptdmskx rhmbd sgd dmc ne sgd Bnkc
V`q+ `mc mns`akx `ardms eqnl sgd Vghsd O`odq Ɗ hm
e`untq ne Aqhs`hmƍr qdsdmshnm ne mtbkd`q vd`onmr-
Hs hr rtffdrsdc sg`s adhmf ` mtbkd`q rs`sd fhudr
Britain “a seat at the top table” and allows the UK 
sn Əotmbg `anud hsr vdhfgsƐ hmsdqm`shnm`kkx- Enq
example, it is suggested that Britain’s seat on the 
UN Security Council would be jeopardised in the 
dudms ne mtbkd`q chr`ql`ldms+ `mc sg`s hs vntkc
greatly diminish Britain’s international status to 
kd`ud Eq`mbd sgd nmkx mtbkd`q onvdq hm Dtqnod-16 

Admittedly, the status argument has some 
odqrt`rhud `rodbsr9 Aqhs`hm bntkc knrd rnld
hmƾtdmbd vhsg sgd Tmhsdc Rs`sdr drodbh`kkx
if ceding European strategic primacy to the 
French, for example. The security of Europe 
would certainly be less balanced, lacking a 
second nuclear centre. It is also true that Britain 
is one of the few nations willing to shoulder 
cheƽbtks lhrrhnmr `qntmc sgd vnqkc hm rtoonqs
of democracy and stability, as witnessed by the 
dwsdmrhud cdoknxldms ne Aqhshrg sqnnor `aqn`c-
If nuclear status does bestow a greater degree 
of assurance on UK politicians, diplomats and 
lhkhs`qx ƽftqdr hm bnmctbshmf sgdrd lhrrhnmr+ sgdm
sg`s bntkc ad bnmrsqtdc `r ` admdƽs- Gnvdudq+
this is not an argument to rely upon in support 
of Britain remaining a nuclear power: the ability 
of UK troops to execute their tasks abroad has 
khsskd sn cn vhsg mtbkd`q rs`str- Lnqdnudq+ sgdrd
deedbsr qdl`hm k`qfdkx tmpt`mshƽ`akd: sgdx `qd
bdqs`hmkx mns `knmd ` rteƽbhdms a`rhr nm vghbg sn
justify retention of a strategic nuclear deterrent. 
Aqn`ckx rod`jhmf+ g`uhmf mtbkd`q vd`onmr bntkc
ad r`hc sn bnmrnkhc`sd Aqhs`hmƍr hmƾtdmbd `qntmc
the world, as a power beyond its own region. 
Whether it is desirable in absolute terms that 
rtbg hmƾtdmbd hr bnmshmfdms nm mtbkd`q rs`str hr
ptdrshnm`akd9 hs hr mns nauhntr vgx ` odql`mdms
seat at the UN Security Council should continue 
to be contingent upon nuclear capability. 

Is Trident independent?

It is often claimed that Britain’s nuclear weapons 
system is reliant on American technology, 
expertise and political goodwill to such an extent 

16 Enq dw`lokd+ K Vhkkdss `mc B Fq`x+ duhcdmbd sn
Cdedmbd Bnllhssdd+ Itmd 1//5-
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as to be practically dependent on the US.17 US 
and UK nuclear cooperation dates backs to the 
Mutual agreement for co-operation on the uses 
of atomic energy for mutual defence purposes 
hm 0847 'ƌSgd @fqddldmsƍ(- Sghr hr odqhnchb`kkx
qdmdvdc+ lnrs qdbdmskx hm 1//3- Sgd v`qgd`cr
are designed and armed in the US; the missiles are 
antfgs+ gdkc `mc rdquhbdc hm sgd TR: m`uhf`shnm
and targeting software on the submarines is 
based on American guidance systems, GPS and 
DRFM: @ldqhb`m ƽqlr `qd gd`uhkx hmunkudc hm sgd
TJƍr nmrgnqd hmeq`rsqtbstqd Ɗ bghdƾx Knbjgddc
Martin’s third share in the consortium which 
qtmr @VD @kcdql`rsnm+ `mc G`kkhatqsnmƍr 40 odq
bdms nvmdqrgho ne CLK+ sgd ƽql vghbg qtmr sgd
Cdunmonqs l`hmsdm`mbd e`bhkhsx-

Whether this close co-operation with the US 
undermines the British claims of an independent 
mtbkd`q cdsdqqdms cdodmcr nm sgd cdƽmhshnm
of independence: of operation or acquisition. 
Independence of acquisition is the French model: 
their nuclear weapons are entirely designed, 
built and maintained in France. Independence 
of operation is less sweeping: it merely requires 
that if, in extremis, use of nuclear weapons was 
bnmsdlok`sdc ax sgd Aqhshrg fnudqmldms+ sgd
cdbhrhnm sn ƽqd vntkc ad ` vgnkkx Aqhshrg bgnhbd+
and could be acted upon without the need for 
consultation with, or permission from, any other 
state.

@r Rhq Lhbg`dk Pthmk`m Ɗ ` oqnlhmdms dwonmdms ne
sghr `qftldms Ɗ onhmsr nts+ sgdrd `qd `ksdqm`shud
insurance policies against certain dangers, with 
different premiums attached to the different 
kdudkr ne bnudq-07 Hm sgd 085/r+ sgd Eqdmbg
chose to begin an entirely independent nuclear 
weapons programme from scratch, with greater 
lead times and at far greater expense than British 
policy. France continues to spend roughly three 
times as much of its defence budget on nuclear 
weapons as the UK does. Britain has opted for 
operational independence. In its response to the 
Defence Select Committee’s recent inquiry into 
the future of the UK’s strategic nuclear deterrent, 
the MoD maintained forcefully that Trident is 
entirely operationally independent:

“…the UK Trident system is fully operationally 
independent of the US or any other state… 
Only the Prime Minister can authorise the 
trd ne sgd TJƍr mtbkd`q cdsdqqdms+ dudm he sgd
lhrrhkdr `qd sn ad ƽqdc `r o`qs ne ` M@SN
qdronmrd- Sgd hmrsqtbshnm sn ƽqd vntkc ad
transmitted to the submarine using entirely UK 
codes and UK equipment. All the command and 
control procedures are totally independent. The 
Vanguard-class submarines can readily operate 

17 Enq dw`lokd+ C Okdrbg+ ƌSgd etstqd ne Aqhs`hmƍr
WMD’, Foreign Policy Centre, March 2006.

07 L Pthmk`m+ ƌSghmjhmf `ants mtbkd`q vd`onmrƍ+
QTRH Vghsdg`kk O`odq 30+ nmkhmd dchshnm 1//4-

without the Global Positioning by Satellite 
'FOR( rxrsdl `mc sgd Sqhcdms C4 lhrrhkd cndr
not use GPS at all: it has an inertial guidance 
system. We would require no lesser degree 
of operational independence for any succes-
rnq rxrsdl rgntkc sgd Fnudqmldms cdbhcd sn
replace Trident.”08

Enq nudq ƽesx xd`qr sgd @ldqhb`m mtbkd`q `qrdm`k
g`r addm lnqd sg`m rteƽbhdms sn oqnsdbs hsrdke
`mc hsr `kkhdr- Fhudm sghr e`bs+ Aqhs`hmƍr mtbkd`q
capability in the Cold War era was predicated 
on the possibility that a serious threat to the 
UK or its allies could arise in which the US was 
unprepared to use its own weapons on its allies’ 
adg`ke- @f`hmrs sghr qdk`shudkx tmkhjdkx rbdm`qhn
vdqd bnmsq`rsdc sgd gtfd bnrsr Ɗ `mc noonqstmhsx
bnrsr Ɗ ne drs`akhrghmf `m dmshqdkx `bpthrhshnm,
independent capability. In this way, Britain’s 
nuclear capability was, and is likely to remain, a 
bnloqnlhrd+ sn hmrtqd rdbtqhsx `s ` qdk`shudkx knv
price. It is also almost certain to remain a policy 
tmcdqvqhssdm ax sgd TR Ɗ b`kkr enq TJ mtbkd`q
cooperation with France, or on a pan-European 
basis, are unlikely to be heeded. French nuclear 
policy has always been predicated on complete 
independence, and there is as little appetite for 
such a coalition in France as there is in the UK.20 
There is also a strong strand of opinion in some 
EU nations that any pan-European nuclear policy 
vntkc ad ` uhnk`shnm ne sgd Mnm,Oqnkhedq`shnm
Sqd`sx Ɗ Ə`m `bs ne hmsdqm`k oqnkhedq`shnm q`sgdq
than as a measure intended to limit the number 
of nuclear weapons”, as Peter Schmidt of the 
Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik in Berlin put 
it.21 

UK nuclear weapons, international law 
and disarmament obligations

Aqhs`hm hr bnllhssdc sn u`qhntr hmsdqm`shnm`k
treaties relating to disarmament in general, and 
nuclear disarmament in particular. The most oft-
cited is Article VI of the Non-Proliferation Treaty 
'MOS( 0857+ vghbg rs`sdr9

“Each of the Parties of the Treaty undertakes 
sn otqrtd mdfnsh`shnmr nm deedbshud ld`rtqdr
relating to cessation of the nuclear arms race 
at an early date and to nuclear disarmament, 
and on a Treaty on general and complete disar-
l`ldms tmcdq rsqhbs `mc deedbshud hmsdqm`shnm`k
control.”

Sgntfg bnmrnkhc`sdc hm rtardptdms qduhdv
bnmedqdmbdr Ɗ ` 1/// lddshmf qdrnkudc Əsns`k

08 ƌFnudqmldms qdronmrd sn sgd Bnllhssddƍr dhfgsg
qdonqs ne rdrrhnm 1//4,/5ƍ+ LnC . Cdedmbd
Bnllhssdd+ Itkx 1//5-

20 C Xnrs+ ƌEq`mbdƍr mdv mtbkd`q cnbsqhmdƍ+ Hmsdqm`-
shnm`k @ee`hqr+ Itkx 1//5-

21 Ptnsdc hm C Xnrs+ hahc-
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dkhlhm`shnmƐ ne rhfm`snqhdrƍ mtbkd`q `qrdm`kr Ɗ sghr
remains a fairly general undertaking, with only one 
time-limited goal: the cessation of the arms race, 
hm vghbg Aqhs`hm v`r mns ` rhfmhƽb`ms o`qshbho`ms-
As discussed earlier, Britain has made substantial 
reductions in its nuclear arsenal such that it is now 
the smallest of the NPT-recognised nuclear powers, 
`mc g`r nardqudc ` lnq`snqhtl nm dwoknrhud
mtbkd`q sdrsr rhmbd 0880+ `r odq sgd sdqlr ne sgd
'mns xds hm enqbd( Bnloqdgdmrhud Mtbkd`q Sdrs,A`m
Treaty. Similar substantial reductions were made 
ax nsgdq mtbkd`q onvdqr ctqhmf sgd odqhnc 0876,
0885+ vhsg khsskd mnshbd`akd deedbs nm sgd oqnfqdrr
of weapons programmes in India, Pakistan, Israel, 
Iran, Libya or North Korea. The White Paper 
additionally argues that its planned reduction to 
edvdq sg`m 05/ v`qgd`cr qdoqdrdmsr ` rhfmhƽb`ms
fdrstqd snv`qcr qd`eƽqlhmf sgd chr`ql`ldms
process, though it is arguable how seriously this 
will affect existing or aspirant nuclear powers’ 
judgements about their nuclear capabilities.22 The 
Khadq`k Cdlnbq`sr g`ud `cunb`sdc `m dwsdmrhnm ne
this position by proposing a reduction of warhead 
numbers to just 100.23 This policy would carry no 
fqd`sdq ft`q`msdd ne rtbbdrr hm qdhmuhfnq`shmf sgd
disarmament process than the White Paper position, 
but would at least be a more substantial gesture.

Sgd TJ g`r qdod`sdckx bnmƽqldc sg`s hs vhkk
abandon its weapons when other nations disarm. 
Though a highly desirable goal, this does not seem 
likely to occur at any point in the foreseeable future 
Ɗ drodbh`kkx fhudm Mnqsg Jnqd`ƍr dwhs vhsgnts
rtars`mshud qdodqbtrrhnmr eqnl sgd MOS qdfhld hm
2002, and its subsequent claims of a successful 
nuclear test. Should the UK unilaterally disarm, it 
hr cheƽbtks sn dmuhr`fd `mx ne sgd neƽbh`k mtbkd`q
powers, let alone India, Israel, North Korea or 
Pakistan, following suit. Furthermore, the stipulated 
Ərsqhbs `mc deedbshud hmsdqm`shnm`k bnmsqnkƐ hr mns
hm ok`bd sn lnmhsnq rtbg chr`ql`ldms- @anud
all, “general and complete disarmament” is not a 
realistic possibility just yet. 

Sgd qdok`bdldms cdbhrhnm+ `ksdqm`shudr
`mc onsdmsh`k r`uhmfr

The Defence Select Committee report into the 
strategic context of Britain’s nuclear deterrent 
hcdmshƽdc sgd jdx sxodr ne cdbhrhnm e`bhmf sgd TJ
as follows:

'`( qdsdmshnm udqrtr `ankhshnm Ɗ vgdsgdq sgd TJ
needs a deterrent at all;

'a( vgdsgdq sn dwsdmc sgd rdquhbd khed ne sgd
Vanguard-class submarines, as the US is 
currently doing with its Ohio-class boats;

22 Dwdbtshud rtll`qx sn Vghsd O`odq+ no bhs-
23 L B`loadkk+ ƌBts mtbkd`q vd`onmr ax g`keƍ oqdrr

release, December 2006.

'b( etstqd b`o`ahkhsx Ɗ vg`s ok`senql `
replacement for Trident should use;

'c( cdbhrhnmr nm etqsgdq hmudrsldms hm btqqdms
b`o`ahkhsx+ bghdƾx l`hms`hmhmf sgd rtal`qhmd
construction and nuclear warhead skills 
bases.

Hs g`r addm `qftdc `anud sg`s sgdqd `qd rteƽbhdms
security reasons to justify maintaining a minimum 
kdudk mtbkd`q cdsdqqdms+ ax qdok`bhmf Sqhcdms- Hs
would be unwise for the UK unilaterally to abandon 
its nuclear capability on the basis that there are 
few current signs of state-based threats, and 
because such a decision seems unlikely to inspire 
similar disarmament from others. 

There has been some political support for a 
programme of life extension for the Vanguard-
bk`rr rtal`qhmdr- Gnvdudq+ sghr hr mns hm hsrdke `
long-term solution: the boats’ hulls can be safely 
dwsdmcdc enq nmkx ƽud nq rhw xd`qr `s lnrs+ rhmbd
safety and reliability are likely to be compromised 
`esdq sg`s onhms Ɗ rodbhƽb`kkx sgd r`edsx ne sgd
boats’ nuclear steam-raising plants.13 Lnqdnudq+
khed dwsdmrhnm hr dwodmrhud Ɗ sgd Əfq`ct`kkx
increasing cost and some increasing risk of 
qdctbdc `u`hk`ahkhsxƐ qdedqqdc sn d`qkhdq-14

A life extension programme should therefore only 
be undertaken for two reasons. First, if time is 
qdpthqdc sn cdrhfm `mc cdkhudq ` qdok`bdldms enq
Trident. Second, if it is thought that Britain’s 
strategic defence requirements will be markedly 
clearer by around 2010, then the replacement 
decision could be postponed to allow a better 
assessment of how to replace Trident at that 
date. The former would carry weight as a 
sdbgmhb`k cdbhrhnm a`rdc nm sgd mddc sn cdudkno
sgd lnrs to,sn,c`sd+ deƽbhdms `mc bnrs,deedbshud
technology for any successor submarines, while 
ensuring there will be no gap between the old and 
new platforms. Another technical factor would 
be the need to ensure compatibility between any 
mdv Aqhshrg rtal`qhmdr `mc mdv udqrhnmr ne sgd
US Trident missiles, which the UK would in all 
probability wish to use. 

Sgd rdbnmc rddlr Ɗ `s kd`rs nm sgd rtqe`bd Ɗ
tmodqrt`rhud- Dudm he sgd lnrs oqdrrhmf rdbtqhsx
threats may be more clearly assessed in 2010 than 
today, new security threats, bringing with them 
mdv tmbdqs`hmshdr+ l`x oqnuhcd `m dpt`kkx cheƽbtks
basis on which to make the replacement decision. 
Postponing for that reason would be an uncertain 
bntqrd sn s`jd+ `mc onsdmsh`kkx dwodmrhud he Ɗ `r
hr fdmdq`kkx dwodbsdc Ɗ sgd rtal`qhmdr qdpthqd
lnqd eqdptdms `mc dwodmrhud l`hmsdm`mbd vnqj
if their life is prolonged. Nor should such a costly 
life extension programme be undertaken purely 

13 Bnllncnqd G`qd+ duhcdmbd sn Cdedmbd Bnllhssdd+
Itmd 1//5-

14	 MoD memorandum, op cit.
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enq onkhshb`k dwodchdmbx+ sn cdedq ` cheƽbtks `mc
chuhrhud hrrtd-

Etqsgdq hmudrsldms hm nmrgnqd hmeq`rsqtbstqd `mc
skills bases is already underway following the 
MoD’s Defence Industrial Strategy and extra 
spending on upgrading AWE Aldermaston.26 This 
kd`udr sgd ptdrshnm ne etstqd b`o`ahkhsx `mc vg`s
platform a replacement UK deterrent should use; 
sgd qdk`shud khedro`m ne sgd u`qhntr bnlonmdmsr ne
sgd Sqhcdms rxrsdl+ hcdmshƽdc d`qkhdq+ ld`m sg`s
the platform is the key determinant in this debate. 
A timetable of the expected life and replacement 
decisions of the Trident system’s components is 
included as an annex to this paper.

The basic options for a new UK platform are 
simple: submarines (as at present), air, land or 
surface sea-based. The UK is a single-platform 
nuclear power, which has sought to keep the 
cost of its insurance policy to a minimum while 
maximising its potential effect. Thus any new 
ok`senql vhkk mddc sn l`hms`hm sgd ƾdwhahkhsx ne
Trident as both a strategic and sub-strategic 
vd`onm- Sghr l`jdr `mx k`mc,a`rdc `ksdqm`shud
undesirable, since permanent installations are 
utkmdq`akd sn `ss`bj `mc hmƾdwhakd hm cdsdqqhmf
any distant aggressors. Surface ships are 
rhlhk`qkx utkmdq`akd hm ` rhmfkd,ok`senql rxrsdl-
A new air-based system would require new 
cdrhfmr ne Ɗ `mc rtoonqshmf hmeq`rsqtbstqd enq Ɗ
aircraft, missiles and warheads. In contrast, the 
UK submarine industrial base already possesses 
dwsdmrhud hmeq`rsqtbstqd `mc mdbdrr`qx dwodqshrd+
`mc rtal`qhmdr bnmshmtd sn oqnuhcd nodq`shnm`k
ƾdwhahkhsx- Bnmrdptdmskx+ sgdqd hr khsskd qd`rnm sn
`cunb`sd ` bg`mfd hm sgd ok`senql ne sgd TJƍr
deterrent.

The question then arises whether there are any 
`cchshnm`k bnrs qdctbshnmr sg`s bntkc ad hcdmshƽdc
for Trident’s replacement. This money could be 
cdoknxdc enq dw`lokd nm Aqhs`hmƍr nudqrsqdsbgdc
bnmudmshnm`k enqbdr+ nq nm hloqnuhmf sgd o`x+
conditions and housing for the armed forces 
and their families, as proposed by former Chief 
ne sgd Inhms Rs`ee+ Fdmdq`k Rhq Lhjd I`bjrnm+ hm
his recent Dimbleby lecture.27 If the capability 
hr adhmf l`hms`hmdc `r ` lhmhltl kdudk
deterrent against threats as yet unknown, in an 
dmuhqnmldms vghbg hr btqqdmskx qdk`shudkx admhfm
Ɗ `s hmsdq,rs`sd kdudk+ `s kd`rs Ɗ sgdm r`uhmfr
rgntkc ad rntfgs+ sn qdctbd sgd ƽm`mbh`k atqcdm
to a minimum. 

Fhudm sgd LnCƍr no`ptd bnrshmfr enq Sqhcdms+ hs hr
cheƽbtks sn hcdmshex vgdqd rtbg r`uhmfr lhfgs ad
entmc- Gnvdudq+ hs vntkc ad ghfgkx cdrhq`akd enq
sgd LnC `mc sgd Qnx`k M`ux sn itrshex hm rodbhƽb

26 C Aqnvmd+ Vqhssdm Lhmhrsdqh`k Rs`sdldms+ 08 Itkx
1//4-

27 L I`bjrnm+ ƌCdedmbd ne sgd qd`kl hm sgd 10st 
bdmstqxƍ+ roddbg cdkhudqdc 6 Cdbdladq 1//5-

sdqlr sgd mddc sn g`ud entq an`sr hm nqcdq sn
maintain CASD. The White Paper says that the 
fnudqmldms vhkk Əhmudrshf`sd etkkxƐ vgdsgdq
CASD could be maintained safely and reliably 
with three submarines, but admits that it is not 
xds hm ` onrhshnm Əsn l`jd ` ƽql itcfdldmsƐ-

Sgd trd ne entq rtal`qhmdr cndr mns qdƾdbs
`mx mdbdrr`qx sdmdsr ne m`u`k ok`mmhmf- Hmcddc+
sgd Qnx`k M`ux l`hms`hmr hsr ƾdds ne `hqbq`es
b`qqhdqr vhsg nmkx sgqdd rghor9 nmd nm `bshud
ctsx+ nmd hm qdrdqud nq qdƽs `mc nmd hm sq`hmhmf
nq l`hmsdm`mbd- Etqsgdqlnqd+ sgd M`uxƍr btqqdms
Hmuhmbhakd class carriers are being replaced 
with just two new Future Carrier ships, on the 
a`rhr sg`s `cu`mbdr hm cdrhfm `mc l`hmsdm`mbd
techniques will eliminate the present need for 
qdƽsr- He rhlhk`q `cu`mbdr bntkc ad l`cd enq `
Sqhcdms qdok`bdldms+ qdoqdrdmshmf ` bnrs r`uhmf
whilst maintaining CASD, that would clearly 
g`ud admdƽsr- Sgd r`uhmfr `qd `clhssdckx khjdkx
sn ad rl`kk Ɗ `r sgd Vghsd O`odq mnsdr+ sgdx
“would not be in proportion to the reduction in 
sgd mtladq ne rtal`qhmdrƐ Ɗ ats sgdx `qd rshkk
worth pursuing. 

@mnsgdq onsdmsh`k r`uhmf+ `mc nmd lhrrdc hm sgd
White Paper, is a reduction in the number of 
lhrrhkd stadr nm d`bg rta eqnl sgd btqqdms kdudk
ne 05- Sgd 37,v`qgd`c odq an`s khlhs hlonrdc
ax sgd fnudqmldms enkknvhmf sgd 0887 RCQ
could in theory be accomplished with just four 
lhrrhkdr+ sgntfg sghr vntkc ad hmƾdwhakd- Hs l`x
not be feasible to reduce the number of tubes 
that far, but it would again be desirable for the 
LnC `mc sgd Qnx`k M`ux sn itrshex vgx `r l`mx
as 16 tubes are required, with the extra expense 
that entails. 

Conclusion

Britain should retain its nuclear deterrent. A 
unilteral decision to abandon the nuclear capability 
vntkc ad deedbshudkx hqqdudqrhakd+ vntkc mns l`jd
sgd TJ `mx r`edq+ `mc hr tmkhjdkx sn g`ud `mx
effect on the nuclear programmes or ambitions 
ne nsgdq bntmsqhdr- Qdok`bhmf Sqhcdms vhkk oqnuhcd
an insurance policy against unknowable future 
strategic shocks, and comes at a premium which 
is not especially costly. That said, it is important 
that a replacement for Trident is commensurate 
with our security requirements; there is not a 
rsqnmf b`rd enq cdudknohmf ` k`qfdq b`o`ahkhsx-
The system is operationally independent from 
the US, and the decision to procure technology 
`mc l`sdqh`kr eqnl sgd TR hr ` knfhb`k lnud sn
secure insurance at a reasonable premium. But 
sgd fnudqmldms rgntkc rddj sn l`jd etqsgdq
bnrs r`uhmfr sgqntfg qdctbhmf sgd mtladq ne
submarines, or cutting the number of missile 
tubes.




