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Briefing: Aspects of UK Nuclear Weapons Possession

This briefing covers four areas: i) UK nuclear weapons modernisation ii) the UK-US nuclear relationship
iii) UK nuclear use policy in the context of the Russia-Ukraine war iv) UK action on nuclear arms control
and disarmament.

1. Modernising the UK’s nuclear weapons programme: rising costs and risks

The total cost of replacing the UK’s nuclear weapon system between 2019 and 2070 has been
estimated to be at least £172bn.! This figure includes: i) the cost of replacing the four main parts of
the programme (submarine, missile, warhead, and associated infrastructure) ii) ongoing maintenance
and in-service costs iii) some support costs e.g. from the Astute attack submarine programme. Many
projects within the UK’s nuclear weapons programme have gone vastly over their original budgets.
New funding is being poured in to meet project cost increases.? The programme is also facing severe
delays, raising questions about the UK’s ability to produce this weapons system.?

1.1 Submarine construction is underway but prone to problems and delays

The UK is building four Dreadnought class nuclear-missile-launcher submarines (SSBN) to replace its
Vanguard class SSBNs, following a July 2016 vote in the House of Commons.* Construction of the third
new SSBN began in February 2023. The first Dreadnought submarine is expected to come into service
in the early 2030s and to be retired in the 2060s.> The Infrastructure and Projects Authority’s annual
report for 2022-23 gave the Dreadnought project an 'amber' rating, meaning 'successful delivery
appears feasible but significant issues already exist, requiring management attention'.® A Common
Missile Compartment—developed with the USA for the UK’s new SSBNs—faced production delays,
but delivery is now underway.’

The Core Production Capability is being built by Rolls Royce to deliver the reactor cores for
Dreadnought submarines. This project has, for the second year running, been rated as ‘red’ by the
Infrastructure and Projects Authority, meaning that ‘successful delivery of the project appears to be
unachievable'.® Construction delays on the Dreadnought SSBN programme may disrupt the UK’s ability
to maintain continuous-at-sea-deterrence (CASD) in the 2030s if the required number of submarines
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are not ready for service. In addition, CASD may be at risk if one or more of the ageing Vanguard SSBNs
unexpectedly require repair.’

1.2 A new nuclear warhead is being developed / the warhead stockpile cap has increased by 44%

The UK is developing a new nuclear warhead which will be carried by Trident missiles. The UK’s
warhead programme, which has entered its ‘concept’ phase, will run parallel to the USA’s new W93
Trident warhead development programme.® The UK Government has not provided an official cost
estimate and timetable for the project, but the warhead is likely to come into service during the late
2030s or early 2040s.!! The UK’s new warhead is likely to have a higher yield, but there may also be a
lower yield variant.?

In 2010, the UK Government made a commitment to reduce the total number of the UK’s nuclear
warheads to no more than 180.23 The UK’s 2021 Integrated Review reversed this decision, increasing
the UK’s nuclear warhead stockpile cap to 260. This move was officially justified as a response to the
worsening international security environment.’* The House of Lord’s International Defence and
International Relations Committee was left unsatisfied by this explanation and, in its January 2023
report on UK defence policy, asked the Government to clarify its rationale for the warhead cap
increase.™

1.3 Ballistic missile life extension: manufactured in the USA, leased by the UK

The life-extended version of the Trident D5 ballistic missile began to be brought into service in 2017.
A further life-extension is scheduled, to last around twenty years, passing through concept, design
and deployment phases. A review of this upgraded missile is expected in 2025, followed by ground
testing and a first test flight in 2032, before early production begins.®

1.4 Rebuilding and refurbishing nuclear weapons infrastructure: under pressure

Much of the UK'’s infrastructure for developing, building and deploying nuclear weapons is being
rebuilt or refurbished.!” Several of these projects have experienced significant cost increases and
delays. For example, in March 2021 the Ministry of Defence (MOD) approved funding to restart the
troubled Project Pegasus. This project involves building a new enriched uranium production facility at
the Atomic Weapons Establishment (AWE) Aldermaston.® Project Mensa involves the construction of
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a new warhead assembly and disassembly facility at AWE Burghfield.? In 2020 the National Audit
Office criticised the MOD and AWE for management failures on the project.” Anglo-French
hydrodynamic research facilities for warhead research work, in place of nuclear explosive testing, are
under construction in France under Project Teutates.?! In December 2022, the MOD also approved
Project Aurora: a new plutonium component manufacturing facility at AWE.?? Other infrastructure
modernisation involves submarine basing and manufacture, and nuclear reactor construction.?® For
example, the Clyde Infrastructure Programme involves an extensive upgrade of the facilities at Faslane
and Coulport—and has significantly increased in cost.?

In the 2023 Integrated Review refresh the Government announced £3 billion in funding for the nuclear
enterprise; this included new money for ‘the construction of industrial infrastructure at Barrow, Derby

and the Atomic Weapons Establishment’.?

2. The UK-US nuclear relationship

The UK relies on US technological support and expertise to maintain its status as a nuclear power. Key
documents underpinning the special nuclear relationship include the 1958 Mutual Defence Agreement
(MDA) and 1963 Polaris Sales Agreement (PSA).%¢

2.1 The UK is dependent on the USA for the procurement of nuclear weapons technology

The MDA and the PSA—subsequently amended for Trident—lock the UK into dependence on the USA
for the procurement of nuclear weapons.?’ This reliance constrains the UK’s ability to develop
independent national security policies for fear of destabilising its relationship with the USA and
jeopardising the nuclear alliance. In terms of equipment, the UK’s new nuclear warheads and
Dreadnought class submarines will borrow from US designs; and efforts have been made to align the
two nations’ replacement programmes.?

2.2 The UK’s nuclear weapons are only as independent as the USA wants them to be

The USA has supported Britain’s nuclear programme by providing a range of essential hardware and
assistance with nuclear material.?® In practice, the UK’s technical dependence on the US would
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constrain any attack to which Washington objected. For example, the UK is reliant on American
software for all aspects of nuclear targeting. British nuclear weapons are almost entirely dependent
on the information provided under the MDA. The Atomic Weapons Establishment has therefore
described the MDA as ‘fundamental’ to the maintenance of the UK’s nuclear weapons system.>°

2.3 The MDA is up for renewal at the end of 2024 and requires parliamentary scrutiny

The MDA is a formal treaty and has been amended a number of times over its 65-year history. Most
recently it has been renewed on a regular ten-year cycle. This has allowed arrangements for the
transfer of special nuclear materials and non-nuclear components of nuclear weapons. The MDA was
last renewed in 2014 when it was extended until December 2024. Up to now British governments have
pushed renewal of the Agreement through parliament with minimal scrutiny, trying to avoid debate
and discussion on the aims and consequences of renewing the treaty.3!

2.4 US nuclear bombs are set to return to RAF Lakenheath for the first time since 2008

For many years, UK governments allowed US nuclear weapons and nuclear-capable aircraft to be
stored, maintained, and operated from UK military bases. But the UK has not hosted US nuclear
weapons since 2008.32 However, in April 2022, it was reported that RAF Lakenheath in Suffolk had
been upgraded, potentially allowing the USA to again deploy nuclear weapons in the UK.3® A 2023
survey conducted by British Pugwash showed that British public opinion is split over the deployment
of US nuclear weapons on UK territory.3*

3. UK nuclear use policy in the context of the Russia-Ukraine war

The UK'’s leading role in NATO, and as a US ally, means that its nuclear forces could become embroiled
in the Ukraine-Russia conflict if further escalation were to occur. It is therefore important to
understand the UK’s nuclear weapons policy, including the potential for the ‘sub-strategic’ use of the
UK’s only nuclear weapon system, Trident.

3.1 The UK'’s nuclear posture does not rule in or out first use

Trident is assigned to NATO and acts as, in the words of the alliance’s 1999 Strategic Concept ‘an
essential political and military link between the European and the North American members of the
Alliance’.®* In order to be in line with NATO’s nuclear doctrine the UK does not ‘rule in nor rule out’ the
first-use of nuclear weapons. However, the UK is more likely to use nuclear weapons in a bilateral UK-
US operation than either as part of a NATO strike or independently.3®
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The 2021 Integrated Review stated that the circumstances in which the UK could potentially use, or
threaten to use, nuclear weapons against a non-nuclear weapon state could change in future to include
other ‘threats’. Such threats could include, for example, those generated by new technology with a
‘comparable impact’ to weapons of mass destruction (WMD).3” The UK retains a lower-yield nuclear
capability which could be used in response to a WMD attack, amongst other possible scenarios.>®

3.2 Russia remains the primary focus of UK nuclear targeting

UK nuclear forces were formally de-targeted in 1994 and are at ‘several days’ notice to fire’. However,
the UK’s nuclear missiles can be re-targeted in a matter of minutes and alert levels quickly raised.*
Furthermore, although UK-US joint nuclear targeting via NATO ended at the operational level, it
continues at the planning level. Thus, whilst British missiles no longer hold target data, this does not
mean that the UK’s nuclear force has no target plans.*® The UK’s warheads could therefore be used
both independently and as part of a US strike against Russia, and potentially other targets.** Whilst
some US officials have questioned whether the UK should possess a nuclear force, for others its value
lies in legitimising Washington’s own nuclear operations and providing the USA with an alternative
means of attacking targets. In addition, cooperation between British and American nuclear weapons
laboratories is valued by both sides.*

3.3 The UK’s ‘minimum’ nuclear deterrent is based on the ability to kill millions of people

Minimum credible nuclear deterrence involves political-military judgements that shift over time.
When the UK took the decision to acquire Trident in 1980, this meant possessing the ability to inflict
‘unacceptable damage’ on the Soviet Union, which would have involved killing up to 10 million
Russians.*® Moscow remains the informal primary target of the UK’s nuclear arsenal and influences the
required range, yield, and accuracy of the UK’s nuclear missiles, which would need to evade Russian
ballistic missile defences.* The 2021 Integrated Review identified Russia as the ‘most acute threat’ to
UK security, bringing London in line with Washington’s focus on ‘strategic competition’ with Moscow.*®

3.4 The legality of the threat and use of nuclear weapons

The UK’s nuclear weapons are subject to the requirements and provisions of international law. In 1996
the International Court of Justice ruled that the threat or use of nuclear weapons is generally illegal.*®
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The UK accepts that International Humanitarian Law (IHL) should be applied to nuclear weapons.*’
This is significant because, whilst the UK’s nuclear weapons may be intended as a means of in extremis
self-defence, and part of a deterrence policy, it is most probable that their use would violate the
principles and rules of IHL.*® Point 5 of the Cabinet Office’s ‘Chilcot Checklist’, which is intended as a
guide for policy-makers in the national security community, is entitled 'Legal Implications’ and asks
‘How do we ensure action is lawful?’*® In the case of nuclear weapons, it is difficult to envisage
circumstances in which their use could adhere to international law, given the need for parties involved
in a conflict to distinguish between civilian and military targets, and avoid causing excessive civilian
harm.>°

4. Progressive UK action on Nuclear Arms Control and Disarmament

As a depository state of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), the UK has an obligation to pursue
and conclude, in good faith, negotiations toward nuclear disarmament.>* This implies that the UK
should reduce its reliance on nuclear weapons, make progress on disarmament commitments, and act
in ways that support the creation of a nuclear-weapon-free world—and those have previously been
proclaimed as UK policy aims.>?

4.1 The UK could go further to back up its words with action in support of the NPT

In the 2021 Integrated Review, the UK Government stated that it wants to strengthen the NPT.>® The
UK argues that it is demonstrating its commitment to the NPT by participating in a range of
programmes supportive of nuclear arms control and disarmament. These include: the P5 Risk
Reduction dialogue, International Partnership on Nuclear Disarmament Verification, the Quad Nuclear
Verification Partnership, and the UK-Norway verification initiative.>* The UK also supports Sweden's
Stepping Stones disarmament initiative.>> Whilst these activities are valuable, the UK could do more
to fulfil its obligations under the NPT.
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The UK’s nuclear weapons policy covers four main areas: acquisition; deployment; declaratory; and
employment.>® Each area offers opportunities to make further contributions to arms control and
disarmament. For example, reducing warhead numbers, ending continuous at-sea deterrent patrols,
and adopting a no first use policy, would be meaningful steps to reduce the salience of nuclear
weapons in the UK’s security policy.”” More ambitious action would involve the UK revisiting its
decisions concerning the modernisation of its nuclear weapons system. In addition, the UK could
minimise the role of its nuclear force by stating explicitly that it would only be used if the survival of
the State was at stake.*®

4.2 There is significant public support for nuclear arms control and disarmament policies

The results of a British Pugwash survey of UK public opinion in 2023 show that there are notable
differences between the British public’s views and the policies of the UK Government concerning
nuclear weapons. 40% support among UK adults for the UK retaining nuclear weapons sits alongside
significant public support for policies which would control, limit, and even eliminate the UK’s nuclear
weapons—including amongst supporters of nuclear possession.>® Moreover, the idea of the UK joining
the UN Treaty on the Prohibition on Nuclear Weapons, which entered into force in 2021, is supported
by 59% of the British public, according to a 2021 Survation poll.®

4.3 Democratic accountability needs to be introduced to nuclear weapons decision-making

Decisions regarding nuclear weapons are made by a small group of people and shrouded in secrecy.®!
For example, the 2021 Integrated Review stated that the UK would ‘no longer give public figures for
our operational stockpile, deployed warhead or deployed missile numbers’.5? If the UK wants to
prioritise nuclear arms control and disarmament, improving the democracy, transparency and
accountability of its nuclear weapons programme would seem a logical necessity. This could include
the Government providing regular updates and time for parliamentary debates on nuclear weapons
procurement and policy decisions.®® In addition, proposals to review decision-making processes on
the use of nuclear weapons merit consideration.®
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