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Summary 

 
 
 
The Joint Committee on the National Security Strategy w as established to consider the 
National Security Strategy (NSS). This is our first report.  
 
We welcome the publication of the 2010 NSS and we believe that it has started to make a 
contribution to the security of this country. However, we see it as work in progress. We 
have identified ways in  which the  NSS, and the decisio n-making processes which  
underpin it, should be improved. 
 
The current NSS was, for unders tandable reasons, produced to a very tight timescale. We 
hope that the production of the next N SS—expected in 2015—will involve a much wider 
public debate and an attempt at a political consensus. Planning for th is will need to start 
soon. 
 
We are concerned that the NSS has avoide d some of the m ore difficult questions about 
the UK’s future. Its assertion of “no reduction in influence” is unrealistic and masks the 
need for the Government to prioritise its effo rts.  The NSS is a lso uncritical in its 
discussion of alliances, a voiding questions ab out when the UK needs the ability to  act 
alone, and which capa bilities it re quires. The new US strategy document itself raises 
important questions about our reliance on US support. 
 
The NSS is based on the National Security  Risk Assessment (NSRA). The Government’s 
unwillingness to provide us with th e information we requested about th e NSRA means 
that we are not in a position to give any a ssurance about its adequacy. We need this 
information if we are to do our job prop erly, as a Joint Committee tasked with 
scrutinising the NSS.  
 
The Government has said that the NSS guided the capability decisions in the Strat egic 
Defence and Security Review (SDSR ) and the choice of an “adaptable pos ture”. We have 
called on the Government for more clarity about what the “adaptable posture” is and how 
the decision related to the NSS. We  have been unable to find evidence  that the NSS has 
influenced decisions made since the SDSR, in cluding the Government’s responses to the 
Arab Spring.  We call on the Government to develop a n “overarching strategy”, a 
common understanding about t he UK’s interests and objectives that  guides choices on 
investment across government departments, as well as guiding operational priorities and 
crisis response. However, this must be based on  a realistic vision of the UK’s future role 
in the world.  
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We welcome the setting up of the National  Security Council (NSC), though we remain to 
be convinced that it is s ignificantly different from, or mo re strategic th an, the Cabinet 
Committees which operated under pre vious Governments. The NSC and its 
subcommittee NSC(Libya) took an active role in running the UK’s operations in Libya. 
We question whether this allowe d strategic focus to be maintained. We also have 
concerns about how the NSC selects its topics for discussion and find its failure to discuss 
the collapse of the Eurozone or the possibilit y of Scottish independence extraordinary. 
We call for Ministers to have more regular exposure to advice from outside experts. 
 
We welcome the appo intment of a National Security Adviser, althou gh we still have 
questions about the natu re of the role, and its status.  The Government sees no need at 
present for a National Security Minister: we suggest this be kept under review.  
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1 Introduction 

Our role 

1. In March 2008 the previous Government published The National Security Strategy of the 
United Kingdom: Security in an i nterdependent world.1 It wa s agreed that a J oint 
Committee on the National Secu rity Strategy (NSS) should be  appointed, consisting of 22 
members: 12 from th e Commons and ten from the Lords with the terms of reference “to  
consider the National Security Strategy”.2 The Committee was appointed but only had time 
to hold one oral evidence session before the general election.3 

2. The current Government published a new NSS, Strong Britain in an Age of Uncertainty: 
The National Security Strategy, and a Strategic Defe nce and Security Review (SDSR), in  
October 2010.4 The Joint Committee was reappointed at the end of 2010 and we met for 
the first time in the current Parliament in January 2011. We decided to begin our work by 
scrutinising the N SS and the a ssociated structures for Govern ment decision-making on 
National Security, particularly  the role of the National Security Council (NSC) and the  
National Security Adviser (NSA). To that end we put out a call for written evidence and 
received five submissions, in addition to information received from the Cabinet Office.5  

3. We do not wish to duplicate  the work of othe r Select Committees , and instead have 
drawn on the impor tant work they have done.  Most notab ly, this report draws on the 
House of Commons Public Administration Select Committee’s reports on Who does UK 
National Strategy?6 and the House of Com mons Defence Committee’s report The Strategic 
Defence and Security Review and the National Securi ty Strategy.7  The relationship between 
the NSS and the SDSR is a clos e and complex one, and it has not been possible for us to 
consider the implementation of the NSS without also considering the SDSR.  

4. We held four evidence  sessions in the Su mmer and Autumn of 2011: with two former 
Security Ministers, The Rt Hon Baroness Neville- Jones, Minister of St ate for Security an d 
Counter-Terrorism, Home Office, 2010-11, and Admiral The Rt Hon The Lord West of 
Spithead, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State (Security and Counter-terrorism), Home 
Office, 2007-10 and formerly Chief of the Nav al Staff and First Sea L ord; the current 
Minister for Government Policy Advice at  the Cabinet Office, The Rt Hon Oliver Letwin  
MP; and the first NSA, Sir Peter Ricketts.8 

 
1 The National Security Strategy of the United Kingdom: Security in an interdependent world, Cm 7291, March 2008. 

2 Standing Orders of the House of Commons Public Business 2011, SO No 152I  and HL Deb,  6 December 2010, Col 10. 

3 Minutes of Proceedings, 22 March 2010, HL Paper 115/HC 488-i. 

4 A Strong Britain in an Age of Uncertainty: The National Security Strategy, Cm 7953, October 2010, and Securing Britain 
in an Age of Uncertainty: The Strategic Defence and Security Review , Cm 7948, October 2010. 

5 This evidence is published on the internet at http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/joint-
select/national-security-strategy/publications/ 

6 House of Commons Public Administration Select Committee, First Report of Session 2010-11,Who does UK National 
Strategy?, HC435; and Sixth Report of Session 2010-12, Who does UK National Strategy? Further Report with the 
Government Response to the Committee’s First Report of Session 2010–11, HC 713.  

7 House of Commons Defence Committee, Sixth Report of Session 2010-12, The Strategic Defence and Security Review 
and the National Security Strategy, HC 761. 

8 The oral evidence is published on the internet at http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/joint-
select/national-security-strategy/publications/  
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5. We are grateful to th ose who ha ve given evidence, and also to ou r specialist advisers, 
Professor Malcolm Chalmers, Re search Director / Director , UK Defence Policy at the 
Royal United Services In stitute and Professor  Hew Strachan, Chichele Professor of the 
History of War at the University of Oxford.  
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2 The National Security Strategy  

The 2010 review process 

6. The Government published the most rec ent NSS, Strong Britain in a n Age of 
Uncertainty: The National Security Strategy, on 18 October 2010, fi ve months after the 
General Election. The Strategic Defence an d Security Review —which sought to describe 
how the NSS would be implemented—was published on 19 Octob er. On 20 Oc tober, the 
Chancellor of the Exc hequer, The Rt Hon George Osborne MP,  presented the 
Government’s Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR), which set out b udgetary 
allocations to government departments, inclu ding those charged with implementation of 
the NSS and SDSR.9  It is significant that the NSS an d SDSR were produced in parallel 
with the Spending Re view—rather than guiding or following it—and after a review of 
just five months.  

7. The Defence Commi ttee has d escribed this five month timetable as “truncated”. 10 We 
asked our witnesses about their views on the review process and the lessons for the future.  
Lord West told us that to do an NSS “properly” with the current level of resources would  
take a year.11 Sir Peter Ricketts (who was then NSA) said that, were he in post for the next 
NSS, he would “start two years ahead on the research and the detailed analysis that would 
build up to then completing th e National Security Strategy”. 12 Baroness Neville-Jones  
disagreed, saying it should take less than a year: “I do not th ink that the quality of thought 
is improved by ta king excessive time. Putting people under a bit of pressure to thi nk 
intensively over a period of time produces just as good, if not rather better, results”.13  

8. Our witnesses ag reed that that doing the NSS a nd SDSR a nd the spend ing review in 
parallel was probably th e correct way to d o things.14 Oliver Letwin said that, while he 
personally thought the approa ch used in 2010 was th e correct one, the Government had 
not yet decided how to conduct the next NSS and SDSR.15 Sir Peter Ricketts said that: 

if we had had the alternative of completing the spending round and then turning to 
the strategy and the SDSR, the budget would have been fixed and there would have 
been no opportunity to argue for more for defence or the Home Office as a result of 
the strategy work.16  

Sir Peter Ricketts told us that, as a result of the NSS and CSR being done at the same time, 
extra money had been found for counter-terrorism and cyber security.17  

 
9 Spending Review 2010, Cm 7924, October 2010. 

10 HC 761, para 27. 

11 Q 64 

12 Q 150 

13 Q 24 

14 Lord West  Q65, and Baroness Neville-Jones Q24  (although she felt that the “framework” of the NSS should be done 
first). 

15 Q 104 

16 Q 150 

17 Q 150 
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9. The relationship between th e NSS, the SDS R, and the CS R is complex. It might be  
thought better to develop the NSS, and SDSR, first,  to find out how much  it will cost to  
protect the UK; and then to reflect this in the CSR. However, strategy must be realistic and 
take account of financial realit ies; a strategy that is under funded will fail. But this does not 
mean that the NSS and SDSR should simply be forced into conclusions predetermined by 
the money that the CSR has al located. If the NSS and SDSR show that the money allocated 
is inadequate, then more money must be foun d. There is therefore benefit in carrying out 
these processes in parallel. 

10. We welcome the Govern ment’s decision to produce the SDSR at the same time as  
the NSS.  In principle, this should allow us to see, alongside the Strategy, what impact it 
will have on policy priorities and resource allocation.  

11. We also welcome the Government’s commitment to review the NSS and SDSR  
regularly. A five yearly review cycle, as is curr ently proposed, seems to us appropriate. 
However, producing a new Strategy shortly after a General Election—as this timetable 
suggests—raises the danger of a hurried review process, particularly if there is a change 
of Government. 

12. The order in w hich the NSS, SDSR , and CSR are b egun is not  particularly 
significant. What is crucial is that all three are able to influence each other, in a process 
which is begun in plenty of time.  The timing of the Election led to the 2010 NSS, SDSR 
and CSR being completed in a re latively short timescale, with l ittle consultation. We  
urge the Government to plan for a much longer lead time for the 2015 review.   

The 2010 National Security Strategy 

13. The SDSR states that: 

The National Security Strategy sets out two clear objectives: (i) to ensure a secure and 
resilient UK by protecting our people, economy, infrastructure, territory and ways of 
life from all major risks that can affect us directly; and (i i) to shape a stable world, by 
acting to reduce the likelihood of risks affecting the UK or our interests overseas, and 
applying our instruments of power and in fluence to shape the global envi ronment 
and tackle potential risks at source. It also sets out in its National Security Risk 
Assessment a clear prioritisation of those potential threats we face.18  

14. The NSS is a 37 page document in four “parts” or chapters. The first two parts set out 
the strategic context and how the Government sees the UK’s role in the world. It  sets out a 
range of threats (including Al Qaeda,19  nuclear proliferation, 20 espionage,21 and terrorist 
groups linked to Northern Ireland22) and makes predictions for the future. The predictions 
include: increased economic in terdependence and integr ation,23 the potential g rowth of 

 
18 SDSR, para 1.4. 

19 NSS, para 1.2. 

20 NSS, para 1.5. 

21 NSS, para 1.6. 

22 NSS, para 1.7. 

23 NSS, para 1.14. 
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ideological threats other than Al Qaeda,24  population pressure in parts of the world leading 
to instability and conflict, 25 and an increasing threat from accident s in, or the malicious  
misuse of developments in, the biological sciences.26  The third chapter of the NSS contains 
a table of “priority risks”27 divided into three tiers, and the chapter then sets out how the 
Government intends to address the four tier on e risks (terrorism, cyber security, natural  
hazard or accident, and an internatio nal military crisis  drawing in the UK). The last 
chapter, “our response”, addre sses implementation and resourc es, but says that detailed 
information is in the SDSR. 

15. Thinking about what th e future may hold, and th e UK’s role in it, is essential if the  
Government is to b e prepared and to ta rget resources effectively.  Th is does not mean 
making rigid predictions , which constrain ou r ability to respond to the unexpected, but  
creating a long-t erm framework, within which the UK  has the flexibilit y to respon d to 
short-term demands. 

16. We welcome the decision of this Gover nment and the last to publish an NSS. W e 
believe that producing and publishing an NS S can h elp to pl ay an im portant role in 
identifying likely future threats to, and opportunities for, the UK. This allows the UK to 
prepare for them an d, in an er a of scarce resources, to pr ioritise effectively. This is 
important to maintaining the security of the country.  

National Security Risk Assessment 

17. It is stated that the “pr iority risks” in the NSS were identified by th e NSC after it had 
seen the National Security Risk Assessment (NSRA).28 The NSRA has not been published 
but its methodology is described in an annex to the NSS. 29 The NSRA p rocess is said to  
have  

compared, assessed and prioritised all major disruptive risks to our national interest, 
which are of sufficient scale or  impact so as to requ ire action from govern ment 
and/or which have an ideological, international or political dimension.30 

The plausible worst case scenario of various risks were scored in terms of likelihood and 
potential impact (giving greatest  weight to those with the a bility to cause immediate and 
direct harm to the UK’ s territories, economy, people, key institutions and infrastructure). 
These were then plotted on a matrix to allow comparisons to be made. The process was 
done at 5 and 20 year horizons.31  

18. Sir Peter Ricketts told us “I t hink the prioritisation of the risks in the National Security 
Strategy is worthwhile”.32  Lord West told us th at a simila r exercise under the previ ous 
 
24 NSS, para 1.22. 

25 NSS, para 1.28. 

26 NSS, para 1.24. 

27 NSS, p 27. 

28 NSS, para  3.14. 

29 NSS, p 37. 

30 NSS, A.2; also Cabinet Office 02. 

31 NSS, A.2, A.4. 

32 Q 144 
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Government had successfully identified pandemic flu as the greatest risk in the short-term. 
It had also led to important counterterrorism work.33 

19. The NSS says that the NSRA process: 

provides an insight into  potential future risk s, so as to contribu te to decisions on 
capabilities for the future. It  does not directly address immediate security issues. 
Thus we did no t include in the NSRA a r isk directly relate d to a conflict in  
Afghanistan, since we are already engaged there. But we do i nclude risks of future 
terrorism and risks of future conflicts.34  

However it does include cyber security, even though it says this is a current risk:  “this is 
not simply a risk for the future. G overnment, the private sector and citizens are under 
sustained cyber attack today, from both hostile states and criminals”.35 

20. We asked Oliver Letwin abou t the decision not to includ e Afghanistan in the NSRA.  
He told us that: 

 Because it [the NSRA] looks at the probability and impact—two axes on a graph—of 
specific events that affect our nati onal security, it is not lookin g at decisions within  
our control. It is looking at th e question of wh at may come and hit us …  The 
question of the withdrawal of British troops [from Afghan istan] at a given date is  
resoluble in the s ense that it is under our control. Of course, the consequences of 
doing so are anoth er matter, but the decision on whether to do it or not is one tha t 
we can ourselves make.36 

21. We asked the Cabinet Office for more detailed information of how the p riority risks 
were assessed on likelihood and impact over the next five and twenty years, and for a chart  
showing how these risks were plotted in th e matrix presented in the Annex to the NSS.  It 
provided some more information, but not the requested chart.37 We raised the matter with 
the Minister, who sub sequently sent us an illustrative diagr am which added little to the  
information given in the NSS. 38 We pursued the po int with Sir Peter Ricketts, asking him 
what material was put before  the National Security Co uncil;  whether they  had  
information indicating how each risk was scored and how those scores were arrived at. Sir 
Peter Ricketts told us that the NSC had: 

a very detailed and very h ighly classified document that went th rough a l arge 
number of national security risks and set out along side them the consideration they 
had been given in terms of their possible impact, the likelihood of them happening 
and, therefore, where they wou ld come out in th e matrix work tha t had been 
conducted.39  

 
33 Q 54 

34 NSS, para 3.9. 

35 NSS, para 3.27. 

36 Q 102 

37 Cabinet Office 02. 

38 Cabinet Office 03. 

39 Q 157 
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We asked to see that document, if necessary in confidence.  By letter of 7 February, Sir Kim 
Darroch, the new NSA, informed us that “the Government are willing to answer specific 
questions about the risks to nati onal security assessed in the NSRA” b ut that “P ending 
further consultations on the precedent which release of a Cabinet Committee paper might 
set, however, we are not able to provide the text in this case.”40 

22. We find this unacceptable. It is not that we partic ularly wish to see a Cabinet  
Committee paper, but we cannot judge if the priority risks are the right ones without more 
detailed information about how they were arrived at. We fully accept that some parts of the 
NSRA, particularly those relating to terrorism and hostile countries, are sensitive and must 
remain classified. Other elements—the NSRA also covers pandemic flu, accidents,  
flooding, and severe space weather, for example—could probably be published.41 We note 
that, for the civil risk register, tables are in the public domain showing the relative values  
that the Government placed on l ife, loss of  homes, a nd economic losses, in order to 
compile the register.42 We would like to see similar information for the NSRA.  

23. We regret that the Government’s unwillingness, to date, to provide us with all t he 
information we requested about the NSRA, means that we are not in a position to give 
the two Houses any assuranc e about its adequacy.  W e urge the Government to 
reconsider its position  on this.  W e need this informatio n if we  are to d o our job 
properly, as a Joint Committee tasked with scrutinising the NSS. 

24. We remain to b e convinced of the Government’s reasoning for not i ncluding 
Afghanistan in the NSRA.  The Government has said that it is not incl uding 
“immediate security issues” but terrorism, accidents , flooding and cyber attack are 
included, though they are all current threats. While the date of troop withdrawal may 
be a firm policy, w e take the view that Afghanistan and the surrounding region remain 
an area of risk for the UK’s security and this ought to be reflected in the NSRA.  

25. In principle, we welcome the development of the NSRA but the Government must 
ensure that it does not lead to a false sense of security. Any forecasting tool, however 
well designed, is imperfect and speculative, and the results prod uced should be treated 
with caution and used as a su pport for, not a substitute for, good judgement. The 
NSRA will not always predict the next big problem: resources must  be allocated to  
continual horizon-scanning, and must b e available to deal with unpredicted risks as  
they emerge.   

No reduction in influence 

26. The NSS says that: 

The National Security Council has reached a clear conclusion  that Britain’s national 
interest requires us to reject any notion of the shrinkage of our influence.43 

 
40 Cabinet Office 05. 

41 NSS, para 3.44. 

42 http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/resource-library/national-risk-register   

43 NSS, para 0.8. 
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At other points the NSS talks about extending44 or enhancing45 the UK’s influence.  What 
“influence” means is not defined in the NSS itself, although  it is often li nked to national  
security: “In or der to pr otect our interests at home, we must project our i nfluence 
abroad”46 In other places influence seems to be distinguished from security.  For example it 
states: “we need to understand the context within which we operate in order to protect our 
security, achieve our national objectives and maintain our influence in world affairs.”47 The 
NSS discusses a broad range of “influences”: milit ary power, diplomacy (i ncluding the 
UK’s role in in ternational organizations), aid and also cultural effects (such as the large 
numbers of Britons living overseas and the tens of thousands of Chinese students studying 
here). 

27. The NSS predicts the wei ght of economic activity shifting  to Asia, Latin America and  
the Gulf,48 the developmen t of a mu ltipolar world “with p ower distributed more wid ely 
than in the last two decades. The circle of international decision-making will be wider and 
potentially more multilateral”,49 and the rise of India and China as global powers.50  The 
NSS refers several times to reform of the UN Security Council but says no more about what 
form that might take.51  The NSS says that the “US will remain the most powerful country 
in the world, economically and in military terms”. 52   

28. The Defence Committee has questioned wh ether no reduction in influence is realistic 
given Government spending cuts.  Its report on the SDSR and NSS published in August  
2011 said that: 

The Government appears to believ e that the UK can maintain its influence while 
reducing spending, not just in the area of defence but also at the Foreign Office. We 
do not agree. If the UK’s influence in the world is to be maintained, the Government 
must demonstrate in a cl ear and convincing way that these reductions have been 
offset by identifiable improvements elsewhere rather than imprecise assertions of an 
increased reliance on diplomacy and ‘soft power’. If the Government cannot do so, 
the National Security Strategy is in danger of becoming a ‘wish list’ that fails to make 
the hard choices necessary to ensure the nation’s security.53 

29. Given the UK’ s low economic g rowth rate compared with those of the world’ s 
emerging economies, we believe it is wholly unrealistic not to expect any diminution in the 
UK’s power and influence in th e medium and long term. If, as the NSS predicts, the circle  
of international decision-making becomes wider and new global powers emerge, then it i s 
likely that establi shed high-income powers—the UK included— will have relatively less 
influence. Similarly it is possible that reform  of the UN Security Council will involve other 
 
44 NSS, para 0.5. 

45 NSS, para 1.16. 

46 NSS, p 4. 

47 NSS, para 1.1. 

48 NSS, para 1.13. 

49 NSS, para 1.15. 

50 NSS, para 1.18. 

51 NSS, para 1.16, para 2.10. 

52 NSS, para 1.10. 

53 HC 761, para 64. 
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countries gaining a permanent seat on the Securi ty Council: although the Government  
supports the addition of  India and Brazil, for ex ample, this will inevit ably dilute the UK’s  
position as only one of  five countries that currently holds such a position. These trends 
make it even more im portant that the Government consider how to maintain its security 
objectives, perhaps through building wider partnerships. 

30. A key point of t he NSS is t o set pr iorities, and to g uide choices in a n era of 
diminished resources. While such a strategy may contain aspirational elements it must 
also be realistic. The NSS simultaneously recognises the rise of new global powers, 
shifts in the centres of economic activity, and reduced resources in the UK, while at the 
same time asserting “no red uction in inf luence”. This is wholl y unrealistic in t he 
medium to long term and the UK needs to plan for a changing, and more partnership-
dependent, role in the world. 

Definition of “influence” 

31. The NSS is not clear what is  meant by “i nfluence”. In places the N SS says that 
projecting our influence abroad i s necessary to pr otect our interests at home; in  other 
places, “influence” seems to be an end in itself.  In written evidence, the Cabinet Office told 
us that “The Government consid ers influence to mean our ab ility to have an effect on the 
beliefs and actions of others, which in turn leads to action in  support of our interests or 
greater acceptance of our own actions”.54 

32. It seems to us that there are many different types of influence. For example, that which 
comes from goodwill and “sof t power” is very different from that  which comes from  
threats and “hard power”. A country can have a lot of influence with some countries while 
at the same time having very little with others, particularly when it comes to “soft power”. 
There are also complex questions around the costs and benefits of different ways of gaining 
influence. Some of the references in the NSS are to cultural effects, whose direct influence 
on behalf of national interests is inherently hard to judge.   

33. The NSS lacks a geopolitical focus; it is not clear in which areas of  the world the UK is 
seeking to exercise influence and what form—military, cultural, economic—that influence 
might take.  While the NSS stresses the importance of the UK’s relationship with the US, it 
does not address which forms of influence are most successful in this relationship. 

34. The NSS makes several mentions  of aid, and states that it s purposes include poverty  
reduction55 and the red uction of the c auses of potential hostility.56 The SDSR expand s on 
this by arguing that “We must focus on those fragile and conflict-affected countries where 
the risks are high, ou r interests are most at stake and where we know we can hav e an 
impact”.57 The Government is committed to using 30% of Official Development Assistance 
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to support fragile and conflict-affected states.  We welcome this  commitment, and t he 
publication of the Building Stability Overseas Strategy last year.58   

35. We are concerned that the Government has not done enough in the NSS and SDSR 
to articulate its concept of what influence is, wh y it is needed, or wh at the most cost-
effective way is of  achieving it in d ifferent circumstances and regions. The NSS 
mentions many different forms of “soft pow er” but coul d do more to spell out the 
different roles of organisations such as the BBC World Service and British Council. We 
believe that greater cl arity over exactly what  we ar e seeking, and w hy, could enable 
resources to be better targeted. 

Adaptable posture  

36. The SDSR states that, base d on the NSS, the NSC has decided on an “adaptable 
posture” (the phras e does not appear i n the N SS).59 The definition it gives is long and 
descriptive.  “Principal elements” include tackling the four tier one risks identified in the 
NSS (terrorism, cyber se curity, natural hazard or accident, and an international military 
crisis drawing in the UK), mai ntaining a nuclear de terrent, “ensuring, in partnership with 
allies, the ability to regenerate capabilities given sufficient strategic notice”  and: 

to respond to g rowing uncertainty about l onger-term risks and threats, we will  
pursue an over-arching approach which:  

• identifies and manages risks before they  materialise in the UK, with a focus  
on preventing conflicts and building local capacity to deal with problems  

• maintains a broad sp ectrum of defence and other capabilities, able to deter  
and contain, as well as engage on the ground, developing threats  

• ensures those capabilities have in-built flexibility to adjust to changing future 
requirements  

• strengthens mutual dependence with key allies and partners who are willing 
and able to act, not lea st to ma ke our c ollective resources go further and 
allow nations to focus on their comparative advantages  

• coordinates and integrates the appr oach across government, achieving 
greater effect by combin ing defence, development,  diplomatic, intelligence 
and other capabilities.60 

37. In written evidence the Cabinet Office explained how the decision had been made: 

The [NSC] consi dered two alternati ve posture options to th e adaptable approach. 
One option placed more emp hasis on p rotecting the UK  from immi nent threats.  
The Armed Forces would have been configured for protecting the homeland and for 
short, sharp interventions overseas but would not have b een capable of conducting 

 
58 Building Stability Overseas Strategy, Department for International Development, Foreign and Commonwealth Office  
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60 SDSR, Para 1,5. 



Joint Committee on the National Security Strategy    15 

 

stabilisation operations.  There would have been  cuts to all military capabilities.  The 
other option placed more emphasis on protecting the UK by a cting at distance.  The  
Armed Forces would have been configured for long-term stabilisation operations but 
not for interventions.61   

The three options p resented required the same financial resourc es, but would have 
allocated them differently.62  

38. From Oliver Letwin’s perspective the adaptable posture went beyond the armed forces. 
He told us that:  

We have set out to cr eate the basi s for adaptabilit y, flexibility and the ability to  
recognise that we are a kind of world which changes fast er than the world did a few 
years back. [....]So the strategy is about ma ximising opportunity, minimising visible 
threat and maintaini ng maximal degrees of flexibility and ad aptability. We then  
carry that into the SDSR, which is all about not plumping for this or that but rather 
having a range of possibilities and giving ourselves maximum military flexibility. The 
same is true of th e way in which we admi nister the DfID budgets and programmes. 
The same is true of our direct foreign policy goals.63  

He went on to say that: 

The most i mportant thing ab out this strategy is what we are not d oing in i t. We 
could have had a strategy wh ich said that we are devote d to having an alliance 
exclusively with A a nd B, or that we a re devoted to ensuring tha t X a nd Y are 
achieved in the next three years.64  

He was asked if the N SS could be summed up by saying, “We will do  what we can that 
looks sensible at the time, with rather limited resources”. He replied that “That is not a bad 
description”.65 

39. When we asked Oliver Letwin how the NSS had influenced the differing responses to 
Libya, Bahrain and Syria, he replied that: 

It is important not to see the N ational Security Strategy as if it were a sort of recipe 
book, from which one can draw  how to m ake eggs Benedict [...] What  is really 
important is the functioning of the National Security Council itself and the wa y in 
which it considers things in the round [...] . That is really much more important than 
the very words of the National Security Strategy itself.66 

Sir Peter Ricketts felt that the NSS had influenced capability decisions: 

Without trying to p roduce a reci pe that tel ls us exactl y where th e next c risis will 
happen, the National Security Strategy has been helpful in directing work to produce 
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our capability to deal with the c risis wherever it happens.  I thi nk it has b een 
worthwhile.67 

40. We welcome the idea of an “adaptable posture” in principle. But in a world in which 
it was deemed right in principle to intervene militarily in Libya but not, for instance, in 
Syria, we would welcome more clarity on how  this princip le shaped decisions on the 
mix of capabilities to be maintained.  We call on the Government to elaborate on the 
thinking linking the NSS, the “adaptable approach” and the capabilities decided upon.   

41. We accept that the NSS is not a “recipe book” which dictates our response to every 
event, but we would have expec ted to have seen some evi dence that it had influenced 
decisions made since the SDSR, including the Government’s responses to th e Arab 
Spring. We have found no such evidence.  As the NSS states,  “a strategy is only useful if 
it guides choices”; it is about thinking in the longer term, and not simply doing what is 
in the UK’s short-term interest.  If  the current strategy is not gu iding choices then it 
needs to be revised. 

An overarching strategy 

42. The Public Administ ration Select Committee’ s further report into Who does UK  
National Strategy? described the NSS as “more ‘revie w’ or ‘plan’ than ‘strategy’’’.68  It said 
that: 

 What is [...] missing is recognition that strategic aims cannot be set or adjudicated 
without an articulated account of who ‘w e’ are and what we believe, both about  
ourselves and the world.69 

It called for a National Strategy, which it equated with “grand strategy”.70  

43. In oral evid ence we a sked our wi tnesses for their views  on the mer its of “grand 
strategy”. 71  Lord West told us that “I am a great believer in the UK having what I always 
used to call a grand strategy”.72 He wanted the NSS to address questions such as, how the 
UK saw its place in the world, whether the Government believed in the “sovereignty” of  
certain industries, and wh ether the UK still  considered itself to be a mariti me nation and 
what the consequences were of that. 73  In contrast, Oliver Letwin  told us that “We are not  
devotees of what I believe is called “grand strategy””.74 

44. There are varying definition s of the term “gra nd strategy”, as  both the Public  
Administration Select Committee and the Defence Committee noted.75 We use th e term 
“overarching strategy” and define this a s a common und erstanding about the UK’s 
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interests and objectives that guides choices on investment across government departments, 
as well as guiding operational priorities and crisis response. An overarching strategy should 
be based on a realistic vision of the UK’s future place in th e world, which will both shape, 
and be shaped by, the UK’s interests and objectives. 

45. The NSS d oes have some elements of a n overarching strategy. Its sta tements on no  
reduction in influence76, the primacy of the UK’s relationship with the US,77 the focus on 
bilateral relationships,78 the Government’s belief in free trade,79 the importance of values in 
our foreign policy80, and desire for an increased role for international law81 are all elements 
of this. An overarching strategy should require the Government to look at any tensions and 
contradictions between departmental policies, and pr ompt questioning of the underlying 
assumptions underpinning present policies. It cou ld be argued that the Government has  
other documents which taken together make clear its overarching security stra tegy, but 
these would benefit from bei ng brought together in a c oherent and accessible form. 
Baroness Neville-Jones was clear that one of the advantages of an  NSS “is that it brings the 
departmental priorities together in a si ngle document and in  a s ense forces the 
Government to put them in order and to choose between them”.82   

46. In the NSS,  the Gove rnment has s tarted to s et out crucial statements which can 
guide future policy. However it does n ot yet present a cl ear overarching strategy: a 
common understanding about the UK’s interests and objectives that guides choices on 
investment across government departments, including dom estic departments, as well 
as guiding operational priorities and crisis response. Such a strategy must be based on a 
realistic vision of the UK’s future position in the world. This vision will both shape, and 
be shaped, by the UK’s interests and objectives. 

Bilateral relationships 

47. The NSS had a chapter on “B ritain’s distinctive role” which says that: “We have a web 
of relationships across the globe, with a unique position as a key memb er of multilateral 
fora as diverse as the UN Security Council, NATO, the EU , the G8, the G20 and the  
Commonwealth”83.  The NSS makes brief references to specific countries and geographical 
areas such as predicting the rise of India a nd China as global powers, 84 and th e US 
remaining the world’s most powerful country.85 It also says that the UK must strengthen its 
network of bilateral ties with new partners as well as tradit ional allies, re cognising that 
many emerging powers put a premium on direct relationships.86  
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48. The SDSR also sets out the Government’s approach to bilateral co-operation:  

We are developing deepened  bilateral security partner ships with Turkey, India,  
Japan, the Gul f Cooperation Council states and others; we sh are crucial security 
interests with Pakist an; and we are building up our political and security dialogue 
with China, with Russia, and with fast growing economies like Brazil and 
Indonesia.87  

Clearly this list i ncludes countries with which the UK h as very different relationships.  
Unlike some of our alli es, the Gov ernment does not set ou t which countrie s it sees as 
friends and which co untries could potentially pose a threat. In contrast the US has said 
explicitly in its recent publication Sustaining US Global Leadership: Priorities for the 21st-
Century Defence that “the growth of Chi na’s military power must b e accompanied by 
greater clarity of its strategic intentions in order to avoid causing friction in the region”.88 
It is also explicit th at the US’s collaboration with the Gulf Coop eration Council is aimed 
at countering Iran.89  The latest Livre Blanc from France also contains more geographical 
prioritisation than the NSS.90  

Alliances 

49. The SDSR contains a section (part 5) entitled “alliances and partnerships”.91 It sets out 
the plans for the UK’s relationships with US, France, UN, NATO and the EU. The pages on 
France and the US s et out very specific ways in which the UK hopes to stre ngthen ties 
between the nations. Fo r example, with France the UK w ill be “developing joint military 
doctrine and trai ning programmes relating for example to noncomba tant evacuation 
operations, and responses to counte r-improvised explosive devices”.92 It also says that “we 
will focus our planned forces on what we judge will be of greatest utility to our allies as well 
as the UK”.93 The sections on UN, NATO and the EU imply some criticism. For example it 
states the UK will work to “ensu re that NATO has the politica l will and ability to respond  
to current and future threats”.94  

50. The SDSR gives little attent ion to regional alliances. The Economic Community of 
West African States, and the Arab League are not mentioned at all. The sole comment on 
two other major regional organisations is “We also support regional organisations such as 
the African Union a nd the Asso ciation of South East Asi an Nations.”. None of  these 
organisations are mentioned i n the NSS, despi te the key rol es that they all play i n their 
regions.  The African Union has intervened in Somalia, suffering considerable casualties, 
and (since the NSS was written) the Arab League has played a key role in Libya, Yemen and 
Syria.  
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51. We are concerned that the NSS’s focus on bilateral relations with la rge emerging 
powers—and concomitant investments in diplomatic and capacity-building activities—
should not be at the expense of strengthening relations with the Commonwealth and 
with key regional organisations such as ASEAN, the Arab League and African Union. 

52. The SDSR says that “w e will maintain o ur ability to act alone where we cannot expect  
others to help”95 but overall it stresses the role of the UK’s allies. It notes that Sierra Leon e 
in 2000 is the only significant operation th e UK has conducted alone since the Falklands 
Conflict in 1982. It goes on to say that:  

If, in the context of multilateral operations, we agree with other nations that we will 
rely on them to provide part icular capabilities or conduct particular military roles or 
missions, and they will likewi se rely on us, then we will be ready to underpin thi s 
understanding with legally binding mutual guarantees.”96 

The SDSR does not mention any are as where the UK mi ght sometimes have different 
interests or priorities from its allies, or limits (including geographical ones) to the UK’s co-
operation with them. And it d oes not expand on what it means by situations “where we 
cannot expect others to he lp”. For example, the possib ility of a recurrence of the Falklands 
conflict is not mentioned.  

53. Lord West was concerned about this reliance on allies: “over the past 15 years even well 
established alliances and partn erships have looked decidedly discretionary when pressure 
has come from ei ther internal or external forces”. He gave the example of th e Germans 
abstaining during the Libya conflict, but said there were many other examples.97   

54. We are concerne d that the NSS and SDSR have avoided some of the difficult 
questions about alliances. There does not appear to have bee n a fundamental  
assessment of the extent to which the UK can rely on its allies, and the extent to which it 
needs the capacity to o perate independently. The SDSR states that “we will ma intain 
our ability to act al one where we cannot expect others to help”.   We call on the 
Government to set out in response to this report in what situations it thinks the UK 
may need to operate alone and what capabilities they would require. 

The US 

55. While the NSS is based strongly on the UK’ s relationship with the US, i t appears that 
the US’s focus is moving away from Europe. In January 2012 the US published Sustaining 
US Global Leadership: Priorities for the 21st-Century Defence. The document states that: 

 US economic and security interests are inextricably linked to de velopments in the 
arc extending from the Western Pacific and East Asia into the Indian Ocean region 
and South Asia, creating a mix of evolving challenges and opportunities. Accordingly 
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while the US military will continue to contribute to good security globally, we will of 
necessity rebalance towards the Asia-Pacific region.98 

The document goes on to say that: 

Most European countries are now producers of security rather than consumers of it. 
Combined with the d rawdown in Iraq and Afghanistan, this has created a strategic 
opportunity to rebalance the US military investment in Europe, moving from a focus 
on current conflicts towards a focus on future capability. In keeping with this evolving 
strategic landscape, our posture in Europe must also evolve.” 99  

The UK is not mentioned by name in the document. The document also sets out that “US 
forces will no longer be sized to conduct large-scale, prolonged stabilisation operations”. 
Instead it will emphasise non-military means and military-to-military cooperation.100 

56. There are already questions about the ability of the UK, and even NATO to act without 
the support of US military as sets, particularly ISTAR (Intelli gence, Surveillance, Target 
Acquisition, and Reconnaissance capabilities).  It is also claimed that in Libya operations 
some European countries ran out of precision guided missiles and were  reliant on the US  
for air-to air refuelling.101  

57. The need for a clear strategy as to how th e UK (possibly along with other European 
states) can act without the US is heightened by the US’s recent announcement. If the US is  
moving its focus eastwa rds there is the possibility it will become involved in conflicts in 
which the UK has little  direct interest. Conv ersely the US may be less interested in 
situations involving UK interests. The US view of Europe as a producer of security suggests 
that it may be increa singly unwilling to meet the costs of conflicts pri marily affecting 
Europe.   

58. While emphasising the importance of NATO, neither the NSS nor SDSR acknowledge 
that it will require commitment and reso urces to mai ntain our infl uence within the 
partnership. The NSA’s report on the handling  of the Libya crisis drew attention to the 
need to obta in key com mand positions in those parts of a refo rmed NATO Command 
Structure that are likely to be relevant to the conduct of future opera tions,102  something 
not mentioned in the SDSR. The Government must also ensure that key positi ons in 
alliance structures are not left vacant.   

59. The Defence Committee has ex pressed its concer ns that UK defenc e cuts will have  
repercussions for other NATO countries: 

If the UK’s influence in the world is t o be mai ntained, we a re concerned that the 
impact of defenc e cuts on the UK’s defence commitment s and role wi thin NATO 
and other strategic alliances  does not appear to have been fully addressed. UK 
defence does not op erate in a v acuum and decisions taken in the UK have 
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repercussions for th e spending commitments and st rategic posture of allies and 
alliances.103  

The outgoing US Defence Secretary Robert Gates has warned that “if the current trends in 
the decline of European defence capabilities are not halted and reversed, future US political 
leaders....may not consider th e return on America ’s investment in NATO worth the  
cost”.104 

60. We recognise that there are limits to wh at can be said in a pu blic document. 
However we believe that the USA’s publication of Sustaining US G lobal Leadership 
provides an opportunity to open up a debate on a number of crucial issues. We call on  
the Government to reflect deeply on the long term implications of the geographical and 
functional shifts in US policy that are now taking place. It raises fundamental questions 
if our pre-eminent defence and s ecurity relationship is with an al ly who has interests  
which are increasingly divergent from our own. The Government needs to decide if the 
UK will continue to be as involved in US m ilitary action as we have been in the past if 
the US fo cuses on Asi a-Pacific. If the US is moving to wards viewing Europe as a 
producer rather than a consumer of security, and reducing its capability to mount long 
term stabilisation missions, it  raises more questions as to what we  can expect from the 
US and what the US expects from the UK. 

The Economy 

61. An area of concern largely omitted from the NSS is the consequences of  international 
economic instability for national security. The NSS was written before the Eurozone Crisis 
but makes only bri ef mention of the impac t of the 2008-2009 banking crisis.105 Economic 
problems or the collapse  of the Euro were not in the NSS’s “priority risks”. Because of the  
lack of detail received from the Cabinet Office we do not know if they were included in the 
NSRA.   

62. The SDSR is also focused on prosperity rather than potential problems. It says that the 
FCO will: 

maximise the economic opportunities provided by the [Foreign Office’s embassy and 
consulate] network with a new em phasis on commercial diplomacy including more 
effort on c reating exports and investment; opening markets; en suring access to 
resources and promoting sustainable global growth.106 

63.  The Public Administration Select Committee said in its report that: 

An inability to think effect ively about wider National  Strategy in government  
presents a continuing risk to the UK’s  future prosperity and safety. Getting it right 
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matters. The failure to anticipate the risk of the banking collaps e and take remedial  
action, for example, has affected the lives of every citizen.107 

64. In oral evidence in October 2011 we rai sed with the Minister the already unfolding 
crisis in the Eurozone. Oliver Letwin told us that: 

We are certainly concerned about many aspects of the global economic situation, but 
we do not think tha t it threatens our sec urity at the mo ment. It simply makes life  
more difficult for us.108 

We asked Mr Letwin if, with hindsight, he thought that the NSS gave enough weight to the 
consequences of an economic crisis. He told us that:  

under certain very extreme circumstances, economic events could generate security 
risks. Undoubtedly, one could imagine such things, but they would need to be very  
severe indeed. We are, notwithstanding all the difficulties in the world around us and 
the difficulties that we ourselv es face today, still a rich nation and c apable of 
defending and securing ourselves. Even quite severe economic misf ortunes in the 
world leave us able to do that.109 

Sir Peter Ricketts told us, in December 2011, tha t the Government was undertaking 
contingency planning across a whole range of  scenarios relating to the full or p artial 
collapse of the Euro but tha t the NSC was not involved in that work.  He added that “we 
would obviously keep in view, in terms of horizon-scanning, any potential implications for 
national security”.110  

65. Some commentators believe t hat the consequences of economic inst ability have much 
broader strategic implications.  Chancellor Merkel said in October 2011:  

Another half century of peac e and prosperity in Europe  is n ot to be taken  for 
granted. If the euro fa ils, Europe fails. We have a historical ob ligation: to protect by  
all means Europe’s unification process begun by our forefathers after centuries of 
hatred and blood spill. None of us can foresee what the consequences would be if we 
were to fail.111 

66. There could also be strategic implications if the Euro is saved. On 8 and 9 December  
the EU held a meeting to discuss its response to the Eurozone crisis. It was reported that at 
that meeting the UK had effectively vetoed changes to EU treaties aimed at tightening fiscal 
requirements (although other countries said that they needed to consult their parliaments 
or possibly hold refere ndums).  As a result it was decided that Euro zone members and 
others would adopt an accord with penalties for breaking deficit rules. It will be backed by 
a treaty between governments, not an EU treaty. The long-term consequences of the UK’s 
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decision are not yet cl ear, and will probably depend on how the Euro zone crisis continues 
to unfold. In February 2012 we were told that the NSC had still not discussed the matter.112 

67. We are not convinced that the Government gave sufficient attention in the NSS to 
the potential risks that future  international economic instability might pose for UK 
security. These go beyond the UK being unable to afford to defend itself. International 
economic problems could lead to our allies having to make considerable cuts to their 
defence spending, and to an increase in economic migrants between EU member states, 
and to domestic social or po litical unrest. The NSC needs to t ake all of t his into 
account.  

68. We hope that the pr oblems within the Eurozone can be resolved. However we 
believe that, even in 2010, the potential threat to UK s ecurity from a full, or partial,  
collapse of the Eurozone was o ne of t he plausible scenarios which a pr udent NSRA 
should have examined. We call on the NSC to address the potential impacts on the UK 
and NATO (and how the Governme nt would respond) were this to happen, as a matter  
of urgency. It also needs to examine the long term strategic impact for the UK of any 
measures to save the Euro, such as further Eu rozone political integration or the exit of 
some states from EU membership.   

Scotland 

69. One of the surprising facts which emerged from our inquiry was that, even by February 
2012, the N SC had giv en no consid eration to the potential impact fo r UK sec urity of 
Scottish independence.113 Sir Peter  Ricketts told us that  the NSC had not considered the 
issue and that “I have no current intention [to advise the NSC] to do so”. 114 Oliver Letwin 
told us that the future of Sc otland was for the people of Scotland to decide and that “w e 
have not c ome across any practical difficult ies arising at the moment and we do no t 
anticipate at the moment any arising”.115  

70. While the UK coalition Government opposes Scottish independence, it is a fact that the 
Scottish National Party won a majority in th e Scottish Parliament while promising a 
referendum on i ndependence by 2015.  Sc ottish independence could have a r ange of 
impacts from potential disputes over the response to sec urity threats and the divi sion of 
resources,116 to q uestions about bas ing of forces and the future of  the UK’s nuclear 
deterrent.  

71. The fact that the potential im pact of Scottish independence was not brought to the 
NSC’s attention strengthens our concern that the horizon-scanning carried out on the 
NSC’s behalf is inadequat e and that the NSC’s oversight of security issues is not  
sufficiently broad and strategic.  
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Annual progress report on the NSS and SDSR  

72. The NSS promised an “annual report of progress on implementation” of the NSS a nd 
SDSR.117 We were expecting it in October 2011 (a year afte r the publication of the NSS and 
SDSR) and so hoped to have it in advance of our final evidence session. Despite postponing 
the session by a m onth the Cabi net Office was unable to sup ply it in time. The Cabine t 
Office also failed to  give us notice of the publication of the Libya Crisis: lessons learned 
report118 in December 2011, which limited our abilit y to be fully briefe d on the document 
before the final session. Sir Peter Ricketts apologised to us a nd we trust that his successor 
will honour his assurances  that the Cabinet Off ice will keep us in formed of relevant 
publications in future.119  However we h ave been left with  the strong impression that the 
National Security Secretariat is either under resourced or simply disorganised and we thus 
have concerns about the level of service it is providing to the NSC.  

73. The annual progress report was eventually published120 in Decemb er 2011 a s The 
Strategic Defence and Security  Review: First Annual Report. It focuses on th e Government 
implementation of the SDSR, for example prog ress in reducing defence capabilities and 
bringing troops back from Germany. There is some coverage of recent events, for example 
the conflict Libya, work in Afgh anistan and the deaths of Os ama Bin Laden and Anwar Al 
Awlaki, but these are covered very briefly. It also looks at domestic is sues such as the new 
CONTEST and Prevent strategies, and sec urity for the Olympics. It rep orts on 
developments in the FCO netw ork and the DFID aid prog ramme and there i s also an 
update on the UK’s allia nces (although the repo rt was published befo re the US published 
Sustaining US Global Leadership).  

74. The report is almost unrelentingly positive. It contains no  details on areas where there 
have been delays or problems even where those have been very high pr ofile (such as at the 
UK Border Agency). It also contains no lessons learned, not even those already set out in 
the Libya crisis report. There is no me ntion of the Euro zone crisis, or th e military lesson 
from Libya, or the withdrawal date for Afghanistan, or any comment on how the operation 
there is progressing.  There is also very little on the work of the NSC, any challenges it may 
have faced, or changes it may have made to the way it works. This is despite Oliver Letwin’s 
comments that the fun ctioning of the NSC was much more important than the words of 
the NSS.121 

75. The 2011 progr ess report is a r elatively uninformative implementation report on 
the SDSR. Next year we expect a rounded an d insightful update on both the NSS an d 
the SDSR. It should include a summary of the main event s of the year that were of 
relevance to national  security, how the UK  responded to them, and the longer term 
strategic implications. For example this year’s report could have included the problems 
at the UK Bo rder Agency, the Eurozone crisis (and the strategic implication of 
measures to resolve it), an u pdate on the US-UK joint strategy board, on the  Anglo-
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French alliance, on Iran, an d on commitments in Afghani stan and the adjacent area 
after 2015. It shoul d also include a summary of the work of the NSC that year . The 
Libya Crisis report, with its i dentification of problems faced and lessons learned,  
provides a good model.  
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3 Government decision-making on 
national security  

The National Security Council  

Establishment 

76.  On 12 May 2010 the Governm ent announced that the Pr ime Minister had appointed 
Sir Peter Ricketts as the first National Security Adviser , a new role base d in the Cabinet  
Office. Sir Peter was charged with establishing the new National Sec urity Council (NSC) 
structures, to “coordinate and deliver th e Government’s international security agenda”.122 
The NSC is chaired by the Prime Minister and made up of Cabinet ministers (although in 
the past it has included non-Ca binet ministers). Others can be invited to attend, including  
the Chief of the Defence Staff,  the Heads of the Security and Intelligence Services, the 
Attorney General, the Leader of the Opposition or outside experts.  

77. The Cabinet Office’s written evidence states that the NSC had se veral sub-committees: 
NSC (Threats, Hazards, Resilience and Cont ingencies), NSC (Nuclear), NSC (Emerging 
Powers), and NSC (Libya) each with a different membership and including some Ministers 
who are not members of the NSC. The NSC meets weekly. Lord West noted th at the NSC 
consisted of simil ar people and had  a simi lar meeting schedule to the N SID (National 
Security International Relations and Development Cabinet sub-Committee) which 
operated under the previous Government (although NSID did not have an official with the 
title of National Security Adviser).123   

78. The 2010 NSS and SDSR were  prepared by th e NSC’s staff. Th e NSC decided what  
“priority risks” the NSS would cover.124 It also agreed the NSS, and the “adaptable posture” 
set out in the SDSR.125  

Role of the NSC 

79. We were told that the NSC’s role was to look at “strategic questio ns of Government  
policy, including thos e related to our active  deployments”. It has a separate role from 
COBR (Cabinet Office Briefi ng Room—the Government’s crisis management facility), 
which focuses on crisis management and co-ordination.126 While there are clearly strategic 
implications to some deci sions made in a crisis, we were told that th is distinction worked 
well in practice.127 Oliver Letwin told us that COBR was:  

there to receive information,  to make operatio nal decisions.... T hat is completely 
separate from the NSC except in so mu ch as the NSC will have , with the approval of 
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Cabinet, determined the resources that are being used to deal with the operati onal 
questions that are be fore COBR and will hav e set the main policy lines that may be 
being applied.128 

Lessons from Libya 

80.  The NSA’s Libya crisis report made it clear th at NSC (Libya) (NSC(L)) looked at both 
strategic and tactical issues. 129 NSC(L) alone m et 62 tim es130 and in addi tion there were  
meetings of the NSC and NSC(Officials).  The report said that “A clear lesson is that the 
conduct of modern conflicts [...] requires Ministers to be abre ast of the tactical as well as 
strategic issues”.131 Real time military, intelligence an d diplomatic assess ment (including 
from theatre) was made available to Ministers. NSC(Officials) co-ordinated 
implementation of decisions and development of policy, includ ing holding video  
conferences with key UK missions overseas.132  

81. Sir Peter Ricketts told us that in a new conflict like Libya there were far more decisions 
to make policy on than with a more established conflict (such as Afghanistan) where the 
policies and structures were settled.133 He described NSC(L) as a “more operational forum” 
and said that this was how things had been done during the Second World War.134 He said 
that: 

Ministers are very careful to respect the operational responsibilities of, say, the senior 
police commander of a terrorist operation or the Chief of Defence Staff in relation to 
the Armed Forces, b ut they wa nt to set the political direction on eac h of th e 
operational issues that come up.135 

82. It is clear to us that any c ommittee meeting over 60 times in a relatively short period to 
discuss one topic is doing far more than looking at the strategic direction of the campaign. 
We have not taken detailed evidence on the management of the Libya campaign, and so we 
are not in a position to pass judgement on how it was handled, or on whether the NSC (or 
NSC(L)) was the correct organisation to take th e lead. What we can say is th at the NSC, 
through its Libyan sub-committee,  has clearly devoted consider able time and resources to  
non-strategic issues, and that this inevitably must hav e increased pressure on th e time, 
resources, and focus available to devote to strategic issues.  

83. We welcome the introductio n of an N SC to give strategic direction to the 
Government’s national security agenda, but we are not convinced that the NSC has 
successfully maintained its strategic focus.  We are left with the distinct impression that 
is has been deeply involved in operations and this may have reduced its ability to think 
strategically.  
 
128 Q 109 

129 Libya crisis: national security adviser's review of central coordination and lessons learned, p 7. 

130 Libya crisis: national security adviser's review of central coordination and lessons learned, p 19. 

131 Libya crisis: national security adviser's review of central coordination and lessons learned, p 19. 

132 Libya crisis: national security adviser's review of central coordination and lessons learned, p 3. 

133 Q 155 

134 Q 155 

135 Q 155 



28    Joint Committee on the National Security Strategy 

 

Horizon-scanning 

84. We asked the Cabinet Office for exa mples of longer term strategy work carried out by 
the NSC (and a g uide as to wha t was considered long term ) and were told “NSC  
discussions regularly look at strategic issues —HMG’s policy position for Afghanistan post 
2014, for instance, and its strategy for managing a range of bilateral relations.”136 We also 
asked for examples of “blue skies thinking”, and were advised that: 

The NSC draws on a wide rang e of advice and analysis produced by departments on 
the NSC. Departments frequently engage outside expert s and consider  alternative 
approaches when formulatin g policy advice to the Coun cil. Separately, the NSC 
Officials (non-ministerial) group meets quarterly in an informal setting to reflect on 
issues outside the rhythm and routine of the regular NSC schedule.137  

85. We asked how the agenda was shaped and were told that: 

The NSC agenda is produced by the Secretariat of the National Security Council on a 
quarterly basis for sub mission to the Pri me Minister. The agenda i s shaped b y 
proposals from departments, as well as in consultation with Number 10 and  the 
Deputy Prime Minister’s office, and is kept sufficiently fl exible to respond to urgent 
priorities and enable the NSC to oversee HMG’s policy response to national security 
crises.138 

The Cabinet Office told us th at, while the NSC shaped  intelligence collection priorities 
through the annual Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC) Requirements and Priorities round, 
there was “no comprehensive process for the NSC itself to identify emerging risks”.139 

86. We are concerned that the Cabinet Office was unable to provide us, either in public 
or in confidence, with conc rete examples of “blue skies” discussions by the NSC.   
Coupled with its fail ure to dis cuss the nat ional security implications of either the 
Eurozone crisis or the possibility of Scottish independence, it is apparent that there are 
major problems in the way that the NSC selects topics for discussion.  

The National Security Adviser 

87. Sir Peter Ricketts was NSA from May 2010 to the end of 2011 when he was replaced by 
Sir Kim Darroch. As the first NSA, S ir Peter was charged with establishing the new NSC  
structures and helped produce the 2010 NSS. He told us about his role: 

I have three hats. One is I am the secretary of the National Security Council and I 
prepare the meetings; [...] I have a meeting of Permanent Secretary representatives of 
all the departments on the NS C; we meet before the NS C to prepare the papers and  
the agenda; and then I am  secretary of the meeti ng and responsible for 
implementation and follow up.[ ...] The second role is effe ctively as a foreign policy  
adviser to the Prime Minister. Because of my background, he looks to me for advice; 
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I attend his meetings in London; I travel with him when he goes overseas; and I act as 
his senior adviser on foreign affairs.  The third function is heading the [National  
Security] Secretariat in the Cabinet Office.140  

88. It is notable that bo th Sir Peter and his successor, Sir Kim Darroch, have been drawn 
from the F CO. Lord West said that this was “proba bly quite a damaging thing”. 141  
Baroness Neville-Jones thought the Civil Service needed deli berately to develop a pool of 
people with experience in va rious departments who could be co nsidered for the ro le 
because “it will not happen by accident”.142  

89. Oliver Letwin did not see it as a problem that both NSAs were from the Foreign Office. 
He told the Committee that Sir Peter’s background had not led to:  

any prejudice against being concerned with domestic secu rity. On the contrary, he 
has been very concerned in deed with domestic security, as well as international 
security. [...] I have dealt a good deal with hi s successor in his capacity as the UK 
Representative to the EU and my impression is that he is of the same cast of mind—I 
am sure that the Prime Minister would not have appointed him if he had not been.143  

In his evidence Sir Peter Ricketts drew attention to the ran ge of experience that both he 
and his successor had, and the impossibility of any candidate having a range of experience 
covering the whole national security spectrum.144 In its written evidence the Cabinet Office 
said that “future appointments [as NSA] could be drawn from a range of Departments and 
Agencies.”145  

90. We also discussed the ideal length of appointment for an NSA (Sir Peter Ricketts was in 
post approximately 20 months).  Baroness Neville-J ones said that she though t that a 
parliament [five y ears] was a good  length for the ap pointment of a NSA. 146 Sir Peter 
Ricketts told us that: “I suspect that Sir Kim will spend longer  [as NSA]. I came  to this job 
having already done four years as Permanent Secretary in the FCO; he will come back fresh 
from a posting overseas”. 147  

91. We acknowledge Sir Peter Ricketts’ significant contribution as NSA in setting up the 
NSC and launching the 2010 N SS. Sir Kim Darroch also brings a distinguished record to 
the office. We hope that Sir Kim Darroch will be ab le to remain in post long enough to 
complete the next NSS.  

92. We welcome the appointment of a National Securit y Adviser, though we still have  
questions about the nature of the role, and its  status. We have concerns too that the 
current and former NSA both have a FCO b ackground. The Government has assured 
us that this has not led to a lack of focus on domestic issues, but this was not a view that 
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all our witnesses shared.  In addi tion we noted a lack of military focus in the NSA’s 
Libya Crisis report. We w elcome the Government’s commitment that future 
appointments could be drawn from a range of Departments and Agencies. We shall be 
monitoring this. 

Line management of the Security and Intelligence Agencies Heads 

93. Baroness Neville-Jones told us in her evidence that the Head s of the three Security and 
Intelligence Agencies “a re in attendance at the NSC and are invite d to speak, and they  
speak frequently”.148  Oliver Letwin told us that th e NSC had given th e Heads of the  
Agencies greater opportunity to tal k to Ministers and the P rime Minister.149 Under the 
governing legislation, th e Heads are required to  provide an annual report to the Prime 
Minister.150 

94. Sir Peter Ricketts told us in oral evidence that “I hold the budget for the intelligence  
agencies; I am the pri ncipal accounting officer for that, and I do the line management, the 
annual appraisal and oversight of the three agency heads.”151 He also told us that: “I have a 
responsibility for the intelligence community; while each of the three agency heads has  
their own responsibilities in their own fields, I have the responsibility to make sure they are 
working effectively together.” 152 The Cabinet Office told us in  written evidence that Sir 
Peter Ricketts was responsible for writing the personal annual staff reports for the t hree 
Heads.153 We asked if Sir Kim Darroch would hav e the same responsibility and were told  
that he would and the job had been passed from the Cabinet Secretary to the NSA when  
the role was created.154 

95. It is important that the Heads of the Securi ty and Intelligence Agencies have access 
to, and are directly accountable to Ministers, and we have been told that this remains  
the case. We think it wrong that the performance of the three Agency Heads should be 
reported on by anyone other than the relevant Minister. 

A National Security Minister? 

96. Lord West was Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State ( Security and Counter-
terrorism), a r ole based at the Home Office under the previous Government. Baroness 
Neville-Jones was Mi nister of State for Se curity and Coun ter-Terrorism, at the Home  
Office from the Election until May 2011; she was not replaced. She had a seat on the N SC 
but was not in the Cabi net. The current situation is that there is an International Security 
Minister at the Ministry of Defence (Mr Gerald Howarth MP ), and a Counterterrorism  
Minister at the Home Office (Mr James Brokenshire MP).155  Neither sits on the NSC. Sir 
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Peter Ricketts told us that Ja mes Brokenshire had taken over  most of Baroness Neville-
Jones’s role at the Ho me Office but that Fr ancis Maude had taken over responsibility for 
cyber security at the Cabinet Office (he also does not sit on the NSC).156 He assured us that 
there was a Minister responsible for all th e different parts of Baroness Neville-Jones’s 
portfolio.   

97. In oral evidence we heard arguments for a National Security Minister, rather than, or in 
addition to, an official as NSA. Lord West told us that “the Prime Mini ster is so tied u p 
with others things that I felt th at you needed someone who had his eye on the ball all the  
time”, and that the job required someone with “political antennae” as well. 157 The 
minister’s job would be to make sure the Prime Minister was aware of important issues, but 
that the person need ed to be a mi nister because he “just fel t that one would have much 
more ability to make sure t hat departments worked together”.158  The House of Commons 
Defence Committee has said that: 

we believe that a dedicated, po werful and independent long-term voice for national 
security should exist within Government and recommend that the Prime Minister 
appoint a N ational Security Minister, separate from the Home Office, to ac t as 
National Security Adviser with a seat on the National Security Council.159 

98.  Sir Peter Ricketts saw potential problems in having a cross-cutting security Minister: 

If you have a Mi nister, they will inevit ably overlap at  ministerial level with the 
responsibilities of th e Foreign Secretary, the Defen ce Secretary, the Development  
Secretary and the Home Secretary.  I hav e great respect for Mi nisters, but m y 
experience is that, if you give two Ministers overlapping responsibilities for the same 
thing, it is not always a recipe for harmony.160  

Baroness Neville-Jones felt that there could be consti tutional problems, as well as the ris k 
of damaging the Foreign Secretary’s status abroad.161  Even Lord West, who was in favour 
of a minister, recognised that a National Security Minister would hav e to be c arefully 
chosen to ens ure that he or  she did not become overly powerful and upset the current  
system of ministers being responsible for departments. 162  

99. The current Prime Minister ta kes a keen interest in national security and regularly 
chairs the NSC. The Government does not see the need for a National Security Minister 
at present, and we can s ee the clear advantages to the NSA being an official. However, 
the Prime Minister’s active involvement is a key element of the current arrangements. 
Were this to change, and were the right person available, the question of appointing a 
National Security Minister would need to be reconsidered. 
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Clarity of responsibility  

100. We took evidence from Oliv er Letwin, Minister for Government Policy Advice at the 
Cabinet Office, as we were advised that he was the most  appropriate mi nster to give 
evidence.  He told us that: 

I have no direct reporting relationship to the National Security Secretariat, which 
reports to the Pr ime Minister. The National Security Adviser, whom I am  sure you 
will be interviewing in due course, reports directly to the Prime Minister 

He went on to say that “I suppose that my role there is to look across the pattern of policies 
that emerge from the National Security Council and to observe how they connect with the 
rest of our stra tegies and policies, becaus e my role in the Governm ent is to do that in  
general”. 163 

101. Sir Peter Ricketts told us tha t the Government had noticed that there was a lack of a  
ministerial lead on cyber security once Baroness Neville-Jones had left and that that had led 
to the appointment of F rancis Maude. It had  also organised a ministerial lead for space 
strategy. He was unable to tell us who was the ministerial lead on electromagnetic pulses.164 
We were subsequently told that  there was no mini sterial lead; different elem ents were 
handled by different departments.165 

102. We are not convinced that all involved in Government are clear on which Minister 
is accountable for which elements of the NSS and NSC. It is e ven harder for those 
outside Government, including Select Comm ittees, to identify who is accountable.   
This confusion over responsibility is not in dicative of a well fu nctioning organisation 
and the Government needs to address this. 

The National Security Secretariat   

103. The NSA leads a secretariat  (NSSec) comp rised of approximat ely 200 individuals  
across several teams (althoug h around 70 of these work in the Civil Contingencies 
Secretariat, dealing with domest ic resilience).166 The rest of NSS ec “coordinates the 
development and implem entation of policy fo r decision-making at the NSC, delivers  
specific projects, for example on cyber security”. The Ca binet Office told us i n its 
submission in February 2011 that structural changes were  underway, whi ch would see a  
reduction in staff by around 25%. The NSC and its subcommittees are supported by a small 
Council Secretariat (with a core  of two people) responsible for coordinating operational  
matters. As a result: 

The National Security Secretariat (NSSec), has a limited capaci ty to undertake 
analysis and commission wider work.  But the primary role of the S ecretariat is to 
support the NSC rather than to duplicate the work of other departments.  
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104. Lord West thought tha t the current level of resources was not acceptable saying that, 
despite the potential to draw on the work of departm ents, “you probably need a sl ightly 
stronger secretariat within the Cabinet Office [...] with more authority to do certain things 
and to draw on this information”.167  

105. Other Select Committees have rai sed concerns about the current arrangements. The 
Defence Committee noted tha t if work was commissioned from departments there was a 
danger it would not be in dependent and would push departmental agendas.168 It called for 
more “resources to undertake its own analysis and commission research”.169 The Public 
Administration Select Committee made a similar point: 

We remain concerned that without thi s capacity the NSC can only broker  
compromises between departmental views based on incompatible principles [...] The 
NSC is not “a powerful cent re of s trategic assessment” as the [Govern ment’s] 
response claims because it lacks virtually any staff to undertake such work.170  

106. Sir Peter Ricketts told us in oral evidence that the NSC could draw on other resources: 

we have recently formed a team in the Cabinet Office bringing together experts from 
the MoD world, the commercia l space world and other civ il servants to produce a 
national space strategy under the l eadership and co-ordination function of the 
Cabinet Office. That is an ad hoc team that has come together, will produce a 
strategy and will then disperse again.171  

He described the current capacity as “limited” but “extremely high quality” and noted that 
“provided you can bring together the really good people thinking about research and policy 
in the Home Office, in DfID, the MoD and the FCO, and draw on the best of them, you do 
not actually need a large staff in the Cabinet Office to do it as well”.  

107. Baroness Neville-Jones felt that it was important that the departments did the work: 

It is very important that other departments are also thinking. I would like to see a ll 
departments have some thi nk-tank element wi thin them. [...] it is important that  
departments should mai ntain an open dialogue and allow themselves to talk  to 
experts in thei r area so that the Government do no t cut themselves off from  
expertise.172 

She went on to stress th at it was important that departments did policy thinking to ensure 
that Secretaries of Sta te were i n charge of that thinking and that Cabi net Government 
remained vibrant. She also wanted departments to be able to stand up to the NSC.173   
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108. We share Baroness Neville-J ones’s view that the depart ments should maintain the  
primary responsibility for thin king within Government. Ho wever we do not see that 
departments are at any ri sk of not bei ng able to “sta nd up to” the NS C. The NSC h as 
relatively few resources to develop a view different from that of departments.  

109. We accept that the NSC shou ld primarily draw  on, and synthesise, the work of 
other departments, rather than seek to du plicate the analytical capabilities of other 
departments and agencies. However, the NSC was set up to ensure that things do not 
fall into the gaps between departments, and in this cont ext we recommend that the 
NSC should have some resources to undertake its ow n analytical studies and to  
commission research from outside Government. It may need to p rovide alternative 
viewpoints to those of departments.  

Outside expertise 

110. We examined what use the NSC h ad made of outside experts, both during the  
completion of the NSS and since. The House of Commons Defence Committee has said  
that “given the speed of the [S DSR] we are not convinced that  the best us e was made of 
experts from outside the Depa rtment”174. Similarly the House of  Commons Science an d 
Technology Committee has express ed concern that th e Government’s Chief Sci entific 
Adviser had not been ad equately involved in drawing up the NSRA. 175 Baroness Neville-
Jones told us that the UK’s a llies were consulted, and sugges ted that for the next NS S the 
then Government might like to consult experts. 176  

111. Sir Peter Ricketts told us  that ther e had been consultation with ex perts: “when we 
were doing the Na tional Security Strategy or the SDSR , [...] we drew heavily on the  
expertise of RUSI, Chatham House, IISS and a number of other outside commentators and 
researchers in the nati onal security area.”177 We challen ged the M inister on this and in 
written evidence after his oral evidence, Oliver Letwin told us that during the development 
of the NSS “Th ere were ex tensive and ongoing discussions with key think tanks and  
academic institutes, NGOs, industry organisations and international partners (notably the 
US and France)”.178 Specifically he told us that there had been three meetings with “senior 
representatives from Chatham Hous e, RUSI, the International Institute for Strategic 
Studies, and Kings Co llege London, as well as other influential individuals within the 
national security community”.  

112. The current Gov ernment discontinued the National Security Forum, which wa s 
introduced by the prev ious Government, consisting of outside experts chaired by a 
Minister.179 Lord West, who chaired it , told us tha t “we were a ble to have debates about 
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that with a fantastic mix of people—Nobel Prize winners, previous diplomats, the military, 
top industrialists et cetera”.180  As well as holding debates it: 

set tasks to these people to come up with papers on how important sovereignty is in 
certain areas, such as in cr ypto or in nuclear sub marines or wha tever it might b e. 
They would go away and not just do the work th emselves but the d eep specialists 
who had friends within academia, and so on, would go and get wor k sucked in from 
them and you would get some very useful input.181  

113. In written evidence the defence and securities industry trade body ADS said that: 

ADS’s principal recommendation is that the NSC s hould develop stronger 
mechanisms of en gagement with the U K-based defence and security industries. 
[...]There would be va lue in the National Security Adviser and/or his deputies 
engaging with the defence and security industries on a re gular basis; taking account 
of the risks and opportunities that industry sees in the area of national security. 

114. We discussed with witnesses whether Ministers were being “protected” from the views 
of outside experts. We asked how often the NSC heard fr om outside experts in person. Sir 
Peter told us that it was “n ot day to day but from time to time we have drawn on, for  
example, outside experts in talking about Afghanistan. We have brought in experts who are 
knowledgeable about Afghanistan to participate and make sure that we a re taking the full 
range of views that are ava ilable on Afghanistan policy.”182 We asked again for examples in 
written evidence and were again given the example of Afghanistan and told that “Ministers 
on the NSC may of course consu lt experts i n preparation for the NSC and the normal  
conduct of their business”.183 

115. Given the timescale of the 2010 NSS, it is perhaps not sur prising that t he 
involvement of outside experts was limited. However, given the much lo nger lead time 
for the next NSS, we would expect more detailed input throughout the process.  

116. We have concerns about the limited extent to which the NSC has in practice drawn 
on non-governmental advice. Clearly some  good work has been done but w e are not  
convinced it is varied or fr equent enough.  Given the decision to ab olish the National 
Security Forum, measures must be put in place to ensu re that Ministers have regular 
exposure to advice from outside experts. 
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4 Conclusion 

117. The evidence we hav e taken in this inquiry  supports the view th at the publication of  
the NSS and the establishment of the NSC are right in principle and have started to make a 
contribution to the security of this country. However we have identified ways in which the 
NSS, and the decision-making processes which underpin it, should be improved. In thi s 
report we have made a number of recommendations which taken together would make the 
next NSS a very different do cument. It should be an overarching strategy, a document 
designed to guide (but not co nstrain) government decision-making both at home, and on  
the international stage. We believe that th e next NSS could be mo re candid, more explicit  
than the current one. It should add ress the difficult questions about potential problems in 
our relationship with our allies and European partners, and be realistic about the UK’s level 
of influence in the medium to long term.  

118. We understand that the timescale for th e last NSS made wide r public consultation 
impractical. We believe that the next NSS should be the product of much wider public 
debate and an at tempt at a poli tical consensus. If (as we have suggested) the next NSS 
addresses more fundamental questions about the UK’s rol e in the world, and its  
relationship with the USA, as well as developments in the Eurozone and the potential 
impact of Scottish independen ce, then these are questions that the wider public will 
engage with. The Government will need to start planning for this now. 

119. Our next step is to hold an evidence sessions with the new NSA and then we plan a 
series of evidence sess ions with the Mi nisters responsible for security Departments.  We  
intend to inquire further into many of the issues raised in this report and will pursue with  
the Government our requi rement for better information on th e NSRA. We will also 
continue to scrutinise the work of th e NSC. We await the Government’s response to this  
report with interest.  
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Conclusions and recommendations 

1. It is significant that the NSS and SDSR we re produced in parallel with the Spending 
Review—rather than guiding or following it—and after a review of just five months. 
(Paragraph 6) 

2. We welcome the Government’s decision to produce the SDSR at the same time as the 
NSS.  In principle, this should allow us to see, al ongside the Strategy, what impact it 
will have on policy priorities and resource allocation. (Paragraph 10) 

3. We also welcome the Govern ment’s commitment to review the NSS an d SDSR 
regularly. A fiv e yearly review cycle, as is currently proposed, seems to us 
appropriate. However, producing a new Strategy shortly after a General Election—as 
this timetable suggests—raises the danger of a hurried review process, particularly if 
there is a change of Government. (Paragraph 11) 

4. The order in which the NSS, SDSR, and CSR are begun is not particularly significant. 
What is crucial is that all three are able to influence each other, in a process which is 
begun in plenty of time.  The timing of the Election led to the 2010 NSS , SDSR and 
CSR being completed in a relatively short timescale, with little consultation. We urge 
the Government to plan for a much longer lead time for the 2015 review. (Paragraph 
12) 

5. We welcome the decision of th is Government and the last to publish an NSS. We 
believe that producing and publishing an NSS can help to  play an important role in 
identifying likely future threats to, and opportunities for, the UK. This allows the UK 
to prepare for them and, in an era of scarce resources, to prioritise effectively. This is 
important to maintaining the security of the country. (Paragraph 16) 

6. We regret that the Government’s unwillingness, to date,  to provide us with all the  
information we requested about the NSRA, me ans that we are not in a position to 
give the two Houses any assu rance about its adequacy.  We urge the Government to 
reconsider its position on this.  We n eed this information if we are to d o our job  
properly, as a Joint Committee tasked with scrutinising the NSS. (Paragraph 23) 

7. We remain to be convinced of the Government’s reasoning for not including 
Afghanistan in the NS RA.  The Gov ernment has said that it is not including 
“immediate security i ssues” but terrorism, accidents, fl ooding and cyber attack are 
included, though they are all current threats. While the date of troop withdrawal may 
be a firm policy, we take th e view that Afghanistan an d the surround ing region 
remain an area of risk for th e UK’s security and thi s ought to be refl ected in the 
NSRA. (Paragraph 24) 

8. In principle, we welcome the development of the NSRA but the Government must 
ensure that it does not lead to a false sense of security. Any forecasting tool, however 
well designed, is imperfect and speculative, and the results produced should be 
treated with caution and used as a support for, not a substitute for, good judgement. 
The NSRA will not al ways predict the next big problem: resources must be allocated 
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to continual horizon-scanning, and must be available to deal with unpredicted risks 
as they emerge. (Paragraph 25) 

9. A key p oint of the NS S is to set p riorities, and to guide choi ces in an era of 
diminished resources. While such a strategy may c ontain aspirational elements it 
must also be realistic. The NSS simultaneously recognises the ri se of new global 
powers, shifts in the centres of economic activity, and reduced resources in the UK, 
while at the same time asserting “no reduction in influence”. This is wholly 
unrealistic in the medium to long term and the UK needs to plan for a changing, and 
more partnership-dependent, role in the world. (Paragraph 30) 

10. We are concerned that the Government has not done enough in the NSS and SDSR 
to articulate its concept of what influence is, why it is needed, or what the most cost-
effective way is of achi eving it in different circum stances and re gions. The NSS  
mentions many different forms of “soft power” but could do mo re to spel l out the 
different roles of or ganisations such as the BBC Wo rld Service and British Council. 
We believe that greater clari ty over exactly what we a re seeking, and why, could 
enable resources to be better targeted. (Paragraph 35) 

11. We welcome the idea of an “adaptable post ure” in principle. But in a world in which  
it was deemed right in principle to intervene militarily in Libya but not, for instance, 
in Syria, we would we lcome more clarity on how this principle shaped decisions on 
the mix of capabilities to be maintained.  We call on the Government to elaborate on 
the thinking linking the NSS, the “adapt able approach” and th e capabilities decided 
upon. (Paragraph 40) 

12. We accept that the NSS is not a “recipe book” which dictates ou r response to every 
event, but we would have expected to have seen some evidence that it had influenced 
decisions made since the SDSR, including the Government’s responses to the Ar ab 
Spring. We have found no suc h evidence.  As the NS S states,  “a strategy is only  
useful if it guides choices”; it is about thinking in the longer term, and not simply 
doing what is in the UK’s short-term interest.  If the c urrent strategy is not guidin g 
choices then it needs to be revised. (Paragraph 41) 

13. In the NSS, the Government has started to set out crucial statements which can guide 
future policy. However it does not yet present a clear ov erarching strategy: a 
common understanding about th e UK’s interests and object ives that guides choices 
on investment across government departments, including domestic departments, as 
well as guiding operational pr iorities and crisis  response. Suc h a strategy must b e 
based on a realistic vision of  the UK’s future po sition in the wor ld. This vision will 
both shape, and be shaped, by the UK’s interests and objectives. (Paragraph 46) 

14. We are concerned that the N SS’s focus on bilateral relations with large emerging 
powers—and concomitant investments in diplomatic and c apacity-building 
activities—should not be at  the expense of strength ening relations with the 
Commonwealth and with k ey regional organisations such as ASEAN, the Arab 
League and African Union. (Paragraph 51) 

15. We are c oncerned that the NSS and SDSR have avoided some of th e difficult 
questions about alliances. There d oes not appear to hav e been a fundamental  
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assessment of the extent to which the UK can rely on it s allies, and the extent to 
which it needs the c apacity to operate ind ependently. The SDSR states that “we will 
maintain our ability to act alone where we cannot expect others to help”.  We call on 
the Government to set out in response to this report in what situations it thinks the 
UK may need to operate alon e and what capabilities they would require. (Paragraph 
54) 

16. We recognise that there are limits to wh at can be said in a public document. 
However we believe that the USA’s publication of Sustaining US Global Lead ership 
provides an opportunity to open  up a debate on a number of  crucial issues. We call  
on the Government to refl ect deeply on the long term implications of the 
geographical and functional shif ts in US policy th at are now taking place. It raises  
fundamental questions if our pre-eminent defence and security relationship is with 
an ally who has in terests which are increasingly  divergent from our own. The 
Government needs to decide if the UK will continue to be  as involved in US military 
action as we have been in the past if the US focuses on Asia-P acific. If the US is  
moving towards viewing Europe as a producer rather than a consumer of security, 
and reducing its capability to mount long term st abilisation missions, it raises more  
questions as to what we can expect from the US and what the US expec ts from the 
UK. (Paragraph 60) 

17. We are not convinced that the Government gave sufficient attention in the NSS to 
the potential risks that future internatio nal economic instability might pose for UK 
security. These go beyond the UK be ing unable to afford to defend itself. 
International economic problems could lead to our allies having to make  
considerable cuts to their defence spending, and to an increase in economic migrants 
between EU member  states, and to domestic so cial or political unrest. The NSC 
needs to take all of this into account. (Paragraph 67) 

18. We hope that the probl ems within the Eurozone can be resolved. However we 
believe that, even in 2010, the potential threat to UK security from a full , or partial, 
collapse of the E urozone was one of the plausible scenarios which a pru dent NSRA 
should have examined. We call on the NSC to address the potential impacts on the 
UK and NATO (and how the Government would respond) were this to happen, as a 
matter of urgency. It also needs to examine the long term strategic impact for the UK 
of any measures to save the E uro, such as further Eurozone political integration or 
the exit of some states from EU membership. (Paragraph 68) 

19. The fact that the potential impact of Scot tish independence was not broug ht to the 
NSC’s attention strengthens our concern that the horizon-scanning carried out on 
the NSC’s behalf is inadequate and that the NSC’s oversight of security issues is not 
sufficiently broad and strategic. (Paragraph 71) 

20. The 2011 progress report is a relatively uninformative implementation report on the 
SDSR. Next year we expect a rounded and insightful update on both the NSS and the 
SDSR. It should includ e a summary of the mai n events of the yea r that were of 
relevance to national security, how the UK  responded to th em, and the longer term 
strategic implications. For example this year’s report could have included the 
problems at the UK B order Agency, th e Eurozone crisis (and the stra tegic 
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implication of measures to re solve it), an update on the US-UK joint strategy board, 
on the Anglo-French alliance, on Iran, and on commitments in Afghanistan and the 
adjacent area after 2015.  It should also include a summary of the work of the N SC 
that year. The Libya Crisi s report, with its identification of problems faced and 
lessons learned, provides a good model. (Paragraph 75) 

21. We welcome the introducti on of an NSC to give st rategic direction to the 
Government’s national security agenda, but we are not convinced that the NSC has 
successfully maintained its strategic focus.  We are left with the distinct impression 
that is has been deeply involved in operations and this may have reduced its ability to 
think strategically. (Paragraph 83) 

22. We are concerned that the Ca binet Office was unable to provide us, either in public 
or in confidence, with concrete examples of “blue skies” discuss ions by the NSC.  
Coupled with its fail ure to di scuss the national security implica tions of either the 
Eurozone crisis or the possibili ty of Scottish independence, it is apparent that there 
are major problems in the way that the NSC selects topics for discussion. (Paragraph 
86) 

23. We welcome the appointment of a National Security Ad viser, though we still have 
questions about the nature of the role, and its st atus. We have concerns too that the 
current and former NSA both have a FCO background. Th e Government has 
assured us that this has not led to a lack of focus on domestic issues, but this was not 
a view that all our witnesses sh ared. In addition we  noted a lack of military focus in 
the NSA’s Libya Crisis report. We welc ome the Govern ment’s commitment that 
future appointments could be drawn from a range of Departments and Agencies. We 
shall be monitoring this. (Paragraph 92) 

24. It is important that the He ads of the Security  and Intelligence Ag encies have access 
to, and are directly accountable to Ministers, and we have been told that this remains 
the case. We think it wrong th at the performance of the three Agency Heads should 
be reported on by anyone other than the relevant Minister. (Paragraph 95) 

25. The current Prime Minister takes a keen interest in national security and regularly 
chairs the NSC. The Government does not see the need  for a Nation al Security 
Minister at present, and we can see the clear advantages  to the NSA being an official. 
However, the Prime Minister’s active involvement is a key  element of th e current 
arrangements. Were this to change, and were the right person available, the question 
of appointing a Nati onal Security Minister would need to be rec onsidered. 
(Paragraph 99) 

26. We are not convinced that all involved in Government are clear on which Minister is 
accountable for wh ich elements of the NSS and NSC. It is even ha rder for th ose 
outside Government, including Select Committees, to identify  who i s accountable.  
This confusion over responsibility is not indicative of a well functioning organisation 
and the Government needs to address this. (Paragraph 102) 

27. We accept that the NSC should primarily draw on, and synthesise, the work of other 
departments, rather than seek to duplicate the anal ytical capabilities of other  
departments and agencies. However, the NSC was set up to ensure that things do not 
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fall into the gaps between departments, and in this context we recommend that the 
NSC should have some resources to undertake its own analytic al studies and to 
commission research from outside Government. It may need to provide alternative 
viewpoints to those of departments. (Paragraph 109) 

28. Given the timescale of the 2010 NSS, it i s perhaps not surprising that t he 
involvement of outsid e experts was limited. However , given the mu ch longer lead 
time for the next NSS, we would expect more detailed input throughout the process.  
(Paragraph 115) 

29. We have concerns about the limi ted extent to which the NSC has in practice drawn 
on non-governmental advice. Clearly some good work has been done but we are not 
convinced it is varied or frequent enough.  Given the decision to abolish the National 
Security Forum, measures must be put in place to ensure that Ministers have regular 
exposure to advice from outside experts. (Paragraph 116) 

30. We believe that the next NSS should be the product of much wider public debate and 
an attempt at a politic al consensus. If (as we ha ve suggested) the next NSS addresses 
more fundamental questions about the UK’s role in the world, and its relationship 
with the USA, as well as de velopments in the Eurozone and the potential impact of 
Scottish independence, then these are qu estions that the wider public will engage 
with. The Government will need to start planning for this now. (Paragraph 118) 
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Monday 27 February 2012 

Members present: 

Margaret Beckett MP 
Sir Alan Beith MP 
Malcolm Bruce MP 
Paul Murphy MP 
 

Lord Cope of Berkeley
Lord Fellowes 
Lord Foulkes of Cumnock 
Lord Harris of Haringey   
Baroness Manningham-Buller 
Lord Sterling of Plaistow 
Baroness Taylor of Bolton 
Lord Waldegrave of North Hill 

 

The Joint Committee deliberate. 

Draft Report, First review of the Nation al Security Strategy 2010 , proposed by the Ch air, 
brought up and read. 

Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph. 

Paragraphs 1 to 119 read and agreed to. 

Summary agreed to. 

Resolved, That the Report be the First Report of the Committee to each House. 

Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available in accordance with the 
provisions of House of Commons Standing Order No. 134. 

Ordered, That the following memorandum be reported to both Houses and published on 
the internet: 

Letter from Sir Kim Darroch and Supplem entary evidence from the Cabinet Office  
(Cabinet Office 05)  

Ordered, That the Joint Committee be adjourned to Monday 26 March 2012 at 4pm. 

  



44    Joint Committee on the National Security Strategy 

 

List of oral and written evidence 

(published on the Committee’s website 
http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/joint-select/national-security-
strategy/ ) 

 

Oral Evidence 

Monday 4 July 2011  

Rt Hon Baroness Neville-Jones DCMG, Minister of State for Security and Counter-
Terrorism, Home Office, 2010-11 

Monday 12 September 2011 

Admiral Rt Hon Lord West of Spithead GCB DSC, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State 
(Security and Counter-Terrorism) and Government Spokesperson, Home Office 2007-10 and 
formerly Chief of the Naval Staff and First Sea Lord 

Monday 24 October 2011 

Rt Hon Oliver Letwin MP, Minister of State, Cabinet Office

Monday 5 December 2011 

Sir Peter Ricketts KCMG, National Security Adviser, Cabinet Office

 

Written Evidence 

1 Cabinet Office 01—First memorandum (February 2011)  

2 Cabinet Office 02—Supplementary memorandum (September 2011)  

3 Cabinet Office 03—Rt Hon Oliver Letwin MP  

4 Cabinet Office 04—Sir Peter Ricketts  

5 Cabinet Office 05—Sir Kim Darroch  

6 ADS Group Limited 

7 Dr Jim Broderick, Daneshill Associates LLP 

8 Professor Nigel Lightfoot 

9 Mark Phillips, RUSI 

10 Dr Sue Robertson 

11 World Vision UK  

 
 

 




