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Developments in UK Foreign and Security Policy since 1997

Malcolm Chalmers

Introduction

The change of government in 1997 was accompanied by a shift in UK foreign policy that Prime
Minister Tony Blair sought to characterise as a more internationalist, and values-based,
approach to Britain's role in the world. This paper identifies three main elements in this shift:
first, a stronger commitment to the development of new multilateral instruments for
responding to issues of conflict and security; second, an increased focus on poverty reduction
in the developing world, reflected in the establishment of the Department for International
Development; third, a greater willingness to use the military as a ‘force for good’ in support of

humanitarian objectives.

While the government has had some success in relation to all three of these policy shifts, the
last decade has also exposed their limitations. The UK has contributed to the development of
new multilateral instruments, but their significance has often been marginal. All too often,
these new instruments have focused primarily on building normative consensus amongst ‘like-
minded’ countries (especially in Europe), while having little impact on the behaviour of the
world’s major powers. The aid budget has been substantially increased, and the UK is now
recognised as one of the world’s more progressive and generous donors. It has had less
success in persuading other rich states to increase the priority it gives to development,

especially in Africa. Finally, humanitarian military intervention has proven to be more difficult,
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anticipated in the early years of the new government.

} of military intervention as a policy tool without

adequate accompanying strategies for political stability and economic development.

Looking ahead, the paper identifies two new trends of particular relevance for the shaping of
foreign policy: the emergence of terrorism as a serious threat to the UK homeland; and the
rapid growth in the power of China and other emerging economies. Together, these two

trends have created a very different context for policy than existed in 1997.

Finally, the paper suggests a number of future policy directions which the next government
will want to consider: greater focus on UK homeland security; more realism in relation to the
limits of military intervention; and greater emphasis on multilateralism as a means of
engaging major emerging powers, including China. The latter focuses in particular on ideas for

developing the role of arms control.
Eleven Years Later: Achievements and Failures in foreign policy

By 1997, UK foreign policy appeared to its critics to have become overly insular and
mercantilist. Much of the government’s political energy was consumed by internal divisions
over Europe, while relations with the Democratic administration in the US had soured over
Northern Ireland. The aid budget had stagnated, and government appeared to view it as much
as a means of export subsidy as of development assistance. The defence budget had fallen by
30% in real terms since 1985, and the UK had been fiercely criticised for its failure to react
strongly to the onset of genocide in the Balkans and Rwanda. The only substantial overseas
operational deployments were with NATO’s Balkans force and the joint US/UK force policing
Irag’s no-fly-zones, in total some 6,500 personnel. (IISS, Military Balance). In 2008, by contrast,

smaller armed forces were deploying 12,000 personnel in Afghanistan and Iraq.


http://www.pdfcomplete.com/cms/hppl/tabid/108/Default.aspx?r=q8b3uige22

™
CI)'ck Here to upgi
Unlimited Pages:i

Your complimentary
use period has ended.

Thank you for using
O m p I ete PDF Complete.

ffice in 1997 sought to develop a foreign policy that

based. There were at least three main identifiable

components to this ‘new internationalism’: first, energetic pursuit of new multilateral
instruments for tackling security and conflict, often by working closely with NGO and business
communities; second, a step-change in the level of commitment to international
development, symbolised most of all by the establishment of the Department for
International Development; third, and in part in response to the failures of the international
community in Rwanda and Bosnia, a growing use of the UK military in humanitarian

interventions.

On the first, the UK played an important role in extending arms control’s remit as an
instrument of humanitarian policy. In its first years, capitalising on its improved relations with
EU partners, the government played a leading role in securing agreement to the EU Code of
Conduct on arms exports, as well as international agreement to the Ottawa Convention to
outlaw anti-personnel landmines. Subsequently, it strongly supported plans for controls on

small arms, and for a legally-binding Arms Trade Treaty.

In addition, despite US opposition, the UK backed the establishment of the International
Criminal Court, agreed in 1998. It initiated new proposals for an international regime to tackle
‘conflict diamonds’, and subsequently led the establishment of the Extractive Industries
Transparency Initiative, designed to address the problems of conflict and corruption
associated with resource-rich developing countries. Not least, from the 1997 Kyoto
negotiations onwards, the government gave a high priority to international agreement on
climate change mitigation. The government gained considerable credit for these initiatives
from UK NGO’s, who had often played a key role in pressing for the new regimes, and who

continued to play a critical role in mobilising political and media opinion.

UK development NGO’s were also supportive of the second strand in the government’s

foreign policy reforms: the establishment of DfID, and the accompanying sharp increase in the
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opment. Over the last decade, DfID has been accorded

jor government department, with an average rate of

budget increase of 8% in real terms between 1997/98 and 2010/11. Use of the aid budget as

an instrument of trade promotion was ended, and the ‘tying’ of aid to UK producers ceased.

With a continuing record of innovation across a range of policy areas (trade policy, debt relief,
direct budget support, security sector reform, social protection), DfID has gained a reputation
as one of the most pro-poor and least mercantilist of the OECD donors. It is now a powerful
Whitehall actor in its own right, exercising considerable influence in foreign policy, especially
in relations with major aid recipients in sub-Saharan Africa and Asia. Relations between DfID,
FCO and MoD have not always been comfortable as a result. But there is now a much stronger
voice for development concerns within the UK Government than there had been in the past.
This is probably the greatest single achievement of the turn towards ethical internationalism

on which Labour embarked after 1997.

The third, and most controversial, element was the increased use of the armed forces in
‘humanitarian intervention’. The previous government had pioneered the use of military
forces for humanitarian purposes, in defiance of previous non-interference norms, when it
backed the creation of a ‘safe haven’ for Kurdish refugees in northern Iraq following the 1991
Gulf War. This was followed by the US’s intervention in Somalia, as part of a major UN

peacekeeping mission.

The humiliating retreat of US forces from the Somalia mission, however, reinforced the
cautious approach of the Clinton administration. As a consequence, neither the US nor the UK
proved willing to take action to prevent or mitigate the 1994 Rwanda genocide. Unlike the US,
the UK and France (along with many other countries) did deploy significant forces to Croatia
and Bosnia during 1992-95 under a UN flag. But their limited remit prevented them from
taking a more decisive role in ending the conflicts in the region, which claimed around 200,000

lives and led to 3 million refugees.
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bs of human life in Rwanda and the Balkans had a

lebate, and helped shape Labour’s more

interventionist approach after 1997. The Strategic Defence Review conducted in 1997-98
solidified the reorientation of the armed forces into a ‘force for good’, ready to intervene to
protect populations from massacre and genocide. The government saw this ethical
intervention policy as a natural counterpart to its active multilateralism and its increased

commitment to international aid.

The turn towards interventionism was first made good in the developing Kosovo crisis in 1998-
99, as NATO countries sought to fashion a response to the growing conflict in that territory.
Scarred by NATQ’s previous failures in Croatia and Bosnia, the alliance launched an air
campaign against Serbia in March 1999. And Prime Minister Blair (together with France) urged
a reluctant US to use the threat of ground forces in order to persuade President Milosevic to
back down. As part of this campaign, Blair used his Chicago speech in May 1999 to set out an
ambitious set of criteria for the use of military force in support of humanitarian objectives.
Through this and parallel initiatives, the UK also played a key role in urging international
acceptance of a ‘Responsibility to Protect’ populations under threat of genocide or war crimes
in cases where their own governments were unable or unwilling to protect them. This
principle (adopted in diluted form by the UN at the World Summit in 2005) became part of a
wider effort to challenge the manner in which unconditional support for the principle of state
sovereignty had allowed dictatorial and abusive regimes to oppress their own people. Human
security, it was argued, should override state security, at least in those cases where states are

themselves the source of considerable insecurity for their populations.

It was, and is, a radical and direct challenge to a principle of international order. In the single-
superpower world of the late 1990’s, however, the risks involved in adopting it appeared
manageable, and the gains tangible. The NATO campaign against Serbia succeeded in forcing

its withdrawal from Kosovo, to be replaced by a UN administration supported by NATO
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was forced from office by a popular uprising against a

gered similar ‘colour revolutions’ in Ukraine and

Georgia. Democratisation, driven by domestic civil society movements and supported by the
promise of EU membership and international democratisation assistance programmes,

appeared to be the wave of the future.

The record of the new interventionism in Africa was less impressive. The conflict in Kosovo
distracted the attention of the major powers from the much larger inter-state conflict that
broke out in August 1998 in the Democratic Republic of Congo, and involved the armies of
eight African countries. Nor did the emerging interventionism mitigate the 1998-2000 Ethiopia
/ Eritrea war, which inflicted massive damage on two of the world’s poorest countries.
Emboldened by the success of Kosovo, however, in 2000 the UK reversed its previous hands-
off policy and ordered military intervention in Sierra Leone to prevent the country’s capital
from being overrun by rebels. The subsequent operation has been widely praised for both its
effectiveness in bringing Sierra Leone’s civil war to an end, and for its cost-effectiveness in

doing so with relatively limited resources.’

The UK's success in Sierra Leone had wider implications. As well as showing that the
government was prepared to back up its interventionist rhetoric with action, it provided an
important precedent for subsequent international action in Liberia, and helped to create a
climate for more robust approaches to UN peacekeeping in other parts of Africa. By 2008, the
continuing flaws in UN and AU peacekeeping missions were all too apparent, as was the lack
of commitment to those missions by NATO’s most powerful member states. International
intervention (diplomatic, developmental and military) can claim some of the credit in bringing

an end to the conflicts that consumed West Africa, and (to a lesser extent) those in DRC and

! Once the costs of accompanying UN and ECOWAS forces are taken into account, the cost is higher than a sole focus on UK forces
might suggest. As important as the initial intervention, moreover, the UK military played a key role in Sierra Leonean security sector
reform, providing training and mentoring for the reformed army and police.
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urity Report, 2008). But these gains remain fragile, and

3 high probability risk) in much of the Horn of Africa.

Domestic politics and the New Internationalism

The New Internationalism was consistent with New Labour’s broader effort to move beyond
traditional left/right divisions in UK politics and forge a new ‘progressive’ policy consensus. In
opposition, both Blair and Brown were acutely aware of the contribution that defence and
foreign policy had made to Labour’s electoral unpopularity in the 1980’s, and were
determined to ensure that this would not be repeated. In its first years they were largely
successful in this effort. Public support for an increased aid budget was reinforced by NGO
campaigning efforts, marginalising politicians who would have preferred a return to a more
mercantilist approach. The government’s strong support for military intervention in Kosovo
and Sierra Leone helped consolidate its image of being ‘strong on defence’, reducing the

political costs of the tight budget settlements that the MoD endured during this period.2

Not least, the commitment to a stronger ethical dimension to foreign policy has been fitted
within, rather than challenging, collective memories of Britain's experience as a global and
imperial power. (Deighton, 120). Many of its supporters strongly believed that the British
Empire was ‘the greatest secular agency for good known in the world’ (Lord Rosebery, quoted
in Lieven, 21). It is also seen in the continuing attachment to the Commonwealth as an
institution, which for many symbolises the positive legacy of the Empire as a family of nations

with shared experiences and values.

Perhaps the most relevant consequence of this historical experience is the tendency, common
to many parts of the national policy elite, to conceptualise the subject of foreign policy in

terms of a wider unit than the UK itself. Two World Wars were fought, and won, by the British

? Excluding the additional costs relating to the costs of operations, the MoD budget rose by an average of 1% annually in real terms
between 1997/8 and 2010/11. This compares with x for education, y for health and z for social security. As a proportion of
government expenditure, defence has fallen from 11% to 8% during this same period.
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ion, the discourse of foreign policy has become rather

ders of all parties still pay homage to an ill-defined

‘international community’ which is broader than the UK and its immediate allies, yet is distinct

from the UN and its constituent organs.

Attachment to a wider concept of political community is in part the emotional legacy of an
imperial era, with family and personal memories of empire ensuring that the British elite
remains more engaged in wider global affairs than most other European countries. The
personal histories of officials in FCO and DfID, or officers in the armed forces — as well as the
institutional memories of their bureaucracies — continue to be shaped by a time when Britain

was the leader of the world’s largest empire.

But Britain's imperial history has also left material legacies. The UK economy is significantly
more globally integrated than other economies of its size, with high levels of inward and
outward investment, a leading economic sector —finance —that is heavily dependent on an
open world economy, and with large numbers of UK citizens working abroad. The UK (and
London in particular) is home to expatriate communities from across the world, and many
foreign elites (especially from Anglophone Africa and Asia, but increasingly also from Russia)

send their children to UK schools and maintain properties there.

One of the most important legacies of this historical experience is the widespread assumption
that the UK, despite its relatively limited weight in the international system (1% of global
population and 5% of world GDP) can significantly shape the direction of major international
events. Thus Prime Minister Blair emphasised that he saw the UK as a ‘pivotal power’ in the
international system (Blair 99 in Wallace). Foreign Secretary David Miliband used a similar (if

less state-centric) formulation when he described the UK as a ‘global hub’.

This attitude is grounded, at least to some degree, in material capabilities. As well as having

the world’s fifth largest economy, the UK possesses a range of global capabilities, matched
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he world’s second largest defence budget in cash

purchasing power. It spends a higher proportion of its

national income on defence than any other NATO-European state (except Greece and Turkey).
Moreover, by cutting the size of its forces sharply since 1990, it has been able to continue high
levels of investment in new generations of capability that have allowed it to make much more
progress in reorienting towards power projection than have more personnel-intensive

continental European armed forces.

The UK also possesses a range of political assets. Its places on the UN Security Council and the
G8 give it the right to participate in international discussions across the range of international

security issues. Its role as one of the world’s five recognised nuclear weapons states is a mixed
blessing, and the subject of continuing domestic controversy. But it reinforces its major power

status, with a role to play in discussion of future nuclear arms control.

A loyal but junior ally

Since 2001, the reluctance of the Blair government to distance itself from the more
controversial elements of US security policy meant that it shared in the Bush administration’s
growing international unpopularity. The UK's close relationship with the US gives it
unparalleled access to US decision-makers. Influence does not always follow, and its limits
were already evident in the first year of the Bush administration, which was dominated by a
belief that multilateral organisations and agreements placed unacceptable constraints on US
national power. As the US moved to distance itself from arms control processes, it rejected
the need for international agreements to combat climate change, and loudly proclaimed its

lack of commitment to the UN. The UK could only watch from the sidelines.

In keeping with its policy of humanitarian intervention, and in solidarity with the US, the UK
joined the US in its invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. In both cases, however, the

disproportion between the military forces of the two countries helped to ensure that the UK's
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llowed was relatively limited. Historically, European

greatest influence over US interventions in cases

where the US has been reluctant to commit, yet has not been opposed in principle. UK
military operations in the Falklands in 1982, and subsequently in 2000 in Sierra Leone, were
primarily national affairs, and their successes (as well as their flaws) were the UK's
responsibility. Britain also exerted substantial influence over the 1999 Kosovo operation,
which was organised by NATO and had substantial military commitments from European
states. At crucial stages of this operation, it was a key diplomatic and military player.
Collectively, European states played a central role in shaping the nature of the post-conflict

peace settlement.

By contrast, in the operations in Afghanistan and Iraq, the opportunity for the UK to share in
key decisions was significantly less. The US wanted the involvement of the UK and other states
in order to show that a coalition of nations supported its actions. But it was committed to take
action whether or not others did so, and it resisted any suggestion that US action be restricted
by multinational committees (for example, through joint US/UK control of the misnamed
Coalition Provisional Authority). For the US, the primary purpose of allied contributions was
political more than operational. Commitments of forces on the ground, conducting difficult
and dangerous tasks, can be of considerable political value to US diplomacy. But the US, now
accounting for more than 50% of total global defence spending, is capable of filling the gap if
allies decide not to take part. Thus, when it looked as if Tony Blair might fail to gain the
support of the majority of his MP’s for the Iraq invasion in March 2003, Donald Rumsfeld
indicated that the US would be happy to go ahead without the UK by itself if that would make

it easier domestically for the UK government.

The UK's leaders and commentators have sometimes argued that, despite the relatively small
size of its contributions, it brought a more experienced perspective, drawing on the lessons

that had been learnt from a long history of imperial policing, most recently in Northern

Royal United Services Institute -10
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arold MacMillan’s quip that Britain could contribute

ash young superpower’s Rome. The British, they

argued, may not have the US’s muscle, but they understood the world much better than their

larger but clumsier ally.

While this argument played well in the UK, however, it was never welcomed in the US. Three
decades after the end of Empire, few serving diplomats or officers have direct experience of
imperial service. Moreover, the US has not stood still. Faced with some of the toughest
conditions it has encountered since Vietnam, the US Army has embarked on a far-reaching
programme of doctrinal and operational innovation, backed up with massive injections of new
resources. By 2007, US force levels in Irag (168,000 in November) dwarfed those of the UK
(6,400) by a factor of 26 to 1 (1ISS). While the US supplementary budget for the Global War on
Terror (mainly Iraq and Afghanistan) totals $190 billion, the UK’s equivalent budget was only
£1.6 billion in 2006/7, rising to £3 billion in 2007/08.

The limits of intervention

Dunne has argued that Blair’s decision to support the US invasion of Iraq reflected the primacy
of Britain's Atlanticist identity over its commitment to a new value-based internationalism
(Dunne, 2004). This does indeed seem to be the case. But, like the commitment to the latter,
the choice taken was itself decisively shaped by domestic politics. Critics point to the chaotic
aftermath of the invasion, and the damaging failure to find any WMD. Yet this information
was not available when the decision was taken. Rather, one needs to take account of the likely
political costs which the Government would have faced if, in early 2003, it had withdrawn
support from the US. With a few exceptions, the Conservative Party was united in its support

of the US position, as demonstrated by the Commons vote in March.

One of the founding principles of New Labour’s foreign policy since 1987 had been to avoid

being portrayed as soft on national security. The UK had been the US’s military partner in the

Royal United Services Institute -11
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had fully participated in the large-scale bombing
dministration in 1999, despite the lack of UN

authorisation or NATO agreement, as well as in the ‘no-fly zones’. The 2003 invasion,
therefore, was in crucial respects a continuation of an existing policy, not a sharp departure
from it. Blair was convinced that an attack on Irag was necessary and morally justified. He was
also aware that a decision not to do so would have been a fundamental change in direction,

with far-reaching consequences for the UK's (and Labour’s) foreign policy orientation.

When the decision to invade was taken, few could have foreseen the litany of errors that
followed. The failure to find WMD undermined general trust in the government, and is widely
acknowledged as having played a key role in the subsequent erosion of Blair’s political
position. The strategic errors and incompetence that accompanied the US-led occupation also
threw into question the assumptions underpinning Labour’s embrace of ‘humanitarian
intervention’. The way in which military and detention operations were conducted, together
with high levels of civilian casualties, undermined the moral case for intervention. Economic
reform programmes greatly enriched US contractors and some Iraqi politicians, but failed to
provide sufficient employment for demobilised Iraqi soldiers. Despite its best efforts, the UK

government could not easily distance itself from these adverse consequences of the invasion.

At the height of the US’s self-confidence in 2002-2003, ‘neo-conservative’ commentators
began to compare today’s US with the British Empire, lauded the merits of democratic
imperialism, and argued the need for new mechanisms (such as international trusteeship of
failed states) through which the US and allies could build functioning, and friendly, states. Yet
the past history of colonialism also informed the perceptions of those in the states subject to
intervention. In Afghanistan and Iraq, as in Iran and Palestine, this history reinforced the
perception that today’s interventions are part of a wider Western effort to reassert control
over the region and protect Israel’s interests. Western policymakers underestimate the power

of such nationalist and anti-imperialist sentiments at their peril.

Royal United Services Institute -12
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its limits. At times, international forces may need to

intervene to prevent sectarian conflicts within a country escalating into full-scale genocide.
Yet even in the more benign circumstances of the Balkans, with all the economic and political
carrots that EU membership can offer, expectations that integrated multi-ethnic democracies
can be created by outsiders have had to be tempered. Intervention did help to halt the
violence, reverse much of the mass displacement, and provide a degree of stability within
which peaceful politics could re-emerge. Fourteen years after the Dayton agreement,
however, Bosnia continues to be divided between ethnic mini-states. A similar de facto

partition seems likely in Kosovo.

The wider costs of interventionism

Assessing the wisdom of the military interventions of the last 11 years also needs to take into
account their impact on wider aspirations for strengthening international order, and in
particular for relations with Russia and China. Both the 1999 Kosovo war, and the subsequent
invasion of Iraq, took place despite the clear opposition of these two countries, and without
UN authorisation. In the former case, NATO made the case that it had an urgent
‘Responsibility to Protect’ Kosovo’s Albanian population from expulsion and genocide. Despite
the post-war UNSC resolution making clear that it would remain part of Serbia, however, the
US and most EU member states have now recognised Kosovo as an independent state in 2008.
There is a respectable case to be made that recognition is simply an acceptance of the reality
on the ground in Kosovo, and that further delay could threaten unrest. As in Irag, however,
Kosovo recognition has emphasised the limits to the UK’s commitment to upholding
international rules where it does not agree with their implications. It has tipped the balance of
international practice further in favour of self-determination for groups within states, and
against efforts by central governments to suppress such groups by force. It is a precedent

about which many states, including Russia, China and India, remain very nervous.

Royal United Services Institute -13


http://www.pdfcomplete.com/cms/hppl/tabid/108/Default.aspx?r=q8b3uige22

* C

CI)'ck Here to upgr:

Unlimited Pages a

Your complimentary
use period has ended.

Thank you for using
O m p I ete PDF Complete.

the UK's direct security interests. The recent growth

d elsewhere in Europe, is not only a result of the UK's

participation in the Irag War, or to events since 2001. But these events did strengthen
extremism’s appeal amongst a small, but significant, section of Britain's population. Al Qaeda
has recently suffered major setbacks to its positions in Irag and Saudi Arabia, and there have
been no attacks on the US since 2001. But it has managed to regroup in Pakistan, continuing
to pose a threat to NATO forces in Afghanistan, and providing a source of inspiration and
support for terrorism within the UK. Since 2001, more than 200 individuals have been found

guilty of terrorism-related offences, and a further 100 are awaiting trial. (Home Office).

After the London bombings in July 2005, government efforts to tackle the threat of domestic
terrorism were accelerated, notably much increased resources for the security services and
police. But, as is often the case in such circumstances, the government has found it difficult to
strike an acceptable balance between security and liberty. Many of the measures proposed
(such as lengthening pre-trial detention periods) are the subject of considerable and
continuing controversy. The magnitude of the domestic terrorist threat should be kept in
proportion: in part because of successful police work, the number of casualties has so far
remained relatively low. But the potential political impact of future terrorism remains
considerable. Prevention of future terrorism is likely to be a high priority for any future UK

government, shaping not only foreign policy but also a wide range of domestic policy areas.
2. Current and future trends

In March 2008, the Government published its first National Security Strategy, one significant

feature of which was the range of security challenges to the UK that it identified:

‘No state threatens the United Kingdom directly. The Cold War threat has been replaced by a
diverse but interconnected set of threats and risks, which affect the United Kingdom directly

and also have the potential to undermine wider international stability. These include
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ss destruction, conflicts and failed states, pandemics,

er threats and risks are driven by a diverse and

interconnected set of underlying factors, including climate change, competition for energy,

poverty and poor governance, demographic changes and globalisation.” (Cabinet Office, 2008)

The NSS is significant in part because it does not suggest that Islamic terrorism is the
existential or overriding threat of our age, as the Bush administration has often argued in the

past. Rather, it states:

‘While terrorism represents a threat to all our communities ... it does not at present amount to
a strategic threat. But it is qualitatively and quantitatively more serious than the terrorist

threats we have faced in the past, and it is likely to persist for many years.’

The NSS represents a welcome recognition of the complexity of today’s security challenges,
and a useful step towards mapping their specific characteristics. History did not end in 1990,
and some of the key structural determinants of conflict — such as inequality and climate
change — have worsened in the two subsequent decades (Chalmers 2008). International

cooperation will be central to responses to all these challenges.

Sometimes the security concerns of the future will be genuinely global, affecting all countries
equally. Often, however, security risks impact disproportionately on some rather than others,
suggesting the continuing relevance of some international division of responsibility. Regions
of particular interest to the EU will include (beyond Europe itself) sub-Saharan Africa, the
Middle East and the former Soviet Union. During the next decade, the Middle East will be the
top priority, as a result interrelated concerns over migration, terrorism and energy supplies, as
well as the economic opportunities that are available to Europe if these concerns can be
successfully managed. For both the EU generally and the UK specifically, the importance of
sub-Saharan Africa will also grow. As transport costs fall and population pressures increase,

spillover from conflict, criminality and underdevelopment will increase further. Sub-Saharan
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