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THEquestion of  whether or not to replace the Trident nuclear weapon system is of
great importance and the decision must be taken on the basis of  what will most
contribute to the security of  the British people. On this, we agree with the Trident
Commission. However, CND maintains that not replacing Trident is the only credible

option to achieve this aim. The serious strategic and economic benefits of  non-replacement include:

• improving global security through a strengthening of  the non-proliferation regime, prevention of
nuclear proliferation and de-escalation of  international tensions

• ensuring budgetary flexibility for the Ministry of  Defence to allow them to prepare a more
effective response to the actual security challenges facing us today

• the vast economic savings of  more than £100 billion over the lifetime of  a successor nuclear
weapons system could be invested in public spending priorities, as well as more effective security
spending

• guaranteeing the British government’s adherence to its legal obligations including responsibilities
as a signatory to the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT)

• recovering Britain’s moral position internationally and showing diplomatic leadership in global
multilateral disarmament initiatives such as a global nuclear abolition treaty and the initiative to
highlight the humanitarian impacts of  nuclear weapons.

The Trident Commission should have listened to the majority of  the British people who oppose
Trident replacement – and the overwhelming majority internationally who want to see a world free
of  these monstrous and outdated weapons. Instead the Commission has produced a rehash of  Cold
War thinking which fails to acknowledge that the world has moved on

The Government’s own National Security Strategy downgraded the likelihood of  a state-on-state
nuclear attack: prioritising terrorism, climate change and cyber warfare. To suggest that the UK
should spend £100bn on a weapons system which we could never use and which doesn’t meet the
threats we face is mindboggling.

Britain must not remain stuck in the past: which is exactly what the Trident Commission
recommends that we do.
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Introduction

ANEW REPORT by the Trident Commission, led by Lord Des Browne, Sir Malcolm
Rifkind, and Menzies Campbell, has put the issue of  the UK's nuclear weapons back
into the political limelight. But, far from providing a fresh analysis of  the need for the
UK to remain a nuclear-armed state, the Trident Commission has repeated the same

justifications for retaining nuclear weapons which have been used since the end of  the Cold War.
The Commission's conclusions ignore the fact that the world has changed – and that nuclear
weapons nowadays, far from providing a guarantee of  security, actually increase the risks to the
British public. This report presents the case which the Trident Commission has sidelined – the case
for the UK to abandon plans for replacing the Trident nuclear weapon system and become part of
the rapidly growing global movement for the worldwide abolition of  nuclear weapons.

As Britain moves towards the decision-point in 2016 on whether or not to replace the Trident
nuclear weapons system, it is absolutely vital that the option of  non-replacement is fully explored.
Taking a ‘yes’ decision will mean Britain remains a nuclear-armed state – at huge public expense –
for at least another half-century. Such a decision would have huge consequences, in terms of  our
economy, our security, our legal obligations and our moral standing with the rest of  the world. To
ensure that the 2016 decision best meets Britain’s needs, parliamentarians and the public must be
presented with the full range of  information available. 

The next General Election in 2015 will be a crucial opportunity for voters to have their say on
whether Britain’s Trident nuclear weapons system should be replaced. Over the last decade opinion
polls have shown that a clear majority of  the public do not want Trident to be replaced – especially
at a time when, we are told, public services must be cut in order to balance the economic books.
However, none of  the three main political parties looks likely to enter the election with an
unequivocal manifesto commitment to cancel the Trident replacement programme. On this issue,
the views of  the politicians are lagging far behind the views of  the general public that they represent.
Rather than pandering to the mistaken Westminster view that nuclear weapons give Britain prestige
and power, it’s time for senior politicians to show real leadership on the issue of  nuclear weapons,
and push their parties to adopt new policies which represent the growing public and international
mood against weapons of  mass destruction and reflect the real security challenges that Britain and
the world face in the twenty-first century.

Why we shouldn't replace Trident: our security

The decision on whether or not to replace Britain’s nuclear weapons system must be taken on the
basis of  what will most contribute to the security of  the British people. A decision not to replace
Trident will best meet that requirement. It will strengthen the international disarmament and non-
proliferation regime by ensuring Britain’s compliance with its international treaty obligations; it will
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deter nuclear proliferation and de-escalate current global and regional tensions; and it will release
significant financial resources to meet a range of  public spending priorities, including meeting the
new security challenges of  the twenty-first century. A decision not to replace Trident must be taken
in tandem with government initiatives towards its stated goal of  multilateral disarmament: backing a
global nuclear abolition treaty, actively working towards a Middle East WMD-Free Zone and
supporting the work of  the International Red Cross and others on the humanitarian consequences
of  nuclear weapons use.

The coalition government’s National Security Strategy (NSS), published in autumn 2010, gives the
government’s ‘official’ view of  the security threats facing the United Kingdom.1 The NSS identifies a
range of  twenty-first century threats, including climate change, pandemic disease, organised crime,
cyber warfare, and terrorism – but assesses an attack on the UK using chemical, biological,
radiological, or nuclear weapons as merely a ‘Tier Two’ threat, stating that “A CBRN attack on the
UK by a state was judged to be low likelihood but high impact”.

Nuclear weapons have been described as ‘the United Kingdom’s ultimate insurance policy in this age
of  uncertainty’.2 This is an odd turn of  phrase given that insurance policies are designed to pay out
after an undesirable event has taken place – not to prevent them from happening. In this case, the
nuclear ‘insurance policy’ would actually put Britain at greater risk. Replacing Trident could act as a
driver for the proliferation of  nuclear weapons. In the words of  Kofi Annan, former Secretary-
General of  the United Nations, ‘the more that those states that already have [nuclear weapons]
increase their arsenals, or insist that such weapons are essential to their national security, the more
other states feel that they too must have them for their security.’3

Although the Trident Commission seems to have concluded that there would be no lasting gains if
the UK were to abandon its nuclear weapons programme, international experts disagree with this
view. Dr Hans Blix, former United Nations weapons inspector and Chair of  the WMD
Commission, recently said that the UK should abandon Trident altogether and that this would be a
‘big gain’ towards disarmament, pointing out that ‘Japan and Germany seem respected … even
without nuclear weapons’.4 With the exception of  France, all our European neighbours consider
themselves to be safe and secure without their own nuclear arsenals, and non-nuclear nations in far
more dangerous parts of  the world – for instance, Japan, South Korea, and Egypt – are active in
calling for nuclear disarmament.

The only nations which could remotely pose a nuclear threat to the UK in the foreseeable future are
Russia and possibly China. However, despite current tensions around Ukraine, there has generally
been a positive trend in the UK’s and the European Union’s relationships with both these countries
since the end of  the Cold War. Sir Michael Quinlan, former Permanent Under-Secretary at the
Ministry of  Defence and an expert on nuclear deterrence, wrote that ‘even if  grounds for unease
about Russia’s internal evolution intensify, it is hard to imagine that country re-emerging as a military
threat to the political freedom of  the countries of  the European Union’.5 China will be a growing
global force over the next few decades but its priorities will be to promote economic development
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and integrate into global economic and political systems on its own terms, but as a ‘good neighbour’.
Chinese foreign policy and military interests are focused on what China defines as its ‘core interests’
based around state sovereignty and territorial integrity. China has rapidly become integrated into the
global market economy and financial system, and despite its growing international influence has
shown no evidence of  a desire to reshape the international order or establish its own power blocs.6

The possibility that Russia or China would at some time over the next fifty years pose a direct
military threat to the UK represents an unlikely and exceptionally worst case scenario. A military
confrontation with the West involving either of  these powers would be highly damaging to their own
development and economies. Tensions will be inevitable at certain times – as we are currently seeing
over events in Ukraine - but it is difficult to see how the UK’s nuclear weapons could play any role in
resolving such tensions. It is time to accept that Russia and China do not pose a military threat to the
UK and that they are now becoming our economic and strategic partners.

Iran and North Korea and their actual or potential nuclear proliferation are also important, not least
because they are regularly used in arguments favouring the retention of  nuclear weapons. However,
Iran does not currently have nuclear weapons and dialogue is underway to address concerns over its
uranium enrichment programme. North Korea has no delivery system with a range capable of
delivering one of  its very few nuclear weapons to the UK – even if  it had any reason to do so. The
way to address proliferation threats posed by Iran and North Korea is not to pretend that Britain's
nuclear weapons mean that we will be able to deter such threats, but to create a security climate in
which neither nation feels the need to continue with its nuclear programmes.

In the eyes of  some, Trident replacement serves to undermine and delegitimise the international
non-proliferation regime. Ken Booth, Professor of  International Politics at the University of  Wales,
Aberystwyth, has asked the pertinent question: ‘If  the present British government announces that it
will retain nuclear weapons until about 2050, and if  this contributes to the erosion of  the norms so
far sustaining the NPT (and history shows the fragility of  international regimes when key states
ignore their obligations) then what might British security look like, even if  it possesses nuclear
weapons, in a world of  20 plus nuclear powers?’7

The emerging threats which look likely to threaten the UK over the first half  of  this century are of  a
nature which military responses and a deterrent approach cannot address. As we have seen over
recent years, the threats which impact most on the livelihoods and wellbeing of  the people of  the
United Kingdom in the twenty-first century do not come from foreign states, but from
dramatically different factors which cannot be addressed by a traditional military response. At
the beginning of  2014, flooding caused havoc across the United Kingdom, forcing thousands
of  families out of  their homes for long periods and causing hundreds of  millions of  pounds
worth of  damage. Severe flooding also hit the country in 2000, 2003, and 2007.8 Such
flooding is likely to continue and get worse if  climate change predictions prove accurate. In
2007-08 Britain’s financial markets were rocked by the credit crunch, which inflicted significant
damage on the economy, left the banking sector in ruins even after a massive bailout paid for
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by public money, and wiped hundreds of  billions of  pounds worth of  value from the savings
accounts and pensions of  ordinary people.  

Nuclear weapons are, of  course, utterly irrelevant to threats of  this kind, but every penny spent on
replacing Trident is one penny less which is available on spending to address the real security issues
the country faces. Britain’s future security is best guaranteed by investing money to help local
communities insulate themselves from disaster by building resilience at the local level, and ensuring
that the armed forces are properly equipped to conduct the military roles they can realistically be
expected to play over the years to come.

Why we shouldn't replace Trident: humanitarian issues

Under international law, the use, or threat of  use, of  nuclear weapons is illegal under virtually all
conceivable circumstances. In 1996, the International Court of  Justice (ICJ) ruled that ‘the threat or
use of  nuclear weapons would be generally contrary to the rules of  international law applicable in
armed conflict, and in particular the principles and rules of  humanitarian law.’9 The ICJ went on to
state that ‘the radiation released by a nuclear explosion would affect health, agriculture, natural
resources and demography over a very wide area.’10

This concern over the humanitarian impact of  the use of  nuclear weapons is shared by the
International Committee of  the Red Cross (ICRC), which has identified further humanitarian
consequences, including widespread famine and the destruction of  medical facilities and personnel.
The International Committee of  the Red Cross stated in a 2011 report: ‘The use of  even a limited
number of  nuclear weapons would affect the environment for many years and render agriculture
impossible in vast areas, most likely causing mass starvation and disruption of  global food
distribution.’11 The report goes on to cite the ‘likely destruction of  health infrastructure and
widespread death and injury of  health-care professionals in areas affected [which] would increase
human suffering exponentially.’12

Indeed, such ramifications of  a nuclear explosion were acknowledged as a core issue at the NPT
Review Conference in 2010, with the outcome document expressing ‘deep concern at the
catastrophic humanitarian consequences of  any use of  nuclear weapons’.13 This led to the convening
of  intergovernmental conferences in Oslo in March 201314 and Nayarit, Mexico, in February 201415

to examine the ‘immediate humanitarian impact of  a nuclear detonation’ and ‘the possible wider
developmental, economic and environmental consequences’. The British government has refused to
take part in either conference – and as a result its views are being left out of  the rapidly evolving
debate on the humanitarian impacts of  nuclear weapons and the need for a new treaty to ban their
use and possession. The British government should urgently confirm their attendance at the next
conference in Austria in December.
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Why we shouldn’t replace Trident: the cost

The cost of  replacing and running Trident on a ‘like-for-like’ basis will be well in excess of  £100
billion. According to the government’s Trident Alternatives Review scaling down the size of  the
Trident fleet, possibly to two submarines, and moving away from a posture of  continuous at-sea
nuclear patrols could result in capital savings of  up to £5 billion and revenue savings of  close to £1
billion annually in crew and maintenance costs,16 but this represents limited savings within the
budget for like-for-like replacement proposed in the 2006 White Paper which announced the Trident
replacement programme (capital costs of  £15–20 billion at 2006-7 prices and in-service costs of
around 5–6% of  the defence budget).17

Within military and political circles, concerns about the costs of  replacing Trident centre on the large
proportion of  the defence equipment budget that the programme will consume. The Royal United
Services Institute (RUSI) estimates that spending on Trident replacement will reach a peak of  around
30 per cent of  the defence equipment budget by 2021/22 or 2022/23, when the first submarine
begins production, and is likely to remain close to this level until 2028.18

Not surprisingly, military sources have questioned whether this money would be better spent on
meeting more pressing and relevant needs which the armed forces have. Field Marshal Lord Bramall,
General Lord Ramsbotham, General Sir Hugh Beach, and Major General Patrick Cordingley – four
former senior military commanders – have written in The Times that ‘replacing Trident will be one of
the most expensive weapons programmes this country has seen. Going ahead will clearly have long-
term consequences for the military and the defence equipment budget that need to be carefully
examined’.19 They pointed out that ‘this decision will have a direct impact on our overstretched
Armed Forces, ‘and that ‘it may well be that money spent on new nuclear weapons will be money
that is not available to support our frontline troops, or for crucial counterterrorism work; money not
available for buying helicopters, armoured vehicles, frigates or even for paying for more manpower’.

Former Prime Minister Sir John Major has taken a similar line, asking: ‘What is the opportunity cost
of  Trident in the loss of  conventional capability? In what circumstances, and upon whom, is Trident
likely to be used? These are uncomfortable questions, but they must be answered before billions are
committed’.20

Britain’s overseas military allies are also said to share similar concerns about the impact that the UK's
nuclear weapons programme is expected to have on conventional forces and our ability to contribute
to joint missions. The New York Times recently reported that American officials are quietly urging
Britain to drop its nuclear weapons, quoting an unnamed senior American official as saying: ‘Either
they can be a nuclear power and nothing else or a real military partner’.21
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Why we shouldn’t replace Trident: meeting our legal obligations

The United Kingdom has binding legal obligations in international law requiring it to take steps
towards the eventual elimination of  its nuclear weapons. These obligations have been accepted by
successive governments, both Labour and Conservative.

The UK is a depositary state for the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of  Nuclear Weapons (Non-
Proliferation Treaty – NPT),22 giving it a duty to ensure that the Treaty is properly executed. Under
Article VI of  the Treaty nuclear weapon states have an obligation ‘to pursue negotiations in good
faith on effective measures relating to cessation of  the nuclear arms race at an early date and to
nuclear disarmament, and on a treaty on general and complete disarmament under strict and effective
international control’.

The Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT)23 was signed in 1996 but has yet to come into
force, although it has been ratified by, and is thus binding on, the United Kingdom. The Treaty bans
all nuclear explosions globally whether for military or for peaceful purposes. The Preamble to the
Treaty recognises the importance of  ‘constraining the development and qualitative improvement of
nuclear weapons and ending the development of  advanced types of  nuclear weapons’ – raising
questions as to whether the development of  a new warhead – as has been suggested by the Ministry
of  Defence (MoD) – would be lawful.

In 2000 the UK, along with other nuclear-weapon-states, gave ‘an unequivocal undertaking to
accomplish the total elimination of  their nuclear arsenals’ in the ‘13 practical steps’ adopted at the
NPT Review Conference that year.24 The obligations of  the nuclear-weapon-states to take steps
towards disarmament were reaffirmed in the Final Document and Action Plan agreed at the 2010
Review Conference of  the NPT25.

Expert legal opinion indicates that replacing Trident would not be acceptable under the NPT. In a
legal opinion commissioned in 2005 by Peacerights, Rabinder Singh QC and Professor Christine
Chinkin concluded that replacement of  Trident is likely to constitute a breach of  Article VI of  the
NPT, saying: ‘It is difficult to see how unilateral (or bilateral) action that pre-empts any possibility of
an outcome of  disarmament can be defined as pursuing negotiations in good faith and bring them to
a conclusion and is, in our view, thereby in violation of  the NPT, article VI obligation’.25

Regardless of  the legal position, there is strong evidence that the decision to replace Trident is
undermining the NPT – one of  the most important guarantees we have against the spread of  nuclear
weapons. In evidence to the Trident Commission26, Professor John Simpson OBE, Adviser to the
UK Delegation to NPT Review Conferences from 1999-2010 pointed out that ‘The number of
nuclear weapon states outside the Treaty has slowly increased, significant non-proliferation challenges
are arising within the scope of  the NPT, and many states lack faith in the nuclear weapon states’
intentions to disarm’. Erosion of  the NPT would make the world a far more dangerous place – even
for states which have nuclear weapons – yet confidence in the ability of  the Treaty to support its
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non-proliferation and disarmament objectives is slowly waning. As Professor Simpson warned the
Trident Commission, the UK’s current position of  professing to support multilateral disarmament
steps while replacing Trident ‘may prove difficult to sustain’. 

Delays and procrastination on the part of  Britain and other nuclear armed states in meeting their
NPT disarmament obligations have led to frustration and allegations of  bad faith by many
non-nuclear weapon states with the result that one such state, the Republic of  the Marshall
Islands, has commenced a law suit in the International Court of  Justice asking the court to rule
that nuclear armed states are in breach of  their NPT obligations and order them to take action
to comply with the treaty.27

Why we shouldn’t replace Trident: safety risks

The consequences for the UK of  remaining a nuclear-weapon-state will be neither neutral nor
benign if  a serious accident involving nuclear weapons takes place in the UK. Accidents can and do
happen: production of  plutonium for the nuclear weapons programme resulted in the UK’s worst
nuclear accident, the Windscale fire in 195728, and there have been a number of  documented
accidents which have resulted in the dispersal of  radioactive material or breakup of  US nuclear
weapons.29

Some of  the more significant ‘near miss’ incidents which have been reported as occurring in the
UK’s military nuclear programme over recent years include:

• Serious flooding at the Atomic Weapons Establishment (AWE) at Burghfield on 20 July 2007
which caused damage valued at £5 million and resulted in the plant being out of  action for nine
months.30

• A collision between the Royal Navy’s Trident submarine HMS Vanguard and French nuclear
armed submarine MN Le Triomphant whilst submerged at sea on the night of  34 February 2009,
which required each vessel to return to port for repairs.31

• A fire in an explosives processing area at AWE Aldermaston on 3 August 2010 which left one
worker injured and required the precautionary evacuation of  nearby homes.32

• Discovery of  corrosion in the structure of  one of  the main nuclear processing buildings at AWE
Aldermaston during the summer of  2012, resulting in closure of  the building and an eighteen
month remediation programme.33

• Discovery of  a leak in a test reactor of  the type used in ‘Vanguard’ class Trident submarines in
2012, requiring an unplanned extra refit for HMS Vanguard.34
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Conclusion 

BRITAIN currently faces no nuclear threat, and no other security threat that can be
resolved through the possession or use of  nuclear weapons. In a time when financial
resources are scarce and the armed forces are facing substantial reduction in numbers,
spending vast sums of  money on an outdated nuclear weapon system which has no clear

purpose is both wasteful and irresponsible.

Unfortunately, the Trident Commission has done little to challenge the pro-Trident mind set which
dominates government and the leadership of  the main political parties. Perhaps this is not surprising.
The political figures at the head of  the Commission took little concrete action to adapt Britain’s
nuclear forces to the post-Cold War circumstances which evolved while they were in power. 

We’re glad that the Commission acknowledges that the mistaken view that possessing nuclear weapons
confers status and prestige on the United Kingdom should not be a reason to replace Trident. This
view is also not shared by those in the real world outside the Westminster corridors of  power. A clear
majority of  the British public believe that Trident should not be replaced. In Scotland, the opposition
to Trident from the public, politicians, and civil society is overwhelming. Globally, 184 nations have
pledged never to develop nuclear arsenals by signing the Non-Proliferation Treaty. The mind-set
reflected by the Trident Commission represents the views of  a small – but powerful – minority who
are desperately struggling to justify keeping weapons of  mass destruction against the tide of
worldwide opinion.

Britain’s policy on nuclear weapons is currently stuck in a political rut, and only imaginative new steps
can prevent us from further isolating ourselves from the rest of  the world and potentially jeopardising
the future of  the NPT – the most important protection we have from the spread of  nuclear weapons.
We have seen in the past how courageous initiatives can lead to substantial disarmament, and the
international situation cries out for another such initiative which could help put the world firmly on
the path to global abolition. A decision by Britain not to replace Trident would be such a move. It
would help to restore confidence in the possibility of  NPT compliance and would demonstrate that
relations between nations, and resolution of  their security concerns, can be built within the
framework of  international law. 

Cancelling the programme to replace Trident nuclear weapons is a pragmatic and realistic alternative.
To do this, the government should take the following steps:

• Scrap Trident and cancel its replacement

• Participate in international initiatives to achieve the global abolition of  nuclear weapons 

• Focus foreign and defence policy resources on conflict prevention rather than war fighting
capabilities.
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