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This article focuses on continuity and change in British nuclear doctrine, especially in
terms of targeting policy. After an initial assessment in 1945 that nuclear weapons would
be scarce and would therefore have to be targeted, if war broke out, against urban centres,
British nuclear strategy in the early Cold War period was based upon the concept of
counter-force deterrence. This meant that projected nuclear forces were targeted against
Soviet military forces in order to reduce damage to the United Kingdom because of its
particular vulnerability in the nuclear age. Just as Britain deployed its first nuclear
weapons, however, the superpowers were developing thermonuclear weapons. This led to a
re-evaluation of British nuclear doctrine in the late 1950s in which Britain sought greater
interdependence with the United States and, at the same time, stressed the importance of
maintaining an independent targeting policy. ‘Deterrence in concert’ with the United
States involved targeting a mix of military and urban centres, while ‘unilateral deterrence’
now targeted Soviet cities. The Polaris force, deployed in the late 1960s, was particularly
suited for counter-value targeting. Almost immediately, however, Soviet ABM
developments caused strategic planners in Britain to undertake an improvement
programme, designed to ensure that counter-vale deterrence maintained its credibility.
Critical to this conception, it was believed, was the ability to target Moscow, and the secret
British Chevaline project was designed essentially to maintain this priority. This article
sets out to explain the importance of the ‘Moscow criterion’ in British nuclear doctrine and
the difficulties Britain faced in trying to maintain the capabilities, which would achieve
what successive governments perceived to be the central requirements of deterrence.
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Introduction

It has been the preference of Government to allow (adversaries) to draw their own
conclusions rather than to describe precisely what our plans and capability would be
in terms of targeting policy."

Shortly before this statement was made by a Ministry of Defence witness giving
evidence to the House of Commons Defence Committee, Francis Pym, the
Secretary of state for Defence in the new Thatcher government, revealed for the first
time in public that for many years previously both Conservative and Labour
governments had been secretly working on a Polaris improvement programme,
which was codenamed Chevaline in the mid-1970s.”> Despite this public
announcement, what Chevaline was, and what it was designed to do, remained
shrouded in mystery for the remainder of the Cold War. Although the full story has
yet to be told, recently released documents have thrown new light on both British
nuclear targeting policy at the height of the Cold War and the technological
changes successive governments believed were necessary to maintain the effectiveness
of the nuclear deterrent force.” Critical to these developments was the emphasis
successive governments gave to what was called the ‘Moscow criterion’: the ability
to deter the Soviet Union through maintaining an ability to threaten, and therefore
potentially to kill, millions of people in the Soviet capital. This article discusses how
this ‘mind set’ emerged and the link between the development of British nuclear
capabilities, especially the Chevaline programme, and official thinking about the
‘Moscow criterion’ (in terms of the perceived requirements of nuclear deterrence)
during the 1970s and 1980s. To understand the nature of this link, it is necessary to
begin with a brief account of the changing nature of British nuclear doctrine in the
1950s and 1960s.

The Evolution of British Nuclear Doctrine

Right from the beginning of the nuclear age in 1945, the Attlee government recognised
that previous approaches to defence were ‘completely out of date’* Defence policy now
had to rest on a new conception of deterrence. As the Prime Minister told President
Truman in September 1945, ‘the only deterrent is the possibility of the victim of such
an attack being able to retort on the victor’ Attlee’s view was quite explicit: “The
answer to an atomic bomb on London is an atomic bomb on another great city’. With
this in mind the Labour government decided to independently procure atomic
weapons and a long-range bomber force. Ideas about how these weapons might be
used to deter the perceived threat from the Soviet Union were initially, however, rather
hazy.’

In a report produced by the Chiefs of Staff Atomic weapons subcommittee in early
1946 it was argued that nuclear weapons would be in short supply for the foreseeable
future and consequently they would have to be used sparingly against the most
important targets. These were likely to be urban centres. The report argued that
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‘the bombing of towns and industry now gives a far greater return for war effort
expended and may, therefore, become the most profitable type of war’.® Despite this
view, given the vulnerability of the UK to destruction and the unwillingness of the
United States (contravening the wartime Quebec and Hyde Park agreements) to share
its nuclear secrets with Britain, strategic planning initially focused on trying to
limit damage to the UK by targeting air bases in the Soviet Union.” In their review of
Global Strategy in 1947 the Chiefs of Staff concluded that: ‘It is essential that before
such destruction — from which we might never recover — could be achieved, we
ourselves should assume the initiative and destroy the enemy’s means of making
war. .. It is only by early offensive action that the weight of attack on the United
Kingdom can be materially decreased.® Similarly, in a report written in 1949, the
Chiefs of Staff argued that it was necessary for Britain to target ‘the atomic plants and
bases of the enemy, as this is the only way of ensuring that this country remains
sufficiently undamaged to continue prosecution of the war’’ This reflected a view of
deterrence based essentially on developing nuclear forces which would have war-
fighting capabilities.'°

The development of thermonuclear weapons and long-range missiles, however,
brought about a revision in British strategic planning towards the end of the 1950s.
Britain needed to develop its own thermonuclear weapons and its own long-range
missiles but the costs of keeping up with the two main superpowers required more
interdependence with the United States. In late 1957 Britain and the United States
agreed to co-ordinate the nuclear strike plans of Bomber Command and the US
Strategic Air Command (SAC). The Joint Planning Staff (JPS) produced a report
entitled ‘Allied Strike Nuclear Attack’, which envisaged an attack on 800 targets
including airfields, nuclear storage facilities, centres of administration and the Soviet
transport system.'' As a result of this report, the Chiefs of Staff developed a dual
targeting policy. The plan, co-ordinated with the US, included a mix of city and
military targets. At the same time, however, there was a growing conviction that there
was still a need for a unilateral strike plan, given the uncertainty of US response in the
event of war. The Suez crisis, in particular, had a rather mixed impact on British
defence planners. It was recognised that in future Britain had to work closely with the
US. On the other hand, some form of independent military planning was necessary,
just in case the United States let Britain down again. In nuclear terms, it was believed
that this unilateral plan should concentrate on the ability to hold Soviet cities as
hostage. Bomber Command’s Emergency War Plan was produced in 1958 and an
emphasis was given to targeting 44 major cities in the Soviet Union.'* It was argued
that there were 130 Soviet cities with a population of 100,000, but only 54 of them were
regarded as being of major importance. Ten of these were outside the range of the
British V-bomber force. The calculation by strategic planners was that the ability to
destroy 44 cities would destroy 30 per cent of the Soviet urban population,
killing 38 million people. This rough and ready estimate was regarded as sufficient to
deter the Soviet Union and remained the basic requirement for deterrence for a
number of years.
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In a detailed report produced by the British Nuclear Deterrent Study Group at the
end of December 1959, it was argued that the long-range V-Bomber force should be
able to make:

successful attacks on about 40 of the major centres of industry and administration in

the Western areas of the Soviet Union. An attack in which one warhead of 1-MT
yield was delivered on the centre of each of the target cities would, except for
Moscow and Leningrad, destroy at least 50 per cent of each of the targets. Moscow '
and Leningrad required respectively four and two deliveries of 1-MT to destroy 50

per cent of their buildings. There are, therefore, a total of 44 separate aiming points

in the selected target areas.'’

This growing emphasis on city targeting, especially Moscow, was reflected in the
findings of another specialist committee set up in 1959 to make a detailed analysis of
the future of global war. A series of theoretical war-gaming exercises were undertaken
by the Global War Studies Committee. Their conclusion was that a purely counter-
force strategy was no longer likely to be effective as a deterrent. ‘Attacks on strategic
bases. .. indicated that it was unlikely either side could knock-out all the other’s
bases.'* The major problem was the lack of the kind of detailed intelligence that would
be necessary to map Soviet military targets with the kind of precision that was
necessary. The Committee, therefore, recommended that it would be preferable to put
greater emphasis in terms of targeting on ‘the major centres of population” in the
Soviet Union.'> While it was still recognised that co-ordinated strategic planning
with the US required the capability to ‘suppress’ Soviet military forces, the
trend therefore in the late 1950s and early 1960s was towards a greater emphasis on
unilateral deterrence by targeting 40 Soviet cities with populations in excess of 100,000
people.

In 1960 the proposed Blue Streak missile which was designed to take over from
the V-Bomber force was cancelled for a combination of strategic and economic
reasons.'® In its place an agreement was signed with the United States to buy
Skybolt, an air-launched ballistic missile that would enhance the capability of the
existing V-Bomber force. At much the same time further discussions took place in the
British Nuclear Deterrent Group about the level of damage that was likely to deter
the Soviet Union. The Chairman of the Group, Sir Robert Scott, was not convinced
that the destruction of 40 cities was required and requested that a new planning
assumption should be adopted. Scott told the Defence Minister, Harold Watkinson,
that the figure of 40 cities had been ‘arrived at arbitrarily’ and recommended
that the figure should be significantly reduced to ten cities.'” Why ten cities
was chosen was far from clear but Watkinson’s support for this change in a
report to the Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, suggests that ten cities was no less
arbitrary.

[ am, therefore, now seeking a decision on whether such a reduction of
damage level is likely to be politically acceptable and, if so, your authority to
authorise an examination of the consequences of reducing our strategic
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nuclear capacity to the level required to inflict equivalent damage on 10 instead of
40 cities.'®

Watkinson pointed out that the decision was important because it would affect the
number of Skybolt missiles that would be needed from the US. The smaller the number
of cities targeted, the fewer Skybolt missiles would have to be purchased."’

When the issue came to be discussed by Ministers in March 1962 it was decided,
again, it appears for largely arbitrary reasons, that the figure could be reduced from 40,
but to 15 rather than ten.?’ The number seems to have been chosen partly as a result of
a feeling amongst the Air staff that ten was too few to provide effective deterrence and
partly as a result of pressures from the Treasury.”' It appears that this was a decision
based largely on political judgement rather than on detailed strategic calculation.

The decision to focus on 15 cities as the basis of unilateral deterrence also seems to
have led to a revision of the joint Anglo-American strategic plan. By 1962 a new plan
had been produced with 98 targets assigned to Britain, of which 16 were cities and 44
were offensive airfields. (This compared with a total of 106, with 69 cities, 17 bomber
bases and 20 Soviet air defence systems in the previous plan).**

The decision to reduce the number of cities that needed to be targets for deterrence
purposes was critical in the purchase of Polaris from the United States in late 1962.
Following the cancellation of Skybolt by the Kennedy Administration in December,
the Navy played a key role in persuading the British government that Polaris would be
the most effective alternative. Control of the nuclear deterrent had traditionally
been in the hands of the RAF but Polaris offered an invulnerable submarine-based
force operated by the Navy.”” The difficulty was that only a small number of such
submarines could be afforded given Britain’s difficult economic circumstances.
The problem was resolved by yet another re-evaluation of what deterrence required.
A Joint Intelligence Committee analysis concluded that: “The current intelligence
assessment was that the Russians would regard the certain destruction of five of their
largest cities as an unacceptable risk’?* Given that it was believed that deterrence now
required the ability to destroy only five cities, a force of four to five Polaris submarines
offered an affordable alternative at a time that the V-Bomber force was becoming
increasingly obsolescent. This paved the way for the meeting at Nassau in December
1962, when Macmillan managed to persuade Kennedy to provide Britain with
Polaris. Initially it was envisaged that the A.2 version would be sold to Britain.
Eventually, however, the A.3 version was provided with three re-entry vehicles
(which were not independently targetable). This improved missile was not,
however, capable of high-precision targeting, making it very much a counter-value
weapon system.

The Polaris Improvement Programme

As soon as the Polaris system was deployed, between 1968 and 1970 questions began to
be asked about its medium-term effectiveness. In November 1966 the United States
announced that the Soviet Union was deploying an anti-ballistic missile system (ABM)
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around its major cities (code named Galosh).*® Given that the government could only
be sure of one Polaris submarine in service at any time, officials increasingly became
concerned that the limited capability available could pose a threat to the Soviet
capital.”® By this time, within official circles, deliberations mostly accepted that the
ability effectively to target Moscow (‘the Moscow criterion’) was now the critical
element of deterrence credibility.”” With ABMs deployed around the Soviet capital this
could not be guaranteed. The requirements of unilateral deterrence therefore had been
revised from 40 to 15 to five, and now in essence was only one city, the Soviet
capital. Other areas continued to be targeted (including Leningrad, Tallin and the
Kola Peninsula) but the ability to destroy Moscow was by far the most important
priority.*®

In private, officials expressed their concerns about the de-stabilising effects of the
deployment of ABM systems. It was felt that Soviet deployments and the US response
would lead to an arms race which would undermine international security in general
and increasingly weaken the credibility of the British nuclear deterrent. The Prime
Minister, Harold Wilson, was advised that he should raise concerns about a new arms
race with the Russian leader, Kosygin, when they met in February 1967, and also to try
to persuade the Americans that, even if the Soviet Union did go ahead with its
deployment, it would not be advisable to follow suit. The Foreign Secretary, George
Brown, told Wilson that it should be ‘our object firstly to do what we can to convince
the Russians of the potential dangers of ABM deployment; secondly, to strengthen
elements in the United States administration which are resisting deployment and will
have a mind to do so as long as there is any hope of its avoidance’. He also urged the
Prime Minister that if deployment nevertheless took place it would be important ‘to
set it in a framework and within such limits as will reduce its far-reaching and possible
dangerous political, psychological and military consequences’ The feeling amongst
officials, in fact, was that it would be very difficult to prevent the Americans from
responding and that Britain would have to accept this reality and improve its own
deterrent capability accordingly.”

As a result, discussions began in the strictest of secrecy about how to develop
counter-measures which would maintain the effectiveness of the Polaris force. In 1967
the Wilson government set up a committee under the nuclear scientist Sir William
Cook. The Cook Report which was completed by the end of the year suggested that
there were three alternatives: (1) to abandon Polaris, (2) to do nothing and, (3) to
improve Polaris by what was described as ‘hardening’ and ‘adding decoys*® Given the
uncertainties over the on-going SALT arms control negotiations, which proposed
restraints on ABMs, the government decided to explore further the opportunities of
improving Polaris.

Under the terms of the 1958 Anglo-American Atomic Exchange Agreement, Britain
received information from the United States about its Antelope programme.”’ This
involved initial ideas in the United States about how it might be possible to overcome
Soviet defences. For Britain, however, given its limited capability (based on one
submarine on station) the task of defeating Soviet ABMs was particularly difficult.
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The problem was that a single nuclear detonation outside the atmosphere
could destroy the three warheads carried by Polaris within a 100-mile radius after
separation from the missile. Antelope, with its emphasis on ‘hardening’ (protecting the
warheads from close detonations) and ‘decoys’ (designed to deceive Soviet radars),
provided a useful way forward but did not resolve the problem of maintaining the
credibility of the British deterrent threat to destroy the Soviet capital. One solution
proposed was to try to purchase the new Poseidon missile from the United States.
Poseidon had ten MIRVed warheads, which would be capable of ‘saturating’ the Soviet
ABM system. Apart from the extra costs involved, the problem with Poseidon,
however, was that it might involve the need for a new formal agreement with the
United States which might be difficult for the US government in its dealings with
Congress. For the Heath government in the early 1970s, this symbolic deal with the
US, emphasising close Anglo-American ties, might also complicate plans to join the
European Community. The same was also true of another option, known as ‘Hybrid’
or ‘Stag, which would involve buying Poseidon from the US and fitting a British
warhead to it.*”

In the light of these difficulties emphasis shifted to improving the Antelope design.
Super Antelope, as it became known, involved a redesign of ‘the re-entry bodies to be
much harder and able to function after they had been much closer to a detonation, and
also to separate the re-entry bodies in-flight over larger distances so that they could notbe
destroyed by one nuclear detonation’”

Solving these problems, however, proved to be time-consuming, technically difficult
and very costly. To a certain extent the 1972 SALT Treaty eased Britain’s problems by
limiting Soviet ABM deployments to no more than two sites (one of which could be
Moscow and one an ICBM complex). This was later reduced to one site around
Moscow. The essential problem posed by ‘the Moscow criterion), however, remained.
Detailed work on Super Antelope, or what became known as the Chevaline project in
1974, continued in secret under the new Labour government of Harold Wilson, with
only a handful of senior Ministers fully informed about the programme. Despite costs
escalating from £175m in 1972 to £800m in 1977, a major review of the project in
September 1976 and significant technical difficulties between 1976 and 1978, the
government remained committed to seeing the project through to a successful
conclusion.™

The first public announcement of the highly secret programme came on the 24
January 1980 when Francis Pym made the following statement to the House of
Commons:

The strategic environment in which they operate [the four Polaris submarines| and the
whole alliance operates is not static. Without breaching the provisions of the 1972 treaty
on anti-ballistic missile defence, the Soviet Union has continued to upgrade its ABM
capabilities, and we have needed to respond to that upgrading so that we can
maintain the deterrence assurance of our force. The previous Conservative government,
therefore, pressed ahead with a programme of improvements to our Polaris missiles,
which our immediate predecessors continued and sustained. The House will, [ am sure,



Downloaded by [John Ainslie] at 06:53 03 July 2011

60 J. Baylis

understand that I cannot go into detail, even to correct the widely mistaken assertions
that have sometimes appeared in public, but I think the programme has now reached a
stage where I can properly make public more information about it.

The programme, which has the codename Chevaline, is a very major and complex
development of the missile front end, involving also changes to the fire control systems.
The result will not be a MIRVed system, but it includes advanced penetration aids over
the ability to manoeuvre the payload in space. The programme has been funded and
managed entirely by the United Kingdom with the full co-operation of the
United States. .. It has been a vital improvement. I do not think the House will be
surprised that is has been costly. The programme’s overall estimated cost totals about
£1000 million.”

One of the key reasons for this public announcement appears to have been political.
The Thatcher government was on the point of deciding on a replacement to Polaris
(Trident) and saw an opportunity to minimise opposition from the Labour Party. By
announcing the involvement of the previous Labour government in the Polaris
Improvement Programme and the considerable costs of a largely indigenous project,
the Defence Secretary was, in effect, saying that Labour had been fully committed to
the British nuclear deterrent and there was a strong case for buying a replacement off
the shelf from the United States. This seems to be confirmed by David Owen’s
comment to the House of Commons that the decision to publicly announce the
project had been made ‘for purely party political reasons to justify the decision to buy
Trident missiles and to embarrass the Labour Party for the fact that it had put the
interests of the country first and had been ready at all times to modernise the deterrent
— and it was right to do s0.*® From Owen’s point of view, Pym was making ‘a cheap,
party political point.

Despite this party political dimension, the key point remained that Chevaline,
which was eventually deployed in 1983, represented an essential continuity in British
nuclear deterrent policies between both Labour and Conservative governments from
the late 1960s to the period through to the end of the Cold War. Despite the defence
reviews of the mid-1960s, mid-1970s and early-1980s which led to cuts in British
defence expenditure, the priority of retaining a capability which could threaten Soviet
cities, and especially Moscow, remained a key priority for British policy makers.

Competing Concepts of Deterrence?

British nuclear doctrine during the period from the late 1950s to the 1980s was based
on two separate deterrent philosophies. Britain contributed, on the one hand, to an
Alliance strategy which, despite changing labels, was largely based on ‘deterrence
through warfighting’ or what has sometimes been called ‘deterrence through denial’ In
the Single Integrated Operational Plan (SIOP) which emerged from 1960 onwards
there were 3,729 targets in the Sino-Soviet bloc. Some were cities but most were
military or military-related establishments. As Twigge and Scott have argued: ‘Once in
motion, the SIOP would run its course. After transmission of an authenticated execute

order there was no way to stop it.>’ More flexibility was introduced with
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the introduction of the Schlesinger doctrine in 1974—75 which emphasised the need
for a greater range of nuclear capabilities in order to give the American President a
broader range of choices. Nevertheless, the counterforce emphasis of the strategy
remained essentially in being. This contrasted somewhat with the idea of unilateral
deterrence, which was based primarily on a counter-city strategy. In an effort to make
sure the two concepts of deterrence remained distinct, Sir George Mills, the C-in-C
Bomber Command argued forcefully:

Whoever would be afraid of launching a sudden attack if he thought the greater part
of our retaliation would come back on his airfields? I am sure for the enemy’s
edification as well as our own we must be specific in saying that our aim in
retaliation is to hurt him where it really hurts; I do pray we keep our minds
absolutely clear on this issue.>®

Despite the uncertainty and some ambiguity which existed over the projected role of
Blue Streak in the 1950s, by the time Polaris was deployed in the late 1960s, strategic
planners were clear that threatening ‘where it really hurt’ meant targeting cities.”® By
this stage there were no fundamental contradictions between the Alliance strategic
plan and the national strategic plan.** Britain was assigned a series of counter-city
targets in the alliance plan, together with a range of counter-force targets which would
be undertaken by its long-range bombers. The counter-city targets were much the
same as those in its national plan. What was critical for the national plan, however, was
the ability of British nuclear forces to be able to destroy the Soviet capital, Moscow. It
was this essential requirement which drove successive governments to strive to solve
the range of technological difficulties associated with the Chevaline project. Some of
these difficulties have been revealed recently from the description of Chevaline given
by Kate Pyne, the Technical Historian at the Atomic Weapons Establishment (AWE).
She has argued that at:

The heart of the improved Polaris system was the penetration aid carrier or ‘PAC’. ..
The PAC containing the penaids and one of the two warheads would
manoeuvre under the power of a twin chamber propulsion unit. .. The job of the
PAC was to create a so-called ‘Threat Tube’ consisting of an elongated cloud of
unhardened soft decoys, together with hard decoys that could withstand the effects
of radiation.

At some point during the flight of the Polaris second stage, the nose fairing separated
and the first re-entry body was ejected by rocket motor. Its thrust was offset by tilting
it. The gas flow from the rocket motor escaped between the re-entry body and the
PAC. As it expanded in airless space, it produced a pressure which tilted the re-entry
body back to its correct trajectory.

Separation of the re-entry body from the Polaris second stage was followed by the
departure of the PAC containing the remaining warhead. The second stage, devoid of
payload, accelerated between the re-entry body and the PAC, briefly immersing both
in exhaust gasses from its own motor, creating another disturbance called the et
wake’ effect.

The PAC control system oriented itself for the first manoeuvre. The twin chamber
propulsion unit and the PAC moved to the designated point for dispensing some of
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the decoys. The PAC changed position again in order to eject the remaining warhead
onto its required trajectory.

The twin chamber propulsion unit fired yet again to move the PAC into position for
dispensing the main sequence of decoys.

The PAC then moved to yet another position to release the final penetration aid.*!

Despite some American assistance, perfecting these manoeuvres had to be achieved
largely by British scientists working alone and inevitably took considerable time to
achieve.

Given the importance of this deterrent force to perceived national security interests
successive governments were also prepared to make very significant economic
sacrifices in order to see Chevaline through to completion. As David Owen argued in
November 2000:

One of the main arguments used against cancellation was its effect on the capability of
our nuclear deterrent. It was felt that if one came forward and announced that one was
cancelling a programme on which one had spent £200 million and which had been
started to improve the penetration of missiles, one would flagto everybody — and very
visibly to the Soviet Union — that one’s existing deterrent was not effective. Nobody
argued more strongly against cancellation than the Ministry of Defence and the
intelligence community. They argued powerfully that it was absurd to cancel the
programme, having spent so much money on it.*?

Despite the fact that so much had been spent, deterring the Soviet Union by having the
capability to destroy Moscow, dictated that the economic resources had to be found
whenever the project was challenged by the Treasury. Other defence capabilities could
be cut but unilateral nuclear deterrence remained paramount.

Challenging the ‘Moscow Critieria’

Throughout the period covered by this review of British nuclear doctrine the ‘Moscow
criterion’ was crucial to what was perceived by strategic planners to be one of the key
requirements for unilateral nuclear deterrence. By the late 1970s, however, this
requirement was beginning to be questioned. Two working parties were formed in
early 1978 to look into the options for replacing Polaris.*> One group was set up under
Professor Sir Ronald Mason, Chief Scientific Advisor to the Ministry of Defence. The
remit was to look into the technical options regarding a replacement. The other group,
under Sir Anthony Duff, Deputy Under-Secretary at the Foreign and Commonwealth
Office, was asked to look at the international implications of different replacement
options. Significantly the ministerial working party, which was responsible for the
terms of reference of the Duff-Mason working parties, indicated that the “Moscow
criteria’ no longer needed to be given quite the same degree of priority as it had in the
past.** Counter-city strategic planning was still seen as crucial in deterrence terms and
Moscow was still important, but discussions also focused on the next nine largest cities
in the Soviet Union. This represented the beginning of a subtle shift in British nuclear
doctrine.
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The Duff-Mason Report, completed in late 1978, recommended that the best option
for Britain was to purchase Trident missiles from the United States. It was left to
the Thatcher government, which won the May 1979 election, to make the decision to
replace Polaris with Trident. To justify the decision the Ministry of Defence produced a
special memorandum in 1980 in which it was stated that:

Successive United Kingdom Governments have always declined to make public
their nuclear targeting policy and plans, or to define precisely what minimum
level of destructive capability they judged necessary for deterrence. The
Government, however, thinks it is right now to make clear that its concept of
deterrence is concerned essentially with posing a potential threat to key aspects
of Soviet state power. There might, with changing conditions, be more than one
way of doing this, and some flexibility in contingency planning is appropriate.
It would not be helpful to deterrence to define particular options further.®

The key phrase in this statement was the continuing need to pose a threat to ‘key aspects of
Soviet state power’. According to Sir Michael Quinlan, who was Deputy Under Secretary
of State (Policy and Programmes) in the MOD between 1977 and 1981, this represented
‘a strand of thought relatively new in official utterances on strategic nuclear issues.
Although the concept of Soviet state power did not imply that Soviet cities, including
Moscow, would necessarily be exempt, it seemed to indicate that the threat, henceforth,
would not be ‘exclusively or even primarily directed at the destruction of cities. Quinlan,
who was Permanent Under-Secretary of state in the MOD from 1988 to 1992, has
revealed that ‘the impulse behind this was ethical, and reflected in some degree vigorous
public debate in Britain at around this time on the moral tolerability, even in extreme
circumstances, of envisaging a strike oriented essentially at populations’* Polaris, even
with its Chevaline front end, was not independently targetable and had only limited
accuracy. As such, cities (and especially Moscow) were regarded as the most appropriate
targets. Trident, however, opened up the possibility of changing British targeting policy
to include ‘more discriminate options’. As a result, as the Cold War came to an end the
‘Moscow criterion’ which had played such a key role in British nuclear doctrine for the
previous 30 years seems to have been downgraded as a key criterion of British nuclear
deterrent policy — and ethical considerations would appear to have played a role in the
planning process, unbeknown to the British public.
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