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Ten years ago I launched Global Strategy Forum with a critical analysis of the 
growing disparity in military terms between commitments and resources. 
Depressingly ten years later the same criticism can if anything even more 
strongly be made.  Hardly surprising when we have for so long inhabited an 
apparently strategy-free zone, merely reacting to events as they have occurred 
with no real forward view of objectives and their resource requirements.  
 
It has been almost surreal recently to watch Western commentators 
complaining about President Putin of Russia outmanoeuvring the West in his 
actions in Syria and Eastern Europe; almost complaining that it wasn't meant to 
be like this. Under the cosh of Western sanctions Russia was supposed to come 
to heel and mend her ways. Instead Putin is in danger of running rings around 
us; and we don't like it. I've even heard it suggested in hushed tones that he 
may have a strategy!  
 
In the West we apparently no longer believe in strategy. Since the end of the 
Cold War we have by our own admission really only reacted to events. Our 
Cold War strategy had been simple and effective; containment and deterrence. 
We knew who we were containing and what we were deterring. Inevitably with 
the USSR collapse that strategy lost focus. We no longer knew who to contain 
or what to deter. Instead we became embroiled in ad hoc civil wars in the 
newly unfettered countries, the old Yugoslavia and the wider Balkans; with 
pretty mixed results. When in 2001 the US was attacked by al-Qaeda we rightly 
supported their self-defensive response in Afghanistan. Laudable in itself, but 
once again reacting to events with no overall guiding direction or purpose. 
 
Through this period we have continued steadily to reduce resources in pursuit 
of the post-Cold War myth of the peace dividend in a new era of peace. It was a 
fundamental error. Predictably commitments began to rise again while 
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resources continued to decrease. The gap widened and our armed forces paid 
the price.  
 
The British Army down from over 102,000 in 2010 to fewer than 82,000 in 
2015. The Royal Navy’s number of ‘workhorse ships’ halved since 1996 from 
36 to 18 today. In the RAF the number of combat fighters dropped from 220 in 
2006 to 149 last year.  
 
At the same time our defence and foreign policy became increasingly 
incoherent. Take Afghanistan. Having by early 2002 achieved our objective in 
driving al-Qaeda out of the country and the Taliban out of Kabul we should 
have stopped. Instead inexplicably we sought new ill-defined objectives; 
‘nation building’ whatever that meant in the Afghan context and the 
dismantling of the narcotics trade to name a few. 
 
This was the beginning of what I call the era of ‘half-baked’ British foreign 
policy. Half-baked in the sense that while the first part was usually well 
planned or baked the second part was not only uncooked but often the 
necessary ingredients had not even been identified.  
 
Thus in Afghanistan after the initial well-constructed action around Kabul we 
messed up on ill-judged poppy eradication (production now at record levels), 
and the unnecessary involvement in Helmand where we found ourselves in an 
unstructured and lethal conflict with the Taliban at the very time when 
strategically we should have been beginning to try to bring them in from the 
cold.  
 
Now having withdrawn we have left behind a dangerous mess. The insurgent 
water we so boldly drove uphill is now predictably coming down again.  
 
At the same time without any apparent robust strategic analysis we moved into 
Iraq. Our well baked military campaign to eradicate weapons of mass 
destruction in Saddam’s hands came to nothing when it became apparent that 
there weren’t any; requiring our military objective to be swiftly changed to 
technically illegal regime change. Even that was reasonably well baked and 
successful. But then what? Little or no further baking had been prepared.  
 
Getting rid of Saddam’s Ba’athist structures and institutions was a disaster, 
creating a vacuum into which al-Qaeda gratefully rode and fanning the embers 
of the underlying conflict between Sunni minority and majority Shia in that 
country.  This was followed by constantly changing military plans with no 
identifiably consistent strategy.  
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In 2006 I called for us to get out of Iraq while we could still do so with a 
modicum of pride and dignity; I was accused of disloyalty. When we 
eventually departed some three years later we had gained nothing for the extra 
price we in the intervening years had to pay, and we left behind us continuing 
civil strife and a vacuum into which Daesh/IS swiftly and horrifyingly inserted 
itself.  
 
Astonishingly the Arab Spring took us by surprise. Our response wasn’t even 
half-baked. Without any substantial analysis we loudly proclaimed it as the 
birth of liberal democracy in the Middle East and North Africa, ignoring the 
visual evidence of the extent of fundamental Islamism within it and the 
previous role of western backed autocratic regimes in keeping it in check.  
 
In Libya we did at least begin to bake the beginnings of a response to the 
uprisings although we were unsure of its purpose. Was it an ethical 
responsibility to protect threatened civilians or our old friend illegal regime 
change? In practice it morphed seamlessly from one to the other. Although no 
member’s security was threatened we even recruited NATO to the cause.  
 
And as either purpose required bombing we bombed anyway, and in the 
process wiped out Gaddafi without any real idea as to what to concoct next. In 
the event we just walked away from the metaphorical kitchen leaving violent 
chaos behind; and even now five years on we still don’t seem fully to 
understand the realities on the ground.  
 
In Syria once again we were inspired by a popular Arab Spring uprising which 
we immediately and uncritically supported. To begin with we didn't even 
bother to bake a policy so convinced were we that the dictator Assad would fall 
within days. When predictably he didn't we belatedly began to make 
preparations although to what end we were and still are uncertain.  
 
Backing, training and arming the so-called moderate rebels although we had no 
idea who or how moderate they were; encouraging the destabilisation of the 
country which opened the door to Daesh; boycotting Assad although he 
obviously had to be part of any solution; backing the northern Kurds to the 
irritation of our NATO ally Turkey; and eventually taking limited part in air 
strikes against Daesh which have proved more provocative than effective. 
 
 Once again our lack of strategy has helped to stoke still further a bitter civil 
war with no clear acceptable or feasible outcome.   
 
So the first ten years of GSF have witnessed a mixture of foreign policy drift 
and military strategy vacuum, partly caused by the imbalance between 
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resources and commitments but more largely by a failure of leadership to look 
forward with any sense of vision.   
 
All of which brings me back to President Putin. Despite hard economic and 
financial economic sanctions in response to Russian aggression in Ukraine and 
the Crimea, the West arguably today is on the back foot with Putin driving the 
agenda.  
 
At a time when soft power dialogue should be the main strategic response we 
are faced with a ratcheting up of almost Cold War style rhetoric against Russia, 
chilling when taken alongside Russian Premier Medvedev’s recent comment 
that this could be the beginning of a new Cold War. In responding to this we 
need to explore far more closely the reasons underlying it; starting with the end 
of the Cold War.  
 
History teaches that in general magnanimity in victory pays greater dividends 
than vindictiveness. The humiliating reparations imposed on a defeated but still 
proud Germany after the First World War created the environment for the rise 
of extremism in that country. The West’s proud post cold war claim to have 
defeated the Soviet Union with an equally proud Russia at its core should have 
rung alarm bells about the strategic need to avoid humiliation.  
 
On this occasion it was not so much vindictiveness as unthinking and often 
silent disdain for Russian sensitivities.  In the apparent absence of strategic 
analysis the West thought little about Russia’s historic fear of Western 
encroachment on its borders.  
 
We encouraged the newly liberated countries not only to join the EU but also to 
become part of the military alliance of NATO which had long been regarded by 
Russia as an existential threat. Western active interest in the so called ‘near 
abroad’ awoke innate fears in the Russian psyche. Far from being sensitive to 
this the West instead expressed irritation at Russian reservations and 
objections.  
 
European support for the pro-Nato administration in Georgia did little to reduce 
these tensions.  We in the West value our historic ties and it was at best naïve 
not to consider that Russia might do the same.  
 
And so today the Ukraine.  I hold absolutely no candle for Putin’s actions but I 
seriously question why the West never foresaw them nor strategically planned 
to forestall them. Just like the Arab Spring, when the crowds gathered in Kiev’s 
Maidan Square the West failed to analyse the real forces behind the protests.  
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We ignored the endemic corruption on all sides of the Ukrainian political 
system. We latched instead onto the soi-disant Europeanism and support of 
NATO of the protestors and contemptuously dismissed any pro-Russian 
reservations. We unthinkingly threw our weight behind the Maidan agenda. We 
ignored Russian fears of NATO effectively controlling her outlets to the Black 
Sea particularly through Crimea.  
 
What Putin did was in no way justified, but we should have sought in advance 
to lessen those Russian fears that lent support to Putin’s land grab. The same 
can be said for Russian intervention in eastern Ukraine. Sanctions may sting, 
but they will not diminish deep-rooted Russian sensitivities; and they will 
harden long held prejudices.  
 
Through dialogue at all levels we need to try to show that Russian sensitivities 
are finally understood and that we will have regard to them. While the Crimea 
annexation may now effectively be irreversible clear strategic thinking could 
still do much to reduce tensions not only in Ukraine but also along the length 
and breadth of Eastern Europe.  
 
There are some signs today that Russia is seeking a more balanced relationship 
with the West; we should encourage rather than insult it. 
 
The same basically goes for Russian involvement in Syria. With no strategy of 
its own the West stumbled from non-baked policy to half-baked policy. There 
was no strategic analysis of Russia’s interests in the conflict which would have 
made their intervention totally predictable. It has long been an imperative for 
Russia to combat Islamic extremism. Its Caucasian regions such as Chechnya 
and Dagestan demand as much, as does their no less sensitive interests in the 
vulnerable southern underbelly of Central Asian Muslim states.  
 
Iran and to a growing extent Iraq are seen as vital bulwarks against such 
threats. Russia has long seen the stability of Assad in Syria as a key element of 
its strategy. Islamic fundamentalism stems from Wahhabism which in turn was 
born of Sunni radicalism. The main counter to Sunni extremism in the region 
are Shia forces including Assad’s secular variety which itself includes many 
secular Sunnis.  
 
For that reason Syria’s uprising posed for Russia a real threat; the undermining 
of Assad’s stability and the growth of a vicious fundamentalist and 
expansionist Islamic ‘caliphate’. We in Britain with our own Muslim 
population are alarmed enough by IS/Daesh. We should understand Russian 
concern at what is for them an even more deeply embedded threat. 
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As the Syrian fundamentalist threat developed the West showed at best 
indecision, at worst lack of resolve and over all a lack of any comprehensive 
strategy to deal with it.  
 
To our irritation, not least because it highlighted our irresolution, the Russians 
intervened somewhat forcibly from the air. To our even greater irritation they 
effectively attacked Assad’s enemies on a wide front, IS and rebel groups 
generally, some of whom we had without much thought as to the depth of their 
Islamism been training and arming in their fight against Assad.  
 
Of course we shouted foul. But could we not see that if it was Russian strategy 
to bolster Assad against his enemies that would ultimately include all his 
enemies even those that we were somewhat uncertainly supporting? 
 
And why were we taken so much by surprise? One embarrassing explanation is 
that while we had no overarching strategy we found it almost incomprehensible 
that another power could have one.  
 
So that is where we are at the end of the first decade of GSF. I will continue as 
I did some seven years ago to make the case for a ‘farewell to drift’ and the 
development of serious strategic planning.  
 
We cannot afford not to.  
 
A robust strategy should never be a detailed plan or blueprint which can far too 
easily be derailed by events. It should be a mixture of criteria, parameters and 
intended outcomes. It must take account of resource reality. For a start our 
severely reduced military capabilities rule out a strategy in which we would 
play a major global policing role but it should include distinctive options for 
Special Forces activity and the deployment of soft power.  
 
It should encompass three distinct strategic geographical areas; the European 
theatre including Russia, the MENA region and beyond and the Far East 
including China. Into these it will be necessary to factor the effect of our 
security alliances with the US and NATO and the growing importance of cyber 
warfare. It should, particularly in the context of soft power strategic planning 
build on our unique global relationships within the Commonwealth. 
 
There are certain principles. Given our capabilities we should not become 
involved in international disputes unless we have a dog in the fight.  That dog 
need not only be about security and defence, it could encompass international 
humanitarian crises which could in time affect our national interests. While 
such a principle would have allowed us into Afghanistan at the beginning, it 
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would have kept us out of Iraq and Libya and away from Syria saving us both 
sacrifice and expense. It is ironic that where now we are being invited to 
intervene in the humanitarian crises in Syria and Libya they have both been 
largely created by our half-baked interventions in the first place. If we have a 
dog in these particular fights it is because we put it there. 
 
We need to start asking fundamental questions. What is our strategic interest in 
the Middle East? Is oil still a factor; in which case how important is regional 
stability and what if any is our best role in contributing to achieving it? In 
particular and more immediately in view of the pressure of displaced persons 
emanating from the conflict in Syria how direct an interest do we have in 
helping to bring an end to that conflict and to reestablishing the stability which 
will allow many of these displaced people to return home. In realistic and 
practical terms what local elements including Assad need to be brought to bear 
to achieve that stability and have we any role in bringing that about? 
 
Where do our long-term interests in relation to the growth of China lie? Have 
we a strategic interest in the current disputes in the South China Sea or should 
we leave them to others? How important in the future will China be to us and 
what do we need to do in the longer term to underwrite that relationship? What 
is the strategic balance between our interest in China and our interest in India? 
How best do we achieve that balance? 
 
What interests do we have in finding an answer to the existential pressure being 
exerted on the West by Russia? What compromises might we have to make to 
achieve it and would the gains be worth the price? What ideological baggage 
about promoting western democracy might we have to lay to one side to create 
an environment more conducive to understanding? 
 
These are just a few of the immediate strategic questions. There are many 
others, not least involving cyber, which will also need to be addressed. In the 
end they must all form part of a grand design in which resource capabilities 
must be fully taken into account. And although strategy as opposed to battle 
planning is more general it is equally important that as we bake the strategy 
cake we bake it right the way through, from inception to what finally needed to 
achieve a successful outcome. 
 
It is surely time that we began seriously and urgently to develop answers to 
these difficult strategic questions. Time is not on our side. 
 


