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Executive Summary 

⦠ The 2025 Strategic Defence Review (SDR), Labour’s first in two decades, outlines a major shift in UK 
defence policy amid rising global instability, including Russia’s war, Chinese assertiveness, and declining 
military readiness at home. 

⦠ The review focuses on NATO leadership, warfighting readiness, economic growth via defence, rapid 
tech adoption (AI, drones), and civilian-military integration. 

⦠ Spending increase framed as historic, with plans to reach 2.5% of GDP by 2027 and an aspirational 3%—
though most of the increase was initiated under the previous government, and Labour’s new funding 
is modest and partly financed by cuts to foreign aid. 

⦠ The SDR frames UK defence as "NATO First, but not NATO Only," prioritising Euro-Atlantic security while 
sidelining the Indo-Pacific.  

⦠ The British Army has declined to 73,000 troops, raising concerns about readiness amid rising global 
threats. Although the SDR proposes an “Integrated Force,” the concept lacks clarity, and planned troop 
increases have been postponed until after the next election—leaving a growing gap between ambition 
and capability. 

⦠ The SDR proposes a Defence Readiness Bill to mobilise industry and reserves in crisis, acknowledging 
that the UK is currently unprepared for a major war and must rebuild its industrial base urgently. 

⦠ The review criticises the UK’s defence procurement as outdated, slow, and fragmented—plagued by 
delays, cost overruns, low stockpiles, and minimal accountability—despite repeated warnings and past 
reforms. 

⦠ With £14.5bn in exports and 440,000 jobs supported in 2023, the defence sector has strong growth 
potential. The review urges closer ties with global tech leaders and faster, more flexible procurement 
to drive both security and economic competitiveness. 

⦠ Labour’s defence policy echoes military Keynesianism, framing rearmament as both a security necessity 
and a tool for regional economic revival—redirecting aid funds to boost industrial centres like Barrow 
and Glasgow. This approach is politically strategic amid rising populist pressure but revives questions 
about the long-term efficacy of defence-led growth. 

Key Picture: Historical Defence Expenditure, 1955/56 to 2023/24 (£ billions, real terms 2024/25 prices) 

 

Source: House of Commons Library 

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8175/CBP-8175.pdf
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Introduction 

The Strategic Defence Review (SDR) published on 2 June 2025, is the UK’s first under a Labour government since 

2003. Led by former NATO chief Lord Robertson and overseen by Defence Secretary John Healey, it was 

commissioned by Prime Minister Keir Starmer in July 2024. It follows the 2021 Integrated Review under Boris 

Johnson and its 2022 updates by Truss and Sunak after Russia's invasion of Ukraine. The review comes amid 

ongoing global tensions—Russia’s war, Houthi attacks, Chinese assertiveness, and North Korean support for 

Moscow—as well as concerns over UK military readiness and recruitment. Starmer announced the largest 

sustained defence spending increase since the Cold War—reaching 2.5% of GDP by 2027, with a goal of 3%—

and called for a national effort to prioritise security, reform procurement, and build a defence-led innovation 

economy. 

The review sets out five key goals: prioritising NATO leadership and European security; boosting warfighting 

readiness through a more lethal, integrated force; turning defence into a driver of economic growth; 

accelerating tech adoption—especially AI, drones, and autonomy—at “wartime pace”; and promoting a whole-

of-society approach to defence through stronger civilian-military ties. 

Though 35,000 words long, the document lacks detail, with vague funding promises and ongoing debate over 

the adequacy of UK defence spending. Still, it offers a sober assessment of rising global instability, warning of 

the erosion of Western military dominance and shifting US priorities, while subtly acknowledging growing 

uncertainty in the post-Cold War order. 

Recent Defence Spending Trends 

UK defence spending has fluctuated with global events since it joined NATO in 1949 (Key Picture). It rose in the 

early 1980s due to the Falklands War and Cold War pressures, spiked briefly during the 1991 Gulf War, and 

increased again during operations in Afghanistan and Iraq in the 2000s. Throughout the 2010s, however, it 

declined as a share of GDP, following broader NATO trends. More recently, spending has increased in response 

to Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine. The UK, along with the EU and G7, has committed to using interest from 

frozen Russian assets to fund military aid to Ukraine under the 2025 Financial Assistance to Ukraine Act. 

As mentioned in the introduction, SDR claims to represent the “largest defence spending increase since the Cold 

War”. However, this statement needs a qualification. Defence spending had already risen from 2.0% to 2.3% of 

GDP under the previous government, before Labour even took office. As for Labour’s own contribution, the only 

“new” funding comes in the form of a modest 0.2% GDP increase by 2027, funded by reducing the foreign aid 

budget from 0.5% to 0.3% of GNI. That is less than what the Conservatives committed and far short of NATO’s 

5% spending goal. 

Prime Minister Starmer announced defence spending increase with a goal of 3%. However, despite emphasising 

the urgency of strengthening UK defence, the Review stops short of committing to any increase beyond the 

previously stated target, which remains conditional on economic and fiscal circumstances. 

A Defence and Security Policy 

SDR frames UK defence as “NATO First, but not NATO Only,” citing growing threats from Russia, China, Iran, and 

North Korea. The review calls for deeper cooperation via frameworks like AUKUS and the Joint Expeditionary 

Force, and highlights the importance of industrial partnerships with allies.  

For now, the focus still remains heavily Euro-Atlantic. The Indo-Pacific and Middle East are named as secondary 

priorities, but no major new commitments are made. Engagement in these regions is explicitly limited to avoid 

detracting from Euro-Atlantic capabilities. Bilateral and minilateral ties are also framed primarily around 

strengthening Europe’s security architecture. The previously emphasised ‘Indo-Pacific tilt’ from the 2021 and 

2023 reviews is effectively sidelined. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/683d89f181deb72cce2680a5/The_Strategic_Defence_Review_2025_-_Making_Britain_Safer_-_secure_at_home__strong_abroad.pdf
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-04-23/sunak-commits-uk-to-spending-2-5-of-gdp-on-military-by-2030
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-04-23/sunak-commits-uk-to-spending-2-5-of-gdp-on-military-by-2030
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/comment/cutting-aid-defence-starmer#:~:text=The%20Labour%20manifesto%20committed%20to%20%E2%80%9Cset%20out,budget%20from%200.5%25%20of%20GNI%20to%200.3%25.
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/comment/cutting-aid-defence-starmer#:~:text=The%20Labour%20manifesto%20committed%20to%20%E2%80%9Cset%20out,budget%20from%200.5%25%20of%20GNI%20to%200.3%25.
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Strategic Policy Shifts 

Since the late 1990s, UK defence industrial policy has lacked consistency, oscillating between strategic 

partnerships and free-market competition depending on the government in power. Labour traditionally 

favoured partnering with industry to shape and sustain a domestic defence base, while Conservative-led 

governments leaned towards free-market principles, prioritising “value for money” through off-the-shelf 

procurement and competition. However, recent geopolitical shocks—Brexit, COVID-19, and Russia’s invasion of 

Ukraine—have exposed the vulnerabilities of relying too heavily on foreign suppliers and market forces. These 

events pushed the UK back toward recognising defence industry as a strategic asset, culminating in the 2021 

Defence and Security Industrial Strategy, which marked a shift back to sovereign capability and long-term 

industrial resilience. Despite these shifts, the legacy of competitive procurement has weakened the UK’s defence 

base. Major suppliers dominate the sector, while small and innovative firms often struggle to break in. 

Fragmented procurement cycles and inconsistent investment have undermined both operational readiness and 

industrial sustainability. 

Nuclear Deterrence 

Nuclear deterrence takes centre stage in the SDR, marking a clear shift from Jeremy Corbyn’s earlier stance. The 

Review identifies Russia’s growing nuclear coercion as a key long-term threat and calls sustaining the UK’s 

deterrent a top defence priority. In response, the government has pledged £15 billion for the sovereign warhead 

programme and plans to build up to 12 new attack submarines. It also recommends deeper UK involvement in 

NATO’s nuclear mission and confirms the Dreadnought submarines will retire as scheduled from the mid-2050s. 

Army and RAF Plans in the SDR 

The SDR notes the Army was last recapitalised in the 1990s, with key assets like Challenger 2 tanks and AS90 

artillery now sent to Ukraine. While it calls for modernising the two divisions and Corps HQ assigned to NATO, 

this remains an aspiration rather than a concrete plan. The Army’s new ‘Recce-Strike’ model aims to boost 

lethality tenfold by integrating traditional armoured platforms with evolving technologies. This concept is central 

to transforming the two divisions and Corps HQ committed to NATO’s Strategic Reserves Corps. A sense of 

frustration is evident, particularly in the call for a tenfold increase in lethality and a bold overhaul in structure 

and equipment. The Army is urged to accelerate the model’s development and implementation and to pursue 

it with greater ambition. 

The RAF, despite media hype over a potential tactical nuclear capability, sees no such firm commitment in the 

SDR. Aside from vague references to expanding retaliation options and a possible future acquisition of F-35As, 

the airpower section is mostly focused on still-developing platforms—aptly described by analysts as “jam 

tomorrow.” 

Overall, the SDR bluntly acknowledges that Britain is unprepared for a major war, even as it aims for improved 

“readiness.” It warns of a likely “high-intensity, protracted, and costly” conflict but oddly downplays the 

relevance of mass, despite the Ukraine war showing Russia’s advantage in manpower and materiel. The 

document criticises past prioritisation of “exquisite” capabilities and notes dangerously low stockpiles, depleted 

further by aid to Ukraine. While later affirming the need for mass—reallocating personnel to combat roles and 

relaxing medical standards—the SDR concedes that, despite modern advances, mass still matters. 

UK Army Size and Strategic Challenges 

The shrinking size of the British Army—now reduced to just 73,000 troops from 75,166 in 2024—highlights 

persistent challenges in sustaining adequate personnel levels within the UK’s Armed Forces. Despite this 

downward trend, the Strategic Defence Review emphasizes the creation of an “Integrated Force,” a loosely 

defined concept lacking a concrete implementation plan or timeline. This strategic vagueness contrasts sharply 

with the realities of global military competition, particularly as adversaries like Russia continue to field over a 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-security-through-technology-technology-equipment-and-support-for-uk-defence-and-security-cm-8278--2
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/defence-and-security-industrial-strategy
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/defence-and-security-industrial-strategy
https://ukdefencejournal.org.uk/britains-new-strategic-defence-review-published/
https://ukdefencejournal.org.uk/britains-new-strategic-defence-review-published/
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cpd4lp6w378o
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million experienced troops. The gap between rhetoric and capability raises critical questions about deterrence, 

readiness, and the UK's long-term defense posture. 

However, plans to expand the British Army in response to evolving security threats outlined in the SDR have 

been postponed until after the next general election, according to Defence Secretary John Healey. Although 

Healey had aimed to raise troop levels modestly above the current target of 73,000, he admitted in a BBC 

interview that any meaningful recruitment initiative would not begin for several years. Reports suggested he 

had been aiming to raise the target troop size to 76,000—a move that could cost up to £2.5 billion. 

Figure 1: Number of British Forces 

 
Source: Telegraph 

Rebuilding Industrial Readiness 

The SDR places strong emphasis on rebuilding industrial capacity, proposing a new Defence Readiness Bill to 

grant powers to mobilise reserves and industry if war breaks out. While Britain is not currently prepared for 

major conflict, the roadmap outlined is timely and necessary.  

Persistent Procurement Failures 

The UK defence sector holds significant untapped potential to drive both economic growth and military 

readiness. The review recommends boosting digital innovation and munitions production, arguing that defence 

could play a far larger role in the UK’s economic strategy. However, it warns that the sector remains stuck in 

outdated Cold War-era procurement cycles that hinder progress.  

The review highlights real problems in the context of procurement: stockpiles are dangerously low, procurement 

is plagued by delays and cost overruns, and outdated equipment lingers in service far too long. Already in 2023, 

the Defence Committee has released its very critical report titled “It is broke – and it’s time to fix it,” in which it 

concludes that the UK’s defence procurement system is fundamentally broken. Despite numerous past reviews, 

little has improved. The system remains overly bureaucratic, slow, fragmented, and lacks clear accountability—

fostering a culture that avoids individual responsibility. As a result, even in the wake of Russia’s invasion of 

Ukraine, the UK retains only a minimal reserve of combat-ready equipment, including warships, armoured 

vehicles, and aircraft. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2025/jun/01/british-army-will-not-be-increased-in-size-this-parliament-john-healey-says
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2025/jun/01/british-army-will-not-be-increased-in-size-this-parliament-john-healey-says
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2025/jun/01/british-army-will-not-be-increased-in-size-this-parliament-john-healey-says
file:///C:/Users/brune/Desktop/Uk%20Strategic%20Defense/Reports%20suggested%20he%20had%20been%20aiming%20to%20raise%20the%20target%20troop%20size%20to%2076,000—a%20move%20that%20could%20cost%20up%20to%20£2.5%20billion
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2024/05/30/army-falls-below-73000-first-time-since-napoleonic-area/
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/343/defence-subcommittee/news/196513/defence-committee-publishes-highly-critical-report-on-uk-defence-procurement/#:~:text=The%20Sub%2DCommittee%20discovered%20%E2%80%9Ca%20UK%20procurement%20system,which%20appears%20institutionally%20averse%20to%20individual%20responsibility.%E2%80%9D
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Current Ministry of Defence (MOD) processes impose slow timelines, rigid requirements, and high costs—

particularly limiting the involvement of smaller, innovative firms. While global innovation now moves in days 

and weeks, it still takes an average of 6.5 years to award UK contracts worth over £20 million. These inefficiencies 

stifle productivity and slow adaptation to new technologies. 

Modernising Defence for Economic Growth and Strategic Readiness 

The review calls for faster planning, improved collaboration with the commercial sector, and closer ties with 

global innovation leaders like the US and China. This is especially important in areas where the UK lacks a strong 

domestic base—such as AI, robotics, nanotechnology, and automation. 

Defence already makes a substantial economic contribution. In 2023, defence exports totalled £14.5 billion, 

supporting 440,000 jobs and over 24,000 apprenticeships (Figure 2). The MOD spent approximately £29 billion 

with UK industry in 2023/24 alone. With the right reforms, the defence sector could become a core engine of 

both strategic competitiveness and national economic growth. 

Figure 2: The Nationwide Defence Industry 

 

Source: Strategic Defence Review 

Military Keynesianism: The UK’s Defence Strategy in Broader Context 

Labour’s push for higher defence spending signals a potential return to a form of military Keynesianism—though 

the precise model remains unclear. Framed as both a national security imperative and an economic growth 

strategy, the government is positioning defence investment as a tool for regional rebalancing and job creation. 

Key industrial centres such as Barrow, Devonport, Glasgow, and Rosyth have been spotlighted as beneficiaries 

of this renewed focus, with Defence Secretary John Healey suggesting that funds diverted from overseas aid will 

instead bolster the British industrial base. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/683d89f181deb72cce2680a5/The_Strategic_Defence_Review_2025_-_Making_Britain_Safer_-_secure_at_home__strong_abroad.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2025/jun/01/labour-pushes-military-keynesianism-to-win-support-for-defence-spending
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m002d24
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This framing—defence as a vehicle for inclusive growth—is politically expedient, especially as Reform UK’s 

popularity surges in regions neglected by post-industrial decline. But it also revives an old debate: can military 

spending serve as effective industrial policy? 

Kalecki’s Critique: Limits of Military Keynesianism 

Economist Michał Kalecki warned that while military spending may boost short-term demand, it poses risks for 

open economies like the UK—worsening trade deficits, encouraging capital flight, and fuelling inflation. Without 

strong external controls, such policies can destabilize rather than strengthen the economy. Kalecki also 

questioned the developmental value of military investment, arguing it lacks the innovation spillovers seen in 

civilian infrastructure.  

Labour’s plan to fund defence by cutting overseas aid reflects a broader shift toward economic nationalism. Like 

global trends in “securitized” industrial policy, the focus has moved from social investment to strategic 

autonomy and rearmament. But the long-term payoff is unclear. UK defence R&D remains low by historical 

standards. Without stronger support for dual-use innovation and better integration with civilian sectors, defence 

investment may yield limited economic or technological gains. 

Conlcusion 

The Strategic Defence Review presents a sober and realistic appraisal of the UK’s lack of readiness for major 

conflict, along with a roadmap for addressing key gaps. It places needed emphasis on home defence, resilience, 

and rebuilding industrial capacity, while sensibly refocusing Britain’s strategic priorities on the Atlantic front. 

Above all, it is a pragmatic document that recognises the consequences of decades of underinvestment. 

Regardless of political stance, the review marks a serious attempt to reorient defence policy. The challenge now 

is ensuring that it leads to action.  

 

 

 

 


