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Executive Summary 

 

 

Key Picture: The proportion of Britons agreeing there’s a “special relationship” between the US / UK has 
dropped 17 percentage points since last year 

 

Source: IPSOS; Notes: Base: 1,080; Online British adults aged 18-75, 4-7 April 20265 

 

 

 

⦠ The historic UK–US "Special Relationship" has abruptly transitioned from a sentimental partnership 
rooted in shared democratic values into a highly unpredictable, transactional era driven by 
immediate, localised self-interest. 

⦠ A major diplomatic rift erupted following Prime Minister Keir Starmer's refusal to grant the US 
offensive basing rights during the early stages of the 2026 Iran war, which prompted harsh criticism 
from the US President Donald Trump and a subsequent pivot by London to offer defensive military 
support only.  

⦠	 The US-Iran conflict has severely strained domestic UK conditions, shifting public opinion against the 
US, threatening to push end-of-year inflation up to 4%, and projecting a sharp annual energy bill 
increase of over £221 per household. 

⦠	 Washington escalated diplomatic pressure by threatening massive trade tariffs over the UK's digital 
services tax and mulling a withdrawal of support for British sovereignty over the Falkland Islands, 
signalling an unprecedented willingness to weaponise historical territorial sensitivities. 

⦠ While a high-stakes state visit by King Charles III successfully preserved vital diplomatic 
communication channels and secured a rollback of Scottish whiskey tariffs, the King's address to 
Congress highlighted an enduring ideological clash against "America First" unilateralism. 

https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/proportion-britons-saying-there-isnt-special-relationship-us-doubles-one-year-amidst-concern-over
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Straining the Special Relationship: The Catalysts of Contemporary Geopolitical Friction 

The geopolitical friction generated in early 2026 has exposed profound structural vulnerabilities in the historic 
partnership between the US and the UK. For decades, the "special relationship" has been perceived as an 
unbreakable alliance rooted in shared democratic values. Historically, the UK-US foreign policy partnership has 
been defined by shared strategic goals, including securing the Euro-Atlantic, countering Iran, and managing 
competition with China. This alignment has driven joint military actions in conflicts ranging from Korea and 
Bosnia to Afghanistan and Libya. Although notable disagreements occurred, such as during the Suez Crisis and 
the Vietnam War, they never fundamentally disrupted the core relationship. As permanent UN Security Council 
members and key partners in the G7 and G20, both nations regularly use these forums to advance shared foreign 
policy goals. Until recently, this cooperation also included a mutual commitment to reducing CO2 emissions, 
upholding international law, and funding global development.1 

However, recent confrontations regarding the outbreak of the 2026 Iran war has shifted the relationship into a 
transactional and highly unpredictable era.2 In late February 2026, the UK declined to participate in offensive US 
and Israeli military operations against Iran. However, once the conflict erupted in early March, UK’s Prime 
Minister Keir Starmer announced that the UK would offer "defensive" support to protect its regional bases and 
allies. This prompted a critical response from the US President Donald Trump, who expressed dissatisfaction 
with the decision and remarked that Starmer was "no Winston Churchill."3  

Although the US remains a close ally, its shifting strategic and political priorities mean future relations with the 
UK will become much more transactional and driven by specific interests.4 Additionally, the UK's public opinion 
has shifted sharply against the US following Trump's war in Iran, with 53% of Britons questioned said they 
regarded the US as a "negative force in the world."5 UK households are also bracing for a severe financial hit 
from the war in Iran, with annual energy bills projected to surge by over £221 starting in July.6 Generally, analysts 
expect inflation in the UK to rise to around 4% by the end of the year, driven by the ongoing Middle East conflict's 
pressure on global prices.7 

The Iran Crisis: Shaking the US-UK Alliance 

As noted above, the diplomatic crisis erupted in late February 2026 after the US and Israel launched coordinated 
airstrikes against Iran. Ahead of the attack, the Trump administration requested permission to use British 
military bases, specifically RAF Fairford and Diego Garcia, to launch long-range stealth bombers.8 However, Keir 
Starmer denied the request, viewing the offensive as a destabilising escalation without a viable long-term 
strategy.9 

This rare refusal to grant basing rights for an American military campaign created an immediate and bitter rift, 
with Trump publicly calling Starmer as weak for failing to show unconditional loyalty to the mission.10 To manage 
domestic political pressure and mitigate the immediate fallout, Starmer pivoted slightly on March 1, 2026, after 
negotiations with Washington. The Prime Minister ultimately authorised the use of British bases strictly for 
defensive operations to protect regional allies and intercept incoming Iranian cruise missiles and drones over 
Iraq, Jordan, and Qatar.11 

While British Typhoon and F-35 jets successfully shot down multiple threats to stabilise regional partners,12 
Starmer remained firm that the UK would not join offensive strikes, citing his belief that "regime change from 
the skies" was an invalid strategy.13 This insistence on filtering allied support through the lens of strict legal 
compliance has fundamentally altered Washington’s perception of London as an automatic partner in global 
power projection, a sentiment echoed by US Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth who warned that the partnership 
is "not a one-way street."14 
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Weaponising Sovereignty: The Falklands Stance and Retaliatory Diplomacy 

Washington's frustration over the Iran conflict quickly bled into other areas of bilateral cooperation, 
transforming a localised security disagreement into a broader threat to British sovereign interests. In April 2026, 
a leaked internal Pentagon email sent shockwaves through Whitehall by suggesting that the US could withdraw 
its support for Britain's claim to the Falkland Islands as punishment for not backing America's war in Iran.15 
Following the initial shock, the US Secretary of State Marco Rubio publicly dismissed the weight of the document, 
reaffirming that the official US position on the sovereignty of the Falkland Islands remains unchanged.16 

However, the weaponisation of the Falklands issue, which is a territory of profound emotional and strategic 
importance to the UK, marks a significant departure from traditional "special" diplomacy. By treating British 
territorial sensitivities as a punitive tool, the US has signalled that it no longer considers the relationship 
sacrosanct but purely transactional. This shift was emphasised by the Trump administration's threats to impose 
massive tariffs on British goods unless the UK drops its 2% digital services tax on American technology firms.17 
For the UK, the realisation that its most critical ally is willing to destabilise British sovereign claims to settle policy 
scores, among other things, has forced an urgent re-evaluation of its dependence on the US.18 

The Royal Intervention: King Charles and the US-UK Rift 

Faced with a rapidly deteriorating political alliance, London deployed soft-power to stabilise the relationship. 
From April 27 to April 30, 2026, King Charles III and Queen Camilla undertook a high-stakes state visit to the US. 
This visit was timed to coincide with the 250th anniversary of US independence,19 providing a historical 
framework to ease the intense geopolitical friction.  

Trump stated he would discuss "everything" with the King, explicitly linking the Iran conflict, NATO spending, 
and the Falklands memo to their private conversations.20 The royal family succeeded in maintaining a vital 
communication channel and reminding Washington of the deep ties binding the two nations,21 yet the limits of 
soft power remain clear. While the King can bridge social rifts, he cannot alter the hard security calculations of 
an American administration. 

While the initial assessment framed the visit primarily as a soft-power exercise in tension management, the 
conclusion of the trip yielded highly specific tangible outcomes and sharp political contrasts. Far from just a 
ceremonial success, palace officials privately labelled the high-risk visit a "phenomenal opportunity."22 The 
primary material breakthrough came unexpectedly in the trade arena on the final day of the trip, when Trump 
announced he was immediately removing severe tariffs on Scottish whiskey.23 

Beneath the trade concessions, however, the visit exposed a striking ideological clash during the King's landmark 
address to a joint session of Congress. Working in tandem with Downing Street, the King delivered a surprisingly 
forthright, 20-minute speech that intentionally bypassed traditional royal neutrality to push back against the 
core tenets of the Trump administration's "America First" foreign policy.24 King Charles used his platform to issue 
explicit warnings against the clarion calls for nationalism,25 while robustly defending the necessity of NATO, 
checks on executive power, and continued international aid for Ukraine.26 

The Future: Navigating a Transactional Alliance 

The events of 2026 suggest that the UK–US Special Relationship has entered a post-sentimental phase where 
cooperation is aggressively conditioned on immediate policy alignment. For British foreign policy architects, this 
shift demands an urgent recalibration of how the nation positions itself between the US  and the rest of the 
world. To insulate itself from sudden shifts in American stance, the UK is planning to focus on building greater 
strategic resilience and deepening independent security frameworks within Europe.27 Thus, the political layer of 
the relationship might remain volatile, requiring the UK to navigate an ally that is increasingly willing to trade 
historical loyalty for short-term compliance.  
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The shift toward a strictly transactional relationship was brought into sharp focus by a major parliamentary 
inquiry. The House of Lords International Relations and Defence Committee report explicitly concluded that the 
UK must abandon all historical sentimentality regarding the alliance. The inquiry warned that the US has 
increasingly adopted an interest-based framework that makes its global commitments unpredictable across 
changing administrations.28 In response, British planners are pursuing a dual strategy: maximising bilateral 
defense cooperation where direct interests align, such as through the AUKUS submarine initiative,29 while 
actively working to reduce the UK's systemic dependency on Washington for conventional military capabilities 
and broader diplomatic cover.30 
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