
 
 
 
 
 
 

Submission to the Defence Committee in relation to the inquiry into the White Paper “The 
Future of the UK’s Strategic Nuclear Deterrent” 

 
1. The Baptist Union of Great Britain, the Methodist Church and the United Reformed 
Church  
 
1.1 There are some 150,000 members of Baptist churches associated with the Baptist Union of Great 
Britain.  The Methodist Church has about 295,000 members and 800,000 people are connected with 
the Church.  The United Reformed Church comprises about 150,000 adults and 100,000 children.  
The three denominations are the largest of the Free Churches in Britain and are developing 
increasingly close relationships both locally and nationally. 
 
1.2 Over the past two years the Baptist, Methodist and United Reformed Churches have worked 
together to examine the implications of a proposed successor to Trident.  Liaison with other churches 
has taken place through the auspices of Churches Together in Britain and Ireland (CTBI).  The topic 
was debated at the central decision-making body of each of the Churches making this submission.  All 
three have passed resolutions opposing the replacement of Trident and recommending that the UK 
Government adopt a leadership role in disarmament negotiations.  
 
1.3 We recognise that the arguments surrounding nuclear arms are far from clear-cut and that our 
members may subscribe to a range of views.  Nevertheless, at the heart of the Christian gospel is the 
desire for reconciliation and peace.  This peace goes far beyond an absence of conflict.  Authentic 
peace is characterised by the transformation of relationships emanating from the ongoing presence of 
God in the world.  Christ’s call to be peacemakers is considered a part of the mission of every 
Christian person
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1.4  Relating the gospel to a world that is struggling with the presence of weapons of mass destruction 
is not straightforward.  Underpinning Christian ethics in relation to conflict and war is a presumption 
against violence.  As such, many in our churches will never reconcile themselves to our threat to use 
weapons of mass destruction, even in the most extreme circumstances, or to the high costs of their 
development and maintenance for example when seen in the light of the pressing needs in overseas 
development and the challenge of climate change.    
 
2. Nuclear weapons as an insurance policy in the Post-Cold War era - the ethical 
implications 
 
2.1 We welcome the candid assessment of possible future threats and the acknowledgement that 
there is no current threat to the UK by another nuclear weapons state.  The White Paper proposes the 
retention of nuclear arms to protect the UK against possible future threats and argues that this is 
consistent with enduring principles that underline the UK’s approach to nuclear deterrence.  However, 
this argument is not well developed and needs further debate.   
 
2.2 The logic supporting the use of nuclear weapons to insure against future threats would seem to 
lead us inevitably down the road of nuclear proliferation.  States aspiring to develop nuclear weapons 
will appeal to the same rationale.  As a result the basis for non-proliferation is undermined. 
 
2.3 There are significant ethical implications regarding the retention of nuclear weapons to protect 
against possible future threats.  The three churches making this submission do not have confidence 
that such implications can be adequately explored within the Government’s proposed timescale for 
making a decision.  The moral arguments for the retention of nuclear weapons are complex and 
contested and cannot be rehearsed in detail here.  We note however that the lack of an immediate 
threat to the UK by another nuclear state has substantially strengthened the case for disarmament, 
whether through negotiation with other nuclear states or failing that, unilaterally.  Some Churches
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church leaders who previously supported multi-lateral disarmament (when the former Soviet Union 
was an obvious threat) are now appealing for the UK to adopt a non-nuclear defensive posture.  A 
rush to a decision in favour of the replacement of Trident would commit HM Government to a 
particular course at a time when opinion on these issues is beginning to shift.  
 
3. Defence against state-sponsored terrorism? 
 
3.1 We are in no way convinced by the suggestion that nuclear weapons might provide some form of 
protection against state-sponsored nuclear terrorism. We find the scenario outlined in the White Paper 
of a state employing a terrorist group to detonate a nuclear warhead on British soil pretty unlikely.  
Even so, the command and control structures of terrorist networks (or their possible sponsors within 
elements of the state system) are radically different from that of the state governments that have 
posed a threat in the past.  There is no evidence that a British nuclear arsenal would have an 
influence in this particular scenario and the White Paper does not provide evidence to substantiate a 
more general case. 
 
3.2   Witnesses providing oral evidence to the Defence Committee enquiry on the Strategic Context 
overwhelmingly argued that the strategic nuclear deterrent could serve no useful purpose in 
countering this kind of threat
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determine what influence (to either positive or negative effect) our retention of nuclear weapons might 
have on other parties.  However, further clarification on the Government’s position would be useful, 
particularly in the light of an evolving nuclear policy in the US.  In our view, the White Paper risks 
ascribing to nuclear weapons value that they cannot sustain.  This could impact negatively on the non-
proliferation regime.   
 
4. The development of International Law and the concept of deterrence in the 21 Century. 
 
4.1 The inclusion of a reference to the 1996 International Court of Justice (ICJ) ruling in the White 
Paper is welcomed.  However, the Government’s reading of the ICJ judgement (which starts from the 
basis that the threat or use of nuclear weapons would not necessarily be unlawful) strikes us as rather 
peculiar as it is only in the extreme circumstance in which the very survival of the state would be at 
stake on which the ICJ found themselves unable to rule
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weapons would generally be contrary to the rules of international law applicable in armed conflict, and 
in particular the principles and rules of humanitarian law”.   
 
4.2 The White Paper however continues to decline to give explicit negative security assurances and 
instead restates the Government’s position that it will not rule in or out the possibility of a first strike 
use of nuclear weapons.  We question whether the absence of negative security assurances is 
necessary to maintain a credible deterrent against a range of perceived threats?  If so, to what extent 
might the evolving concept of deterrence (which in any case remains highly contentious) constrain the 
trend towards a strengthening of the rule of international humanitarian law in general and in relation to 
the threat and use of nuclear weapons in particular?   
 
5. The Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) 
 
5.1 An effective non-proliferation regime is essential to limit the production of fissile material and 
spread of nuclear weapons technology.  Without a strong non-proliferation regime our national security 
is compromised.   
 
5.2 We welcome the restatement of the unequivocal undertaking to accomplish the total elimination of 
nuclear weapons that represents the cornerstone of the NPT.  We are disappointed however that 
there is no serious analysis of the implications of the proposed replacement of Trident for the future of 
the NPT.  The impression given is that there is little relationship between the two.  There is a need for 
a more honest and comprehensive analysis of the threat to the NPT if the UK and other recognized 
nuclear powers decide to extend their nuclear arsenals into the middle of this century. 
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5.3 An unusual feature of the NPT is that it does not apply symmetrically to all state parties.  A joint 
report by the Methodist and United Reformed Church
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treaty, the asymmetry between nuclear and non-nuclear weapons states is only sustainable if the 
nuclear weapons states make good on their commitment to pursue efforts towards disarmament. 
 
5.4  In order to comply with its international obligations the UK must demonstrate how it can “pursue in 
good faith and bring to a conclusion negotiations leading to nuclear disarmament in all its aspects 
under strict and effective international control
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system.  We do not think that is possible.  We note the concerns of the Religious Society of Friends 
(Quakers)
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 and others
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breach of article VI of the treaty and feel that the White Paper does not provide a sufficiently robust 
counter-argument. 
 
6. Summary – Timescale for a decision 
 
6.1 There are fundamental questions regarding the direction of the UK nuclear weapons policy that 
remain unanswered.  The UK Government, has in years past, provided good leadership on 
disarmament and non-proliferation contributing positively to the 2000 NPT Review Conference and the 
creation of 13 steps towards disarmament and non-proliferation.  But we firmly believe (not 
withstanding the position outlined in the Factsheet 3 - International Legal Obligations) that the 
proposal outlined in this White Paper undermines that stance and places the Non-Proliferation Treaty 
in jeopardy.   
 
6.2  Progress on non-proliferation and disarmament requires a series of incremental steps, some of 
which will be unilateral while others are taken in conjunction with other governments.  But we can also 
take steps backwards.  The White Paper proposes two unilateral decisions; firstly, the retention of UK 
nuclear weapons to respond to possible future threats; secondly a reduction in the number of 
warheads by 20%.  However, it is the former decision that is fundamental.  Only this decision would be 
noted by nuclear and non-nuclear states.  In relation to this decision a reduction in the number of 
warheads will have little impact. 
 
6.3  The Government has voiced its support for a national debate.  For a decision of such strategic 
importance a full debate is essential yet the Government’s engagement with the public to date has 
been cursory at best.  In April 2005 the Presidents of our three Churches in conjunction with the 
Archbishop of Wales and the Moderator of the Church of Scotland asked the Prime Minister in an 
open letter
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replacement of Trident.  It was only with the publication of the White Paper 18 months later that the 
Government has been in a position to respond.  We are disappointed that the scope of the White 
Paper is so narrow.   A meaningful decision can only be taken in the context of the total risk to the 
UK’s security and the priority to be given to defending against each of those risks.  The four months 
available between the publication of the White Paper and the timetable for a decision gives insufficient 
time for an informed public debate.  
 
6.4  In summary, therefore, while in this submission we are not disputing that the five principles of the 
UK’s nuclear deterrent could make sense in a context in which such a deterrent is helpful, we question 
the extent to which these principles should be prominent in the post-cold war context.  We are 
concerned that the UK’s lead in non-proliferation and disarmament will be lost if we commit to an 
investment in a new weapons system.  We have entered an age where our common security against a 
range of threats will increasingly rely on processes of international law and concerted international 
action with the UN playing a full role.  We remain unconvinced that Trident or its successor contributes 
positively in this context. 
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