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The National Assembly of Women welcomes the invitation from the Labour Party to contribute our 
analysis to the Labour Party’s Strategic Defence Review 2016. 
 
The National Assembly of Women was founded on 8 March 1952 to work for full social, economic, legal, political and cultural 
independence, equality for women irrespective of age, race, religion, philosophical belief, sexual orientation or nationality, aims which 
can only be realised fully in a world at peace. In the struggle against racism, fascism and imperialism we work with all women and other 
progressive organisations that share these aims. The NAW has membership throughout Great Britain and affiliations from women's 
groups, Trades Union Councils, local authority equal opportunities teams, national Trade Unions, regions and branches as well as national 
like-minded organisations. 

 
 
National Assembly of Women Submission to the Labour Party Strategic Defence review 2016 
 
 

Britain’s Place in the World: Values, Principles, Objectives. 
1) What role should Britain play in building a world that is more peaceful, more just and safer, how can we 
make a greater contribution to international peace-keeping and strengthen the capabilities of the under-
performing UN system? 

 
a) Britain should set an example, respecting both its own treaty obligations and international humanitarian 

laws.  It should not seek to ‘project power’ nor to keep its ‘seat at the top table’.   We must adapt to a 

changing multi-polar world and recognise the complexities of developing economies and interests. 

 

b) Its aim should be conflict prevention or the peaceful resolution of conflicts.  It should not therefore 

engage in aggressive military actions abroad. 

 

c) At the UN Britain should seek to widen membership of the Security Council and work to ensure that 

Council decisions reflect UN principles as set out in its Charter rather than the narrow interests of a few 

countries. It should support truly peace keeping missions but should not see them as a way of gaining 

economic or political advantage. The UN provides a means of addressing disputes and creating 

international treaties and protocols, setting standards of international behaviour to avoid armed 

conflict. Britain’s place on the Security Council should offer a means to influence peaceful developments 

worldwide rather than as a badge of power. 

 

d) It should not condone the refusal of some countries to abide by UN resolutions or to pay their dues. 

 

e) Any alliances of which Britain is a member should be committed to conflict prevention or the peaceful 

resolution of conflicts.  Britain would not join any military alliance which holds nuclear weapons. 

 

f) Britain should pay proper regard to the voice of women in conflict prevention and resolution. In this 

respect, we believe that the Labour Party should learn about and make links with the Women’s 

International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF) initiative PeaceWomen. 

  

http://www.sisters.org.uk/


THE WILPF INITIATIVE PEACEWOMEN 
PeaceWomen was founded in 2000 to strengthen women’s rights and participation in international peace and security 
efforts. PeaceWomen monitors, informs, and advocates for women’s’ rights and participation in conflict situations and 
promotes gender analysis in conflict prevention. 
The Women, Peace and Security agenda is a pioneering UN Security Council policy framework including resolutions 1325, 
1820, 1888, 1889, 1960, 2106, and 2122, which recognize the importance of acknowledging and integrating women’s 
experience into issues of peace and security. 
Women are excluded from decision-making. Gender inequalities are ignored, neglected, or forgotten in policymaking and 
solutions to peace-making. Implementation lags behind words and rhetoric. Too much is spent on arms and military 
security, and too little on gender equality. Sexual and gender-based violence is endemic and rape in war is perpetrated with 
impunity. Women may often be victimised, yet, women also have voice and power to be agents of change – to be Peace 
Women! 

 
2) What should be the values and principles that drive Britain’s strategic defence policy? 
 
a) Britain’s policies should be guided by the values of humanitarianism, solidarity, equality, inclusion, 
cooperation and opposition to injustice. From our foundation, NAW has held the belief that Britain should aim 
for a world at peace (see introductory box).  This entails a firm focus on disarmament in its widest sense. 
Disarmament is defined as comprehensive action, undertaken by actors at the international, regional, national 
and/or local level, with the goal of reducing nuclear, chemical and biological weapons as well as small arms and 
light weapons (SALW), land mines, and the global arms trade. It is essential that the Women, Peace and Security 
Agenda be linked with disarmament if building sustainable peace is to be achieved.  Britain has a long way to go 
to achieve gender parity at the decision making level but it is possible to decide now that our high level of 
diplomatic experience combined with a commitment to gender parity and inclusion of women in peace making 
and conflict resolution could enable us to eschew military might. 
  
 b) A sense of responsibility for the protection of people should also extend to the protection of the 
environment that sustains them. 
 
3) What objectives follow from these values for Britain’s defence and foreign policy, and how can our 
objectives best be achieved? 
  
a) It follows therefore that Britain cannot defend itself by threatening others or their environment.  This means 
that Britain cannot seek to deter conflict or secure advantage by the threat of nuclear weapons that would 
destroy both people and their environment.   Britain would therefore support the 2016 resolution at the UN to 
ban nuclear weapons and would work to implement the Global Zero agreement to ban nuclear weapons 
worldwide. 
 
b) Britain would cancel plans to renew Trident and renounce possession of nuclear weapons.  This would fulfil 
the obligations it signed up to in the 1968 Non Proliferation Treaty. 
 
c) The objective of non-nuclear defence would mean conflict prevention was paramount. This would be best 
carried out in conjunction with the UN and through co-operation with partnerships of nations with a similar 
commitment to peaceful prevention or resolution of conflicts. 
 
d) The values above would then dictate that Britain would not sell offensive military equipment to any other 
country. 
 
4) What are the strategic assets that Britain needs in order to protect our common security? 
 
a) These would be determined by the nature of the threats that face Britain, for example:  

i) Conflict prevention units, trained in diplomacy, negotiation, languages, regional background cultural 
information, etc. Such units should have a focus on including women in conflict prevention discussion 
and negotiations. 



ii) Cyber protection units. 
iii) Enhanced civil defence forces to cope with the effects of climate change in this country and abroad 
iv) Medical units trained to deal with the threat of global or regional pandemics. 
v) Defensive military equipment. 

 

 

The Threats to Britain’s security 

 

1) What are the key security challenges facing the UK? 

The 2015 Strategic and Defence Review states clearly that there is currently no immediate direct state-on-state 
military threat to the UK mainland. This is an essential foundational point to bear in mind when considering 
security challenges. 
 
 
NAW identifies the following key challenges: 
a) Climate Change. It must be recognised that climate change has a disproportionate impact on women and 

their families.  

 

b) Nuclear weapons.  As long as current nuclear weapon armed states continue to hold, develop and replace 

their nuclear weapons in the name of security, other nations will also aspire to the same level of ‘security’.   

A decision not to replace the Britain’s current nuclear weapons of mass destruction (Trident) would be a 

great incentive to other states to desist from attempts to acquire them and would encourage other states to 

renounce them. 

 

c) Cyber terrorism. This could be aimed at sabotaging or controlling the Trident nuclear weapons system, 

sabotaging nuclear power stations provoking meltdowns or large scale radiation emissions, disrupting UK 

banking and financial sectors, transport systems or emergency services. 

 

d) Other forms of terrorism. 

 

e) Regional or global pandemics, whether influenza, or Ebola.  

 

f) Resource shortages, particularly of food 

 

g) Attacks on US bases in this country that are used for espionage, monitoring and control of wars. E.g. 

Fylingdales, Menwith Hill, Croughton, etc. 

 

h) Involvement in the conflicts of others due to our membership of aggressive military alliances such as NATO. 

 

i) Nuclear power stations.   A conventional attack, such as by missile, drone or sabotage, could offer an 

aggressor the opportunity to inflict huge medical, environmental and financial damage on Britain.   

 

j) A huge natural disaster, such as a volcanic eruption leading to large quantities of particulates remaining in 

the air for many months, affecting not only people living in the immediate region but also harvests more 

generally, leading to food shortages. It would also affect air transport leading to disruption of trade and 

travel arrangements. 

 
2) What are the more fundamental, long-term threats to our common security, what or who is driving them? 
 



a) Climate change, driven by the cumulative effects of past, present and future emissions of greenhouse gases.   
This will result in ‘natural’ disasters such as widespread flooding, erosion of coastlines, droughts, hurricanes 
etc., resulting in resource shortages - perhaps leading to resource wars, - large scale migrations of people 
and huge demands on public services. We reiterate our point about disproportionate impact on women. 

 
b) Nuclear weapons.  See 1b). 
 
c) Energy shortages.  These will be exacerbated by Britain’s determination to continue investing in nuclear 
power, itself a potential threat (See 1h).  This is not a carbon neutral source and thus contributes to global 
warming. (See 2a).  It is a centralised system, meaning that any problems affect a large area.  Current large 
subsidies to nuclear power also deny funding to decentralised renewable systems. 
 
 
3) How can we improve our ability to identify, predict and act upon underlying threats to Britain’s security, 
and work to prevent them developing? 
 
a) Desisting from participation in attempts to solve problems abroad by military action will remove actions seen 
as provocative and which can precipitate revenge terrorist attacks. Instead we must demand a commitment to 
international co-operation to tackle the big “world threatening” issues identified in the section above. 
 
b) Action to remediate damage caused by Britain’s previous military interventions in other countries will help to 
reduce simmering resentments that could lead to retaliatory (terrorist) attacks on this country. This must 
include removal or reduction of ongoing small arms and light weapons (SALW) use by militias. Women are 
disproportionately affected by the use and damage from SALW as they are often used as a weapon of 
intimidation in the perpetration of sexual violence. Women are also affected negatively by post-conflict damage 
to education and health systems, and displacement of themselves and their families due to gunfire and warfare 
 
c) Refusal to sell arms, especially to countries that oppress others or who do not respect the human rights of 
their own citizens will deter attacks by their victims and help to restore the good name of this country.  
 
d) Participation in genuine peace keeping initiatives will likewise change the perception of Britain from one 
ready to exploit the resources of other countries after invasion or intervention to one which will promote more 
harmonious relations with other countries. 
 
e) A similar climate of trust in Britain will be generated by work to prevent or resolve peacefully any conflicts 
that arise.  Support to countries undergoing catastrophic effects of climate change will also greatly enhance that 
climate of trust. 
 
f) Cyber protection units should be able to predict potential threats and allow defensive action to forestall them. 
 
g) Refusal to extend the life of ageing nuclear power stations, de-commissioning them and abandoning plans to 
build new nuclear power plants will largely neutralise the threat they pose.  
 
 

Military and Security Forces, Capability, Spending and Choices  
 

1) What level of defence spending is required to keep Britain safe and help us promote a more peaceful and 
safer world? 
 
a) The character of defence spending needs to reflect current and likely needs arising from humanitarian 

missions, disasters and conflict resolution. A change from a nuclear to a non-nuclear defence policy will 
greatly reduce spending on defence. 

 



Resources – financial, technical and human – released by abandoning plans to renew Trident will enable 
Britain to invest in the heavy manufacturing industries needed to power the renewable energy industry and 
make improvements to infrastructure such as railways, roads and housing. 
 
This will do much to restore Britain’s manufacturing base and employment levels and will thus generate tax 
income.   
(Existing expertise in nuclear matters will be needed, however, albeit on a smaller scale, for centuries to come 
to deal with the tasks of de-commissioning and guarding nuclear weapon and power station residues.) 
 
b) Previous interventions in military conflicts abroad have proved immensely costly: a policy of pursuing 
peaceful conflict prevention or resolution could be funded at a fraction of such costs. 
 
 
2) What are the lessons from recent conflicts about the equipment and military capabilities required for the 
deployments Britain may face in the next few decades? 
 
a) If Britain is to be guided by the values of solidarity, cooperation, responsibility for the protection of people 
and their environment, then as Britain will no longer seek to solve conflicts abroad by involving itself in military 
offensives the lessons about equipment and military capabilities from recent conflicts will not be needed in the 
same way. However the knowledge gained about the appropriateness of equipment in different climates may 
well be of use to future peace keeping missions or interventions to mitigate the effects of global warming. 
 
The most important lesson, however, that can be learned from those conflicts is that far from resolving the 
problems they were meant to address they have exacerbated them.   Many thousands of civilian lives have been 
lost, hatred for the perpetrators has been stimulated, the countries’ infrastructures have been devastated and 
great environmental damage has been inflicted.  Our military actions have led to the disintegration of local 
communities, greater conflict within them and the constant threat of terrorist acts both in the affected 
countries and in Britain. Women have been disproportionally affected by small arms violence and gender-based 
violence and by displacement from their homes. 
 
 
3) How can Britain help to effectively stem the flow of weapons – chemical, nuclear, and military – around the 
world and promote non-proliferation and disarmament? 
 
a) An arms sales policy that reverses that which focuses on the sale of offensive military capacity to unjust, 
corrupt or dictatorial regimes and focuses entirely on the supply of solely defensive equipment and  limits the 
quantity of arms in circulation in the world.    
 
b) Renouncing the possession of nuclear arms and working for a global ban on them will encourage others not 
to seek them or to renounce their own.  If Britain respects its own treaty obligations under the Non Proliferation 
Treaty it will be in a stronger position to urge other nuclear weapon states to do likewise.  
 
c) Britain could seek to establish an international mechanism, reporting to the UN, to verify claims that chemical 
weapons (or other toxic weapons) had been made or used.  Confirmation of use would automatically lead to 
action by the UN and a charge at the World Court. 
  
d) More careful scrutiny of the chemicals that are sold in this country or for export will deny the provision of 
some materials that could be used to make chemical weapons. 
 
e) Similarly any evidence of supply of nuclear materials or technology should result in the perpetrators’ 
appearance at the World Court. 
 
 



4) What training do our military and security forces need to carry out operations that protect Britain’s security 
and pursue the values that guide our defence policy? 
 
a)  Training would correspond to the threat identified.   Units would need to be established within existing 
services each dedicated to combating a defined threat and receiving appropriate training.  For example, medical 
units could specialise in tackling pandemics or injuries consistent with terrorist attacks, cyber protection units 
would need to monitor websites and communications between known terrorist sympathisers, etc. or alert to 
the possibility of resource shortages or financial breakdown. 
 
 
5) Will renewal of Britain’s nuclear capability aid us in protecting Britain’s security and pursuing the values 
that guide our foreign and defence policy? 
 
a) No, not at all.  They are incompatible with Labour values.  NAW has, since its foundation in 1952, been firmly 
anti-nuclear weapons. 
 
 
6) What new capabilities will our armed forces require to address the complex and dynamic threats facing our 
common security, especially the growing threat of cyber attacks? 
 
In addition to the suggestions above there will need to be a re-definition of what security means for the people 
of this country.  We do not feel protected by our ability to annihilate millions of people, destroy their 
infrastructure and devastate this planet’s environment.  Imposing insecurity about our military intentions and 
capacities on other nations adds to world insecurity and thus to tensions that can lead to conflict and our 
country’s own insecurity. 
 
The Labour Party needs to look at what makes people feel secure.  This is more likely to depend on having 
somewhere to live, having access to decent health, education and social care services, being protected from 
known risks such as those outlined above than by policies designed to allow our leaders to walk tall on the world 
stage, projecting power to secure unfair or illegal access to the resources of others. 
 

 

Anita Wright 

President 

April 2016 
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