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JEREMY CORBYN AND A CHANGE THAT HASN'T YET HAPPENED

Unquestionably one of the main reasons for Jeremy Corbyn's popularity and for the influx of new members to the Labour Party once he became leader was his consistent opposition to Britain's military adventures overseas. Yet very little of this appeared in the much admired 2017 election manifesto. It is true that in the very first paragraph of the section 'A Global Britain' (the heading 'Global Britain' could also be found in the Tory 2017 manifesto) we find a commitment to 'end support for unilateral aggressive wars of intervention' and, under the heading 'Diplomacy' there is a call for suspending arms sales to Saudi Arabia until there has been 'a comprehensive, independent, UN-led investigation into alleged violations of International Humanitarian Law in Yemen'. But the main firm commitments in the section on Defence are to combatting Daesh (by 'all lawful action necessary'), supporting NATO and Britain's defence industry, and to renewing Trident. Pride is expressed in the fact that 'the last Labour Government consistently spent above the NATO benchmark of 2 per cent of GDP' while 'Conservative spending cuts have put Britain's security at risk.'
Nothing is said about the uses to which Britain's military expenditure have been put over the last, say, twenty years, a period in which Britain collaborated in the destruction of three states - Iraq, Libya and Syria - to which we might add Afghanistan, though it had already been reduced to chaos by the proxy USSR/US war in the 1980s, followed by the internecine warfare of rival Islamist groups that had previously enjoyed US support. The Taliban had only just managed to secure some degree of national unity and the first prerequisite for the existence of a state - a monopoly of armed power - when the country was plunged back into chaos by the US led 'war on terror'. A war on terror that has brought Daesh into existence and spread Al Qaida inspired groups throughout the Middle East.

It is not at all obvious that any military action taken so far from our borders could contribute to our own defence or security. Even if we agree that Saddam Hussein, Bashir Assad, Muammar Gaddafi, or the Taliban were very wicked people who deserve to be overthrown it is surely obvious that we and our allies have proved incapable of replacing them with anything better. Even by purely military standards our achievement has been unimpressive to say the least. Frank Ledwidge's important book Losing Small Wars describes how easily we were defeated in Basra and in Helmand, earning the contempt of our US allies. Some of us hoped that with Corbyn becoming leader of the Labour Party this record of disgrace would come to the centre of British politics but so far Labour has maintained the traditional discretion in such matters.

There was what could have been an historic moment when in July 2016 the Chilcot Report into the conduct of the war in Iraq was published and Jeremy Corbyn issued a public apology for the Labour Party's role in promoting it. What could have been a dramatic turning point in Labour's foreign and defence policy was however sabotaged when the Parliamentary Labour Party chose that moment to launch its vote of no confidence, plunging the party into an unnecessary and damaging leadership contest. Since then, Corbyn seems to have decided that discretion is the better part of valour when it comes to defence policy. Hence the reticence of the manifesto. It is also perhaps significant that Defence and Foreign Policy are not options offered in the current National Policy Forum consultation (somewhat to the frustration of Scottish and Welsh party members, since most of the topics that are offered are devolved issues).

INDISPENSABLE ALLIES - THE HOUSE OF COMMONS DEFENCE COMMITTEE REPORT

Symptomatic of this failure is the June 2018 Defence Committee Report: Indispensable Allies: US, Nato and UK Defence Relations. 

There are five Labour Party members on this committee, together with four Conservatives, one Democratic Unionist and one Scottish Nationalist. The Labour members are:

Graham Jones (Hyndburn)

Madeleine Moon (Bridgend)

Ruth Smeeth (Stoke on Trent North)

John Spellar (Warley)

Phil Wilson (Sedgefield)

I first became aware of the report after hearing it enthusiastically promoted on the radio by Madeleine Moon.

Its main recommendation (para 85) is a substantial increase in defence spending to 3% of GDP:  'an increase to 2.5% of GDP to be spent on Defence would comfortably fill the 'black hole' in the existing MoD budget.
 To reverse the loss of capacity referred to by Secretary Mattis however a higher target is needed. Accordingly, we recommend that the Government work towards an eventual goal of raising defence spending to 3% of GDP - as it was in the mid 1990s.' The views of Jim Mattis - the man responsible for the siege and destruction of Fallujah - were given in para 82: 'At the publication of the US National Defence Strategy, Defence Secretary Jim Mattis said that he would usually prioritise capability but that capacity had its own value. He suggested that one of the US’s allies had cut capacity to the point that it could no longer speak with strength. When we were in Washington D.C. we were told that this was directed at the United Kingdom.'
There was no sign of dissent from any of the Labour members of the Committee and indeed this main conclusion was endorsed by Labour Defence spokesperson Nia Griffiths in the ensuing debate in the House of Commons:

'We must lead by example. The simple fact is that the UK is barely scraping over the line when it comes to our own levels of defence spending. The latest Treasury figures for the year 2015-16 show that the Government spent 1.9% of GDP on defence. The International Institute for Strategic Studies has also concluded that UK defence spending is not reaching 2% of GDP. 

'The reality is that the UK only appears to meet the 2% in its NATO return because it includes items such as pensions that do not contribute to our defence capabilities, which Labour did not include when we were in government. Whichever way we look at it, the truth is that the deep cuts that were imposed in 2010 and the implementation by the Conservative party of those cuts in the years following mean that the defence budget is now worth far less than it was when Labour left office. Defence spending was cut by nearly £10 billion in real terms between 2010 and 2017, and our purchasing power has been cut dramatically owing to the sharp fall in the value of the pound. 

'I note that the Minister for Defence People
, the right hon. Member for Bournemouth East (Mr Ellwood), who is no longer in his place, has said recently that he would like to see defence spending rise north of 2.5%. I would be grateful if the Secretary of State could clarify whether this is, in fact, now Government policy, or whether it is simply another plea, which will, doubtless, be rebuffed by the Chancellor.'

The overall rationale for an increase 'north of 2.5%' is explained in the Defence Committee's introductory summary: 'Analysis we commissioned has demonstrated that at current spending levels, the Ministry of Defence will not be able to maintain UK military capacity and capability. Diminished capacity reduces the UK’s usefulness to the US and our influence within NATO. The Government must not allow this to happen.'
The emphasis is on our 'usefulness to the US.' There is very little on any distinct interest the UK might have in its own defence. The US is treated in its own estimation as being the 'indispensable nation' (the phrase used by President Clinton's Secretary of State, Madeleine Albright, echoed in the title of the report - 'Indispensable Allies'). The Report is strangely revealing on the subject of the precise importance of the US/UK relationship to NATO - of the way in which we are useful. Thus US Congressman Michael Turner told the committee (para 61) that 'Unlike any other ally, we have conversations with the UK on what we should do ...' One wonders if there was an expectation that none of the US's 29 other NATO allies would be reading the report. But the impression of something suspect is confirmed when we read that Dr David Blagden, Lecturer in International Security and Strategy, University of Exeter (para 74) described the US-UK relationship 'as vital to the operation of NATO and the only thing that "lends anything to the façade that this is an alliance of equals."' It is interesting to turn to the actual discussion and see the full context: 'With our most cynical hats on, it is the only bit of the relationship that lends anything to the façade that this is an alliance of equals. It is the only bit that makes the pretence that this is not just American security provision to a bunch of weakling dependants look plausible. UK interoperability, a combination of capability and the willingness to deploy and operate independent logistical lift capabilities—all these are what make it seem and function like an alliance instead of just straightforwardly a big brother with a bunch of little kids clustered around his ankles.' 

So we're spending all that money in order to disguise the fact that Europe is little more than a US protectorate. Which poses the question - what is the US policy? I shall try to act as Devil's advocate, using as a starting point a quotation I remember from the behaviourist psychologist, B.F.Skinner, once fashionable author of Beyond Freedom and Dignity and Walden II: 'To refuse to control is to leave control to other parts of the human and non-human environment.'
PRESERVING A UNIPOLAR WORLD

US policy is not exactly an effort towards world conquest, at least not after the model of the British Empire, when Britain had to provide government for the areas it controlled and therefore had a responsibility of care, however well or badly provided. A more accurate analogy might be Britain's traditional relationship to Europe, the policy of 'balance of power', the essence of which was to prevent any major power emerging which might challenge British hegemony (even when, as in the case of Germany in the late nineteenth century, the emerging power thought of itself as a great friend of Britain). Something of the sort is expressed in the evidence given to the Commission by the Henry Jackson Society, named for one of the leading ideologues of the Cold War:

'For Washington, post-WWII foreign policy has prioritised preventing any major economic region in the world falling under the sway of a hostile nation state. That is why the US continues to underpin NATO (as a hedge against Russian aggression), provide for the security of Japan and the Republic of Korea (to guard against Chinese domination of the Far East), and entered the Gulf War (to prevent Iraqi domination of the Middle East).'

We may question whether since the fall of Communism it is correct to characterise Russia and China as necessarily hostile powers (or at least whether they would want to be hostile powers if the US did not manifest hostility to them) and there can be little doubt that Saddam Hussein on the eve of the war over Kuwait, thought of himself as a gallant friend of the US, having, over a period of ten years, at huge cost to his own people, broken the initial impetus of the Iranian revolution. But leaving such considerations aside the presupposition here is that it is the military power of the US, not the system of international law supposedly embodied in the United Nations, that is the guarantor of world peace.

And this view is not totally unreasonable. The UN embodies two deeply contradictory ideas. In its formal documents it is a society of equals coming together to make collective decisions, a parliament of nations. But there is an Executive and in that Executive, the Security Council, five nations - US, UK, France, Russia and China - can veto any decision made by the UN (if the Security Council decides to take any matter in hand it can't be discussed by the General Assembly). This means that those five nations are above the law, which means effectively that there is no law. Not only can they veto any action against the themselves, they can veto any action against anyone they choose to protect. The 2017 Labour Party manifesto complains about 'repeated abuses of the veto power by some permanent members of the UN Security Council.' Maybe they have in mind the US repeatedly vetoing slaps on the wrist for Israel; or maybe they are thinking of Russia's vetoing military action against Syria. It was the Soviet Union/Russia's failure to use its veto that gave a legal camouflage to the Korean War, the war over Kuwait
 and the destruction of Libya. 'Repeated abuses of the veto power etc' is a weasel phrase disguising the fact that 'international law is a misnomer. What the UN Security system has established - and was designed to establish when the Soviet Union was a force to be reckoned with - is a system of spheres of influence. Which is to say it presupposes what, according to the Henry Jackson Society, the US is now trying to prevent, and what Russia is consciously and explicitly trying to establish - a multipolar world.

Which is a possible and likely consequence of the policy I would advocate. I think we should stop acting as Robin to the US Batman, as Tonto to the Lone Ranger. We should not support the US effort to dominate the world but we should recognise that the alternative to US world domination does mean accepting the emergence of spheres of influence, of a multipolar world. And it means accepting that bad things happen in the world and there is very little we can do to stop it.

DEFENDING BRITAIN AND EUROPE (AGAINST RUSSIA)

Britain should be concerned primarily with its own defence not with the global project led by the US. Britain First! Although the views Jeremy Corbyn defended prior to becoming leader of the Labour Party were attacked as 'left wing' they weren't necessarily all that far removed from the foreign and defence policies of the Daily Mail, or even of the British National Party - both of which have been fairly consistent in their opposition to overseas adventures - meaning that this isn't necessarily a policy that the British public would regard as unpatriotic or even hostile to the armed forces. The British public loved Margaret Thatcher for defending the Falkland Islands, but they could, rightly or wrongly, be regarded as British territory. Other military adventures have excited much less enthusiasm.

A policy of concentrating on actual defence would enable a huge reduction in military expenditure. The title 'Ministry of Defence' is as things stand a misnomer of the order of George Orwell's 'Ministry of Truth.' It is a Ministry of Military Action in Places far Removed from our own Borders. If we consider the actual threats we as a nation face we find that they are not very substantial. Terrorism as we have experienced it is a matter for the police. The idea that by invading Afghanistan we were combatting terrorism is enough to make a cat laugh (it brings to mind a wonderful phrase which can be found in the Defence Committee Report - 'projecting stability'!). None of our neighbours are threatening us even despite the misery our brexit trauma is causing them. The best candidate for enemy status is Russia, which is still quite far removed from our own borders.

I take a relatively benign view of Russia, seeing its 'aggressive' policies in Ukraine, Georgia and Syria as mainly defensive. In the case of Ukraine, this is curiously confirmed by Professor Phillips O'Brien, Professor of Strategic Studies in the University of St Andrew, quoted in the Defence Committee report (para 7):

'The last few years have shown the success of NATO, in why the Russians had to act in Ukraine before it joined. They haven’t acted in the Baltics when they could have easily tried to foment some of their own things, because the Baltics are within NATO. The Russians were scared of the prospect of Ukraine in NATO. That is why they went in. It shows the success of the alliance and the effectiveness it has had that Russia has acted in that way.'

So NATO forced Russia to intervene in Ukraine and that is credited as a success! Anyone with any knowledge of Ukraine knew that stability there required maintaining a very delicate balance between the generally pro-Russian East (incorporated into the Russian Empire in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries) and the generally anti-Russian West (incorporated into the Soviet Union by Stalin as a result of the Second World War). The US invested a great deal of effort and money
 to cultivating anti-Russian pro-Western sentiment in Ukraine. The clear direction of travel, more or less acknowledged in Prof O'Brien's testimony quoted above, is that Ukraine would join NATO.
 We just have to remember the US reaction to Cuba when it allied with the Soviet Union, or the blood that has been shed to prevent left wing deviations in South America (even as far away from the US border as Chile) to see that Russia could not allow NATO to take Crimea, thereby controlling the Black Sea. Nor could we expect that the majority Russian population in eastern Ukraine would feel very secure with a militantly anti-Russian government in charge. Do we really want to structure our defence policy round being useful to a country that behaves systematically in such an irresponsible manner?

Similarly with Syria. The US, UK, French, Turkish, Qatari, Saudi, UAE
 policy of encouraging a militant Islamic takeover in Syria was a real threat to the Russian Federation which borders Syria and has its own problems with militant Islam. Our engagement with Syria (we provided training for the Muslim Brotherhood's 'Free Syrian Army' in Turkey) was aggressive, the Russian engagement was defensive. Our involvement, and that of our allies, could only prolong the war since there was no clear element capable of forming a government
 at the end of it. The Russian involvement is now bringing the war to an end. 

The Defence Committee Report is much exercised with 'the increased state-based threat in Europe' meaning, presumably, a threat posed by Russia to Eastern Europe and the Baltic states. For this reason the committee is unhappy about the current policy of withdrawing troops from Germany. In this context it is surprising to read this in the submission from the normally very gung ho Henry Jackson Society:

'It is unlikely that Moscow has any intention of seizing territory in ether [sic] Latvia, Lithuania or Estonia.'

They then go on to say we should nonetheless prepare for that eventuality. Which may be prudent but it is by no means obvious that we are best placed to do it. A Russian seizure of the Baltic states or of Eastern Europe would pose no threat to us. We were perfectly happy to see the Baltic States and the whole of Eastern Europe under Soviet domination for some fifty years after the 1939-45 war. We still liked to think we won that war even though we had originally launched it supposedly to save Poland. In the event we did nothing to save Poland. We declared war then sat on our hands through what we called the 'Phoney War' (the French called it the 'drôle de guerre' - the funny war) while Hitler bombed Warsaw and in the end Poland (including Western Ukraine) was taken by our ally, Stalin. Given that history, the Baltic states would be foolish to rely on us for their defence. If they were genuinely in danger and needed a protector the obvious candidate, geographically and culturally so much closer, would be Germany. This would be an argument for supporting President Trump's call on Germany to increase its military expenditure rather than, as the Committee Report recommends, maintaining our own military presence in Germany or throwing away our money responding to needs that are unlikely to arise, that we are not well placed to address and that are in any case not our concern.

Our main concern - if it really is defence that concerns us and not our usefulness to the worldwide projects of the USA - should be with the 'near abroad.' In the whole document I could see only one item that could be considered as a danger in the near abroad, assuming that Russia is a potential enemy - and clearly, given the provocative policies being pursued by NATO, that is a possibility. To quote the Committee's report:

'The Oxford Research group told us that "the decline of British anti-submarine capabilities and the ability (a core role within NATO) to patrol the North Atlantic" needed to be addressed given the Russian navy's comparative advantage in submarine construction and warfare.'

A SANE DEFENCE POLICY - THE OXFORD RESEARCH GROUP

I wasn't previously aware of the existence of the Oxford Research Group and assumed that they were just another well-funded pro-war think tank along the lines of the Henry Jackson Society, the Atlantic Council or the Margaret Thatcher Center for Freedom at The Heritage Foundation. Looking them up, however, and reading their submission, I found that they are something much more interesting. They are a body that is genuinely concerned with conflict resolution and alternatives to war. Although they originated in a Quaker initiative in Oxford, they are not pacifist - they recognise a need to develop a capacity for war - but the emphasis is sincerely on defence rather than military interference in other parts of the world. If we put the quotation from the ORG used by the 'Defence' Committee into its proper context we find that the Committee have distorted it to the point where they could be accused of dishonesty:

'5.1 [...] were the European states (here meaning the EU, including the UK, plus Norway, Iceland, Albania) to spend an equivalent amount (in current dollars) on defence as their assumed enemy (Russia), they would not increase average spending to 2% of GDP but decrease it to about 0.4% of GDP. Even using purchasing power parity (PPP) rates to give a more realistic picture of what capabilities such spending might procure, European states would match Russian spending by cutting defence budgets to less than 0.9% of GDP.
 Of course, such assumptions that Russia is the only potential threat to European security are not wholly accurate and there are inevitably large inefficiencies in splitting spending between 31 militaries. But neither is continent-sized Russia wholly obsessed with NATO. It also looks east to peer rivals China, Japan and the US (Alaska), south to turbulent Central Asia and the Middle East, and is heavily deployed in operations in Syria, Ukraine and the Caucasus. The point is that, even without any US presence, Europe could, if it wanted to, balance any threat from Russia while reducing its own military expenditure, but only if its strategic ambitions were focused on the collective territorial defence of Europe and surrounding seas.

'5.2  A good example of how this has not been the case in recent years has been the decline of British anti-submarine capabilities and the ability (a core role within NATO) to patrol the North Atlantic. Core aspects of the UK’s territorial defence were neglected in order to fight wars of choice in Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya and project naval power into the Persian Gulf. Given the Russian Navy’s comparative advantage in submarine construction and warfare, the government already understands the need to redress this capability gap in partnership with the US and Norway.'

As an example of a radical misuse of defence expenditure the report gives the so-called 'war on terror':

'3.5  The idea that force must, and can, be met with force – that there can a winnable "war on terrorism" – has proved seductive within the contemporary political and media climate but is shallow and treacherous. The massive US and NATO-led intervention in Afghanistan since 2001 has not succeeded in lessening the terrorist threat to Western states, nor in stabilising Afghanistan or its region. While al-Qaida in its classical form has been substantially weakened by sustained military attack on Afghanistan and Pakistan, its affiliates have spread and metastasised into ever more radical and dangerous groups, not least the Islamic State. The aerial war against the Islamic State since 2014 has succeeded in killing tens of thousands of combatants and their supporters (amongst others), and diminished the size and capabilities of their pseudo-state, but not the threat it poses to the West. Indeed, the threat has increased, albeit still being very far from an existential challenge.

'3.6 With the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan the main focus (at US behest) of NATO’s energies between 2002 and at 2014, the alliance was hugely distracted from the collective defence objective that had guided it since its founding. Putting aside questions of whether NATO was well suited to a state-building mission or should have deployed outside of its operational area, ISAF’s major commitment to high tempo military operations in Afghanistan meant that, inter alia, European states devoted their defence resources to fighting counter-insurgency operations, buying equipment suitable for use in ‘hot-and-high’ conditions alien to Europe, and maintaining long logistic trains into landlocked Central Asia. Apart from being expensive and dangerous, this clearly came at a cost to maintaining the capabilities to deter or defeat a conventional rival (e.g. air defence, anti-submarine warfare, electronic warfare), especially in the cold, maritime context of the North Atlantic.'

The ORG is more well-disposed to the US and to NATO than I might be but the main thrust of the argument is that not only should the UK be much more attentive to its own (relatively limited) needs and much less concerned with its usefulness to the US, but the countries of the EU should be much more attentive to their own needs and much less dependent on the US and the UK:

'5.5 [...] Giving the US military the dominant role over allied NATO forces in Europe does send the message that Europe remains incapable of providing for its own security. Seven decades on from NATO’s founding, that message retains some truth but is likely to be self-reinforcing as long as the two principal NATO powers – the US and UK – oppose European states taking greater ownership of continental security. In this respect, at least, the Trump administration’s push for greater European contribution to collective continental defence may be a welcome break with the status quo ante.'

If Labour really do want to develop a coherent defence policy that breaks with its own shameful past and with the current consensus, they could do worse that consult with the ORG. They may indeed find there everything they need. 
� I think the 'black hole' in question is a funding gap of c £20.8 billion identified by the National Audit Office between the MoD's equipment plan and the means available to pay for it.


�  Tobias Ellwood is the 'Parliamentary Under Secretary of State and Minister for Defence People and Veterans'


� Solzhenitsyn on meeting Jackson: 'Jackson gave the impression that he was experiencing the greatest joy of his life, but his eyes were empty, they even frightened me. What a terrible thing politics is!'


� I am very reluctant to use the common phrase the 'Gulf War' which I think encourages us to forget the ten year Gulf War between Iran and Iraq that preceded it. Also the imbalance of forces was so enormous that the word 'war' hardly seems appropriate.


�  $5 billion according to Victoria Nuland, Obama's Assistant Secretary of State for European and Eurasian Affairs, quoted frequently and approvingly in the Defence Committee's report


�  Much the same could be said of Georgia which has also been spoken of as a candidate for NATO membership despite its distance from the North Atlantic. The Russian intervention there, under Medvedev, was a response to the Georgian attack, encouraged by the US, on Abkhazia and South Ossetia.


� I've left Israel out of the list since initially I think Israel was dubious about the whole enterprise. Assad was a known entity on its borders and it wasn't clear what would result from his overthrow especially when the most likely beneficiaries - the Muslim Brotherhood - were the main backers for Hamas. However, as it became clear that there was no opposition force able to impose any sort of stable - and therefore threatening - government, Israel was more and more drawn in because of the engagement of Iran and Lebanese Hizbollah in support of Assad. It should be clearly understood that the primary reason why we and our allies wanted to overthrow Assad was the prospect of good relations being established between Iran, Iraq, Syria and Hizbollah (the 'Shi'i crescent') following the overthrow of Saddam Hussein and the consequently inevitable transfer of power to the Shi'i majority in Iraq.


� In the very earliest stages it might have been possible to envisage a Muslim Brotherhood government (regrettable as this may have been for Syria's Alawite and Christian minorities). This was certainly the aim of the major sponsors of disorder, Turkey and Qatar. There was a real prospect that the Muslim Brotherhood would become a great unifying force in the Muslim world, the major beneficiary of the 'Arab spring' coming to power in Egypt, and Tunisia as well as in Syria, and closely in alliance with Turkey, Qatar and with Hamas in Gaza. This prospect was however immensely alarming to Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates which therefore fed the more militant jihadi elements into the equation. Hence the opposition to Assad became the scene of a proxy war between Turkey and Qatar on the one hand and Saudi Arabia and the UAE on the other. Complicated as that might appear to be it is a gross simplification given the colourful array of more or less autonomous armed factions that made up 'the opposition' to Assad. It has of course gone largely unremarked that the body on which we and the US pinned our hopes - the Free Syrian Army - was responsible on Turkey's behalf for taking Afrin in Northern Syria from the US's Kurdish allies.


� This makes a startling contrast to the views of Madeleine Moon. In the oral vidence (interview with Profs Porter and Blagden) she tells us: 'The 2% figure is nonsense, because in terms of the long-term maintenance and support and deployability of equipment, you need a heck of a lot more than 2% just to stand still. You need at least 6% to stand still. Why aren’t we being more honest about what people need to be doing, rather than getting into sideshows of popular jingoistic debates about 2%?'  Perhaps the importance to Wales of the Defence industry has something to do with it.
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