Rt Hon Tony Blair MP

Prime Minister

10 Downing Street

London SW1A 1AA

Wednesday 19 October 2005

The Future of the UK’s Strategic Nuclear Deterrent

Dear Mr Blair,

We understand that, in view of the long time from decision to deployment for such a system, it is likely that a judgement on a possible replacement for the UK’s Strategic Nuclear Deterrent (UK SND) will be made in the lifetime of the current Parliament. We are disturbed by press reports that a decision in principle has already been reached, and that its outcome will be announced at a politically opportune moment. We urge that before any decision is taken, there is a full and open public discussion. 

We welcome the recent announcement by Dr John Reid that there will be a full parliamentary debate; we urge that this should take place in both Houses of Parliament, preferably with a free vote – this is an issue of conscience for many members of both Houses. We are also pleased that the issue of the UK SND replacement is to be discussed by the House of Commons Select Committee on Defence. We believe a similar inquiry by the Foreign Affairs Select Committee should also take place to consider the wider security needs of the UK and how both national and international security can best be enhanced.
Current arguments used in support of replacing the UK SND include:

· Britain’s nuclear weapons will never be used but are necessary for political reasons;

· It provides the strategic defence of Britain by deterring a nuclear capable adversary;

· It is needed as a counter to blackmail;

· It is needed as a bargaining counter in multilateral disarmament agreements.

These arguments have also all been used explicitly by non-parties to the NPT that are now openly nuclear-armed (India, Pakistan), and implicitly by N. Korea, Iran and Israel.

It has also been claimed that nuclear weapons status is needed to ensure that the UK continues to have a permanent seat on the UN Security Council. However, the UN Charter clearly does not specify that nuclear weapon capability is required for a permanent seat on the SC. When the UN was founded there was only one nuclear-weapon state, namely the US. Several non-NWS could become permanent members under Kofi Annan’s current proposals for UN reform. 

But there are strong health, humanitarian, economic, political and legal reasons for not replacing Trident:

· We were reminded recently by the 60th anniversary of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings of the appalling destructive power of nuclear weapons of far smaller yield than Trident or any likely successor. Nuclear weapons are indiscriminate: in the words of Dr Ron McCoy, Co-President of International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War, to the NATO Assembly in Rome last year, 'Nuclear Weapons are designed to incinerate people'.  As the British Medical Association pointed out 20 years ago, no adequate medical response to their use is possible. 

· The recent experience of the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina shows the magnitude of a major humanitarian catastrophe even without the additional hazard of major radioactive fallout, which might prevent rescue work altogether. Long-term, fallout from nuclear weapons causes cancer and leukaemia and may well cause genetic change in future generations. 

· In its July 1996 Advisory Opinion, the International Court of Justice stated that any use of nuclear weapons would be a breach of international humanitarian law, and as such would constitute a war crime. The ICJ could not agree on whether a threat to ‘the very existence of a state’ might permit the use of nuclear weapons, though still within the constraints of international humanitarian law. We cannot, however, imagine any possible use of Trident or its successor that might be feasible under this remit in today’s world. Certainly UK nuclear weapons are of no use against current threats from terrorism. 

· Estimates of the cost of a replacement which we have seen are in excess of £10 billion and, according to a recent statement by Defence Secretary Dr John Reid, work at Aldermaston to maintain Trident will cost £1 billion over the next three years. These sums could be far better spent on essential health services, development aid, expanding conflict prevention measures and protecting the environment. 

· Replacing the UK SND would send the very worst possible message to non-signatories to the NPT, not least Iran, and other states contemplating breaching or leaving it. In his statement to the recent NPT Review Conference, Ambassador John Freeman stated that:

[para 18] We re-affirm our unequivocal undertaking to accomplish the total elimination of nuclear arsenals leading to nuclear disarmament. We continue to support the relevant disarmament measures contained in the 1995 Review Conference decision and in the 2000 final Document. We continue to believe that all reductions in nuclear weapons levels, whether achieved unilaterally, bilaterally or multilaterally, are a valuable contribution to the final goal of global nuclear disarmament. We continue to emphasise that our nuclear weapons are for deterrence only and have a political role – not a military one.

We suggest that a far more vital political message, giving a clear moral lead, would be sent to other nuclear-weapon states and potential proliferators by a UK statement that it would not replace the UK SND but instead would take steps to phase it out.

Page 9 of the brochure ‘Strengthening Non-Proliferation’ produced for the Review Conference begins with the statement that: ‘The United Kingdom is fully committed to its disarmament obligations under Article VI of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty’. The ICJ Opinion of July 1996 was unanimous that there exists under international law an obligation to pursue nuclear disarmament in all its aspects [our emphasis]. It seems to us that replacing the UK SND with a new nuclear weapons system would be a clear breach of Article VI of the NNPT. We trust that decisions on the future of UK nuclear weapons will indeed, as Ambassador Freeman stated, accord with our obligations under international law.

Yours sincerely,

June Crown, CBE, MA, MB, B.Chir., MSc., FRCP, FFPHM (President Medact, former President, Faculty of Public Health Medicine of the Royal Society of Medicine)
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