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Forewords

Rt. Hon. Sir Andrew Mitchell MP

Britain is confronting the greatest period of geopolitical uncertainty
since the end of the Cold War. I was elected to the House of
Commons two years before the momentous fall of the Berlin

Wall. As the Soviet Union crumbled, the terrifying spectre of
nuclear confrontation faded, and the world breathed a collective
sigh of relief. That calamity had been avoided was a triumph

of internationalism: nation-states uniting steadfastly behind
international institutions in shared pursuit of global stability. Today,
the international consensus that helped keep us safe is breaking
down amid increasing competition, and the system we relied upon
historically to broker the world’s security is moribund, raising the
stakes in frightening ways.

We urgently need to change course. Every nation faces a choice
about the role it will play in shaping the future. Britain’s voice will
be vital. That means working alongside our partners to rescue and
rebuild a rules-based international order—one capable of meeting
today’s myriad challenges. To shrink from that responsibility would
place at risk not only our influence abroad but also the safety and
prosperity of our citizens at home.

This task is made more difficult by the rise of misleading narratives
that suggest our national interests are somehow at odds with
international engagement. The truth is the opposite. Challenges
such as the rising cost of living and the pressures on defence
budgets are symptoms of an international system that needs
strengthening, not arguments for walking away from it. My time

as Secretary of State for International Development demonstrated
beyond doubt that supporting stability abroad is firmly in the
interest of the UK: whether controlling inflation, stymying the
spread of disease or addressing the root causes of migration.

But these interests can only be advanced within an international
order that is predictable, stable, and rooted in shared rules. It is
therefore essential that, as a leading middle power, we play our
part alongside our allies to restore that order. The challenge is
immense—but the time for action is now.

The Right Hon Sir Andrew Mitchell is the Conservative MP for Sutton
Coldfield. He is former Deputy Foreign Secretaty in the Foreign,
Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO); and former Secretary
of State for International Development
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Rt. Hon. Anneliese Dodds MP

The democratic recession, increasing challenge from China and
Russia and pressure on the UN system indicate how contested
governing values have become. This refreshing report rightly argues
that the UK must not be a bystander in this contest. Instead, we
must seek to work with others who are also committed to the rule
of law—whether they be in South Korea, South Africa, or Spain.

In doing so, we should be unabashed about our own country’s role,
with its strong reputation for upholding both global and national
rules. Promoting the rule of law does not suggest a lack of realism.
Instead, it is, pragmatically, our strongest prospect to realise our
own country’s interests.

Here, our approach to international development will also be
crucial. Over recent years, humanitarian law has been upheld too
often in the breach. By working with like-minded countries, we
can together reduce the risk of conflict, ease the pressures that
drive irregular migration, mitigate transnational health threats and
climate crisis, and make our global economy more stable—enabling
our own economic prosperity. As this report argues, supporting
development delivered in partnership and bound by global rules
can protect our national interest and promote global security and
stability.

These efforts will require far stronger relationships both with Global
South countries and, as this report rightly underlines, with our
allies in Europe and other nations that share our values, including
Canada, Australia, and Japan. Turning inward, and /or failing to
renew and broaden our alliances will not shield us from global
shocks; it will leave us weaker when those shocks reach our shores.

This moment of fracture in the global system is a pivotal one for
our nation. We have a window of opportunity in which we must
make the right choices—and avoid inertia. It would be all too easy
to accept the existing status quo. Instead, as this report argues, we
need an intentional approach, with the rule of law as our north star
as we strengthen key alliances and build critical new ones.

The Rt Hon Anneliese Dodds is the Labour MP for Oxford East. She is
the former Minister for Development at the Foreign, Commonwealth
& Development Office (FCDO); and former Minister for Women and
Equalities at the Department for Education
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Dr. Mike Martin MP

Britain faces the very real prospect of being at war in the coming
years. The US-led order that emerged after the Second World War
provided an era of peace and stability unprecedented in modern
history. But the international landscape is undergoing a profound
transformation and the erosion of that order exposes Britain to a
level of vulnerability that should not be underestimated. We must
act with foresight and urgency.

Our response must be both practical and strategic. Britain must
deepen its defence partnerships within Europe, while also engaging
middle powers across the globe that share our commitment to the
international rule of law. We must play a leading role in ensuring
Europe becomes a credible military power in its own right, while
building global alliances that enhance our security and do not
create the vulnerabilities that come through reliance on now
unreliable friends. Crucially, we must guarantee that no single ally
holds critical leverage over our defence posture. Strategic resilience
requires that Britain remain free to act in its national interest under
all circumstances.

But security is not only a question of hard power. True and lasting
stability is built upon fairness, rules, and cooperation. That means
structuring trade agreements so that prosperity is shared. It means
aligning development policy with the goals of conflict reduction and
climate adaptation. It means investing in global public goods, such
as pandemic prevention and health security, which are vital to the
safety of all nations.

Building this future will not be achieved overnight, but strategy
delayed is opportunity lost. If peace is to be sustained, it must be
secured through vision, planning, and action. Britain has the means
-and the responsibility- to lead.

Mike Martin is the Liberal Democrat MP for Tunbridge Wells. He is
Member of the Defence Select Committee and the Joint Committee on
National Security Strategy
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Executive summary

Time to act

There has never been a more important time to
reconsider Britain’s role in the world. While it

has sometimes seemed a distant concern to most
voters, Britain’s foreign policy is not an elitist
“great game’, or a charitable exercise. It must
serve the priorities that matter most to British
people: safety, jobs, inflation, migration.! It must
also be rooted in Britain’s values and its distinctive
contribution, answering the question: what does
Britain stand for?

Britain is the country that introduced to the world
the modern concept of the rule of law. In doing
so, it has helped shape a nation and a world in
which it is now widely accepted that all people
have fundamental human rights. British common
law systems are still the premier law codes for
international contracts and agreements, and have
provided a model of fairness and justice for many
other countries and institutions.?

As a middle power with many important assets,
Britain has benefited greatly from a stable,
predictable world order based on established
rules. Respect for sovereignty has reduced
conflict and kept Britain safe from attack. It has

also reduced irregular migration, which surges
every time there is a war.® Open shipping lanes
and stable trading arrangements have boosted
our exports and reduced inflation. International
agreements on pandemics and climate change are
crucial if we are to reduce the future toll of both
of those global threats.

But today, we live in a world that is increasingly
lawless. Britain’s most important ally has become
unpredictable and now shows scant concern

for the rules it helped create. Meanwhile,

Britain’s adversaries are more threatening

than at any time since the end of the Cold War.
Respect for sovereignty is rapidly eroding.

An era of prosperity - boosted by free trade

- risks collapsing into beggar-thy-neighbour
mercantilism. And cooperation on pandemics and
climate change have been greatly harmed by the
US’s withdrawal from international commitments.*

British interests will suffer significantly from this
growing lawlessness if it is not contained. Already,
our rapidly increasing military budget makes it
harder to find money for public services. There is
public anger about the flow of irregular migrants

Mobility
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(many from conflict zones), a problem that can
only be effectively addressed in cooperation with
Europe. Already, tariffs and threats to shipping

in the Red Sea are harming British exports and
increasing prices in shops.® The world is no better
prepared to face the next pandemic than the last
one. And climate change is already increasing food
prices by harming agricultural production.® These
problems will get far worse if the breakdown of
rules continues to spiral out of control.

In this context, the UK has hard choices to

make. Should it hew to the US, no matter the
consequences for international stability? Might it
seek refuge in European alliances? Or will it try to
muddle through with no clear strategy?

This report affirms that the right choice for
Britain is to secure its long-term strategic
interests by reinforcing its role as a nation
defined by and committed to fairness, stability,
and the rule of law. That means:

* Securing strategic autonomy by ensuring that
the UK does not have any critical dependencies
on a single ally.

* Building a stronger partnership with Europe,
encompassing security, the economy and
international rule-making.

* Leading the way in building a global
middle-power alliance that can change the
calculations of the rule-breakers that are
currently upending the international order and
threatening British safety and prosperity.

The US is not Britain’s adversary and never

should be. Britain should make all possible efforts
alongside others to encourage the US to return to
its historical role as a supporter of international
rules. But in the meantime, Britain must look to its
own interests by building as broad an alliance as

(-O Strategic
Autonomy

Securing

Britain’s ) Partnership

long-term With Europe

interests’ .
Global Middle-

Power Alliance

possible of countries committed to a safer, fairer
world in which Britain can prosper.

This is a long-term vision that cannot be fully
realised overnight. It represents a set of principles
that can provide a consistent North Star for
navigating the inconsistent world in which we live.
Applying these principles rigorously can help the
government determine:

* On security: how should Britain balance its
commitment to Ukraine to battle-readiness
in other theatres? How should it respond
to threats to the sovereignty of Canada,
Denmark or Taiwan? How should it approach
the Middle East conflict, which raises tensions
between backing an ally and upholding
international law?

¢ On trade: how can Britain establish a trade
policy that balances the need for growth with
human rights concerns, security threats, and
regulatory control?

* On development: what is the role of foreign aid,
in an environment of increased threats and
limited fiscal space?

All these difficult questions are discussed in detail
in the report, as we show how the principles

of a “Rules Britannia” can guide policy making.
Tacking towards this North Star will require a
dynamic policy mix that responds to the volatile
geopolitics of our time. However, at the time of
writing, the immediate policy implications of this
report include:

* Britain must follow its recent Strategic
Defence Review with a confidential review of
its military autonomy, taking immediate steps
to ensure operational capabilities without a
critical reliance on any one ally, including the
operation of its nuclear deterrent.

* As Britain grows its military capabilities,
procurement decisions must be based on the
principle of autonomy, and not just on cost
or speed of deployment. This does not mean
having different equipment from every other
military — we should share the designs for
basic equipment like rifles with our allies - but
it means the ability to manufacture, procure,
use and update equipment without a critical
reliance on any one ally.
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Britain should ensure that, as it further
negotiates its trading relationship with the US,
new agreements do not contain provisions
that might limit trade with Europe or
constrain its ability to sign a more ambitious
deal with Europe, which is by far Britain’s
largest trading partner, and is today a more
reliable actor than the US.

Britain should ensure maximum ambition

in its negotiations to turn the “common
understanding” with the EU into a set of legal
agreements - including increasing the scope
of measures to boost trade and deter irregular
migration, far beyond what was announced
in May. Britain should be willing to make
meaningful offers to Brussels to secure this
increased ambition, for example in joining
efforts to police the EU’s borders and process
migrants who arrive in the EU.

Britain should remove housing asylum seekers
from its development budget and work with
other middle powers to rethink international
development spending on the premise of
mutual benefit between donor and recipient.
It should focus the spend on tackling global
challenges such as health security, and climate
change, reducing the risk of conflicts that
endanger Britain and strengthening economic
ties between Britain and emerging economies.

Britain should work with other middle power
allies to co-convene a middle-power summit
in 2026, establishing a broad framework for
cooperation on a wide range of issues among
a “coalition of the willing” committed to
international rules.

8 | Rules Britannia
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I. The need for a new vision

Rules have shaped
Britain’'s success

The principle of a rules-based order, rather than arbitrary power,
has characterised England’s, and later Britain’s constitution since
the signing of Magna Carta in 1215. Many hundreds of years later,
Britain continues to benefit from this legacy.

English common law systems are still the premier law codes for
international contracts and agreements’ and have provided a model
of fairness and justice for dozens of other countries including the
US. They also form the basis of the world-beating legal industry,
which provides a significant amount of export earnings for the UK
(estimated at £9.5bn in 2023?).

Internationally, Britain has a long history of creating and enforcing
rules. For instance, Britain’s global campaign against slavery
grounded in the Slave Trade act of 1807,° and Slave Trade Felony Act
of 1811° proved decisive in establishing respect for human rights as
a fundamental, and enforceable, cornerstone of the international
order, leading to the international Treaty for the Suppression of the
African Slave Trade in 1841."

In more recent times, the UK’s convening power and diplomacy have
been crucial to building institutions like the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO), the United Nations (UN) and the International
Criminal Court, as well as agreements, such as the 1989 Montreal
Protocol®?, which banned substances that were depleting the

ozone layer, and the 1997 Ottawa Treaty®, which banned the use of
landmines." In more recent times, the UK has led decisively on Al,
human rights, and the rule of law, hosting the Bletchley Summit and
Declaration in November 2023."° That was a crucial step towards
advancing the Convention on Artificial Intelligence, which was
signed by over 50 countries on September 2024.'6

These and other achievements have been instrumental in creating
a world of relative peace and stability from which Britain has
concretely benefitted:

Safety: Britain has been safe from direct external attack for over 80
years, more particularly since the German V-2 rocket struck Hughes
Mansions, London, on 27 March 1945 - an extraordinary period of
peace that should not be taken for granted.

Security: A stable international order has reduced the incidence
of inter-state conflict’®, and this has meant more trading partners,
lowering Britain’s risk of terrorism and its level of irregular
migration, compared to a world of greater conflict.”

Trade: Britain’s economy has been propelled by open shipping
lanes and free trade,?® which has enabled the UK to build trade
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I. The need for a new vision

partnerships with markets in every major region of the world and
secure a diversity of imports at lower prices.

Mobility: Backed by a United Kingdom passport, ranked 6 by
the Henley Passport Index, and granting visa-free access to 186
destinations, including Europe’s Schengen Area?, British people
have been able to work and travel in almost every country with
limited friction or threat.

Social Welfare: Since the end of the Cold War, the UK has enjoyed
an economic “peace dividend” by switching funding from defence
towards social welfare. From 2001-02 to 2023-24, real-terms
spending on social protection has risen by roughly 50 per cent,
from about £240 to around £360 billion. Over the same period,
health spending has more than doubled, climbing from around £100
to roughly £220 billion, whereas defence outlays have increased
but only modestly, moving from around £40 to £50 billions.?

Soft power: Britain’s status as a leading nation which supports the
international rule of law has been crucial in Britain’s brand. The
UK has consistently been ranked second or third in the Global Soft
Power Index.” This soft power translates concretely into improved
exports of tourism, education, services and manufactured goods.*

Global goods: Britain benefits directly from many of the shared
benefits of cooperation. For example, the Montreal treaty ended
erosion of the ozone layer, making the environment safer for
everyone, including British people.?> Meanwhile, organisations

like the World Health Organization (WHO) conduct continuous
surveillance of emerging threats.” The resulting shared intelligence
enables all Member States, including the UK, to detect incipient
outbreaks sooner and mount a well-coordinated response.

However, today’s unstable world has already begun to erode the
structures that have led to these benefits:

Conflict in Europe, most notably the war between Russia and
Ukraine, is putting the UK in danger, forcing the reallocation of
taxpayer money away from domestic priorities towards defence.”

Migration has reached levels that a significant part of the British
public no longer considers acceptable®, and there is anger about
irregular migration, which is boosted by conflict in the Middle
East and Sub-Saharan Africa?, as well as poverty and the impact
of climate change. At the same time, the diplomatic fallout from
Brexit has reduced Britain’s cooperation with European partners
to deal with irregular migration, for example by ending the UK’s
participation in the EU’s Dublin III Regulation, which formerly

let the UK return asylum seekers to their first country of entry
and share data through the Eurodac system.*® Meanwhile, the
reductions in overall migration that many voters for Brexit wanted
has not materialised, meaning that migration continues to grow as a
public concern.
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66

However, today’s
unstable world has
already begun to
erode the structures
that have led to
these benefits.



I. The need for a new vision

* Trade has been harmed by threats to shipping lanes such as the
Red Sea, trade wars and sanctions on countries like Russia.®!
Meanwhile Britain’s trade with Europe has been severely
impacted by Brexit. UK goods exports to the EU slipped from
roughly €180 billion in 2016 to €164 billion in 2024, even as EU
sales into the UK climbed to a record €340 billion.**

* Global goods have been eroded by reduced cooperation between
countries. For example: several European countries have
pulled out of the Ottawa Treaty on landmines*; arms control
agreements like New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START)
have been eroded,* increasing the chance of devastating nuclear
war; and action to combat pandemics and climate change have
been damaged by the US’s withdrawal from the WHO,* and the
Paris Treaty.*

In sum, Britain is already being badly affected by the erosion of
the rules-based order it helped to build. In addition to a range of
domestic factors, the breakdown of the international system is
leading to dissatisfaction with established political leadership, and
politicians more broadly.*

Figure 1: Public confidence in the UK government
and parliament is in decline

Public confidence in UK institutions, 1981-2021 [% who
say a great deal/quite a lot of confidence]

60 %
50 % .. .
Civil service
0, .
40 % Parliament
30 % \ o Government

20% N\ Political parties

10 %
0%

1981 1985 1988 1992 1996 1999 2003 2006 2010 2014 2017 2021

Source: Adapted from King’s College London, Policy Institute. Confidence in Institutions.
London: King’s College London, 2021.3
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I. The need for a new vision

A leading middle power
with outstanding strengths

Despite this worrying situation, the UK remains a country with
many outstanding strengths. In the age of empire, Britain was
considered one of the “great powers” - those nations which could
unilaterally shape their environments, and other countries’ policies,
acting unilaterally when desired. But since the Second World War,
Britain’s attempts to operate as a “great power” have fallen flat and
caused it great harm. From the Suez debacle in 1956 to the Iraq war
in 2003, and today in the aftermath of Brexit, Britain has found time
and again that it is not well served by policies that seek to shape the
world at the expense of international agreements and institutions.

Where Britain has thrived, is where it has acted as a leading “middle
power.” Middle powers are nations which accept that they cannot,
or do not want to, shape their environments unilaterally, but have
powerful assets that can be deployed alongside others to create
strong diplomatic agreements. Countries such as Canada, Australia
and South Korea are archetypal self-styled middle powers. These
are countries with no opportunity to act as “great powers” but can
leverage the world-leading assets, which they bring to the table,
enabling them to make alliances from a position of strength. They
are supporters of the international system, because countries of
their size and strength can thrive in a world of rules and alliances,
but are highly vulnerable in a disordered world.

As a nuclear-armed state with a Gross Domestic Product (GDP)

of $3.6tn** and a population of 69 million,*° Britain is far more
powerful than Canada, Australia or South Korea. But even countries
larger than Britain behave like middle-powers, and are wise to do
so. Germany and Japan are more populous and possess bigger
economies than Britain, but since their experience in the Second
World War, both countries have avoided hubristic attempts to assert
great power status, and have acted as middle powers, seeking to
work with others and supporting the international order. This has
allowed them to avoid comparable mistakes to the Suez Crisis, the
Iraq War and Brexit.

Like Germany and Japan, Britain is no ordinary middle power. It is a
leading middle power with unmatched assets:

€ o Britain has the sixth largest economy in the world,*

L. with extraordinary strengths in some of the most high-

ammm=  tech and knowledge-intensive industries, in particular:
pharmaceuticals and life sciences, technology and
artificial intelligence, finance, professional services and

the creative industries.
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I. The need for a new vision

Y/ ~\ Britain is a member of more international alliances and
D groupings than any other country (even since Brexit).
AN It hosts the Commonwealth, is one of the founding
permanent members of the UN Security Council, as well
as being part of NATO, G7, G20, OECD, Council of Europe
and many others.

o Britain is an education superpower, with three of the
W' world's top ten universities* (all of the remaining seven in
the US), and some of the world’s best schools. As a result,
50 current sitting world leaders were educated in the
UK,*® a source of unrivalled diplomatic soft power.

& Britain combines soft power with “hard power”, with the
— fifth-largest military budget in the world,* an armed
= forces that is battle-tested and highly capable, and
exceptional intelligence services.

All these assets mean Britain remains a geopolitical force in today’s
world when it joins with others. But it remains a country that is deeply
threatened by a lawless world governed by far larger nations that seek
to carve out spheres of influence, bullying allies and foes alike.

Hard choices in a
dangerous world

Since the Second World War, the UK’s foreign policy has been
guided by three objectives:

1. European alliances: Britain has sought to secure European
alliances, to protect peace and prosperity in Europe, in a
continuation of the age-old policy of seeking a balance of
powers on the continent.

2. The Special Relationship: Britain has worked to strengthen its
relationship with the US, seeking both military protection and
integration alongside economic growth as a friend and ally of the
world’s most powerful nation.

: Britain has contributed to building a
rules-based global order, to enhance security and free trade,
support the development of poorer countries and ensure
international cooperation to tackle international challenges like
pandemics and climate change.

More often than not these objectives have been mutually
compatible. Britain’s European partners have been strong allies of
the US, and the US has supported Britain’s partnership with Europe.
Europeans and Americans alike have joined with Britain in building

Global Nation | 15



I. The need for a new vision

a rules-based international order that included the establishment
of the UN, and an international financial system that promoted the
free flow of goods and services, first across the Atlantic, and then
the wider world.

There have of course been moments of great tension, where the
demands of America, Europe, and the international system have not
been aligned, such as the Vietnam war and the Iraq war. However,
Britain’s international objectives have never been so incompatible
with the US as they are today.

The current US government has been clear: the EU is an adversary,
not an ally, and in the mind of the Trump administration, the best
place for the UK is firmly outside of Europe, which the US has tried
to encourage through its selective implementation of trade tariffs.

The current US administration has also demonstrated that
international law is a hindrance that is best ignored if it restricts
freedom of action.*® This approach has severely undermined already
weakened international institutions and their ability to constrain
the misbehaviour of states. Permanent gridlock in the UN Security
council, primarily between the US, Russia and China, has reduced
collective security to a performative game of political point scoring.

Meanwhile rulings of the International Criminal Court lie unenforced
and are increasingly ignored,* with the court’s authority directly
challenged by great powers like the US, who not only disagree with
its rulings but openly defy them and respond with threats.*

At the same time international treaties, such as the Paris Agreement
on Climate Change, are increasingly ignored or undermined.*
Despite challenges to health and global prosperity being acute,
major donors, including the US, UK, France, Sweden and the
Netherlands are drastically cutting overseas aid budgets, meaning
there are far less resources available to mediate international
cooperation and tackle humanitarian crises before they create
chaotic floods of refugees.

For now, the UK government has been trying to muddle through,
shoring up its relationship with Europe while choosing to “hug
Donald Trump close”® And while the Starmer government speaks
of internationalism and a commitment to the multilateral order,
the UK has slashed its foreign aid contributions to the international
system and looks set to formalise a long-term reduction to just
0.3% of GNI from 2027.”

Whether the UK likes it or not, the time is coming when hard
choices will need to be made, between standing up for a multilateral
order, or pursuing policies that encourage a “might makes right”
approach to world affairs. Now is the time to determine the
strategic principles which will guide the answers to these questions.
Given the increasingly irreconcilable positions of its closest allies,
the UK faces competing choices:
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I. The need for a new vision

1. Prioritising the US alliance: Britain could see its best hope for
security and growth as a policy of dependence on America.
This strategy has advantages, but it would drag Britain into
supporting the US administration’s campaign against both the
European Union (EU) and the international rulebook. The US
would likely give few concessions to Britain in return. This
policy would expose Britain not only to the changeability of
the current administration but also of the four-year electoral
cycle, which increasingly turns US foreign policy on its head
and renders policy hostage to the domestic divisions in
American society.

2. Prioritising Europe: The UK could throw in its lot with
European partners, prioritising the rebuilding of trading links
damaged by Brexit and improve collective security through a
continent-wide military build-up. This might harm the UK’s
relationship with the Trump administration in the short term
but could improve leverage with the US over the longer term.
The goal would be to be part of a European region that is
united and strong enough to stand up to America, Russia and
China, whenever any of them threatens its interests. However,
with slow growth on the continent, and increasing divisions
between North and South opening up, Europe is unlikely to
provide a platform for economic acceleration or true political
and security integration. Europe will struggle for many years to
reach the level of coordinated hard power that the US, Russia
and China can deploy today. This strategy would also leave
Britain dependent on the European Union, which would reduce
Britain’s agility on the world stage and may involve concessions
to Brussels that are not appealing to the British public.

3. Prioritising the building of a rules-based global order: This
strategy would see a system of rules as Britain’s best protection,
rather than reliance on any one ally. It would begin by seeking
to ensure that the UK has the strategic autonomy to choose
its partners and allies, rather than being dependent on a single
one. Britain would then energetically build alliances with all
countries that share its commitment to international rules.

This strategy would mean getting closer to Europe, both
economically and militarily, but it would go far beyond that, by
building a global middle-power alliance.

The biggest risk today is failing to make a clear decision. This
would be a continuation of government policy to date, which has
attempted to create bridges between increasingly irreconcilable
positions, leaving the UK to make policy which is highly reactive to
events, and does not set out a clear and defined macro goal for its
policy objectives.

Global Nation | 17



Il.
Rules

Britannia
A new
vision for
Britain's role
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The choice is clear. Britain cannot leave itself at the mercy of one
unreliable partner. It should instead participate in the rebuilding
of a rules-based global order, forged by a “middle-power alliance”
This would consist of countries who want to renew and reinforce
the principles of sovereignty, free trade, and cooperation to tackle
international problems.

This vision is premised in the reality that Britain is not alone,

and that there are many countries who are deeply concerned by

the retreat of international rules. There is, therefore, a unique
opportunity to build a new order, and share the burden of policing it
widely. It is a strategy that acknowledges there are limits to Britain’s
power, but rather than advocating an acceptance of a disordered
world, within which Britain cannot thrive, it seeks to patiently build
alliances to which Britain would need to contribute only a little,
but from which it would have much to gain.

This vision builds upon and expands the guidance offered by the
United Kingdom’s Strategic Defence Review of 2025 which states
that Britain’s armed forces should be primarily geared towards
operating in the European and North Atlantic theatres®. And
reinforces the 2025 National Security Strategy’s premise that
nations are “strongest when bound together by a shared purpose”®
Importantly, the pursuit of a middle-power alliance delivers on the
National Security Strategy’s core premise that “British interests

are best served by the preservation of international security and
effective multilateral cooperation on issues from economic stability
to energy policy.™

It is important to recognise that a middle-power alliance is not a
rejection of Britain’s close ties with the US, a vital ally, to which
Britain remains deeply connected culturally, economically, and in
our mutual security. However, it does recognise that the US is no
longer a reliable partner. And it is a partner that we have been - and
continue to be - far too reliant on.

o Strategic
Rebuilding a rules- Autonomy
based order requires
B 6 Partnership
Britain tp apply —Q i Europe
three principles
to foreign policy Global Middle-

Power Alliance

Each of these is discussed in detail in the following sections.
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Strategic autonomy

The UK cannot shape the international system if it does not have
freedom of manoeuvre. This does not mean self-sufficiency in
every product and service. But it does mean ensuring sure that
the UK maintains a fully autonomous suite of military options that
the government can utilise to protect its interests, regardless of
the interests of other states. And it means maintaining a strategic
advantage in key sectors, making Britain an economic partner of
choice for other countries.

Strengthening core defence

The government and most opposition parties acknowledge that the
UK will need to significantly increase its investment in defence to
counter the threats it faces in the years ahead. This is stated in both
the Nation Security Strategy (NSS) and Strategic Defence Review
(SDR), and reinforced by the UK’s commitment to spend 5% of GDP
on defence and security by 2035.% The UK is likely to continue to
commit the bulk of its resources to the NATO theatre in the face

of continued threats from Russia, which requires a high degree of
strategic alignment with European neighbours, and other NATO
members. However, the UK’s primary concern should always be the
security of the homeland, and to maintain the ability of its armed
forces to operate independently to secure the UK from threats
abroad, with or without the coordination of allies.

Ensuring autonomy within defence alliances

As a leading middle power, Britain’s security and defence capabilities
will remain anchored in international relationships, such as NATO and
the Five Eyes network of intelligence services. However, a balance
needs to be struck between membership of alliances and the freedom
to choose when and how to act - and with whom.

The best way to increase autonomy within alliances is to increase the
number of alliances and reduce the dependence on any one partner.
In this regard, Britain is fortunate to already be a member of more
international alliances and groupings than any other nation. These
can, and should, multiply further.

For instance, Britain's recent closer ties with India, through the
signing of a Free Trade Agreement and Defence Partnership India,

lie outside the remit of its traditional alliances, but warming

relations with New Delhi undoubtedly benefit the UK. Likewise,
Britain’s ongoing defence and security partnerships in the Gulf,
where it retains a measure of competitive advantage, are good force
multipliers of British business and defence interests which capitalise
on already strong financial relationships. The UK government
predicts that a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with the Gulf Cooperation
Council could boost UK exports to the GCC by up to £13.8bn or 39.5%
and create up to £3.1billion or 11% growth in UK GDP by 2035.6
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These two examples serve as salient examples which afford Britain
strategic diversity, and which maximise its commercial and defence
relationships in geographies far outside the European theatre.

The risk to Britain’s defence posture, does not stem primarily from

a lack of alliances, but from an over-reliance on one, namely the
“Special Relationship” with the US. In recent decades, procurement,
training and the design of our defence capabilities have all been
carried out under the assumption that Britain and the US will always
act together. This has led to a situation in which serious questions
must be asked as to whether Britain would be able to defend itself
without explicit American support. This situation cannot be allowed
to continue.

National resilience

Alongside defensive capabilities, strategic autonomy requires
national resilience. That means making smart investments in
Britain’s critical infrastructure, particularly technology and energy
infrastructure, which must have sufficient redundancy to survive
the hostility of any other country (not just from Russia and China),
as well as non-state actors and organised criminal networks.

There is already considerable thinking being advanced as to how
to position Britain as more internally resilient, and the NSS 2025
rightly recognises national resilience as a core component to
building a stronger and empowered Britain, which “requires us to
reduce reliance on others - ensuring our supply chains, energy

Figure 2: Europe’s defence relies on American arms

Equipment currently used by EU27, British and Norwegian militaries, broken
down by share made in the US, Europe and the rest of the world [2025]

Fighter jets 51% European
Missile o
Armoured ®

Source: Adapted from Guardian graphic. Data from Stockpile, compiled from the
International Institute for Strategic Studies’s Military Balance 2025 report.
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security and access to critical goods can be maintained even in
times of crisis.™

The more immediate needs of facilities security, protection of
intellectual property, and a secure communications infrastructure
(that reduces reliance on any external actor) are already well
understood by policymakers. In 2020 the UK government
committed to the full removal of Huawei from all 5G infrastructure
in the UK by 2027, and China’s role in financing nuclear power
infrastructure has also come under significant scrutiny, with the
UK buying out China General Nuclear (CGN) from the Sizewell C
plant in 2022, and curtailing CGN’s role in Hinckley Point C. Today,
overreliance on the US should also be considered a critical risk.

Beyond infrastructure, the UK’s need for resilience has implications
for many other policy areas. For example, it requires an industrial
strategy that is aligned the priorities of the national security
strategy. It requires Britain to home-grown talent for critical
industries and implement an immigration policy that important
gaps without losing public consent. And perhaps most importantly,
it requires the public’s faith in politics and society to be maintained
and strengthened.

A joined-up Europe

With sufficient strategic autonomy to craft its own direction, the
UK should work energetically to bring European partners together
in a security, trade and development architecture that supports

a rules-based order, providing a strong bulwark against those
countries that stand against it, and providing a platform for a much
more ambitious alliance.

Britain’s safety and prosperity have always been most deeply
intertwined with that of its European neighbours in the European
Union and the European Economic Areas. They are all “middle
powers” that benefit from multilateralism and the rules-based
order and (with few exceptions, such as Victor Orban’s Hungary)
are all natural allies in its protection and reinforcement. Individual
European powers may become unreliable over time, but collectively,
the continent will always provide a set of natural allies for a Britain
that is guided by rules-based stability and fairness.

Britain’s exit from the European Union dealt a blow to Britain’s
relationships across the continent. Some EU members would
argue that the united European front on security, trade and
development that this report calls for has been deeply undermined
by the UK’s actions over the last decade. Nevertheless, this is fast
becoming water under the bridge, particularly given the EU Reset
Agreement, signed in May 2025. There is now a strategic window
of opportunity to rapidly deepen cooperation on security, trade,
migration and development.

22 | Rules Britannia




Il. Rules Britannia: A new vision for Britain's role

N .
K} European security

There are large overlaps in the threat perception of the UK and
most northern European states,* and the challenges faced by
Russia’s growing military presence are broadly similar. This provides
a good starting point from which to base a more integrated
approach to meeting common defence challenges. With the UK-EU
Defence and Security Partnership now signed there is a pathway for
further integration between the two sides who share “significant
shared interests, adhere to international law, stand united to uphold
and strengthen the rules-based international order, based on the
purposes and principles of the United Nations Charter, and promote
effective multilateralism with the United Nations at its core.™®

Since the end of the Cold War, the UK has demonstrated on several
occasions that it can work together with its European allies in
combat theatres. In the Balkans, Afghanistan and Iraq, UK troops
served alongside their French, German, and Dutch counterparts
(and many others) with relative ease. Questions of interoperability
can be eased via frequency of interaction, and joint exercises. The
commitment of the UK-EU Defence and Security Partnership to
increase interactions between Defence Secretaries at the macro
policy level to semi-annual interactions will also greatly enhance
the ability of the UK to iron out problems of force structure,
procurement and capability assessments to compliment the
challenges of interoperability being faced at the micro-level.

These agreements will not always make the process smooth sailing.
It is worth noting that the EU does not have a long-standing
defence industrial strategy, having only launched its first strategy
in March 2024, some two years after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.
And despite collectively spending close to $300bn on defence in
2023, significant capability gaps remain—Europe lacks ammunition
supplies and intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance
capabilities,®® and presently these capabilities can only really be
filled by the US. Questions of production capacity still linger over
Europe, with the vast majority of defence acquisitions made by EU
members after Russia’s invasion still originating from outside the
EU. The US again proving the largest supplier.®

Other problems include unnecessary equipment duplication, and
integration issues hampered by competing defence bureaucracies
which undermine the ability to produce needed platforms at scale.
European armies should have a single design of basic items like
rifles, which can be manufactured in multiple locations, but would
allow for easier training, sharing of equipment and interoperability
on the battlefield. Instead, every European military has its own
bespoke equipment, hampering the ease and efficiency of working
together. There is much work to be done, although the recent
commitments by allies at the 2025 NATO summit to commit to 5%
defence expenditure® are a signal from most European countries
that they are at least willing to spend the money necessary to drive
capacity uplifts in the near to medium term.
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The availability of financial resources and political will means that
there is now an opportunity for Britain to join, lead and shape

a new defence architecture for Europe that greatly strengthens
Britain’s immediate security, and which also provides a powerful
block of “middle powers” that are intent to use their influence to
strengthen international law. However, nothing is guaranteed.
Only clear-sighted and effective diplomacy over the coming years
will bring this about. There is a significant risk that squabbling
and bureaucratic creep prevent this stronger, better integrated
European defensive alliance from coming about. There is also a
significant risk that it emerges, but with the UK left out of key
decisions. And there is a risk that Europe, having strengthened,
tries to act as a bully on the world stage, mimicking rather than
counteracting the rule-breaking of other powers.

Britain must prevent these risks from materialising, joining up
with a European architecture that is robust, is oriented towards
defending international rules, and within which Britain does not
lose its autonomy to choose when and how it engages.

@ European trade

The European Union is the UK’s biggest trading partner, taking 41%
of Britain’s exports, and it will remain so for the foreseeable future.®
It is therefore of the utmost importance for British jobs, and prices
in shops, that the trade relationship is strengthened. There is an
opportunity over the current parliament to do exactly that. But only
bold and decisive leadership will make it a reality.

In May, the government announced a deal with the EU to make
small but significant improvements to the relationship on several
fronts, particularly to reduce checks on food exports, align

carbon trading rules, and ensure British access to the EU defence
procurement fund. It was claimed at the time that the deal would
add £9 billion to the British economy by 2040, or an average of just
£600 million per year.® However, this is a tiny percentage increase
considering that the UK’s exports to the EU in 2024 reached £358
billion.%> What is more, the deal is only a “common understanding”
and now requires a significant period of negotiation to hammer out
details - some of which may create stumbling blocks that reduce its
intended overall ambition.5¢
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Figure 3: The EU remains the UK’s largest trading partner

UK services exports to EU and non-EU countries (2014-2024) (£ billions)
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Source: Adapted from Trade and Investment Core Statistics Book, Department for Business and
Trade (GOV.UK, last updated 21 August 2025).

It is very welcome that for the first time since the original Brexit
deal was negotiated, there is meaningful movement on both sides
towards agreeing improved trading terms. This can become a
watershed moment leading to large positive economic impacts for
Britain. But that will only happen if enough progress is secured
during the current parliament to ensure that the next government,
from whichever party it is drawn, understands the need to continue
down this path. Trade relationships take many years to establish,
and they thrive on stability. It is therefore imperative that, whatever
the mood music, a direction is set for improved trading relations
with Europe that is not undone in 2029. That kind of momentum
requires far more than the negotiation and implementation of the
limited “common understanding” announced in May.

Of course, the most formidable barrier to strengthening trade with
Europe remains the EU’s requirement that access to the single
market is tied to a set of obligations: on standards, on freedom of
movement and on paying into the European budget. It is not in the
EU’s interest to weaken these requirements to the extent that they
cause agreements with Norway, Switzerland and the like to unravel.
In the short term, the UK government can continue to push as hard
as possible for creative areas of “selective alignment”, including, but
going far beyond those announced in 2025. And in the longer term,

Global Nation | 25



Il. Rules Britannia: A new vision for Britain's role

voters may be more convincible that the cost of rejoining the single
market is worth it for the benefits. This may particularly be the case
as European Union economies continue to converge.

Take the example of Polish migration. Much anger during the
Brexit referendum revolved around the migration of Polish workers
to the UK after it joined the EU in 2004. Poland’s per capita
income, measured at purchasing-power parity (PPP, constant 2021
international dollars) level at that time was only 42% of Britain’s, so
the allure of Britain to Polish jobseekers was very high. But Poland
has grown much faster than Britain in the intervening period and is
now at 83% of UK income levels - around the same as Japan’s.’

Even without Brexit, many migrants would have chosen to go back
to Poland, and it may increasingly become a country that attracts
migrants from the UK. All this means that the underlying case for
membership of the single market may well strengthen over time.
To become a political reality, it then needs to be made energetically
and effectively to a public that already sees Brexit as a mistake.
Recent polling shows that 56% now think it was wrong for Britain
to vote to leave the EU, while only 31% say it was the right decision,
according to YouGov data.®®

Figure 4: Even without Brexit, many migrants
would have chosen to go back to Poland, which
has a GDP per capita comparable to Japan

GDP per Capita [PPP] in the UK, Poland, and Japan [2000-2024]
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United Kingdom, Poland, Japan, 2000-2024.%°
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It is imperative in the meantime that Britain does not allow
negotiations with other partners, particularly the US, to prevent

it from strengthening trade with the EU. Like the “common
understanding” with Europe, Britain’s vaunted “trade deal” with the
US is today only the beginning of a new negotiated relationship,
with the initial agreement only covering a small number of sectors.
Britain’s trade with the US is only a sixth of its trade with Europe.
Given the US administration’s punitive attitude towards the EU,
and the EU’s desire to maintain the integrity of the single market,
there is a significant risk of a wider trade agreement with the US
conflicting with the UK’s ability to sign a more ambitious deal

with the EU, for example due to conflicting requirements to align
regulations. Given the relatively small size of Britain’s trade with
the US compared to the EU, this is unlikely to make economic sense.
It would also increase Britain’s dependence on a country that is no
longer a reliable partner.

@ Migration and development

Whatever the British public think of freedom of movement within
Europe, the political mood in the UK is increasingly aligned with that
in the rest of the continent when it comes to migration from outside
of Europe. Along with an acknowledgment of the benefits of skilled
migration and the growing skill gaps caused by an ageing domestic
population,” with a low birth rate,” there is also deep concern about
uncontrolled irregular migration.” Voters, and therefore politicians,
want to ensure tighter control of borders. This alignment means
that there is a growing opportunity for collaboration with European
partners to stem irregular migration into the UK. When combined
with shared concerns about security, it also opens up the potential
for collaboration on international development.

In a country that sees rules and fairness as central to its identity,
many British people see a deep unfairness in uncontrolled irregular
migration. Cooperation with Europe is essential to reduce the flow -
if France, or another safe country, is not prepared to readmit those
found crossing the English Channel, Britain has little choice but to
process claims at home. As with trade, there is welcome progress in
this area, but current plans are too small-scale to create the kind of
impact that the majority of the country wants to see. Britain’s new
“one-in-one-out” agreement with France is estimated to target up
to 2,600 people per year being returned to France after crossing
the channel, in exchange for the UK accepting a different asylum
claim from an asylum seeker based in France and selected on need.”
This has the element of increasing the fairness of who enters the
UK. The problem is that this number represents only 6% of current
crossings. That means that the chances of not being returned to
France are so high that it is inconceivable that this extra risk would
create a disincentive for people who have already undertaken
substantial risks and costs.

The level of ambition must therefore be significantly increased.
As long as the limit is 2,600 per year, it makes sense for tens of
thousands of people to risk the crossing. But if it were all people

Global Nation | 27



Il. Rules Britannia: A new vision for Britain's role

crossing who were returned, the total number of people crossing would
surely soon fall to almost zero.

What would it take to convince France and other European countries
to help end boat crossings? The UK could offer in return to go beyond
a concern merely for Britain’s own borders but could join with the EU
in helping to police the EU’s borders, reducing the flow of irregular
migrants into the continent, thereby also reducing the flow to the UK.
The EU has a far greater challenge in stemming irregular migration,
given its vastly longer border, including extensive land borders.
Britain’s resources, knowhow and intelligence networks could be a
valuable asset for European partners in that effort.

But stemming migration and reducing security risks that come

with insecure borders cannot be achieved solely by sealing borders,
returning migrants and increasing military spend. International
development spending is a critical tool for stabilizing conflict-affected
countries, reducing the desire to migrate, increasing soft power

and thereby freeing up military resources to focus on threats from
significant adversaries such as Russia.

Foreign aid has already been proven to work in a range of ways that
would reduce the number of irregular migrants attempting to come to
the UK and Europe. Improving basic services like health and education
makes people want to stay where they are. In Sub-Saharan Africa, these
interventions were found to have created a 27% reduction in people’s
intentions to migrate.” When aid stabilises fragile regions and prevents
recurrence of conflict, it reduces future irregular migration, which we
know comes disproportionately from conflict-affected countries. Aid
designed to take on this task has been proven to prevent recurrence of
conflict by up to 36%.” We also know that climate-induced irregular
migration will rise, with predictions that there will be 1.2 billion climate
refugees by 2050.7 Aid is well placed to strengthen climate resilience
that reduces displacement” such as through irrigation and resistant
crops that are vital for people’s lives and livelihoods.

The current race to the bottom on foreign aid across many European
countries therefore directly undermines our ability to stem irregular
migration at source. A joined-up approach that ensures interventions
from aid are delivered at sufficient scale, however, would guarantee
impact and effectiveness, while delivering significant dividends that
secure borders can never bring. Countries with healthy well-educated
populations create export markets for aid donors; lower incidence of
conflict reduces security threats and reduce economic shocks that
impact the global economy; and climate resilience promotes food
security across the world. What is more, the win-win of such aid

for donors and recipients creates stronger partnerships that make
cooperation on shared challenges far easier to mobilise.

With the US’s dismantling of USAID, European countries collectively
now represent the undisputed international development superpower.
Working together, the effectiveness of this tool can be multiplied, and
focused on a coherent set of interventions that benefit Europe as well
as the Global South.
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A global middle-
power alliance

A joined-up Europe can help Britain achieve its goals by reducing
security threats in our most proximate theatres and increasing
trade with our biggest trading partners. But shoring up our
relationship with Europe must only be the starting point for an
alliance of rule makers that is truly global. If Greenland is invaded,™
if Russia continues to seize land in Ukraine,” if China invades
Taiwan®, or when other inevitable if unpredictable crises unfold,
Europe cannot stand alone and expect to thrive. Europe is politically
disaggregated, economically stagnant, demographically shrinking
and simply not big enough to single-handedly reestablish global
security and stability. But it can provide the anchor for a far more
ambitious partnership.

Who might join such an alliance?

A global middle-power alliance should bring together all countries
that are powerful enough to want to shape the international order,
but small enough, and wise enough, to understand that they cannot
do this alone. It should be a home for nations that know that the
best protection for themselves is a set of rules that apply to all.

At the core of such an alliance must be the countries with the
economic or military heft to make a difference, but no one need
be left out. The point is precisely not to be exclusive, but rather to
build as wide an alliance as possible to stand up to rule-breakers.
The aim should be to eventually persuade even rule-breakers to
join, leading to a rejuvenation of multilateralism and a return to
times of stability and peace.

Canada, Australia, Japan, Korea and EU member states are all
natural allies with whom Britain has close relations, and who share
the desire to protect the international order which is now under
threat. Although it will be harder, a middle-power alliance cannot
stop only at the “easy allies” listed above. Important nations from
the Global South must be included - even if it takes far longer to
fully incorporate them. That means Brazil and South Africa, India
and Indonesia, Saudi Arabia and Egypt, Malaysia and Singapore.

Not only would the inclusion of these countries multiply many
times the legitimacy and representativeness of an alliance aimed at
establishing rules. Middle powers of the Global South also possess
critical strategic assets that would enhance the security umbrella
provided by the alliance. Ukraine serves as a perfect example as
to the difficulty of assembling a coalition against hostility when
most of the Global South simply shrugs. Most importantly, greater
economic integration with middle powers of the Global South
provides the best hope of expanding UK trade, providing large,
growing markets for British goods and services, and protecting
Britain from a trade war.
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Britain is proud to be a democracy and encourages democratic
practices amongst its allies. But to be successful in fortifying
international law and serving British interests, a middle-power
alliance must be inclusive of countries that are not democracies.
Gone are the days of Britain trying to shape other countries’
political systems, and it is not necessary for Britain’s interests that
other countries follow its political system. In the international
realm, the principles Britain should champion above all, are the
principles of the international order: respect for sovereignty,
collective security, fair and open trade, support for poor countries’
development, and collective action to tackle threats that cross
borders. However strongly British people may feel about other
countries’ domestic governance, Britain has no legitimacy, no
need, and no ability, to change them. Countries like Saudi Arabia
and Singapore should therefore be welcomed into the alliance,

as long as they continue to support sovereignty, security, trade,
development and collective action.

Raising the cost of rule-breaking

The premise of a middle-power alliance would be that a group of
countries agrees collectively to stand as one against rule-breaking.
All middle powers would agree to impose costs on lawless actors
through diplomatic, economic - and in the last resort, military -
action. That means a far wider group of countries helping to defend
Ukraine and Greenland, but in return it means that Britain could
not stand aside when Canada, Taiwan or the Democratic Republic
of Congo are threatened. Producing strength in numbers requires
each country to shoulder a small burden (consistent with the UK
focusing on the north Atlantic and European theatres), and reaping
gains far greater than its contribution. Most cost-effectively of all,
if a middle-power alliance were clearly and credibly communicated,
the deterrent effect would largely reduce the need for any action.

For middle powers to stand up to the giants of China, Russia, and,
where necessary, the US is no mean feat. Together, the three
countries contain 1.9 billion people, 23% of the world total,® and
their landmass covers 34 million square kilometres, 26% of the
world total according to the World Bank.®? Their economies, at a
combined S50 trillion, represent 45% of global GDP.®* But their_
military spending, at $1.3 trillion per year, is an extraordinary 55%
of world total.®* For a middle-power alliance to be a credible block
on the giants’ aggression, they can no longer punch below their
collective weight in hard power.

Turning that potential into reality requires a generational
repositioning. Middle powers not only need to grow their military
budgets and manpower, as Britain and other European countries
are now doing, but also to reduce their reliance on either the US

or Russia for their weapons supply, training, and other forms of
military cooperation. The US above all, and to a lesser extent Russia
and China, have military bases across the world, hosted by other
countries, which enable their power. To provide an independent
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challenge to rule-breaking, middle powers would have to unwind all
these dependencies.

Only a distributed network of bases, troops, arms manufacturers
and centres of excellence, premised on strict rules and strong
accountability, would provide collective security without the ability
of any single country to bully the others. It is of course not realistic
that all middle powers will have interoperable defence capabilities
in the foreseeable future. However, this could be achieved more
easily in some cases (e.g. between the UK and EU), while in other
cases there could be a level of coordination, without necessarily the
full benefits of interoperability.

All this would be painstaking to build and would take a generation
at least to be fully realised. But there would be big short-term gains
in the signalling effect of demonstrating that countries are prepared
to reshape the international system to better suit their needs, if
the US-led order is no longer functional. This would be a similar
long-term project to the BRICS countries gradually building an
alternative to the US dollar. There is a significant chance that such
moves by middle powers, including many of its closest allies, would
bring the US back to playing a more consistent role over the course
of an electoral cycle. And if this does not happen, then in the long
term, a new international order could eventually be built, providing
a new paradigm for global security.

This is no utopian vision of a world without war. But more
coordination between a group of substantial powers committed to
defending sovereignty and international law would raise the cost of
these actions.

Economic resilience and growth

The second way that a middle-power alliance can benefit Britain
- and its other members - is by creating economic resilience and
growth through an ambitious agenda of free trade agreements,
investment treaties, tax agreements and other integrating steps.
This thickening of ties between middle powers all over the
world can mitigate the effect of the US-driven trade wars that
are upending the global economy. It would make middle powers
more resilient, while spurring innovation and wealth creation,
by combining the unique value advantages of different markets,
whether they be natural resources, high-end technology, an
effective labour force, or high-spending consumers.

While the military power of a middle-power alliance would be
concentrated in a relatively small number of more powerful
countries, the economic benefits could be much wider, reaching all
the way to low-income countries and fragile states. The legitimacy
of a middle-power alliance would precisely be in its inclusivity,

and its rules-based fairness. By linking international development
spending to the wider economic and security partnership within
the alliance, the UK and other high-income members of the alliance
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can knit together a far larger group of countries, increasing the
legitimacy, scale and economic potential of the middle-power bloc.

A new paradigm for migration,
development and cooperation

Beyond security and trade, a global middle-power alliance could
remake the international system in several ways. This is needed in
particular in relation to migration, international development, and
cooperation to tackle global challenges.

On migration, we have an international system for asylum seeking,
which no longer has democratic consent in many countries, and
this is leading to international law increasingly being ignored.
Where it is enforced by the courts, including in the UK, it is turning
politics decisively towards nativist populism. The asylum system
was designed in a world where international mobility limited the
movement of people to numbers far lower than today. It has led to a
situation where a country like Britain is unable to return those who
arrive from a wide range of countries, not just war zones but also
common holiday destinations. A middle-power alliance can provide
a platform for diplomatic negotiation leading to the creation of
new rules that protect the most vulnerable while maintaining
democratic consent.

On international development, the old paradigm through which
high-income countries like the UK have funded development
projects in low- and middle-income countries is being unwound,
both because high-income countries are questioning why they
should be expected to pay and because recipient countries are
questioning whether it really serves their interests. It is certainly
true that much money has been wasted or lost to corruption. And
yet, there is also clear evidence that, in many cases, international
development spending is in the national interest of donors and
recipients.® The system is ripe for reform, focusing spending on
where there is clear evidence of benefit on both sides, and ensuring
that development is based on relationships of trust and respect,
strengthening alliances rather than building dependence. A middle-
power alliance would be well placed to rewrite the rulebook based
on input from countries at all income levels.

On global challenges, like pandemics and climate change, the exit of
the US from the WHO, the Paris Agreement and other critical global
forums is both a challenge, but also an opportunity to create new
arrangements. For example, analysis by the Potsdam Institute for
Climate Impact Research shows how agile groupings of countries
can come together, purely in their own interest, to create clubs
that raise money for climate mitigation, without needing the whole
world to agree.®® A middle-power alliance can be a forum where, in
an age of global disharmony, countries committed to tackling global
challenges can act to protect themselves and each other from the
worst impacts of disease, climate change and other threats.
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How would this differ from
current arrangements?

The principles underlying a middle-power alliance would be the
same as those underlying the United Nations, and multilateralism in
general. But truly global multilateralism is deeply compromised by
the behaviour of some major powers. On matters of war and peace,
the United Nations Security Council has become entirely ineffective
due to the disagreements between its permanent members.

A middle-power alliance is therefore a form of “minilateralism”
which would bring together countries that are prepared to agree to
a set of rules and act in concert — what has sometimes been called
“coalition of the willing” Of course, minilateral coalitions are nothing
new, but a middle-power alliance would be different in two ways:

* It would be global, and not US-led: most mini-lateral groups
either involve the US as an important, even a dominant member
(for example NATO, the G7 and the G20), or do not include
any of the North Atlantic powers (for example the G77 group
of Global South countries, the BRICS+ group, the Russian-
led Commonwealth of Independent States or the Saudi-led
Organisation for Islamic Cooperation). A new middle-power
alliance would not initially involve the US, given the current
administration’s orientation, but would involve countries from
every continent and at every income level.

* It would be multi-dimensional: while many minilateral groupings
focus on specific areas, such as trade (e.g. the Trans-Pacific
Partnership) or security (e.g. NATO), this global middle-power
alliance would work simultaneously on security, trade and
development. That is because the fraying of the international
system has made these issues inextricable - trade has been
weaponised as a tool of aggression, while conflict is in turn
threatening trade. And development spending is a critical tool
for reducing insecurity, boosting trade and binding together
countries from very different income levels.

A global middle-power alliance may eventually need a permanent
secretariat like NATO, or it could have a rotating presidency, with
countries taking it in turn to shoulder the administrative burden

of coordination. But this is not fundamentally an exercise in
institution building. The middle-power alliance should not aim to
replace or reinvent the institutions and practices of truly global
multilateralism, embodied in the United Nations. Only as a last
resort, and after many years of unsuccessful attempts to rescue

the current global institutions, would it make sense to create, for
example, a new trade institution — a WTO of the middle powers - or
indeed a new Security Council of the middle powers. Instead, the
middle-power alliance should aim to bolster global institutions,

by using its collective power, both inside and outside formal
organisations, to bring rule-breakers back to the table and reestablish
international institutions as the locus for international agreement
and action. But it should be prepared to work outside the established
system, where rule-breakers have rendered it dysfunctional.
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Britain's role in building the alliance

Britain cannot lead and shape the world in the way that it once did.
But as a leading middle power with world-beating assets, Britain
can play a powerful role in bringing such an alliance together.
Specifically, Britain can:

Be a source of ideas: driving the discussion about how
international law can be preserved in the context of today’s
breakdown in multilateralism and using Britain’s unique
academic and cultural platforms to bring together thinkers,
policymakers and communicators to convince others.

Drive diplomatic discussions: using the UK’s unmatched diplomatic
network and its membership of various existing groupings, such
as the G7, G20, and Commonwealth, to hold informal diplomatic
discussions, to consult and stress test with other countries the
appetite and potential for an ambitious alliance.

Create powerful moments through summitry: using Britain’s
exceptional convening power and capabilities in organising and
hosting landmark summits to host world leaders to agree and
announce steps towards an alliance.

Use international development spending to widen the alliance:
Britain was, until recently, an international development
superpower. This was not only because of its generous budget,
but also due to its recognised excellence in implementation and
its focus on impact. While spending has been greatly reduced
since the COVID-19 pandemic, from 0.7% to 0.5% of GNI,*” much
could be done to increase the quality of foreign aid, by removing
housing asylum seekers from the 0.3% of GNI budget cap,®® and
focusing foreign aid on multilateral and bilateral efforts that

are conducive to strengthening the international system and
building as wide an alliance as possible.

Play our role as a leading middle power: as an alliance comes
together, Britain can be an effective member, acting alongside
others, contributing its fair share and ensuring others do the
same. In military manufacturing to supply other countries, in
Britain’s own security forces, and in its enviable strengths in key
economic sectors, the UK has a huge part to play.
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Ill. What next? Today's policy priorities

This paper has set a broad direction for British foreign policy
over the long term. It aims to dissuade policymakers from the
tempting path of focusing only on what seems in the short term
to strengthen relations with the US. Helpful as that alliance has
been over the last 80 years, the US is no longer a reliable partner,
and the current administration’s demands often take Britain away
from its partnership with the rest of Europe, and its commitment
to international law and global problem solving. Neither of these
should be jettisoned to suit the whims of one ally.

We also aim to dissuade policymakers from the trap of making no
real choice at all, and thereby allowing international events to shape
our choices, rather than our choices shaping international events.

As a leading middle power, Britain’s interests lie in being part of a
broad alliance that upholds international law. For as long as the US
stands on the side of unilateral action, the abandonment of treaties,
and the permissibility of threats to sovereignty, the world will be

an unpredictable and dangerous place. But seeking preferential
treatment within a system of vassal states to a MAGA Empire will
not secure Britain’s future. We should instead establish clearly, by
word and deed, that the upholders of international rules have the
numbers, the power and the resolve to maintain international order
and increase prosperity through innovation and trade. That will be
the most effective policy, not only for persuading the US to return
to playing a more collaborative role, but also for weathering the
storm if it does not.

Pursuing this direction over the long term will require a dynamic
policy mix that responds to the volatile geopolitics of our time.
However, at the time of writing, the immediate policy implications
of this report include the following:

Immediate steps towards
strategic autonomy

Britain must follow its recent Strategic Defence Review with a
confidential review of its military autonomy, taking immediate
steps to ensure operational capabilities without a critical reliance
on any one ally, including the operation of its nuclear deterrent.

As Britain grows its military capabilities, procurement decisions
must be based on the principle of autonomy, and not just on cost
or speed of deployment. This does not mean having different
equipment from every other military - we should share the designs
for basic equipment like rifles with our allies - but it means the
ability to manufacture, procure, use and update equipment without
a critical reliance on any one ally.
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Prioritising a joined-up Europe

Britain should ensure that, as it further negotiates its trading
relationship with the US, new agreements do not contain anything
that might limit trade with Europe or constrain its ability to sign

a more ambitious deal with Europe, which is by far Britain’s largest
trading partner, and is today a more reliable actor than the US.

Britain should ensure maximum ambition in its negotiations

to turn the “common understanding” with the EU into a set of

legal agreements - including increasing the scope of measures to
boost trade and deter irregular migration, far beyond what was
announced in May. Britain should be willing to make meaningful
offers to Brussels to secure this increased ambition, for example in
joining efforts to police the EU’s borders and process migrants who
arrive in the EU.

Britain should work with the European Union and its members
states to reshape and reform international development spending,
so that it is as effective as possible in promoting the mutual
interests of European donors and recipient countries.

Building a global middle-power alliance

Britain should remove housing asylum seekers from its development
budget and work with other middle powers to rethink international
development spending on the premise of mutual benefit between
donor and recipient. It should focus spend on tackling global
challenges such as health security, and climate change, reducing the
risk of conflicts that endanger Britain and strengthening economic
ties between Britain and emerging economies.

Britain should work with other middle-power allies to co-convene
a middle-power summit in 2026, establishing a broad framework
for cooperation on a wide range of issues among a “coalition of the
willing” committed to international rules.
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