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European Atlantic Group – Defence Working Group: Discussion Paper 

Tanks versus Horses ll – what does the future look like, and how should the UK & NATO respond? 

Summary: This paper is intended to stimulate discussion & lead to some key questions, which can yield 

some pertinent policy recommendations to be advocated to policy makers and opinion formers. 

Propositions: The pace of change in the defence and security arena is being driven by technological 

change. In the 1920s a similar scenario led to much discussion about what lessons had been learnt from 

the Great War. Were Tanks really going to displace the shock troops of the battlefield, the cavalry?  

• In the 21st century, the UK, and its NATO Allies, face the dilemma of how to respond to the pace 

of technological change; where to place our bets? Western democracies do not have the ability 

to prioritise defence spending at the expense of other calls on the public purse. 

• The ‘Western way of war’ as exemplified by the US campaigns in Iraq in Gulf War 1, showed that 

in a conventional war, the US & its allies would prevail. The lesson has not been lost on China and 

Russia, who have both adopted their own way of warfare. Insurgency in Iraq & Afghanistan has 

worn down the patience of western opinion, just as with the Vietnam War in the 1970s. 

• The advent of Hybrid warfare has not put an end to ‘conventional’ warfare. China and Russia 

continue to invest in fast jets, tanks, aircraft carriers, artillery etc.  

• The advent of Cyber enabled offensive campaigns means that much of the west’s technological 

advantage can be neutralized, simply by disabling command and control networks. Access to 

satellite communications enables the use of precision guided munitions that rely on GPS 

navigation. Denying the use of space will also affect the ability of the west to observe and 

communicate, and to deliver precision strikes.  

• The majority of communications goes via fibre-optic cables which run along the sea bed. If these 

cables are cut, a modern economy can suffer enormous damage. 

• Investing in autonomous systems means that personnel need not be exposed to the most hostile 

environments, but this requires funding. Personnel will still be required to hold ground and to 

operate the platforms, such as warships, to enable sea lanes to remain open.  

• An enemy can target the will to fight, by waging an information campaign designed to weaken the 

resolve of a population and the political leadership. This could mean that coalition partners might 

not be willing to commit troops and resources to a campaign their public may not support.  

 

The European-Atlantic Group 
An apolitical interest group registered as a Trust in 1954 with Parliament 

 

https://eag.org.uk/


2 
 

• The domain of defence policy now embraces Homeland Security, as well as Resilience in the face 

of attacks on Critical National Infrastructure (CNI). Threats to security derive from terrorists, some 

self-radicalized; failing states that harbour terrorist groups – such as Jihadists. Hostile states may 

also seek to use coercion and Hybrid campaigns to achieve their aims.  

• Deterrence now covers many domains – deterrence at any level must be credible; forces must be 

capable. 

Considerations: Any Secretary of State for Defence must balance competing factors: the operational 

utility of the country’s armed forces, budgetary pressures, Alliances and the wider benefits to society from 

investment in high technology and skilled personnel. 

• To be credible, the UK’s military force must be a reliable partner and ally. This means being ready 

on ‘Day 1’.  

• The UK’s geography suggests a well-resourced Navy, capable air force to assist with power 

projection and a well-balanced army which can make a difference either in coalition operations, 

or in operations where the UK acts alone. 

• To be credible as a NATO ally, the UK must be capable of operating against hostile states with 

well-equipped forces, across all domains. 

• Adequate resources must be invested in emerging technology: Directed Energy Weapons, 

Hypersonics, Artificial Intelligence and autonomous systems.  

• The Home base must be secure and society resilient in the face of cyber-attacks, or disinformation 

campaigns. 

Questions for discussion: What should the UK’s armed forces look like in the future & how can it best be 

prepared for future conflict? 

• How best can the UK use its convening power as a member of the UN Security Council, NATO, the 

Commonwealth, to promote ‘western values’ in the face of the Chinese Belt & Road Initiative: 

what role can defence diplomacy & partnerships play?  

• How much ‘Military Force’ does the UK need? 

• Can a balance be struck between existing ‘heavy’ forces and light forces? 

• How will autonomous systems be controlled?  

• Should the UK concentrate on defence of the Homeland, territorial waters and airspace? 

• How best can the UK balance its ‘soft power’ and its military capability to safeguard the UK’s 

national interests?  

• What balance should be struck between full-time regular forces and reserve forces? 

• Can the UK support three separate armed services, or can a unified Armed Forces Command 

generate credible and capable operational forces, while training resources are combined to 

achieve greater efficiency?  
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