SCOTLAND’S DEFENCE
A Most

Responsible Proposition
W

HEN considering the lessons from the Japanese attack
on Pearl Harbor, Professor Ron Spector of the George
Washington University said, ‘American popular disapproval
for going to war should not have allowed its government
to fail in preparing for one.’ The 2014 independence
Referendum White Paper therefore quite rightly incorporated
a section on the defence of an independent Scotland.

set out to frighten Scots into
believing a vote for independence
would have severed all ties between
Scotland and the rUK. They stopped
short of saying we’d be thrown out
of the Commonwealth but their
message was clear, there would be
a hard border and all trade between
the rUK and Scotland would cease. In
contrast, immediately following the
EU referendum, in which Scotland
had voted emphatically to remain,
Nicola Sturgeon set a much more
conciliatory tone by saying “Let me be
clear about this, whatever happens
as a result of this outcome [Brexit],
England, Wales and Northern Ireland
will always be Scotland’s closest
neighbours and our best friends –
nothing will change that.” As the
close ties between the UK and its
former overseas colonies show, it is
possible for them to be independent
and remain friends.

However, those proposals were described by the UK’s
Minister of Defence (at the time Philip Hammond) as being ‘a
most irresponsible proposition’. I confess I think his analysis
was correct though, as my previous article in iScot explained,
the capabilities of the UK’s defences at that time were in
decline after years of ill-conceived cuts and, in reality, it was
more a case of the ‘pot calling the kettle black’. I don’t want to
dwell on the failings of the 2014 White Paper but it’s important
to clarify why I agree the defence proposals at that time were
indeed ‘a most irresponsible proposition’ but from Scotland’s
perspective.
Scotland inheriting well-used, secondhand assets would
have saddled the country with significant, unbounded
maintenance costs as most spares would have come from
a single source - the remaining UK (rUK). Such a strategy
would indeed have been a most irresponsible proposition
– militarily, financially and with few benefits for Scottish
businesses and employment.

Trade across the border would not
cease. After all, England relies on
importing a significant proportion of its
energy from Scotland and Brexit Britain
will need all the export markets it can
access. However, this article is about
defence of an independent Scotland so
my focus will be on that aspect of any
future relationship.

In my view, Scotland should instead start with a blank sheet
of paper and create the defences that would truly meet
the country’s needs. Unfettered by the need to maintain
and operate within the limitations of legacy equipment or
aspiring to regain some long-abandoned ability to project
power, an independent Scotland could create defence forces
that would effectively defend our country, its assets and its
exclusive economic zone (EEZ), whilst enabling us to play our
part in the collective defence of Europe and the British Isles.
The obvious question of course would be: ‘How could we afford to create credible forces from scratch’? However, before
looking at how that could be done, let’s consider Scotland’s
strategic location, current defence trends and relevant lessons from recent conflicts, and see how other countries,
including the UK, are mitigating their capability / funding gap.
By shedding preconceived ideas that merely replicate how
it’s always been done in the UK, and instead adopting some
novel solutions that capitalize on the latest defence thinking and equipment trends, Scotland could create credible
defences in ways that also boost its industrial base, jobs and
civilian infrastructure. Defence can, and should be, an asset
to the country and not merely a money pit.
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The Threat
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The UK’s perceived military threat is
predominantly from Russia, whose
strategic bombers and naval vessels
armed with cruise missiles would
suffer significant losses if they tried
to approach the British Isles from the
east, where they would encounter
NATO and Swedish defences long
before reaching the UK. Their likely
option would therefore be to approach
the British Isles from the north,
which is presumably why the UK has
stationed 60% of its Typhoon fighters
in Scotland.

Much of Europe’s trade with the rest of
the world is by sea, so ensuring the free
movement of commercial shipping is
essential. The receding polar ice cap
has opened the Northern Sea Route
from the Pacific along Russia’s north
coast to Europe and the Atlantic. This
has reduced the distance, time and
shipping cost by a third compared to
the Southern Sea Route via the Suez
Canal, ensuring the Northern Sea Route
will inevitably grow in importance. Scotland sits strategically at the Atlantic
end of this route and, in defence terms,
is therefore at the UK’s and western
Europe’s front door. Scotland also provides the eastern pillar of the Greenland
/ Iceland / UK (GRIUK) Gap, whereby
Russian attack submarines access the
North Atlantic to seek out and track
NATO naval assets and, in wartime,
to destroy those assets and interdict
Europe’s sea lines of communication.

Type 23.
Photo credit: MOD

Point Class Ro-Ro (roll on - Roll off) Ferry.
Photo credit: MOD

Scotland and the Remaining UK
Controversially to some Scots, there
would be benefits to Scotland in allowing the rUK’s Typhoon fighters and maritime patrol aircraft (MPA) - when they
eventually arrive - to continue operating
from Lossiemouth. Those aircraft would
not increase the risk of Scotland being a
target in wartime. Because of Scotland’s
location and strategic importance to
NATO (whether we’re a member or not),
an attacker would want to deny NATO
access to Scottish bases even if the
country had chosen the path of neutrality. By allowing those Typhoons and
MPA to continue defending the rUK’s
front door, they would also be contributing towards Scotland’s defence.
Lossiemouth could be operated in the
same way as the US Air Force currently
uses some bases in England, such as
RAF Mildenhall. Scotland would of
course own Lossiemouth but Scottish
air defence fighters would operate from
other bases.
Scotland has made clear its opposition
to the UK’s nuclear deterrent being
based at Faslane and its associated
facility at Coulport. Furthermore, the
decommissioned nuclear submarines
currently moored in Rosyth, with no
satisfactory explanation as to how they
will be safely disposed of, are equally
unacceptable to the majority of Scots.
Both Faslane and Rosyth are close to
Scotland’s largest centres of population
and any accident could result in dire
consequences for many Scottish
people.
It has been proposed that Faslane
would become the Scottish Navy’s
main operating base. Presumably, it

would continue to welcome visiting vessels for port visits and
training exercises. It could continue to provide a home for the
NATO Submarine Rescue System (NSRS) and its associated
personnel and, should Scotland join NATO, it could continue
to host the major naval exercises run from there each year by
the Royal Navy’s Flag Officer Sea Training (FOST) personnel.
The US Navy has recently created a new unit responsible for
its unmanned underwater vehicles (UUVs). Basing some of
those UUVs at Faslane would put them close to the GRIUK
choke points Russian submarines must transit through on
their way to and from the Atlantic.
As explained earlier, the 2014 White Paper proposal to inherit
two Type 23 frigates would have saddled Scotland with
unbounded costs for spares and maintenance of vessels that
were already about 30 years old. On the basis that Scotland’s
requirement was to defend assets within its EEZ and not to
project power further afield, it could be argued there was no
need for such vessels.
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Furthermore, the Type 23’s Harpoon anti-ship missiles were
designed for engaging targets in open water and not in littoral
waters amongst Scotland’s many islands or its offshore oil
fields. For naval defence, Scotland would require a missile
that could autonomously search for specific targets without
attacking oil rigs or being seduced towards land. Ideally,
such a missile (or its variants) could be launched from
naval vessels, aircraft, helicopters and land-based mobile
launchers. A containerised version would allow significant
operational flexibility and complicate an opponent’s task
of locating and destroying the launchers, especially if they
were disguised as commercial shipping containers. A limited
number of launch sites would be needed to provide cover for
the whole of Scotland’s EEZ thereby contributing towards
what is known as Anti-Access / Area Denial (A2/AD) and,
unlike frigates, you can’t sink land-based launchers.
A boost for Scottish shipbuilding
Instead of inheriting old vessels approaching their ‘sell by
date’, Scotland should instead invest in building new vessels
in Scottish shipyards. The UK has made it clear that if
Scotland were to become independent, its shipyards would

no longer be used for building the Royal Navy’s warships,
though Scottish yards could still bid for building support
vessels for the Royal Fleet Auxiliary (RFA). However, even
without independence, it is clear from the Type 26 and Type
31e debacle that the UK is already taking away work promised
to Scotland and recent RFA vessels, such as the Tidespring
Class, were built in South Korea. In reality, the UK’s National
Shipbuilding Strategy makes it clear there is already an
intention to reallocate at least part of the naval shipbuilding
promised to the Clyde to English yards. The recent order
for three of the promised Type 26 frigates was more about
unlocking opportunities to sell the design to Australia,
Canada and possibly the USA, than about keeping any longdiscredited vow. Only confirmed orders for all eight Type 26s
and five Type 31es would regain the trust of the shipbuilders
on the Clyde who have tired of broken promises.

New capabilities to exploit

By adopting a strategy of building new vessels, Scottish
shipyards would be assured of naval work that would allow breathing space whilst they develop new commercial
markets. It would be false to claim that European yards can’t
compete with the Far East when Finland, Germany and Italy
in particular, all with high labour costs, are world leaders in
building high-quality cruise ships. Currently their order backlog dwarfs the value of the few orders placed by the UKMoD
with Scottish shipyards in recent years. There is no commercial reason why Scottish shipyards can’t be regenerated to
their former glory and building its own naval vessels would
provide Scotland with a foundation for that success.
If this policy were adopted, what ships would a Scottish navy
require? In my opinion not two old frigates and a command
ship to tell them what to do! There are excellent naval
offshore patrol vessel (OPV) and corvette designs available
from the UK and a number of other countries that could
be built in Scotland. The UK’s Batch 2 River Class OPVs
currently being built on the Clyde are costing as much as
some countries pay for their corvettes and small frigates so
the competition would need to involve more cost-effective
options. Like the rUK, we should build our own naval ships in
Scottish-owned yards.
Limiting length to about 110 metres would still allow such

vessels to be armed as effectively as
some frigates. For example, the 80
metre German Fassmer naval OPV can
be armed with a main gun, anti-ship and
surface-to-air missile (SAM) launchers,
a small surveillance drone, autonomous
underwater vehicles, active and
passive sensors, defensive electronic
warfare systems, a command system
and communications including a realtime ‘sensor-netting’ system to bring
together radar data from geographically
dispersed ships, aircraft and land-based
sites into a single integrated air picture,
and the Link 16 datalink, which is the
most modern NATO standard. The
Link 16 datalink allows the vessel to be
integrated with other vessels, landbased anti-ship missile and SAM sites,
and fighter and surveillance aircraft
providing them with a protective,
air-defence umbrella. Many of those
systems could be built under licence in
Scotland to more than compensate for
any lost UKMoD orders. Use of ‘sensornetting’ and Link 16 would enable
Scotland to adopt the latest US Navy
tactic of Distributed Lethality, whereby
widely dispersed assets can fight as one
whilst making it more difficult for an
opponent to detect and destroy every
asset in a single attack.
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In recent years, there have been a
number of key developments that are
changing the ways countries defend
themselves. Unmanned vehicles, be
they air, land, surface or underwater, are
transforming many aspects of warfare.
It’s well known that armed drones
are being used extensively by many
countries and the US Air Force now
trains more drone pilots than aircraft
pilots. Unmanned vehicles are being
used in many other roles. For example,
forces manning isolated outposts
in Afghanistan were sometimes
resupplied using KMax autonomous
helicopters, which were capable of
delivering about 2,270kg (5,000lb) of
cargo per flight. The K-Max proved the
feasibility of autonomous resupply
missions without exposing manned
helicopters to anti-aircraft fire.
Autonomous underwater vehicles already provide underwater survey, mine
warfare and persistent monitoring of
areas of interest and, in the not too distant future, they will be able to covertly
locate and trail submarines and ships.
Unmanned surface vessels are being
used by some countries to patrol offshore oil fields and harbours, with the
ability to neutralize threats if required,
using non-lethal and lethal means.

for Scotland. If Gripens were tasked
to intercept and shadow a longrange aircraft approaching Scottish
airspace, tanker drones - or relatively
small manned AAR aircraft - could be
sent to support them to extend their
endurance.
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Another area where there is considerable potential is using swarms of drones
to overwhelm otherwise well-defended
opponents. Some countries are also
experimenting with exploiting the synergy of linking manned and unmanned
platforms. In future, such technologies
will permit relatively small countries
to defend themselves more effectively
against well-armed opponents in what
is termed asymmetric warfare. Unmanned platforms should definitely play
an important part in the defence of an
independent Scotland. They are relatively cheap and many could be built
here. Furthermore, when not needed in
a defensive role, some types of drone
could be used for persistent monitoring of our EEZ and in civilian roles, such
as aerial survey, oil rig surveillance and
fishery protection.

subsequently converted into a luxury cruise ship and still
provides tours around the isles as the Hebridean Princess.
More than 50% of the ships in the Task Force sent to retake the Falkland Islands from Argentina were so called
‘ships taken up from trade’. The UKMoD currently leases
four Point Class Ro-Ro (roll on / roll off) ferries to provide
heavy sealift of equipment and stores and the US Navy
is chartering a maritime support vessel from the Maersk
civilian shipping company.
A long-term lease or charter contract could be let by
Scotland on the basis that the vessels could be operated
commercially in peacetime crewed by Sponsored Reserves,
but available at relatively short notice for disaster relief,
humanitarian aid, or for naval use in times of tension or war.
Sponsored Reserves would work as civilians on the vessels
in peacetime but would be transferred to a military role
with their vessel should they be required for disaster relief,
humanitarian aid or defensive action. Any such lease or
charter contract should also require the civilian operating
company to build the vessels in Scottish shipyards.
Two classes of vessel could be leased to cover different
peacetime infrastructure needs and wartime roles. One class
would be large Ro-Pax (roll on / roll off passenger) vessels
with flat deckspace aft for use as a helicopter platform
in wartime, and sufficient lane-metres of vehicle space
below decks accessed via a ramp to facilitate loading and
unloading. These vessels could provide direct commercial
ferry links from Scotland to mainland Europe and maybe
Ireland, and be available for naval logistics in wartime.

Logistics and leasing
Scotland could lease or charter
logistics vessels to be used primarily
in peacetime to augment civilian ferry
services and, in wartime, some of those
vessels could be adapted for naval
operations using containerised role
equipment and weapons.
There are precedents in the UK and
USA for such a strategy. In the 1960s,
the Secretary of State for Scotland purchased three vessels to provide sanctuaries for members of the UK Government in the event of a nuclear war. The
true purpose of the top secret project
(called the Python Plan) was hidden in
plain sight by chartering the vessels to
David MacBrayne Ltd for use as ferries
serving the Hebrides and Western Isles.
One of those vessels, the Columba, was
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The other class would be small, high-speed vessels such as
the Austal 72 metre HSSV (High Speed Support Vessel) that
recently entered service with the Royal Navy of Oman. These
vessels are built to naval standards and have ample space
and loading ramps for use as commercially viable ferries.
When re-roled using containerised systems in wartime, they
could provide mine warfare and logistics support, antisubmarine warfare (ASW), act as drone motherships, be
armed for inshore operations as patrol vessels, or provide
highly mobile launch pads for longer range anti-ship missiles
to assist in enforcing an A2/AD policy.
Operating such high-speed catamarans as ferries during

the worst of the winter weather would have its limitations.
However, the existing ferries could operate year round
and be augmented during the calmer months using the
high-speed catamarans. Such high-speed catamaran
services already operate between the mainland UK, Ireland
and France during the summer months. For a significant
proportion of the year Scotland’s islands could enjoy
enhanced ferry links to the mainland. Again, it should be
a requirement of the contract that the majority of these
vessels be built in Scottish shipyards.

Financing options
There are numerous other land, sea
and air roles to be addressed but in
this article there isn’t room to cover
everything and it’s important now to
show how these proposals could be
financed affordably. Various articles and
papers have been published suggesting
annual Scottish defence budgets as low
as £1.5 Billion. Such a budget could not
finance the defences Scotland’s people
and assets would require.

In this article, there isn’t space to fully discuss how this
strategy could be used to improve Scotland’s peacetime air
and land logistics whilst augmenting its air and land force
capabilities in wartime. However, the concept is sound and
there is absolutely no reason why Scotland’s military should
have wholly-dedicated assets in logistics roles when, with
some creative thinking, those same assets could improve the
country’s infrastructure in peacetime. In particular, operating
those assets into areas where modern infrastructure would
otherwise not be commercially viable would be of benefit
to the more remote areas in the Highlands and islands. As
explained earlier, Scotland’s defences should be an asset to
its population, rather than a money pit.

At present, Scotland contributes a
little over £3 Billion to the UK’s annual
defence budget. With that level of funding, an independent Scotland could
aspire to the level of defences that
would genuinely provide it with serious
protection. The doubters will of course
point out that at least in the early years
of independence, Scotland would struggle to afford such a defence budget, but
that conveniently ignores the fact there
are established defence procurement
and funding strategies that, if adopted,
could redress any shortfall.

Air defence
For its air defence, Scotland could not justify the expense
of operating aircraft such as the Typhoon. Also the Typhoon
must operate from larger airfields, such as their current base
at RAF Lossiemouth. Scotland has many smaller airfields that
could operate an aircraft such as the Saab Gripen but not a
fully-armed Typhoon. The Gripen carries less fuel and fewer
weapons than a Typhoon but could, for example, operate
from a small airfield such as Baltasound in the Shetlands,
which is almost 200 miles closer to the northern threat axis
than Lossiemouth. Furthermore, in the near future, it should
be possible for a Gripen to designate targets for anti-aircraft
missiles fired from other aircraft and land or naval-based
launchers to compensate for its smaller weapons load.
The US Navy currently has a requirement for tanker drones to
be in service by the early 2020s to provide air-to-air refuelling
(AAR) for its carrier-based aircraft. A cheaper land-based
version of such a tanker drone might be an affordable option

A case could also be made to purchase
some surface-to-air missile (SAM)
systems to provide layered defence of
critical land targets and inshore naval
operations. Priority should be given to
purchasing SAM systems that could
be integrated with the fighter aircraft’s
fire control radar to further enhance
Scotland’s integrated air defences and
Distributed Lethality strategy. Aircraft
having a third party targeting role could
provide an over-the horizon capability
for intercepting low-flying aircraft
and cruise missiles beyond the radar
horizon of ground-based or naval fire
control radars.

At present,
Scotland
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the UK’s annual
defence budget

Whatever defence budget an
independent Scotland might allocate,
one principle should be set in stone
from the outset. Once a defence budget
has been approved, it’s imperative that
for a set period of time (a minimum of
5 years and ideally 10), it should not be
cut. The UK’s constant tinkering with
its defence budget has created many of
the financial, capability and personnel
retention problems it now faces.
Contract change or cancellation fees
are invariably set by the supplier and
are always punitive. Scotland should
set a budget and taut specifications for
projects and stick to them.

detected close to the UK. The NATO
Deputy Secretary General Rose
Gottemoeller said of teaming: “This
multinational cooperation through
NATO is a clear way for countries to
significantly improve their armed forces
while ensuring the greatest value for
money for their taxpayers”.
Personnel
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Scotland would not need to own all
of its equipment. The UK leases its
offshore patrol vessels, Point Class
Ro-Ro ferries, harbour support vessels,
land logistics vehicles, Voyager air-toair refuelling tankers and a number of
other systems. Some countries lease
their Gripen fighters with an option to
purchase them at a later date. Scotland
has a vibrant financial sector that could
be contracted to broker such deals,
thereby partially addressing their concerns about losing business with the
rUK following independence.

Non-European Union (EU) countries
require overseas defence equipment
suppliers to provide inward investment
by way of a system called Offsets. In
the case of Norway, the required level
of Offsets is 100% of the contract value.
When Sweden offered its Gripen aircraft
to India, they offered 110% in Offsets.

NATO Submarine Rescue System. Photo credit: MOD

Each country requiring Offsets decides how the money is to
be used. Some put it into education whilst others require it
to be invested into infrastructure projects, manufacturing,
health, job creation, defence, research, etc. The point is that
it’s the customer that makes the rules and it’s for suppliers to
decide whether they wish to pay the Offset or walk away from
the potential contract. Obviously, a country with £30 Billion
to spend is a far more attractive business proposition to the
supplier than one spending only £3 Billion. If Scotland were to
recover only 50% of its defence budget in Offsets, the annual
net cost of defence goes down to the £1.5 Billion favoured by
others whilst providing the enhanced defence capabilities a
higher gross budget would allow.

If, instead of looking at just the money
available on independence day, or
an annual defence budget of, say, £3
Billion, we take a 10-year view, the
accumulated total would become £30
Billion. That’s serious money in anyone’s
language and would attract suppliers
(and countries) wanting to do business
with Scotland, resulting in us having
significantly enhanced bargaining
power. The doubters and naysayers will
be scoffing at the very suggestion but
hang in there!
A country with
£30 Billion to
spend is a far more
attractive business
proposition to the
supplier than one
spending only £3
Billion

The other important question to
answer is how to ensure Scotland has
sufficient personnel to meet its security
commitments. Without going too
deeply into this, there are basically four
ways of maintaining adequate numbers
of personnel: 1. Recruiting and retaining
a core number of full-time personnel;
2. Reserves, made up of a mix of
recently retired personnel and civilian
volunteers; 3. Sponsored Reserves,
who are particularly suited to civilian
jobs that become military positions in
wartime; 4. Conscription, a contentious
subject to some people but in Finland,
where conscription is compulsory,
about 80% of the adult population feel
it’s good for their country. Each of these
options could be the subject of an
entire article in their own right so they
will not be dwelt on here.

On the face of it, there’s nothing in such a system for the
supplier but in reality there’s rarely a shortage of companies
willing to pay Offsets. The way it usually works is that the
customer country decides the budget for a project and the
bidders propose how they would invest the Offset. One option might be for them to take a share in a business in the
customer’s country, such as say a 49% share in a shipbuilder.
The investment allows the shipbuilder to invest in greater
capabilities, which generates increased orders and jobs. The
value of the initial Offset investment was calculated on the
original value and order book of the company they invested
in. However, when their investment facilitates growth and
increased sales the value of their 49% stake increases. To the
overseas supplier there is of course a risk that the value of
their stake will go down but, if they’ve got it right, not only is
the value of their stake increased but they also get a share of
the higher profits of the shipbuilder and everyone wins.
If an independent Scotland were to become an EU
member, it would not be able to require Offsets. However,
EU countries get around this issue by making the inward
investment voluntary. The UK calls its voluntary system
a ‘defence-industrial agreement’. Of course, the overseas

supplier might not honour such a voluntary system but, if
they did that, countries would hesitate from doing business
with them in the future as the word got around. There is also
the possibility that should an independent Scotland choose
to apply for full EU membership, we could negotiate a period
during which we could require Offsets to permit a rapid
build-up of our forces, which in return would benefit the
collective defence of Europe.

Conclusion
It is a fundamental duty of any responsible government to provide adequate defences to protect its people and assets.
Scotland can achieve ‘a most responsible’ and affordable defence solution by
not seeking to create a miniature set of
UK defence forces. By thinking laterally
about solutions to its needs and using
a mix of lease / purchase, Offsets, bartering, EU or NATO funding and teaming, and adopting the latest defence
technologies, tactics and strategies, the
‘most responsible solution’ can be both
affordable and up and running in quick
time after independence.

Offsets and leasing are not the only novel ways of avoiding
paying everything up front. Some countries offer to purchase
defence equipment by bartering an agreed amount of a commodity they have a plentiful supply of, rather than paying hard
cash. At least one country in the Far East prefers to pay using
Palm Oil and, in early 2017, Russia offered to supply its latest
Sukhoi fighters to Indonesia in exchange for natural rubber.
In Scotland’s case, it might be that payment could be offered
by way of an agreed amount of crude oil, the oil company
perhaps being incentivised to supply the oil at a preferential
rate through a partial tax break on part of its production.
If an independent Scotland were to become a member of
the EU, it would be eligible to apply for loans under the EU
Internal Security Fund (ISF) and the European Defence Fund.
For example, the EU recently funded the supply of patrol
boats for Malta.
If Scotland were a member of NATO, additional assistance
options might become available. The country could also
join NATO teams, such as the European tanker aircraft team
created by the Netherlands and Luxembourg that Germany,
Belgium and Norway signed a Declaration of Intent to join in
early 2017. The tanker team has already ordered two aircraft
and could ultimately have eight. NATO countries have also
provided military assistance to Estonia, Lithuania and Iceland,
and even the UK has benefitted when it needed maritime
patrol aircraft to locate and track Russian submarines
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Defence was one of the major concerns
of voters in September 2014. ‘A most
responsible solution’ in any future
referendum would mitigate those worries by showing voters how an independent Scotland would defend itself
adequately and affordably. Ironically,
a well-defended Scotland working in
harmony with the rUK would be a great
asset to them, Europe and NATO. It
would definitely outperform the current
situation where a significant proportion
of the UK’s assets are likely to be away
projecting power elsewhere, leaving the
northern EEZ largely undefended and
the few UK naval assets berthed in English Channel ports requiring 24 hours to
reach Scottish waters.

