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AT A GLANCE

● Setting the Standard for European Defense Spending: The 
UK is Europe’s second-largest defense spender at $94.3B and one 
of the only NATO countries consistently above 2% since 2014.

● Showing Strength During Biden’s Weakness: The UK was 
first on virtually every Ukraine aid escalation threshold that 
mattered. It was the first Western donor of main battle tanks, 
first donor of long-range cruise missiles, and its NLAW deliveries 
at the invasion’s start were decisive during the Battle of Kyiv.

● Undercutting US Forces After Decades of Solidarity: The 
UK actively undermined Operation Epic Fury by initially refusing 
US basing requests, then restricting Akrotiri to defensive-only 
use after an Iranian drone strike, and ultimately excluding it from 
further US strike operations. This is a significant operational 
failure from the ally Washington has historically relied on most 
when decisive action is required to ensure peace. 

Toplines
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FORCE STRUCTURE AT A GLANCE
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This radar chart compares a country's force structure to the Non-US NATO median (data from IISS’s 2026 Military Balance) across six capability 
areas: Land Combat (tanks, IFVs), Active Personnel (total active-duty troops), Naval Combat (submarines, destroyers/frigates/corvettes), Air & 
Missile Defense (long/medium-range SAM systems), Air Combat (4th-gen+ combat aircraft), and Fires (artillery, rocket launchers). Scores are 
weighted, with modern platforms counted fully and legacy platforms counted at reduced weight. 
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MILITARY CONTRIBUTIONS
The United Kingdom is Europe’s second-largest defense spender at $94.3B in 2025. The 
UK is one of the only non-US NATO countries consistently above the 2% floor, reaching 
2.40% of GDP in 2025. Starmer announced in February 2025 a rise to 2.5% by April 
2027, with the 2025 Spending Review projecting defense funding growth from £62.2B in 
2025/26 to £73.5B in 2028/29. The UK committed to the Hague 3.5%+1.5% framework 
by 2035. The central concern is delivery: the Strategic Defence Review’s (SDR) 
modernization ambitions—Dreadnought SSBNs, SSN-AUKUS, GCAP, carrier strike, 
long-range fires, air and missile defense, and munitions production—are considerably 
larger than the near-term fiscal envelope, and the upcoming Defence Investment Plan is 
meant to translate SDR objectives into funded procurement, though it remains 
unpublished at the time of writing.

Defense Spending Level
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https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/articles/news/2025/08/28/defence-expenditure-of-nato-countries-2014-2025
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/spending-review-2025-document/spending-review-2025-html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-strategic-defence-review-2025-making-britain-safer-secure-at-home-strong-abroad
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2026-06-10/debates/DA392024-5FAF-486E-9EC1-508DB9AF8B57/DefenceInvestmentPlan
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MILITARY CONTRIBUTIONS
The UK’s equipment share has held relatively stable with modest yet 
consistent growth each year, reaching 38% in 2025. The absolute 
investment behind that share is substantial given the UK’s $94B 
defense budget. Key programs driving current equipment spending 
include Dreadnought SSBNs under construction, 48 F-35Bs completed 
with F-35A dual-capable aircraft ordered, GCAP development funded 
at ~£6B, and Challenger 3 upgrades for 148 tanks. Equipment share is 
rising as munitions investment accelerates.

Equipment Share
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https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/articles/news/2025/08/28/defence-expenditure-of-nato-countries-2014-2025
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MILITARY CONTRIBUTIONS
The UK’s personnel cost share has fallen steadily from ~35% in 2014 to ~29% by 2025, 
reflecting budget reallocation toward equipment as the overall defense budget has grown. 
Active personnel have declined sharply—from ~170,000 in 2014 to ~140,000 by 
2025—a reduction that has drawn sustained criticism as the army approaches what 
many analysts consider the minimum viable size for a major military power. The UK SDR 
acknowledged the problem directly, committing to halt further reductions and grow the 
army to at least 76,000 by the next parliament, from a current low of roughly 70,600. 
Recruitment has been persistently below target across all three services, with the army 
falling short of annual intake goals for multiple consecutive years. The SDR framed 
rebuilding “the whole force” as a central priority, stating that “the size and readiness of 
our Armed Forces must match the threats we face.”

Manpower & Recruitment
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https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/articles/news/2025/08/28/defence-expenditure-of-nato-countries-2014-2025
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/uk-defence-spending-composition-commitments-and-challenges
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/uk-defence-spending-composition-commitments-and-challenges
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MILITARY CONTRIBUTIONS
The UK’s modernization strategy aims to sustain comprehensive capability across 
nuclear, carrier strike, submarine, precision strike, and expeditionary domains while 
rebuilding atrophied ground forces and air defense. On nuclear, Dreadnought-class 
SSBNs are under construction with £15B committed to the Defence Nuclear 
Enterprise in June 2025. On combat aircraft, 40 F-35Bs and 105 Typhoon FGR4s 
form the backbone, with at least 12 F-35A dual-capable aircraft restoring nuclear 
strike capability and GCAP targeting 2035 service entry. Two Queen Elizabeth-class 
carriers provide Europe’s largest full-deck carrier capability outside France, with 
Italy’s smaller Cavour the only other genuine flat-top in the region. Astute-class 
SSNs and P-8A Poseidons deliver world-class ASW, with SSN-AUKUS replacing Astute 
from the late 2030s. Ground fires remain the most exposed gap—AS90 donated to 
Ukraine, 14 Archer procured as stopgap, 45 M270 MLRS operational—with the SDR 
committing to long-range fires as a top priority without a funded contract. The 
modernization ambition is developing; funding should follow.

Capability Modernization
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https://www.universal-defence.com/blog/the-future-of-uk-defence-transforming-for-a-new-era-of-strategic-risk
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-statements/detail/2025-05-22/hlws655
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-statements/detail/2025-05-22/hlws655
https://nationalsecurityjournal.org/the-royal-navys-queen-elizabeth-class-aircraft-carriers-a-strategic-dead-end/
https://nationalsecurityjournal.org/the-royal-navys-queen-elizabeth-class-aircraft-carriers-a-strategic-dead-end/
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MILITARY CONTRIBUTIONS
The UK hosts at least 24 US military sites including RAF Lakenheath—the largest US 
Air Force base in Europe with F-15E and F-35A squadrons—RAF Fairford for B-2 and 
B-52 rotations, and Fylingdales early warning radar providing ballistic missile 
tracking. The UK leads NATO Forward Land Forces Estonia at Tapa since 2017, 
providing Estonia’s designated reinforcement brigade, and leads the Joint 
Expeditionary Force across 10 Northern European nations. RAF Akrotiri in Cyprus 
served as a critical Eastern Mediterranean strike and intelligence hub during 
Operation Epic Fury. The Allied Rapid Reaction Corps at Innsworth is NATO’s leading 
deployable corps headquarters. The global deployment footprint spans Estonia, 
Cyprus, Gibraltar, the Falklands, Brunei, Kenya, Germany, Iraq, and Diego Garcia. As 
mentioned, the military stands at its smallest in decades, experts assess it cannot 
currently mobilize a full combat division sustainably.

Force Posture
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https://lc.nato.int/operations/enhanced-forward-presence-efp
https://www.raf.mod.uk/our-organisation/stations/raf-akrotiri/
https://www.usanato.army.mil/About-Us/Articles/Article/1457493/allied-rapid-reaction-corps-arrc/
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MILITARY CONTRIBUTIONS
The UK’s defense industrial base is among Europe’s strongest. BAE Systems—Europe’s 
largest defense company by revenue—builds critical components for every F-35 
produced globally and leads GCAP’s UK contribution. GCAP with Italy and Japan is the 
most credible European next-generation combat air program. AUKUS embeds the UK in an 
advanced undersea warfare program. Rolls-Royce provides nuclear propulsion for UK 
submarines. Thales UK’s £1.6B Lightweight Multirole Missile contract delivered 5,000 
missiles to Ukraine ahead of schedule, demonstrating production scalability under export 
demand. On raw materials, the UK has limited domestic critical mineral deposits but is a 
significant processor and refiner, with investments in rare earth and battery material 
processing chains relevant to defense supply resilience. The primary industrial gaps are 
land systems and precision munitions production rates insufficient to sustain 
simultaneous national stockpile rebuilding and Ukraine support.

Industrial Base
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https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/external-publications/defences-new-industrial-strategy
https://www.baesystems.com/en
https://www.rolls-royce.com/products-and-services/defence.aspx
https://www.thalesgroup.com/en/worldwide/united-kingdom/defence-uk
https://www.business.gov.uk/invest-in-uk/investment/sectors/mineral-extraction-and-refining/
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STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT
The UK’s 2025 Strategic Defence Review identifies Russia as “the most immediate and 
pressing state threat” to UK and European security, shifts defense planning explicitly 
toward warfighting readiness against a peer adversary, and formalizes “NATO First” as the 
organizing doctrine. The SDR acknowledges institutional hollowness directly, stating that 
“the size and readiness of our Armed Forces must match the threats we face,”  a 
self-awareness that no other major NATO ally has matched in candor. On China, the 
Integrated Review Refresh frames Beijing as an “epoch-defining challenge,” and the UK 
has implemented materially harder China-security measures than most European peers. 
The UK-Ukraine 100-Year Partnership signed January 2025 provides a generational 
commitment framework with no parallel in the alliance. The UK-France Northwood 
Declaration of July 2025 strengthens European nuclear coordination between the 
alliance’s only two nuclear powers.

Declared Posture
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-strategic-defence-review-2025-making-britain-safer-secure-at-home-strong-abroad/the-strategic-defence-review-2025-making-britain-safer-secure-at-home-strong-abroad
https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/what-does-nato-first-mean-uk-defence
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/integrated-review-refresh-2023-responding-to-a-more-contested-and-volatile-world
https://www.iiss.org/publications/strategic-comments/2025/09/the-northwood-declaration-uk-france-nuclear-cooperation-and-a-new-european-strategic-backstop/
https://www.iiss.org/publications/strategic-comments/2025/09/the-northwood-declaration-uk-france-nuclear-cooperation-and-a-new-european-strategic-backstop/
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STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT
The UK is among Ukraine’s most consequential supporters by absolute volume. Kiel tracks 
€20.009B allocated—considerably above the non-US NATO average in absolute terms, 
though at 0.18–0.21% of GDP it lags the Baltic, Nordic, and Eastern European leaders. 
The UK committed £3B per year in military aid through 2030/31—the most specific 
long-term floor of any NATO ally. The UK was the first Western donor of main battle tanks 
and the first donor of long-range cruise missiles, breaking escalation taboos that other 
allies followed. NLAW anti-tank missiles delivered at the invasion’s start were 
operationally decisive during the Battle of Kyiv. Operation Interflex has trained over 
56,000 Ukrainian soldiers—the largest single-donor training program—consuming over 
a quarter of British Army training facilities. The Coalition of the Willing co-leadership 
with France provides the framework for potential post-ceasefire stabilization forces.

Ukraine Support
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https://www.kielinstitut.de/topics/war-against-ukraine/ukraine-support-tracker/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-led-operation-interflex-enters-new-phase-of-specialist-training-for-ukraine
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-coalition-of-the-willing-headquarters-as-leaders-step-up-support-for-ukraines-immediate-flight
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STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT
The UK’s Russian energy decoupling is among the fastest and most complete in the 
alliance. Pre-war UK Russian exposure was limited—roughly 4% of gas, 9% of oil—and 
the UK banned Russian coal in August 2022, crude and refined products from December 
2022, and LNG from January 2023. No Rosatom dependence; civil nuclear runs on EDF 
EPRs, Westinghouse fuel, and Rolls-Royce SMRs with CGN removed from Sizewell C. The 
UK runs one of the most active national Russia sanctions regimes in the world, 
sanctioning thousands of individuals and entities including Rosneft and Lukoil, and 
co-architected the G7 oil price cap. The one concern is a May 2026 decision creating an 
open-ended exemption allowing diesel and jet fuel derived from Russian oil refined in 
third countries to keep flowing through UK-linked shipping and insurance networks; a 
follow-up announcement set January 2027 as the deadline to close it. 

Russian Decoupling
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https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9523/
https://energyandcleanair.org/publication/insured-complicity-76-of-russias-lng-exports-carried-on-uk-owned-or-insured-vessels/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10048/
https://www.tradecomplianceresourcehub.com/2026/05/20/uk-imposes-new-russia-sanctions-mirroring-of-eu-position-on-the-maritime-transport-of-lng-and-refined-petroleum-products-derived-from-russian-crude/
https://oilprice.com/Latest-Energy-News/World-News/UK-Sets-January-2027-Deadline-for-Ban-on-Fuel-Made-From-Russian-Crude.html
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STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT
The UK recorded 82% for staying in NATO, 73% agreeing the country should defend 
another ally, and 68% feeling more safe from NATO cooperation in 2024. Thirty-one 
percent favored increasing defense spending in 2024, a figure that shifted upward 
significantly in 2025 as the Starmer government committed to 2.5% of GDP and 
ultimately to the Hague 5% framework, and Ukraine support stood at around 78% 
combined, above the alliance average. Labour, the Conservatives, and the Liberal 
Democrats all maintain strong pro-NATO positions, sustaining the broadest mainstream 
consensus of any large alliance member. Reform UK is the principal outlier: sympathetic 
to Russia-accommodation frames, and willing to question the pace of Ukraine support, 
though it has stopped short of formally opposing NATO membership. The UK’s broad 
public support for NATO—bolstered by stable cross-party political 
alignment—translates into a resilient source of NATO stability. 

Public Support & Political Resilience
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https://www.nato.int/en/what-we-do/wider-activities/nato-public-opinion-research
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STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT
The UK’s hedging behavior is broadly clean with two meaningful concerns. On China, the UK 
has implemented materially harder security measures than most European peers—Huawei 
banned from 5G, CGN removed from Sizewell C, robust investment screening under the 
National Security and Investment Act, and PRC officials sanctioned over Hong Kong and 
Xinjiang. Against this, the approval of China’s super-embassy despite explicit intelligence 
warnings, the collapsed Cash/Berry China-spying prosecution, and MI5’s November 2025 
warning about Chinese intelligence-linked Westminster headhunting reveals oscillating policy 
between clear-eyed hawkishness and ill-conceived appeasement. Additionally, the outgoing 
Starmer government conducted months of outreach to Beijing, culminating in a three-day state 
visit to China in January 2026 that yielded £2.2 billion in new exports, £2.3 billion in market 
access, and a separate $15 billion AstraZeneca investment commitment—generating 
significant economic exposure. No adversary arms procurement, no BRI participation, and no 
high-level Moscow or Tehran engagement complete an otherwise clean profile.

Hedging Behavior
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https://www.lbc.co.uk/article/mi5-security-services-mega-embassy-risk-china-5HjdR4k_2/
https://www.lbc.co.uk/article/mi5-security-services-mega-embassy-risk-china-5HjdR4k_2/
https://www.cnbc.com/2026/02/02/china-uk-business-starmer-visit-popmart-jdcom.html
https://www.astrazeneca.com/media-centre/press-releases.html
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STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT
The UK contributed substantially to both Iraq and Afghanistan: deploying tens of thousands of 
troops across both campaigns, sustaining significant casualties, and leading coalition operations 
in southern Iraq and Helmand Province. These campaigns established the UK as the US’s most 
operationally committed European partner across two decades of high-intensity operations. 
Current operational cooperation spans every theater. As a framework nation for NATO FLF Estonia 
since 2017, the UK leads the alliance’s most credible Baltic tripwire formation. Unfortunately, the 
UK actively undermines Operation Epic Fury. The UK initially refused US basing requests for Epic 
Fury, then authorized narrow, defensive-only strikes against Iranian missile sites on March 1, 
2026. An Iranian drone hit RAF Akrotiri an hour later; the UK subsequently excluded Akrotiri from 
further US use, while its own jets ran sustained counter-drone defense of Cyprus (Operation 
Luminous). Operation Interflex has trained 63,000+ Ukrainian soldiers, making the UK the 
alliance’s single most important Ukraine training actor. The Queen Elizabeth-class carriers provide 
Europe’s only conventional full-deck carrier capability outside France. The Allied Rapid Reaction 
Corps at Innsworth is NATO’s premier deployable corps headquarters. The JEF coordinates ten 
Northern European nations across the High North and Nordic-Baltic region. The operational 
limitation is the army’s historically low strength and force-wide stockpile depth that the SDR 
acknowledges but has not yet funded to resolution.

Operational Cooperation
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https://www.reuters.com/article/world/timeline-britains-military-presence-in-iraq-idUSTRE74L1R5/
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/contemporary-conflict/afghanistan/twenty-years-of-british-troops-in-afghanistan
https://lc.nato.int/operations/enhanced-forward-presence-efp
https://www.stripes.com/theaters/europe/2026-03-02/uk-us-bases-iran-20928006.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/british-air-base-cyprus-hit-by-suspected-drone-strike-sky-news-reports-2026-03-02/
https://www.raf.mod.uk/news/articles/uk-led-operation-interflex-enters-new-phase-of-specialist-training-for-ukraine/

