UK Generals should vote Lib-Dem

“Who does not command three thousand years lives from hand to mouth.”  

- J. W. Goethe

The predicament of the British army fighting in Afghanistan can be summed up in just 6 words containing only 15 letters – in a bog in a desert.  

All subsequent words in this essay are intended to provide a brief analysis of some military and historical fundamentals underlying this predicament in which the British army has been placed.

The UK army, like all NATO armies, the Russian army and many others, is fighting a type of war in Afghanistan for which it is not designed.  Most modern armies, especially western ones, are designed and equipped for high intensity conventional warfare using lots of machines, tanks, artillery and aircraft fighting mainly on plains; specifically on the North European Plain, which is where they were invented and have done most of their fighting during the 20th century.  And in recent decades, just as in the early 1940s, that kind of warfare has been successfully used on the open terrain of Middle Eastern deserts during Arab-Israeli wars and during the US wars in Iraq.

The war in Afghanistan is completely different.  It is on mountainous terrain against lightly armed, fleeting guerrilla opponents and has to be fought mainly by infantry. However, the evolution of infantry organisation within modern mechanised armies has reduced it to being a small component of western armies.  During the 20th century, from WW1 onwards, infantry shrunk from being the main fighting element of armies to being mainly guardians and servitors to heavy weapons and machine guns.  As a proportion of western armies infantry has gone from being about 80-90% to being about 10-20%.  

In the case of the British army the results are dire when it has to fight a primarily infantry war in Afghanistan.  Our army has been reduced to just 36 infantry battalions of about 500 men each, which gives an infantry component of only about 18% in an army of 100,000 soldiers.  But because of the evolution of western armies during the 20th century only about 50% of an infantry battalion is in the actual infantry sections.  The rest are with HQ elements, logistics, heavy-weapons.  A British infantry battalion contains just 27 infantry sections of 9-10 men, organised 3 in a platoon, 3 platoons in a company, 3 infantry companies in a battalion.  So the whole army, including 2 battalions of Royal Marine commandos, has only about 1000 infantry sections, which is about 10,000 actual infantry.  (By way of comparison there are about 130,000 police for the UK.)  So of the army only 10% is in the infantry sections and that is why casualties reported in the news are so often from units other than the infantry, because all sorts of other units have to be used in the infantry role. 

And so if a UK government decides to maintain 6 battalions of infantry on campaign in this the third (or fourth?) Afghan war that amounts to 162 infantry sections. Not all can be fighting all the time.  Let us say a third are resting, that leaves 4 battalions with about 2000 soldiers containing 108 infantry sections, which is about 1100 infantrymen. These numbers of troops for actually doing the fighting in a war are just ridiculously small.  Even if they were doubled or trebled they would be still be ridiculously small.  Yet this is the very small number of actual infantry that results from a deployment of about 10,000 men containing a sixth of the infantry battalions of the British army.   Whatever promises a UK government makes about strengthening the army in Afghanistan the results will be negligible because the army is just tiny for the sort of war into which it has been sent.

Presently the UK has an army of 100,000 for a population of 61 million, in historical terms that is tiny.  (It is about the size of army imposed on a defeated Germany of 65 million people in 1919 by the treaty of Versailles in order deprive Germany of its former military power!)  The situation is similar for most European and NATO armies.  They also have very small numbers of infantry and organisations left over from 20th century high-intensity mechanised warfare.  Moreover Europe’s proportion of world population has declined from about 20% to about 10% during the last century.  The combined effect has hugely reduced European (and US) military manpower vis à vis the rest of the world.  Technology compensates for that only in certain kinds of wars.  Politicians please take note.

European armies just like the British army increasingly struggle to pay for small numbers of very expensive weapons and equipment so that they can fight the sort of high intensity wars their generals believe they ought to be for. But it should be increasingly obvious to European political and military leaders that they need to think seriously about how to invent a new military era.  Having to rethink infantry roles and importance is one aspect I have highlighted as being of especial importance for the British army because of its Afghan war.  But equipment procurement and what that equipment should be and how organised have also to be re-thought.  It makes no sense to have lots of little equipment programmes in several European countries.  There needs to be European weapons procurement policies.  Not only that we need also to create a European tank corps, a European helicopter corps, a European air transport corps.  That way the expense of heavy equipment is shared and individual countries can have access to some of the military potential of a whole continent.  Nor does it make much sense for European armies to reform themselves in isolation.  

Europe has a long history of international armies and international soldiering and so does the British army.  At the battle of Waterloo only about 30% of the army of the Duke of Wellington was British.  In the armies led by the Duke of Marlborough a century before that it was 10-20%.   Most British armies of WW2 were multi-national; vide the armies of Wavell, Auchinleck, Montgomery, Alexander, Slim.  The present day nation-state army has a history of only about two centuries and the historical norm for millennia has been multi-national armies or fully internationalised military orders.

The present financial crisis and the army’s difficulties in Afghanistan have led to calls for a thoroughgoing defence review.  Such reviews are usually just an excuse for the Treasury to hack up the armed forces.  But more is needed - reform is needed.  

A useful inspiration is the reforms of a century ago by Secretary of State for War, R. B. Haldane.  Between the Boer war and WW1 the British army was reformed and reorganised and given new strategic clarity under the Liberal government of Campbell-Bannerman.  The Haldane reforms turned the army from being a scattered imperial gendarmerie into a modern well-equipped force, with a general staff, divisional organisation, territorial army support system and a superb expeditionary force capable of fighting on mainland Europe.  The present army is still recognisably the Haldane army.  His reforms carried the army from the 19th century into the 20th.  The task now is to prepare the army and all the armed forces for the 21st century.  (Incidentally, the British army had a very short 19th century.  An earlier set of reforms by Sir Edward Cardwell in the 1870’s had dragged the army belatedly from the 18th century into the 19th.  That was during a Gladstone government – also a Liberal.)

Strangely, post Cold War international relations, technology and the present Afghan war present us with circumstances that reverse some of the Haldane army reforms.  The need to send a force to fight in a major war in Europe has gone.  The complexities of a divisional organisation may no longer be needed with the new technologies of communication.  And most surprisingly the army has been returned to the role of fighting light infantry wars East of Suez as if it has gone back to being a scattered imperial gendarmerie.  All of which should be making British generals and politicians ask themselves if the Haldane era of the British army has come to an end, and if so what should follow it. To ask such questions is an essential preliminary to any far-reaching beneficial reform of the army and of the other armed services.  Mere military conservatism will not do.

If UK generals want more from the next defence review than being hacked up again by the Treasury then they would do well to recognise that what is now needful is a new reform era.  A new Haldane is needed not just more vicious and astringent accountancy.   In which case the historical record is clear, as is contemporary UK politics, and so to obtain intelligent, far-sighted, thoughtful, successful, enduring reforms UK generals should vote Lib-Dem.

Kevin Hannon.   (The author is a member of LDEG but the views expressed are entirely his own.)
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