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Credibility criteria 

3.5 A credible and effective nuclear deterrent is underpinned by five criteria: readiness, reach, resolve, survivability/invulnerability and destructive power. The operating posture has an effect on all but the destructive power criterion. 

3.6 Readiness: To act as a deterrent, a potential adversary must believe that the UK‟s nuclear weapons are available and ready for use. The longer the perceived time it would take the UK to prepare its weapons (warhead, missile, delivery vehicle, platform and associated suitably-trained military personnel) and then to locate them in a suitable launch position, the greater the risk that an aggressor will judge that they have an opportunity to attack with sufficient force to achieve their objectives and prevent or evade a nuclear response from the UK. The readiness of UK nuclear forces becomes more critical as hostilities rise. Changing the readiness of forces during a crisis can be challenging. Whether intended or otherwise, an adversary could perceive changes in posture or readiness as a sign of firm hostile intent. As a result, changes in posture in a crisis could contribute to miscalculation. Because of the fear of how changes might be perceived by an adversary, a government could find itself inhibited. This is not unique 

....
3.9 Resolve: Finally, nuclear weapons only deter if potential adversaries think the UK‟s political and military leadership would actually be prepared to use them. Deterrent messaging is therefore important at all times but especially so as tensions increase towards hostility. To avoid sending mixed messages, this needs to be matched with an appropriate posture. On the one hand, a non-continuous posture could be misinterpreted by a potential adversary as meaning that the UK did not have the resolve, (or was not sufficiently ready) to use its nuclear weapons. On the other hand, a posture that evolved to match the wider security environment gives the UK the option of making overt posture changes if it was judged that it could help underline our resolve and thereby de-escalate hostilities, but there is an unquantifiable risk that a potential adversary will react to this by increasing their own military preparedness, leading to an inadvertent escalation. With a continuous posture, potential adversaries know that the Prime Minister has directed that our deterrent is always available (and potentially in a position that could target them), which they could perceive as a sign of our resolve. 
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Effective Deterrence

12. Deterrence is only likely to succeed if the envisaged use of force (and, in the case of wider dissuasion, incentives) is credible and deliverable, and its potential is communicated unequivocally to those whose decision-making it seeks to affect. Each of those component elements are expanded on briefly below:

(a) Capability. At the most basic level, deterrence depends upon the maintenance of sufficient capability to carry out a threat. For deterrence to be effective it is necessary to demonstrate to a potential adversary that the costs of action outweigh the potential benefits to be gained. Thus, for example, in the nuclear context of the Cold War, 

“neither Britain nor France could have obliterated the Soviet Union, as it could them, but to pose fearful damage as the cost of reaping the advantages of their removal was nonetheless a valid approach”.1 

This principle can be adapted into the conventional deterrence context, where the UK on a national basis may not have the capability unilaterally to defeat states with larger populations and Armed Forces, but it can nevertheless still, by conventional as well as nuclear means, deter potentially hostile powers from targeting the UK or its interests.

(b) Credibility. Credible deterrence is based not just on a level of capability, but also upon the demonstrable will to use that capability. If there were no circumstances in which Britain would be prepared to use its nuclear or conventional forces, then neither would have any deterrent value. Credibility depends as much on political will as it does upon military capability.

(c) Communication. Ensuring an adversary understands both our demands and the consequences of not meeting them is challenging. Effective strategic communications are an essential component of deterrence. The secret treaties prior to World War I were an ineffective form of deterrence precisely for the reason that no-one knew about them; by contrast, the terms of NATO’s Article V are transparent and widely understood.

1 Sir Michael Quinlan, “Thinking About Nuclear Weapons: Principles, Problems, Prospects”

18. ....   While the UK does not rule in or out the first use of nuclear weapons, in order not to simplify the calculations of a potential aggressor by defining more precisely the circumstances in which the UK might consider the use of nuclear capabilities, UK nuclear doctrine is exclusively one of deterrence. Maintaining ambiguity over when, how and at what scale  nuclear weapons might be used enhances the deterrent effect.

Conclusions
....
24. Both deterrence and coercion will depend upon the perceived credibility of the threat. An essential part of our credibility rests on the possession of sufficient military capability—both conventional and nuclear—and consistent messaging that, when circumstances warrant it, we can and are prepared to use it.
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