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Libyan lessons for Britain  

Issues of capability and competence 

� The Libyan crisis has exposed grave deficiencies in defence capabilities, and has 

highlighted competence and presentational weaknesses at the heart of British governance. 

 The conflict in Libya is of a significance which runs far beyond North Africa and the Middle East, 

because it can herald an era in which the West aligns itself with the people of the region rather than, 

as hitherto, siding with a gang of unelected presidents and monarchs. Though comparisons are 

sometimes drawn with Iraq, the Libyan operation could hardly be more different, both because 

Western involvement has had the specific sanction of the United Nations and the Arab League, and 

because the use of ground forces has emphatically been ruled out. Far from invading the country for 

self-interested reasons, Western countries are using their power projection capabilities to tilt the 

playing field in favour of the majority of Libyans who want freedom from tyranny. In this way, the 

West can seek to build much-needed bridges with the Arab and broader Islamic worlds. 

To its lasting credit, the British government has been at the forefront of the campaign to support 

freedom-fighters in Libya. Prime Minister David Cameron, who has provided exemplary moral and 

political leadership throughout, was the first world leader to call for a no-fly zone, a call which soon 

received the vital backing of the Arab League. Britain was then joined by France and Lebanon in 

calling for, and securing, United Nations Security Council backing for Western involvement. 

Creditable though the Mr Cameron’s actions have been, the Libyan situation reveals a number of 

very serious flaws in British governance and capabilities. In terms of governance, the worrying 

features which emerge from Britain’s response to the Libyan crisis have been a combination of poor 

political presentation and gross administrative incompetence. These flaws extend into many areas of 

governance, and are serious enough to imperil the entire coalition project. 

Where capabilities are concerned, the Libyan situation lays bare some pretty shocking weaknesses 

in Britain’s defence alignment and assumptions. These are problems which we predicted in a report1 

published in December, but even we are surprised at quite how rapidly our forebodings have been 

borne out by events.  

We conclude, first, that the government needs to go much further in a root-and-branch overhaul 

of the administrative machine in pursuit not just of cost-efficiency but also of simple competence. 

Second, we believe that the coalition needs to sharpen up its presentation, and to ensure that 

political and administrative leaders are on-message, not just over Libya but over policies more 

generally. Most importantly of all, Britain has an imperative and urgent need to re-open the 

botched Strategic Defence and Security Review (SDSR), which has worsened, rather than 

reversed, dangerously adverse trends which first emerged under Labour.  
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Lessons for everyone  

Far from being a one-off event, the Libyan crisis may well be the shape of things to come. 

Historically, the West has tended to side with leaders in the region, men who all too often have been 

both brutal and corrupt. When challenged over this, the stock defence has tended to be that ‘they do 

things differently there’ and ‘it is not for us to interfere in the running of other countries’. This 

customary line of self-vindication displays both cynical self-interest and an appallingly patronising 

attitude, the assumption seemingly being that democracy and human rights, though important in our 

own countries, are not things to which Arabs or Muslims have any right to aspire.  

On those occasions when the West has decided to become involved, the response has almost 

always been the wrong one, in that it has centred around invasion, with Afghanistan and Iraq being 

but the most recent examples of this type of grave strategic error.  

Afghanistan was invaded for the supposed purpose of destroying al-Qaida, when the reality was that 

the terrorists are almost impossible to drive out of their mountain fastnesses, and could in any case 

simply relocate.  

In Iraq, no thought was given to a whole range of critical issues. What was the exit strategy? What 

would happen after Saddam was ousted? How would the broader Islamic world react to a Western 

invasion of a Muslim country, and to the killing of tens of thousands of civilians? Moreover, the 

project was sold to Western electorates on false premises (such as the supposed possession by Iraq 

of weapons of mass destruction). 

The ‘old way’ of dealing with the region was gravely mistaken, involving support for, alternated with 

the occasional removal of, unelected regimes, combined with the alienation of public opinion in Arab 

and other Islamic countries. The West has paid a high price, in terms of lives, money and terrorism, 

for this folly.  

This is where Libya is different – there is to be no invasion, the West is aligned with ordinary people 

seeking freedom, and the utmost care is being taken to avoid killing civilians. We are convinced that 

this approach is likely to have corollaries, not just in North Africa and the Middle East but in trouble 

spots around the globe.  

The clear lessons of the Libyan campaign are two-fold: 

1. Politically, side with people seeking freedom, not with unelected despots. 

2. Militarily, do not invade, but use air- and sea-based capabilities for projecting military power. 

The second of these object lessons poses a particular problem for Britain. Both under Labour and 

more recently under the coalition, Britain has been dismantling its power projection capabilities at a 

time when almost everyone else is doing the exact opposite. Let’s look first at the gravity of this 

strategic blunder. 
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Lessons for Britain #1 – weaknesses of defence 

Late last year, we published a scathing report about the structure of Britain’s defence, a report in 

which we argued that the UK should emphasise power projection over ground intervention, centring 

out-of-area capabilities around special forces, carrier aviation and submarines whilst ruling out future 

Afghanistan- and Iraq-style interventions.2 Libya is proving quite how right we were. 

To understand this argument, it needs to be appreciated that military campaigns fall into four broad 

categories, of which two matter most here. These four categories are: 

1. Homeland defence 

2. Intelligence and cyber security 

3. Power projection 

4. Ground intervention 

The critical issue here is the difference between power projection and intervention. Afghanistan and 

Iraq are examples of intervention operations, in which ground forces are deployed, often for periods 

which run into years rather than months. This is hugely costly, and heavy loss of life amongst 

invading forces is inevitable. The citizens of the invaded country, however repressive their 

government, are bound to resent outside invasion, particularly if the invading soldiers are not their 

co-religionists and if, as is virtually unavoidable, heavy loss of civilian life ensues.   

Moreover, Britain is not remotely capable of effective intervention, lacking both adequate troop 

numbers and sufficient strategic lift. In Iraq, Britain deployed at most 10,000 soldiers in a war in 

which some 300,000 allied troops confronted an Iraqi army numbering perhaps 375,000. No amount 

of professionalism can overcome such vast numerical disparities, and the briefest examination of the 

roll calls of armies around the world shows just how small British forces are in manpower terms. 

Power projection, on the other hand, is a capability at which Britain traditionally has excelled. Power 

projection operations are characterised by brevity and are founded upon flexibility and mobility. A 

power projection mandate does not absolutely rule out intervention on the ground, but such 

involvements are necessarily both small-scale and brief. The centrepiece of power projection 

operations is carrier aviation, backed up by cruise missiles and complemented by amphibious lift, 

with the whole package being supported by submarines and by escorting destroyers and frigates.  

Prior to the 2010 SDSR, and apart from one critical capability gap, Britain was reasonably well 

equipped to carry out power projection operations. The Royal Navy operated two aircraft carriers 

equipped with Harrier strike aircraft, and seven hunter-killer submarines capable of launching 

Tomahawk land-attack missiles (TLAMs). Members of the Royal Marine Commandos, the Parachute 

Regiment and the SAS and SBS special forces could provide an admirable infantry component, 

whilst logistic capabilities were strong and the escort (destroyer and frigate) force was just about 

sufficient for the purpose.  

The big capability gap was the lack of combat air patrol (CAP), because of the loss of Sea Harrier 

interceptors. This resulted from a piece of political idiocy in which the Labour government first tried to 
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combine Harrier (strike) and Sea Harrier (interceptor) assets into ‘Joint Force Harrier’, a fiasco which 

resulted both in the loss of the interceptors and in the bizarre decision to fly Royal Air Force aircraft 

from Royal Navy carriers. No other serious player has retreated from the principle of organic naval 

aviation – aircraft which fly from American or French carriers, for example, are strictly naval, not air 

force, assets.  

Far from rectifying this glaring deficiency, the SDSR gravely worsened the situation by eliminating the 

Harrier force in its entirety, deleting HMS Ark Royal from the fleet, and similarly deleting four 

excellent frigates3, one of which4 had only just rejoined the Fleet after an expensive, one-year-long 

refit.  HMS Cumberland, which has performed so effectively in Libya, is one of the four frigates which 

have either already been withdrawn from service or will be withdrawn later this year. 

The resulting weaknesses have been laid bare in the Libyan crisis, which is a classic power 

projection operation and one in which, moreover, ground involvement has been specifically ruled out 

by the United Nations, NATO and the Arab League. France has based operations around the aircraft 

carrier Charles de Gaulle, and other participating nations could send carriers to the region if required. 

In addition to the behemoths of the US Navy, aircraft carriers are operated by, for example, Spain 

(Juan Carlos I and Principe de Asturias) and Italy (Giuseppe Garibaldi and Cavour), all of which fly 

variants of the British-designed Harrier aircraft.  

Britain, meanwhile, having scrapped its own Harrier force, and put HMS Ark Royal up for sale on an 

internet auction site, has had to resort to marginal expedients. For example, very modest numbers of 

Tornado aircraft have been using in-flight refuelling to make the 3,000-mile round trip from Norfolk to 

Libya.  

The point which British policymakers simply do not seem to get is that the mobility, the flexibility and 

the power-projection capabilities which aircraft carriers and related assets provide is of growing, not 

diminishing, importance. To illustrate this point, it is clear that the Chinese Navy (PLA-N) is seeking 

carrier aviation, whilst other governments around the world are investing in carriers, at a time when 

Britain, which invented the aircraft carrier in the first place, seems to see no further use for the 

capabilities which these ships provide.  

At the same time, grave questions remain over procurement costs, given that Spain constructed the 

27,000 tonne carrier Juan Carlos I for about £315m (€360m) whereas each of the much smaller 

(8,100 tonne) Daring-class destroyers is costing Britain £1,100m.    

The bottom line in Libya has been that Britain’s contribution has been pretty small, with modest 

numbers of Tornados and Typhoons involved in an operation to which, it seems, a very much greater 

military role has been played by carrier-equipped France. To use a sporting analogy, dispensing with 

carrier aviation equates to relegation from the second to the third division in the international defence 

league. It is an inescapable fact that the clout which a country carries on the global scene is directly 

related to out-of-area (power projection) military capabilities. The Ministry of Defence (MoD) began 

the degradation of carrier aviation under Labour (most notably with the Joint Force Harrier debacle) 

and, unless the SDSR is re-opened, the coalition will have finished the job.  

                                                 
3
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It is still (just about) possible for the UK to rectify this situation, by reinstating Ark Royal and the 

Harrier force, procuring Sea Harrier interceptor aircraft, reversing the decision to delete the four 

frigates, and putting all carrier-borne aviation under Royal Navy control. If this is not done, Britain’s 

defence capabilities will have become gravely deficient, and the UK’s influence on world events will 

be correspondingly reduced. 

Costs do indeed need to be reduced, but this can be accomplished in tandem with the reinstatement 

of power projection capabilities. For a start, bureaucracy at the MoD can be cut much further. Prior to 

the SDSR, the MoD had 75,000 civilian employees, an absurd number given that the Army 

numbered about 100,000 soldiers and the RN and the RAF, between them, had 75,000 uniformed 

personnel. The SDSR announced that 25,000 civilian posts would be eliminated, but we would have 

gone twice as far as this.  

If Britain were to adopt an explicitly power projection and non-interventionist strategy, the Army 

(which anecdotally accounts for more than half of all defence expenditure) could usefully be reduced 

in size and, special forces aside, confined to homeland defence, for which 50,000 soldiers would be 

more than adequate. The wrecks of tanks strewn across the Libyan battlefield are mute evidence of 

the obsolescence of armour in modern, air-dominated warfare, particularly for a country which should 

eschew any possibility of future Iraq-style invasions.   

Lessons for Britain #2 – questions of competence 

David Cameron is to be commended on the strong moral and political leadership which he has 

provided over the Libyan issue. But other aspects of Britain’s role have been far less satisfactory. In 

addition to the glaring defence weaknesses highlighted above, Britain’s officials have displayed an 

alarming lack of the simple competence which the Prime Minister of a major country is surely entitled 

to expect. 

By far the best (by which, of course, we mean the worst) example of incompetence is provided by the 

SAS fiasco, in which six members of the regiment, accompanying a civilian (presumably MI6) official, 

were rounded up by farm-hands after landing by helicopter in the dead of night. The incompetence 

which the planning of this operation displays is mind-boggling. The freedom fighters in Benghazi 

possess no aircraft, so the night-time arrival of a helicopter could naturally have been assumed by 

them to have been an incursion by pro-Gaddafi forces. Those involved seem to have been extremely 

lucky not to have had their helicopter shot down or, upon arrival in such a nervous and trigger-happy 

situation, to have been shot on sight.  

The apparent reason for this fiasco is almost surreal, since phone taps released by the Gaddafi 

regime seem to show that diplomats were bungling around in a darkness every bit as profound as the 

night sky from which the SAS helicopter descended. According to this material, one of the purposes 

of the insertion was “to find a hotel” in preparation for meeting the leadership of the freedom fighters. 

Would it not have been far more sensible simply to have invited the local leadership to visit HMS 

Cumberland, which was sitting in Benghazi harbour at the time? Or even to have summoned a taxi to 

the ship? 

There have been other examples of official incompetence during the Libyan affair, such as the 

bungled air evacuation of British civilians (which might of course have been prevented if the RAF had 

been allowed to retain sufficient lift capacity). Ministers sometimes seem to have been at 
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loggerheads over issues such as whether Colonel Gaddafi could be a target, whether the imposition 

of a no-fly zone would involve attacks on ground assets, or whether the Colonel had fled to 

Venezuela (a suggestion confounded within hours when the Libyan dictator popped up on television, 

complete with umbrella). 

These competence issues fall into two distinct categories, the political and the administrative. 

Politically, ministers need to ensure that all are singing from the same hymn-sheet in key policy 

areas. Whilst we feel that the coalition is acting astutely in most policy areas (with the glaring 

exception of defence), presentation has often been woeful.  

Nowhere has presentational weakness been more glaring than over the issue of public spending, 

where the myth of ‘massive’ public spending cuts has been allowed to go virtually unchallenged.5 

(The reality is that, at constant 2009-10 values, government proposes to reduce total spending by 

just £22bn, which compares with the £230bn real-terms increase which occurred under Labour 

between the 1999-2000 and the 2009-10 fiscal years).  

The administrative bungling which has occurred during the Libyan crisis follows a dishonourable 

tradition of administrative incompetence which long pre-dates the current government, and which has 

seen highly sensitive information lost in laptops and data-sticks left in cabs and on trains, vast sums 

wasted on poorly-specified public sector IT projects, and, of course, huge procurement fiascos at the 

MoD, not to mention the sheer waste identified by Sir Philip Green.  

For all the privatisation, contracting-out and internal marketisation of the public sector, the central 

administration still seems to be error-prone in a way that would not be tolerated in a major 

corporation. Penalties for failure seem inadequate, and there is a clear requirement for a mechanism 

which would allow private-sector skills to be brought in to the highest echelons of the civil service. 

Britain has shown commendable leadership over the Libyan issue, but the crisis has exposed 

alarming weaknesses in defence capabilities, in government presentation and in the simple but 

gravely important matter of administrative competence.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr Tim Morgan 

GLOBAL HEAD OF RESEARCH 

                                                 
5
 For more information on the truly modest nature of real-terms spending reductions, see A Shower, Not a Hurricane, and Five Fiscal 

Fallacies, published by the Centre for Policy Studies in September 2010 and March 2011 respectively, and Tullett Prebon Strategy 
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 September 2010.  
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