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Positive signs:

At various points in the past centuries Britain and France have been bitter enemies and close allies. But the time seems ripe for greater cooperation between the two countries on defence matters. 

Introducing the Franco-British council breakfast seminar to address those opportunities Baroness Quin, chairman of the council, and Paul Beaver, a defence consultant and the chairman for the session, touched on the financial and political momentum for improved collaboration.

The current economic challenges have increased pressures on defence budgets on both sides of the channel, generating a desire to find ways of saving money without undermining foreign policy objectives, operational sovereignty or compromising on equipment for the armed forces.

Cooperation on defence procurement suggests one useful way to do just that. Joint weapons programmes should create economies of scale and increase inter-operability while industrial consolidation could reduce duplication and create global champions.

Indeed as companies are increasingly forced to compete on a global playing field, European cooperation has become even more important, said Peter Robbie, Vice President Business Development & UK Corporate Strategy Coordination, EADS, because no one country alone can afford to invest the cutting edge research necessary to take on the world.
If defence collaboration is preferable it is also possible. As Christophe Burg, the director of industrial affairs at the DGA noted, the two countries are similar in population size and industrial heft creating a solid platform for equal cooperation.

Within Europe France and Britain together constitute about half of all spending on defence and new equipment and as much as two thirds of research spending. The two nations, he said, share a serious commitment to defence and to maintaining their ability to act independently.

Going a step further it is arguable that Britain and France share a ‘condition’ too, as formerly great imperial and martial powers struggling to come to terms with declining relative power and a reduced international status.

That position has filtered into policies highlighting the need for partnership and alliance. France’s 2008 white paper sketched out a top level strategy that brought its goals into rough alignment with the UK - a move underscored by its re-integration into NATO earlier this year.

And those aims have already been translated into practice on joint operations. Between them, France and Great Britain have about 12,000 troops stationed in Afghanistan as part of the NATO led international force at work there.

Indeed Paul Beaver observed that events are moving quickly and there has never been a more vital moment to look again at the Franco-British defence relationship particularly on the industrial front where current collaboration is limited.

“From this side of the channel, there is more than one special relationship… We need to have close relations with close neighbors. France is our closest neighbour. And we mustn’t reject opportunities to work with France, our ‘sweetest enemy.’”
Little tangible progress:

Still, in responding to those opening remarks, Quentin Davies, the UK minister for defence procurement, neatly punctured any optimism about the levels of progress made so far.  One by one he cut down a breathless list of ‘achievements’ prepared by an eager but naive assistant. 

Collaboration within the NATO planning process has failed to produce joint kit requirements, the European Defence Agency has not met early expectations and the high level Franco-British working group, which the minister chairs, has not even spent its €50m annual research budget.

In a series of comments, tinged with exasperation, the minister highlighted the haphazard and uncoordinated approaches to buying kit needed urgently for operations in Afghanistan as a particularly worrying missed opportunity.

On the A400M, for many years now the albatross of European defence collaboration, he noted that he and his French counterpart, Laurent Collet Billon, had had to fight hard to prevent their respective chancellors from cancelling the project.

The military transport plane has been hamstrung by technical problems and is more than three years late, at least €2bn ($2.8bn) over budget and is costing EADS, the parent of the manufacturer Airbus, €100m a month. 

James Arbuthnot, chairman of the House of Commons Committee on Defence, put the point nicely later in the session when he reflected that the enemy of the UK Ministry of Defence is all too often the Treasury rather than a foreign combatant.

“The question is: Can we get the French and British Treasuries to discuss these things and work out that there could be some benefits to doing this together.” He added that French willingness to take the British into their confidence when developing their white paper was a promising step. 

Vincent Thomassier, defence procurement attaché with the French embassy, also vented frustration about the lack of progress. Even on missiles, an area of real cooperation due to the formation of the pan-European venture, MBDA, in 2001, “what we are doing is not enough.”

“Three years ago we defined a common industrial strategy but I sense a frustration from the minister and from Christophe. We are not doing enough. Perhaps we are still too rich and the crisis isn’t pinching enough.”

Potential hurdles:

Introducing the first of many ‘elephants in the room’ James Arbuthnot, picked out nuclear deterrence as both a potential stumbling block in the drive for Franco-British defence collaboration and an area that would benefit from just those moves.

The UK was heavily tied to the US for its Trident capability creating the suspicion in France that it was not truly independent, while the premium France placed on independence made its nuclear deterrent prohibitively expensive.  

“We need to discuss with the US whether we can treat the French as close allies rather than competitors” he said. “And we need to discuss with French the philosophy of deterrence and … have a clarity that our deterrence is available to be used for attacks on France and vice versa.”

Other participants noted a broader problem: US anti-French attitudes based on the fear that France would transfer crucial technology to China. As a result of its close relations to the US, the UK was balancing on a tight rope.
Picking up on the theme of ‘elephants’, Lord Lee, a spokesman for the Liberal Democrats on defence issues, remarked on the absence of BAE Systems, the UK’s uniquely dominant defence company. 

“It seems to me that their view is crucial,” he said. “So far they have decided to avoid a substantial investment in France or substantial relationships with France and I think we ought to try to get that to change.”
Reflecting on that point Alex Dorrian, chief executive of Thales UK, noted that there was a perception amongst British companies – perhaps mistaken – that it was more difficult for them to invest in France than vice versa.  

Christophe Burg, opening up the French perspective, echoed some of those views noting that although “progress has been made, we could do a lot more. There are bureaucratic difficulties and political ones as well in the way of enhancing collaboration between France and the UK.”
Ian Godden, chairman of ADS, the Aerospace, Defence and Security industry lobby group, embraced the rather gloomy tone, arguing that Europe could “not afford not to cooperate” or it was “doomed to marginalization.”

The window of opportunity to get industry interested in Europe was limited, he said. For the last ten years there had been little growth to be found on the continent and defence companies had instead looked to the higher returns on investment offered in America.

US defence spending was now slowing and protectionism was on the rise, Mr Godden said, but if Europe failed to capture the moment “then UK industry will be looking down a completely different path for growth outside of the EU.”
Summing up the delicate position Mr Godden said that Europe had a stark choice, invest or lose out. Either European governments created some “high level pressure and some big programmes or else industry is off to India.”
Financial crisis or opportunity:

Christophe Burg was slightly more optimistic that the current financial challenges would drive positive change by making clear the impossibility of France and Britain separately sustaining every industrial capacity necessary to supporting a fully independent military.
Economic pressure, he said, should lead to “more cooperation, more reciprocal purchases of equipment, more technological inter-dependencies and to more consultation… we on the French side are committed to encourage those collaborations.”
But not that committed. France, he noted, had already begun to pump State money into the defence sector as a way of propping up the domestic economy. “Why defence? Just because it is money that goes back to the French economy.”
“In times of crisis like the one we are facing today it would be really dangerous if nationalism should reappear. And we have to overcome the short term interests in order to build something together for the medium and long term.”

Alexander Nicoll, director of editorial at the International Institute for Strategic Studies, agreed, arguing that the coming budget crisis should help focus minds on collaboration. He warned what would happen if it did not.  
“If the opportunity is not taken it would probably be a disaster… If [cooperation] doesn’t’ happen then it is hard to avoid the fact that the future defence positions and [Britain and France’s] positions in the world will be damaged quite considerably.”

Some glimmers of hope:
Responding to the concerns about protectionism in France, Christophe Burg, noted that many small and medium sized enterprises were owned by British firms and that while France had been slow to privatize its larger defence companies that would change in the coming years. 

Thales, he noted, built its presence in the UK by first buying up small companies. So successful was the strategy that the UK government ultimately solicited it as a buyer for Racal. That process could be repeated when France came to divest companies like Nexter and DCNS.
Alex Dorrian, of Thales UK, offered another hint of optimism, pointing out that industry had taken the lead in developing common platforms. The Type 23 and FREMM frigates for example, he said, shared a sonar system because industry had proposed and created a common solution.

As an aside, Alex Dorrian noted that his company had also transferred around 100,000 hours of manufacture and design from France to the UK in order to help to maintain the sovereign sonar capability within Britain at a time when activity there was at low ebb.

To really drive forward on industrial cooperation, there needed to be a greater acceptance of “mutual dependency” he said. Joint operations in Afghanistan he said were helping to make that idea more real and therefore more palatable. 
Vincent Thomassier, with the French Embassy, suggested that government should work harder to reduce the barriers to industrial cooperation. “We have to reduce the burden of export controls,” he said. 

“We also have to give them some real guidance as to what is the real sovereign capability that we must retain in the UK and France.” Fortunately, he added, there were not too many areas where France needed to stay entirely independent. 

Only nuclear technology, cryptography, electronic warfare had to be reserved, he said. “After that we are prepared to consider mutual dependence on the United Kingdom and on the European Union.”
Quentin Davies, the UK procurement minister, agreed and noted that Britain kept its list of priorities under “constant review.” For example, over the summer the UK published an armored fighting vehicle strategy committing the country to buying from global markets.

Broadening out the debate, Clara O’Donnell, a research fellow with the Centre for European Reform, encouraged the group and British and French officials to use recent developments in EU legislation to drive greater pan-European defence cooperation.

In late 2008 and early 2009, she said, the EU had agreed new directives aimed at increasing competition in defence procurement and allowing defence goods to move more freely within the EU. But she warned the reforms would “only be beneficial if member states choose to use them.”
Britain and France should encourage their European neighbours to open up more of their defence contracts to non-domestic bidders, and use general and global export licenses to reduce the “bureaucratic barriers” to the trade in defence products.
The participants broadly agreed that unmanned aerial vehicles - would be a key area for cooperation between Britain and France. Indeed, many observers expect the current generation of Eurofighter, Rafale and Gripen combat jets to be among the last manned fighters built in Europe.

Quentin Davies noted that the high level working group was addressing the issue but that progress had been limited. Britain, Germany and France were all developing separate and duplicative UAVs.

That situation is likely to continue as the various national champions try to stake out a leading position in what analysts expect to be a significant market going forward. 

Forecast International, a research consultancy, predicts the overall market for UAV procurement could be worth $8.8bn to the end of 2013. Countries around the world will spend another $20.8bn on research and development up to 2017.
Determined to end on a note of optimism however Paul Beaver, chairman for the session, recognised the challenges but refused to be daunted. Instead he thanked the Franco British Council seminar for leading the efforts to bring key players together. 

