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The Euro-Atlantic security architecture is currently
navigating a geopolitical tipping point, characterized
by the return of high-intensity conflict to the conti-
nent and a crumbling of the international rules-based
order. The United States is signaling a potential re-
ordering of its national priorities away from NATO
and toward the Indo-Pacific, highlighting the need
for a stronger European contribution to the NATO
nuclear deterrent. This re-ordering leaves the two
European nuclear powers, the United Kingdom and
France, to reassess fundamentally their partnership.
At the same time, Russia continues to grow its theat-
er nuclear advantage over NATO by developing and
fielding more systems capable of delivering nuclear
weapons from air, sea, and land to battlefield and
theater ranges, taking advantage of its vast arsenal
of non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNW).!

To address the theater nuclear asymmetry between
Russia and NATO, the United Kingdom and France
must move beyond the consultations at the core of
the Lancaster Treaty, Northwood Declaration,? and

new French nuclear doctrine, and enter a new era of
practical bilateral cooperation on the development
of nuclear weapons and delivery systems. This pro-
posal advocates for the joint development of the Air-
Sol Nucléaire de 4e Génération (ASN4G), France’s
future air-launched cruise missile (ALCM-N), and
the associated Téte Nucléaire Aéroportée de 4e Gé-
nération (TNA4G) nuclear warhead. Crucially, while
France would maintain its sovereign command, the
UK could serve as a bridge to the Alliance, serving
as the go-between of the Nuclear Planning Group
(NPG) and France, and earmarking 100 or more nu-
clear-armed ASN4Gs for NATO Allies to fly on certi-
fied dual-capable aircraft (DCA), all to provide a credi-
ble European pillar to NATO's deterrence and a hedge
against future potential disruption in US support
to the Alliance. To ensure long-term resilience, this
cooperation should extend to technical hedging for
the sea-based deterrent, incorporating modular nu-
clear-powered ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs)
designs that allow the UK to pivot between US and
French delivery systems if necessary.
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I. A Missed Opportunity:
UK-French Nuclear
Cooperation in

the Cold War

The contemporary debate over a Eurodeterrent finds
its roots in 1958, with President Charles de Gaulle’s
conception of NATO ruled by the three nuclear
states.®* When this was rejected, France withdrew
from NATO's military command and began proposing
different concepts for nuclear deterrence in Europe,
attempting to compete with the US and UK for power.
The US-proposed Multilateral Nuclear Force (MLF)
was intended by the John F. Kennedy Administration
to satisfy European demands for more hands-on or
“hardware” control of nuclear weapons use.* Howev-
er, the proposal was a spectacular failure, increasing
fears of proliferation, leading to a “software” solution,
known as the McNamara Committee or NPG and lat-
er the High Level Group of the NPG (HLG).5

The idea of a Eurodeterrent resurfaced in the context
of the Euromissiles crisis in 1977, with the NATO Eu-
ropean Allies raising worries that a combination of

aggressive Soviet missile deployments and US de-
sires for strategic arms control could leave Europe
defenseless.® Anxieties regarding American relia-
bility only increased following the 1986 US-Soviet
Reykjavik Summit. At the Summit, Presidents Ronald
Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev came close to agree-
ing to the complete elimination of nuclear weapons,
and agreed to a solution to the impasse over limit-
ing intermediate range nuclear weapons.” UK Prime
Minister Margaret Thatcher was deeply suspicious of
Soviet intentions, and feared that the US and USSR
might agree to a condominium that left NATO-Europe
defenseless against Soviet predations.®

In this context, French President Francois Mitterrand
and Prime Minister Jacques Chirac actively lobbied
Thatcher's government for joint development of a
purely European deterrent to hedge against the risk
of a US-USSR condominium, starting in 1986. Chi-
rac, in particular, viewed this as a political initiative
intended to strengthen Anglo-French relations and
balance France’s increasing defense ties with Ger-
many. France urged the UK to collaborate on the
Air-Sol Moyenne Portée (ASMP), which at first was
envisioned as a very short-range air-launched cruise
missile, to replace the aging British WE.177 free-fall
bomb. Chirac also offered direct cooperation on the
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M4 submarine-launched ballistic missile and related
warheads to the UK to offset fears of limits on future
US support to the successor of the Polaris subma-
rine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM).? However, the
UK remained wedded to Trident, fearing that such
cooperation would signal a lack of UK interest in
the US-supplied system. Thatcher instead proposed
a model of triangular US-UK-French co-operation in-
volving the United States to achieve economies of
scale, a framework France rejected in favor of stra-
tegic autonomy.®

The historical lesson is clear: the UK's decision to pri-
oritize its special relationship with Washington over
a European hedge resulted in the eventual loss of its
strategic autonomy. The UK knew it would be diffi-
cult to replace Polaris, with its total dependency on
so many US-supplied components. At the same time,
it rejected cooperation on ASMP because it both did
not foresee the elimination of the UK-built WE. 177
nuclear air dropped bomb. Even when the UK final-
ly decided to scrap the WE.177, it sought a US-sup-
plied tactical air-to-surface missile — which ended up
being scrapped.’ In other words, the UK decision to
refuse French cooperation and stick with the United
States resulted in the UK losing its nuclear air-deliv-
ered capabilities. That decision may have worked for
the security environment of the 1990s, but it leaves
a critical gap across NATO’s nuclear deterrence ca-
pabilities today: a gap this proposal seeks to close.

II. The Urgent Need to
Address the Russian

Theater Nuclear Threat

While France and the UK maintain credible strate-
gic deterrents, Russia increasingly relies on NSNW
as flexible tools for escalation control, aggressive
sanctuarization, and war termination on its terms.
Systems like the Oreshnik medium-range missile and
the Tsirkon hypersonic missile demonstrate Russia’s
lead in theater-range capabilities. Russia also main-
tains between 1,500 and 2,000 NSNW and has begun
stationing its NSNW in Belarus."? Facing this formida-
ble arsenal, NATO currently fields ~120 B61 nuclear
air-dropped bombs alongside 50 French warheads
for its ALCM-Ns, the Air-Sol Moyenne Portée Amé-
lioré-Rénové (ASMPA-R), 240 French Téte Nucléaire
Océanique (TNO) warheads on M51.3 SLBMs, and
~250 UK Holbrook nuclear warheads on US-supplied
Trident Il D-5 SLBMs. Note that France, unlike Russia,
considers all of its ALCMs as strategic weapons, and
not as theater-level weapons. Regardless, the Euro-
pean pillar of NATO’s nuclear deterrent is inadequate
in size and structure to deter Russia alone.

If the United States were to diminish its support or
withdraw its forward-deployed B61 gravity bombs,
Europe would be left with no systems that it consid-
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ers sub-strategic. Even the B61s delivered by F-35As
may not be highly rated by Russia as a credible theat-
er deterrent based on ever-improving air defense
capabilities. Russia would then have advantage in
threatening nuclear use in local or regional conflicts,
as they would be daring the European Allies to es-
calate to the strategic level — something Russia be-
lieves they would be loath to do. However, a doctrinal
mismatch persists: while France views the ASMPA-R
as a strategic weapon, Russia may perceive its use as
a theater-level threat, creating a dangerous potential
for miscalculation. Russia certainly sees all SLBMs
as strategic weapons and likely would escalate to a
full strategic nuclear exchange if the UK or French
used them, even if the UK and France intended to use
SLBMs in a theater-nuclear mission. Thus, a vacuum
exists and will only worsen if the US diminishes its
support to Europe.

The UK also faces considerable budgetary pressures
in maintaining and modernizing its current nuclear
deterrent. The replacement of the Vanguard-class
strategic submarines with the Dreadnaught-class,
plus the replacement of the aging Holbrook war-
heads, will stretch the UK Ministry of Defense’s Atom-
ic Weapons Establishment Nuclear Security Technol-
ogies (AWE) capabilities to its limits. With a real and
increasing risk of the US reducing or withdrawing its
forward-deployed nuclear weapons in Europe, the UK
must hedge its bets, learning the lessons of its flir-
tation with French cooperation to provide a supple-
ment to the US guarantee that might also serve as
a replacement. In order to do so, the UK will need to
secure additional funding from somewhere. Can the
French make up the difference?

III. France’s Doctrinal
Evolution: Forward
Deterrence and
Epaulement

President Emmanuel Macron has sought to fill part of
this vacuum through a series of diplomatic approach-
es and his announcement of a new French nuclear
doctrine. Macron signaled a historic shift in French
doctrine with a landmark speech on 2 March 2025 at
la base opérationnelle de L'lle Longue.’® While main-
taining the sole French presidential authority over
the nuclear trigger, Macron introduced the concept
of forward deterrence (dissuasion avancée) into the
French nuclear lexicon.™ This modification to French

nuclear doctrine explicitly recognizes that France’s vi-
tal interests have a European dimension and offers a
framework for its friends and partners to receive and
understand French security guarantees as well as to
participate in French nuclear activities. It is similar to
the NATO concept of extended deterrence, but still
lacks some crucial pillars, such as joint targeting and
final decision-making on nuclear use. Regardless of
these differences, it is a major shift in French nucle-
ar thinking and how it views the role of others in its
deterrent.

Thus, a central pillar of this new doctrine is mutual
support (épaulement). Macron argues that for nucle-
ar deterrence to be credible, it must be flanked by ro-
bust conventional capabilities, i.e., early warning, air
defense, and deep-strike, provided by European part-
ners. At NATO, these capabilities are known as Con-
ventional Support to Nuclear Operations, formerly
known as SNOWCAT (support to nuclear operations
with conventional air tactics). This embrace of these
two NATO concepts - forward deterrence and mutu-
al support — now provides France with a solid foun-
dation to work with its allies to manage escalation
before the nuclear threshold is crossed, ensuring that
the nuclear option does not become too radical to ac-
tivate in intermediate crises. Furthermore, France is
now open to the forward deployment of its strategic
air forces to allied soil during crises, complicating
adversary planning by dispersing nuclear-capable
Rafale jets across a European archipelago of bases.

On the basis of this new doctrinal statement, and
building on the UK-France Northwood Declaration of
2025, France engaged in a flurry of nuclear diplomacy,
signing bilateral defense agreements with Belgium,
Denmark, Germany, Greece, Netherlands, Norway, Po-
land, and Sweden (Finland also is reportedly in talks).
All of these countries are frequent participants in NA-
TO's premier annual nuclear strike exercise, STEAD-
FAST NOON, providing dual-capable aircraft or CSNO
missions to NATO. The bilateral agreements make
explicit the enhanced cooperation with French stra-
tegic forces to conduct nuclear operations as part of
a coalition.

The first stage is integration of the signatories into
nuclear exercises (the most visible of which is the
POKER series), the second will be peacetime deploy-
ments for dual-capable French aircraft and strategic
submarines to allied ports and airfields, and the third
will include dispersal of French nuclear forces dur-
ing crises. The dispersal operating base concept is
one that | have addressed in more detail elsewhere,'®
but in short, it means that the nuclear state moves
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its strike assets to third countries to conduct strikes
from their territory, thereby complicating an adver-
sary'’s targeting. French forces utilizing the dispersal
concept are therefore many times more survivable
than if limited to French bases and vulnerable to sur-
prise attack.

However, these seismic changes in French doctrine
and nuclear assurance and support operations do
not replace the US extended deterrence guarantee,
which includes nuclear weapons dedicated to the
NATO deterrence mission, with joint nuclear target-
ing, planning, and use decision. Despite the further
integration of European Allies into French deterrence
operations, these decisions remain solely the pur-
view of the President of France. Thus, the vacuum
remains — there are no dedicated, doctrinally-theater
nuclear weapons in NATQ’s arsenal aside from the
limited quantity of US B61 air dropped bombs.

IV.Back to the Future:
UK-French Nuclear
Cooperation in 2026
and beyond

To fill the remainder of this vacuum, the UK and
France must join forces in the development of the
ASNA4G, the fourth-generation, long-range, superson-
ic nuclear-armed cruise missile. This should include

joint missile design and production to ensure com-
patibility across all NATO 4th and 5th generation air-
frames — particularly the F-35A. Such cooperation
would lower production costs, increase production
rates, reduce risks of slowdown in production, and
increase deterrence options for the Alliance. The UK
and France also should cooperate on joint design and
production of the TNA4G warhead - the warhead
designated for the ASN4G missile.

The framework for cooperation is already in place,
with the Lancaster Treaty of 2010, the 2014 expan-
sion agreement, and the Doncaster Statement of
2025. Under the Teutates Programme, established by
Lancaster, the two countries already operate a joint
facility EPURE at the Commissariat a I'énergie ato-
mique (CEA) Valduc nuclear weapons research and
production facility in Salives, France,'® and the Tech-
nology Development Center at the Atomic Weapons
Establishment in Aldermaston.”” Currently, the sides
work at these facilities on surety, safety, and securi-
ty, but this should be expanded as an urgent matter
to include joint warhead design and production. This
would involve joint work to develop common compo-
nents such as energetic materials, neutron ignition,
and fuses. By jointly developing next-generation nu-
clear systems, the UK and France can provide dedi-
cated theater nuclear options that take away Russia’s
advantages on the current escalation ladder. These
options can be expanded further by working together
to ensure that the TNA4G is compatible with other
NATO deep strike, including the French Missile de
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Croisiére Naval,’® an extended-range version of the
joint Storm Shadow/SCALP missile,”® or other Al-
lied-developed ground-launched cruise and ballistic
missiles under programs such as the European Long-
Range Strike Approach (ELSA).2°

Air-launched systems provide theater flexibility, but
the sea-based deterrent remains the ultimate stra-
tegic deterrent against Russia. The UK's current de-
pendence on the US for Trident Il D-5 missiles and
vital warhead components for the Holbrook and its
successor warhead represents a significant strate-
gic risk. To hedge against a potential disruption in
US support, the UK must pursue industrial autono-
my through its partnership with France. First, the UK
and France can work together to design a common
replacement for the Holbrook and TNO with paral-
lel manufacturing capabilities in France and the UK
AWE. This bilateral cooperation would ensure that
the UK is not merely swapping dependence on Wash-
ington for dependence on Paris, but is building a truly
sovereign capability that can pivot between technical
paths as circumstances dictate.

France also should open the design of the M51.4 to
the UK so they can ensure capability with the next
generation of UK SSBNs. These new SSBNSs, the Dre-
adnought class, are being designed with removable
SLBM missile cartridges, known as “Quad Packs,’
that can be swapped out for alternate payloads.?'
The UK should ensure its cartridges can be rapid-
ly swapped out between US-supplied Tridents or
French M51.4 SLBM. The M51 series is lighter and
shorter than the Trident missiles, but the diameter
is slightly wider,22 so there may be some changes to
the Dreadnought common missile compartment to
accommodate French quad packs, or some changes
the UK could suggest to the M51.4 design to ensure
compatibility.

As mentioned above, increasing AWE capacity to in-
clude not only Holbrook replacement warheads and a
national and NATO stockpile of TNA4G warheads for
the ASN4G would tax the UK budget beyond any rea-
sonable level and far outstrip the resources available
to AWE. Therefore, the extra costs should be borne by
common NATO funding, paid by the interested NATO
Allies, both those seeking to participate in nuclear
sharing with the UK, and others that would like to
ensure additional NATO nuclear deterrence options.
Indeed, the UK also could ask for support for more
SLBM warheads, considering these weapons, too, are
meant for the defence of the NATO Alliance. While
France would not accept foreign funding to expand
its capacities in this regard, there is precedent for the
UK to seek NATO common funding for its contribu-
tions to deterrence, as addressed in the next section.
Such common funding can satisfy objections based
on budgetary, manpower, and resource restrictions
and would not violate the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty (NPT).

V. The UK as a Bridge
to New NATO Nuclear

Sharing Arrangements:
ALCM-N

France's independence on nuclear decision-making
offers NATO strategic depth, but its refusal to partic-
ipate in the NPG remains a barrier to full integration
of France’s nuclear deterrent into NATO's deterrence
and defence planning. Its refusal also means that it
cannot supply an alternative to US nuclear sharing.
The United Kingdom, however, faces no such doc-
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trinal impediment and participates fully in the NPG,
as well as the HLG and nuclear war planning, tar-
geting, and exercising. Also, unlike France, the UK
envisions that its nuclear weapons would be tasked
by the Prime Minister to NATO command under the
Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR).%
The UK also is now set to rejoin the NATO DCA mis-
sion, purchasing 12 F-35A Lightning Il fighters and
certifying them for the nuclear mission, in the next
few years, and allowed the United States to return
B61 storage to RAF Lakenheath in 2025.2* All of this
makes the UK an ideal bridge between the Allies and
France on providing nuclear options to NATO. The UK
can act as an interface to launder NATO nuclear poli-
cy into its bilateral UK-France Nuclear Steering Group
(NSG), established by the Northwood Declaration.?’
In so doing, the UK can ensure the European pillar of
nuclear deterrence is operationally integrated into
NATO while France preserves the optics of its sover-
eign independence.

If the UK and France follow the model of ASN4G and
TNAA4G cooperation described in the previous section,
ensuring its adaptability to all NATO 4th and 5th Gen-
eration fighters, the UK could build an extra stockpile
of 100 nuclear-armed ASN4Gs earmarked for NATO’s
nuclear sharing mission under NATO common fund-
ing. The common funding would help the UK offset

the costs of expanding AWE capabilities, resources,
and manpower. These NATO-earmarked ALCM-Ns
would be stored at Allied bases that currently or for-
merly stored US nuclear weapons and would be in-
tended for delivery by Allied DCA - an arrangement
identical to the US nuclear sharing with NATO.

The US currently maintains 120 Weapon Storage and
Security Vaults (WS3) for the storage of four B61
bombs each or nuclear cruise missile warheads.?¢
These vaults were constructed out of common NATO
funding in the 1990s and have been upgraded by US
European Command over the past five years. With
only ~120 B61s currently in Europe, there remains
spare storage capacity within the WS3 vaults to hold
these warheads. Some modifications may be neces-
sary, and it would likely be necessary for separate US
and UK nuclear storage zones within these bases,
as well as modifications to the WS3 and creation of
secure missile arming and loading areas under UK
control for the TNA4G warheads. Indeed, if the US
does withdraw from the NATO nuclear mission, put-
ting these vaults back under common NATO funding
and UK direct control has precedent (in the common
funding for their initial construction) and could be ac-
complished relatively quickly based on the Gryphon
Ground Launched Cruise Missile Alert and Mainte-
nance Area (GAMA) model.?

GAMA / Source: RAF-Molesworth-25Jan1989 - BGM-109G Gryphon - Wikipedia




This role finds two historical examples - first, the joint
NATO funding for building the WS3 vaults and GAMA
infrastructure at Allied air bases,?® and second, the
1964 Atlantic Nuclear Force (ANF) proposal. Under
the ANF, the UK suggested that Allies pay into a joint
fund to support the British deterrent, providing a com-
mon stake in a European-provided force.?® A modern
iteration of this could involve NATO common fund-
ing to expand the capacity of the AWE to expand its
capabilities, resources, and personnel. While France
would not accept foreign funding to expand its capac-
ities in this regard, there is precedent for the UK to
seek NATO common funding for its contributions to
deterrence, as | will address in the next section. Such
common funding can satisfy objections based on
budgetary, manpower, and resource restrictions and
would not violate the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT). This option would require the UK to negotiate
an agreement equivalent to the US' Uses of Atomic
Energy for Defense Purposes Agreements,* a Nation-
al Stockpile agreement?' and an inter-service agree-
ment between the Royal Air Force and the host/de-
livering state.2 The templates for these agreements
already exist and can be implemented rapidly either
to bolster US extended deterrence, or, if withdrawn,
replace it with a far more credible theater deterrent.

VI. Conclusion:
A “Concrete” European
Pillar of Security

The Northwood Declaration of 2025 established that
the vital interests of France and the UK are insepa-
rable and acts as the moral and strategic anchor for
European nuclear deterrence. As President Macron
noted at lle Longue, the coming half-century will be
an “age of nuclear weapons,” and “strategic solidari-
ty” between Europe’s two nuclear powers is the only
path to enduring peace. By co-developing the ASN4G
and TNA4G, London and Paris can transform these
political sentiments into a tangible, high-end military
capability.

This bilateral approach to developing nuclear op-
tions for NATO does not force France to change its
long-standing policies or replace the vital Trans-At-
lantic link. Rather, to use all the cliches at once: it
provides a belt-and-braces approach to deterrence;
it future-proofs NATO'’s nuclear deterrent; and it pro-
vides a “concrete” European pillar to NATO nuclear
deterrence.

Through joint hardware and shared risk, the United
Kingdom and France can ensure the continent re-
mains able to face down Russia, regardless of shift-
ing winds blowing from Washington.
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