
David Cameron’s disarray over Britain’s carrier programme 
 
 
David Cameron is considering whether to u-turn on the decision made in the Strategic Defence and 
Security Review to overturn Labour’s plans and buy the carrier variant of the Joint Strike Fighter. 
 
Jim Murphy MP, Labour's Shadow Defence Secretary, said in response to this news: 
 
“This would be one of the biggest public procurement messes for many decades. If confirmed David 
Cameron will have wasted more than a year and squandered millions. 
 
"A combination of Prime Ministerial hubris and MOD incompetence has led to British military power at 
sea being degraded. Now the Prime Minister may be introducing a policy he himself referred to as a 
'mistake'. 
 
"We need urgent clarity from Ministers about their plans for one of Britain's most strategically 
important defence projects, which appears in disarray. 
 
"Britain has been left exposed without carrier strike capability for a decade and today there are yet 
more worrying warnings from military figures that we would not be able to retake the Falkland Islands. 
  
 “More and more people will wonder whether this government can be trusted with the major projects on 
which our defences rely. 
 
“Ministers have blown a hole through their ten year budget plans and their own credibility. 
 
“The Government must explain why they overturned Labour’s preferred option only to now appear to 
accept that this was the best option.  
 
“This is embarrassing for the Prime Minister but more importantly it will be a real worry for the country 
who know our Forces deserve the best possible kit and equipment and that their interests are being 
undermined by this confusion.”  
 
Ends 
 
 
 
  



Background: David Cameron’s decisions 
 

 At the last election Labour’s manifesto promised two aircraft carriers. Labour planned to bring in 
the short takeoff and vertical landing (STOVL) variant of the Joint Strike Fighter (F35b). 
 

 Labour would have conducted a defence review in 2015, but initial planning was to retain the 
Harrier fleet to fly from HMS Illustrious and HMS Ark Royal until 2016 when Queen Elizabeth 
Class carrier would have been introduced. The Harrier would have been retired in 2018, when 
the Joint Strike Fighter F35b would have been brought in to service.  Labour planned to retain 
continuous carrier strike capability. 

 

 David Cameron’s rushed defence review decided to construct both carriers but immediately 
mothball one, meaning we will have a carrier operating at sea for only 150 to 200 days a year 
rather than year-round. 
 

 David Cameron claimed to have no choice, but this was proved to be completely false and his 
decision cost rather than saved money. 

 

 David Cameron decided to scrap HMS Ark Royal while retaining HMS Ocean and Illustrious, but 
they will not be operational at the same time and Illustrious is set to be scrapped. 
 

 David Cameron decided to purchase the ‘carrier variant’ of the Joint Strike Fighter (F35c). This 
required converting the new carrier through the installation of ‘catapult and arrestor gear’, 
which added four years to the delivery date (2016-2020) and hugely increased the cost of the 
project by up to an estimated £2bn.  The timeframe for introduction has slipped further, 
potentially to 2027. 
 

 David Cameron vociferously criticised the previous Government’s decision to purchase the F35b, 
calling it a ‘mistake’. 
 

 David Cameron also decided to scrap the Harrier Jump jet fleet, which had served our Forces in 
the Falklands, Bosnia, Kosovo and Afghanistan.  David Cameron sold the Harrier to the United 
States for “peanuts”, which plans to use them for spare parts.   
 

 In sum, David Cameron’s decisions have meant that the UK reversed Labour’s plans for 
continuous carrier strike capability, leaving Britain without aircraft to fly from an aircraft carrier 
for a decade. 
 

 The danger of David Cameron’s decisions has been highlighted by the many senior military 
figures who have warned that Britain may be unable to retake the Falkland Islands if there was 
to be an Argentinean attack, and by Italy, France and the United States deploying aircraft 
carriers during the conflict in Libya. 
 

 Now, David Cameron is considering a u-turn. This could be a huge waste of time and money, 
leaving major question marks over Britain’s carrier strike capability.   



Key issues 

The Government savaged the policy they may now adopt 
 
The Government and David Cameron repeatedly criticised the capability they may now be preparing to 
introduce, referring to it as an ‘error’ and ‘mistake’: 
 

 “The last Government committed to carriers that would have been unable to work properly with 
our closest military allies. It will take time to rectify this error, but we are determined to do so.” 
Strategic Defence and Security Review, p.5 

 

 “This is another area where I believe the last Government got it badly wrong... The carriers they 
ordered were unable to work effectively with our key defence partners, the United States or 
France...They ordered the more expensive and less capable version of the joint strike fighter to 
fly off the carriers...That is the legacy we inherited-an appalling legacy the British people have 
every right to be angry about, but I say to them today: we will act in the national interest. We 
would not have started from here, but the right decisions are now being made in the right way 
and for the right reasons... 
“It will take time to rectify these mistakes, but this is how we intend to do so. We will build both 
carriers, but hold one in extended readiness. We will fit the "cats and traps"-the catapults and 
arrester gear-to the operational carrier. This will allow our allies to operate from our operational 
carrier, and it will allow us to buy the carrier version of the joint strike fighter, which is more 
capable, less expensive, has a longer range and carries more weapons. We will also aim to bring 
the planes and the carriers in at the same time.” 
David Cameron, HC Deb, 19 October 2010, c798 

 
The Government would break their promise to deliver superior capability  
 
The Government and David Cameron repeatedly argued that the carrier variant of the JSF was a superior 
capability, which due to its mismanagement may be failing to deliver:   
 

 “We will fit a catapult to the operational carrier to enable it to fly a version of the Joint Strike 
Fighter with a longer range and able to carry more weapons. Crucially, that will allow our carrier 
to operate in tandem with the US and French navies, and for American and French aircraft to 
operate from our carrier and vice versa.” 
Strategic Defence and Security Review, p.5 

 

 “Pursuit of closer partnership is a core strategic principle for the Strategic Defence and Security 
Review because it is clear that the UK will in most circumstances act militarily as part of a wider 
coalition. We will therefore install catapult and arrestor gear.”  
Strategic Defence and Security Review, p.23 

 

 “The strike needs to be made more capable. Installing the catapult and arrestor will allow the UK 
to acquire the carrier-variant of Joint Strike Fighter ready to deploy on the converted carrier 
instead of the short take-off and vertical landing (STOVL) variant. This version of the jet has a 
longer range and greater payload: this, not large numbers of aircraft, is the critical requirement 



for precision strike operations in the future. The UK plans to operate a single model of JSF, 
instead of different land and naval variants.”  
Strategic Defence and Security Review, p.23 

 

 “It makes strategic sense to focus on developing a more effective and appropriate carrier-strike 
capability to deal with the uncertain evolution in type and scale of potential threats from various 
states in the next decade and beyond.” 
Strategic Defence and Security Review, p.23 

 

 “But the last Government committed to carriers that would have been unable to work properly 
with our closest military allies. It will take time to rectify this error, but we are determined to do 
so. We will it a catapult to the operational carrier to enable it to fly a version of the Joint Strike 
Fighter with a longer range and able to carry more weapons. Crucially, that will allow our carrier 
to operate in tandem with the US and French navies, and for American and French aircraft to 
operate from our carrier and vice versa. And we will retain the Royal Marine brigade, and an 
effective amphibious capability.” 
David Cameron and Nick Clegg, Strategic Defence and Security Review, 19 October 2010 

 

 “Secondly, we have decided to install catapult and arrester gear, which will allow greater 
interoperability, particularly with US and French carriers and jets, and maximise the through-life 
utility of our carrier strike capability. Thirdly, we have decided to acquire the carrier variant of 
the joint strike fighter. Adding the "cats and traps" will allow us to use the carrier variant of the 
JSF, which has a bigger payload and a longer range than the STOVL variant planned by the 
previous Government. Overall, the carrier variant will be significantly cheaper, reducing the 
through-life cost compared with the STOVL version.” 
Liam Fox, Hansard, HC Deb, 4 November 2010, c1068 

 
The sale of the Harrier fleet and the carrier strike capability gap was short-sighted and reckless 
 
The decision to sell the Harrier fleet left Britain without airpower at sea for a decade, which has proved 
to be increasingly short-sighted and reckless. The UK needed airpower in Libya, yet the SDSR states: 
 

 “We cannot now foresee circumstances in which the UK would require the scale of strike 
capability previously planned”.  
Strategic Defence and Security Review, p.23 

 
This contradicted promises made in Opposition: 
 

 “The Tory Party also supports the new supercarriers which are vital in the new world order. 
Having the ability to park a large aircraft carrier next to a country with which you are having 
problems has major military and diplomatic advantages. It is not just the military aspect that 
matters but also the diplomatic clout such vessels give you. I think it is inconceivable that an 
incoming Tory government would scrap or alter these vital two defence projects which are so 
important to Barrow, Furness and the South and West Cumbria and their highly skilled and vital 
workforce.” 
Liam Fox, North West Evening Mail, 1 October 2008  

 
 



 
 
Harriers were sold on the cheap: 
 

 Peter Luff announced that the value of the sale of the final 72 Harrier aircraft frames and 
associated spare parts, which will be used as a major source of spares to support the US Marine 
Corps, is $180 million (around £110 million).  
Hansard source (Citation: HC Deb, 30 November 2011, c979W) 

 

 The sale has been described as ‘peanuts’ and Admiral Sir John ‘Sandy’ Woodward, the 
commander of the Falklands Task Force described the decision as “Crass beyond belief...The 
Americans have got themselves a bargain as our Government does not know what it’s doing. 
This is a shocking waste of taxpayers’ money. These Harriers should be flying off a Navy aircraft 
carrier today bombing Libya and bringing the campaign to a quick conclusion but instead they 
are being flogged for scrap.”   
Daily Telegraph, 15th June 2011 

 
David Cameron playing politics 
 
David Cameron has consistently played politics with the carrier programme, but has been found out. He 
tried to blame the previous Government for his decision but later it was revealed by the NAO that this 
was an entirely false claim: 
 

 “[The previous Government] signed contracts, so we were left in a situation where even 
cancelling the second carrier would actually cost more than to build it.” 
David Cameron, HC Deb, 19 October 2010 

 

 “Compared to the procurement costs of continuing with the existing project and building two 
carriers, building one carrier would save just £200 million (0.4 per cent) and cancelling both 
carriers would save £1.2 billion (23 per cent).” 
National Audit Office, Carrier Strike, July 2011, p.25 

 
Flawed SDSR 
 
The Government told Parliament that they were confident the JSF was affordable. Failure to deliver their 
chosen variant would call into question the financial assumptions on which the SDSR were based:  
 

 Peter Luff said in February that any increases in cost “are judge to be within the provision that 
the department has made in the current budget planning round and therefore will not impact 
upon the introduction of JSF into UK service in 2020”. 
Written Parliamentary answer, 27th Feb, 32w 

 
Conversion costs 
 
We do not know the total predicted costs of installation of the ‘cats and traps’ and we do not know how 
much has been spent to date, either on investigating feasibility, work contracted or on ordering long 
lead-in items: 

 



 The Public Accounts Committee estimated costs of conversion of the QE class carrier to be 
£1.2bn with potential to rise.  
House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts, ‘Providing the UK’s Carrier Strike Capability’, 
p.9 

 

 It has been reported that projected costs rose to £1.8bn.  
Daily Telegraph, March 12th 2012 
 

 The National Audit Office said the MoD’s ‘Conversion Development Phase’ to understand the 
costs and risks associated with the installation of launch and recovery equipment for the new 
variant of aircraft was estimated to cost £76 million. 
National Audit Office, Carrier Strike, July 2011, p.10 
 

 Peter Luff said the MoD had “approved expenditure of up to £48 million for study work on 
conversion up to the end of March 2012” 
Written Parliamentary answer, 21st November 2011, 28w 

 
Number of aircraft 
 
We need to know the size of the fleet ordered by the Government to ensure we have sufficient airpower 
capacity, since there was increasing confusion over the numbers of F35c Ministers planned to have 
operational: 
  

 The SDSR stated, "the single carrier will therefore routinely have 12 fast jets embarked for 
operations while retaining the capacity to deploy up to the 36 previously planned". 
Strategic Defence and Security Review, p.23 
 

 The PAC report on carrier strike, however, revealed that there would be just six operational JSF 
aircraft in 2020. 
House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts, ‘Providing the UK’s Carrier Strike Capability’, 
Ev 7 

 
Warnings ignored 
 
There have been serious and significant warnings over the decision taken in the SDSR to switch to the 
carrier variant of the JSF, which appear to have been ignored by Ministers: 
 

 “We are worried that the continuing difficulties the Ministry of Defence is facing in balancing its 
budget leaves Carrier Strike vulnerable to further changes in strategic direction as a result of 
broader corporate decisions taken to address this generic problem.” 
National Audit Office, Carrier Strike: supplementary report, November p.6 

 

 “There are risks associated with the integration of United Kingdom capabilities with the carrier 
variant of Joint Strike Fighter. The risks cover the interface between the carrier and the aircraft, 
the need for air-to-air refuelling, integration of United Kingdom specific weapons, absence of 
defined user requirements, the dependency on the United States for initial training, and the 



sufficiency of flight test assets to certify United Kingdom specific capabilities. In addition, cost 
risks remain as there are not yet firm prices for production aircraft.” 
National Audit Office, Carrier Strike, July 2011, p.10 

 

 “The Strategic Defence and Security Review decision introduced significant levels of technical, 
cost and schedule uncertainty, thinking on the way the carriers will be used in operation is still 
evolving and there are major risks reconstituting Carrier Strike capability after a decade without 
it.” 
National Audit Office, Carrier Strike, July 2011, p.11 

 
Industrial implications 
 
There are huge industrial implications of this decision with thousands of jobs and billions of pounds 
relying on the carrier programme. It is unclear what the impact of this decision would be on jobs and 
work share which had been factored in by UK employers: 
 

 “United Kingdom industry has a significant stake in each JSF built and will participate in support 
and upgrade work at a similar rate. The National Security Secretariat briefing drew on an 
analysis prepared by an independent economist which estimated the United Kingdom industrial 
stake to be worth over £100 billion over next 45 years, with United Kingdom employment 
benefit of around 25,000 jobs and tax revenues of approximately £10 billion.” 
National Audit Office, Carrier Strike: supplementary report, p.10 

 
 

  



Questions David Cameron must answer 
 

 What capabilities would be lost as a result of this decision? 
 

 How much in total has been spent on conversion of the QE carrier to date, including on 
feasibility studies, agreed contracts and items ordered?  
 

 What was assessment has been made of the total cost of conversion of the carrier to fit ‘cats 
and traps’ and unit cost of F35c?  
 

 What concerns have been raised with Ministers about the technical difficulties of converting 
to the ‘cats and traps’, by whom and when were they received? 
 

 What would the industrial impact be of a u-turn, specifically on those relying on the work to 
convert the carriers, and will there be wider implications for all employers tied to the carrier 
programme?  
 

 How many pilots have been trained on the F35c and what will their roles now be? 
 

 When will the carrier be introduced with aircraft operating from it, and how many aircraft will 
be operational on its entry?  
 

 What are the unit costs of the F35b? 
 

 With which countries would our aircraft carrier be interoperable if the Government u-turn and 
choose the F35b? 
 

 Does the Government still plan to mothball one of the carriers, preventing year-round carrier 
strike capability? 
 

 
 
 


