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This Whitehall Paper is based upon a research project that Squadron
Leader Newman carried out as a student on the RAF’s Higher
Defence Studies programme, reading for a Master of Philosophy
degree at Cambridge University. It comes as no surprise therefore
that it is widely referenced and well researched, although for the less
academically inclined reader its content might at first seem too
protein rich. However, these first impressions aside, the paper
conducts the reader through a comprehensive tour of the subject. It
first defines the meaning of asymmetry, exposes the military and
non-military asymmetric challenges that the United Kingdom’s armed
forces may face in future operations and conducts s review of the
pragmatic, rather than possible, strategies that weaker opponents
may employ. Finally it lists the countermeasures that the United
Kingdom might employ against such asymmetric threats.
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Although the paper is concerned with military operations in the round
there is much of interest for the air minded reader, with numerous
examples of how asymmetric strategies might be employed against
air forces. It highlights the vulnerability of High Value Assets, such as
AWACS and JSTARS, and the range of threats that can be posed
against air bases and their supporting infrastructures. The paper also
introduces the concept of virtual attrition whereby the need to carry
out force protection measures and react to threats will slow down
and disrupt operations, inflicting attrition on sortie rates just a
tangible as any actual attack. This is an interesting concept that
adds to the equation when analysing the cost and benefits of force
protection measures.

The paper draws heavily on the American work in this area and
consequently it can at times appear to be too biased towards the US
experience and perceptions. To give the paper a more rounded view
it would have been useful to explore asymmetric threats from a more
European stance, however, | suspect that there is not the research
material available to do this. Similarly, the paper might have benefited
from some views ‘from the other side of the hill namely those states
that have employed asymmetric strategies in the past, such as North
Korea, Vietnam and Afghanistan. An exposure of such perspectives,
together with some analysis on whether they did actually employ a
deliberate asymmetric strategy or were merely reacting to events
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with the only resources at their disposal, would have added great
value to this examination of the topic. However, limitations of space
probably precluded the inclusion of these subjects.

In its concluding chapter the paper usefully exposes the current state
of the United Kingdom’s position and preparedness to respond to
asymmetric threats, and it is not comfortable reading. There are
many areas that need substantial policy, doctrine and budgetary
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investment if the United Kingdom is to be able to meet the
asymmetric challenges that it is increasingly likely to face in
intervention operations.

Overall the paper is a veritable tour de force of the subject and
draws together contemporary thought on asymmetric threats. It is
recommended reading for all those with an interest in, or
responsibility for, air operations in the 21st century.
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