
Notes from the second Rethinking Security conversation 

As advertised, our main focus was on the Ammerdown document entitled 
‘Towards a Strategy for Common Security’ and on arrival we selected which 
group to sit in, according to the document’s three main categories of 
proposals: 1. Rethink our approach to security alliances, 2. Reduce the 
emphasis on military power in the UK’s policy and 3. Put peacebuilding at the 
heart of common security. 

In these three groups we first looked again at the questions at the end of the 
initial document, ‘Security for the future’, noting down and then discussing our 
responses to them. The thoughts we shared provided the context for our 
thinking on the Strategy document and the proposals made under the heading 
we had chosen.  

When our time was exhausted – inevitably when we still had lots to say – one 
person from each group presented the notes from these discussions that they 
had committed to flip charts. The first had focussed closely on the document 
text in their discussions and the second on their own additional ideas, while 
the third answered the questions given about responses to the different items 
in their section.  

There was in practice quite a lot of overlap in the focus and thinking of the 
three groups. 

The following are the groups’ summaries. 

 

Group 1 (an expanded version of the flipchart notes): 

Rethink our approach to security alliances 

Document text: Strategic alliances with states whose responses to conflict are habitually 

violent, abusive or corrupt are not bringing security to British citizens or anyone else. 
Strategies that have rested far too heavily on military power, and the enormous injustices 
and costs associated with them, are making us all more insecure. In particular, the UK’s 
attachment to violent and repressive allies is limiting this country’s ability to build more 
effective, collaborative alliances, in Europe and further afield. 

We need to: 

a) acknowledge the UK’s changing position in the world, and the growing importance of 
other geographic areas and cultures in influencing future change 

Our comment: We acknowledge this is all right, but we think successive UK 
governments have not begun even to admit it. They have failed to move 
beyond a “We won the war” mindset. Hence our suggestion that this point 
should be about examining the UK’s current position then developing and 



implementing a vision of what its place in the world could be (then points b 
and c amplify that vision) 

 

Document text:  

b) strengthen diplomacy and build the power of collaborative, just and inclusive 
relationships, both nationally and internationally 

Our comment: No problem with this at all but we think it should explicitly 
mention ‘soft power’, especially since the 2014 Select Committee report 
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201314/ldselect/ldsoftpower/15
0/15002.htm. We should also teach people that confidence-building measures 
work by slow, steady encouragement of ‘collaborative, just and inclusive 
relationships’ 

 

Document text: 

c) end military and political alliances of convenience with repressive and cruel regimes, 
and focus more on solidarity with the people living in conflict-affected societies 

Our comment: We were not happy with the simplicity of ‘end … alliances’. 
There is a place for engagement and involvement with anyone  - including 
repressive/cruel regimes, inside or outside alliances. It’s not the alliances per 
se that are the problem – it’s the fact that we tacitly condone or legitimise 
violence by not challenging bad behaviour perpetrated by allies. So we can be 
in alliances but not be an accomplice to their repression or cruelty. So we 
shouldn’t sell arms and we should:  

 strengthen civil society especially in conflict and post-conflict areas 

 trade 

 offer our services for peacekeeping and peacebuilding (and earn money 
for this – replace income lost from ending arms sales!) 

 participate in and support international finance for measures that 
increase democracy, inclusion, human rights – make the World Bank and 
the IMF do the job they were meant to do 

 
 

Group 2 (which launched straight into its own ideas): 

Reduce the emphasis on military power in the UK’s policy 

Document text: ‘Aggressive military postures, capabilities and responses are ill-matched 

to the most urgent security challenges we face today; they are reinforcing cycles of violence 
and mistrust.’ 

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201314/ldselect/ldsoftpower/150/15002.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201314/ldselect/ldsoftpower/150/15002.htm


We need to:  

a) Acknowledge fully the losses and injuries suffered by both the Armed Forces and 
civilians in recent interventionist wars and provide comprehensive support and 
rehabilitation 

b) De-escalate the arms race, by actively supporting initiatives for nuclear disarmament 
and non-proliferation – demonstrating the UK´s commitment by the non-renewal of 
the Trident nuclear weapons system 

c) End subsidies for the UK arms industry and invest in transferring associated skills, 
production capacity and labour to engineering and manufacturing for sustainable 
energy  

d) Progressively reduce UK spending on military solutions, starting with a commitment 
to bring it in line with the European average 

e) Invest in and adapt current peacekeeping capacities to include a far greater 
emphasis on civilian roles 

f) Promote a national debate about the role of the military in our cultural identity, 
exploring   its different consequences for men and women, girls and boys and the 
origins and impacts of valorising violence. 

 

Our ideas: 

 We should look again at how we measure economic activity: focus on 
resources and conservation and not on consumption. (Currently 
statistics on ‘growth’ are inflated by the military economy that produces 
nothing useable [other than for destruction]) 

 We (the UK) should stop acting like a colonial power and have a clear 
policy of ‘keeping out’ of other countries unless it is clear that we can do 
some good 

 There should be transparency about military funding for activities and 
military teaching materials and presence in schools; also about academic 
research commissioned and funded by the military 

 The most vulnerable pupils/students particularly should be protected 
from military recruiting 

 Cost-benefit analysis is needed on the relative cost-effectiveness of 
spending on military and peacebuilding  interventions, which would 
show how much more effective the latter is in terms of achieving peace. 
(Currently diplomatic and peacebuilding efforts are seriously restricted 
by lack of funds)  

  On the basis of that evidence, spending should be transferred from 
warfare to peacebuilding. 

In addition, one proposal for future action came from this group, to be carried 
over to our third session: that we should in future commemorate and 



celebrate the ending of wars rather than their beginnings, starting with 
11.11.2018, the centenary of WWI’s ending.  

 

Group 3:  

Put peacebuilding at the heart of common security 

Document text: A ‘peacebuilding’ approach focuses on the real drivers of current 

conflicts, and builds relationships and initiatives capable of addressing these. Significant 
expertise exists within the UK – not least as a result of the ongoing Northern Ireland peace 
process – as well as a wealth of experience from elsewhere in the world. The UK needs to 
make just peace a genuine and practical priority, rather than a marginal concern that is 
subservient to our supposed economic and security interests.  

We need to: 

a) Put dialogue and cooperation at the heart of international relations, building 
relationships on the basis of shared commitments to human rights, freedoms and 
dignity, and working for the democratic reform of international institutions 

b) Prioritise political strategies to address conflicts, for example, in the Middle East, 
North Africa and Ukraine.  

c) Support locally-led peace initiatives in countries experiencing violent conflict, 
developing inclusive processes which enable the equitable participation of all those 
affected, particularly women and marginalised groups  

d) Ensure that the UK makes political and economic choices that support peace. Aid 
must address the drivers of conflict – by supporting people’s rights and 
empowerment and avoiding reinforcing poor governance, exclusive growth and 
other known drivers of conflict.  

e) Address the complex root causes of ‘terrorist’ violence, end the use of rhetoric and 
strategies that alienate Muslim communities at home and abroad and invest in 
building bridges of respect and understanding 

f) Work with others to urgently address the deep causes of insecurity and conflict: 
climate change, inequality and marginalisation, scarcity, mass migration, militarised 
violence and repression. Without addressing these issues, we can never build lasting 
peace and security. 

 

Our responses: 

We agree with the above and would want to add ‘democratic reform’ and ‘free 
access to information’. (We recommend a website called ‘Full fact’, which 
checks facts and presents facts in an accessible way about the EU referendum.) 

Resistance to change will come from the media, business and political powers 
and those with entrenched cultural norms.  

To overcome that resistance we must reduce fear as a driver of feelings of 
insecurity that are generated by the above and used to justify military 



preparations and responses and do so at all levels, from the personal to the 
national. In place of fear we must build and foster community, for instance in 
schools and social housing.  

Inspiration for cultural change can be found in stories of local decision making 
and peace action. The initial video cited local decision making groups in the 
Philippines which spread because they were successful. 

We and others need to recognise that there is no such thing as total security 
and provide support for integrating the big changes ahead, such as climate 
change. We need to recognise that people need each other and need more 
help than is currently available. If we were organised for providing all the help 
needed, there would be very little unemployment. 

People may need individual support to negotiate change. 

 

Additional thoughts  

After the group reports we had little time for plenary discussion but one 
additional thought was related to the last point above: that people’s own 
personal experiences and responses were liable to be overwhelmed as they 
got sucked into the national discourse.  

One suggestion for shifting public opinion was that prominence should be 
given (particularly in education) to the successful preventative action taken by 
the UN and others. It was possible to stop war from happening and success 
stories should be publicised. 

The concern was expressed that, in the part of the document on Alliances, 
there was ‘no sense of power to act’ in the wording of the document, 
‘especially in the verbs, such as "acknowledge" and "strengthen", which do not 
require any particular action’. 

 

Preparation for our third session 

We ended this second session by looking ahead to the third, to which we hope 
as many as possible of you will come, as we turn our attention to possible 
action that we could take, whether in our own circles, coming at the security 
question from our own key focus (e.g. demilitarisation, environmental 
protection, democracy or social and economic justice), or together, as the 
group of people who have been part of this conversation. It is our hope that 
people will begin thinking about this in good time and come with ideas at the 



ready, so that we can inspire each other and translate at least some of our 
thinking into action for the change we want to see.  

 

Looking forward to seeing you on Wednesday June 15th at 7.30pm. 

 

Diana.  

 

 

 

Since the meeting: 

Lin has written to say ‘Here is the link to the Full Fact website:  

https://fullfact.org/ 

For those with time, here is a Full Fact video of an event yesterday (17th May), 
explaining how they work and sample findings: http://us6.campaign-
archive1.com/?u=4e4c5a6a441f72299683193db&id=839ec81655&e=064f2c40
b6 

Another fact checking link is the BBC “Reality Check: the EU referendum”: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/live/uk-politics-eu-referendum-35603388 

Farzana has written saying we may want to see the following, if we haven’t 
seen it already. It is about the devastation of wars in Iraq: 

https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=EHS0Cq8hje4&feature=youtu.be 

https://fullfact.org/
http://us6.campaign-archive1.com/?u=4e4c5a6a441f72299683193db&id=839ec81655&e=064f2c40b6
http://us6.campaign-archive1.com/?u=4e4c5a6a441f72299683193db&id=839ec81655&e=064f2c40b6
http://us6.campaign-archive1.com/?u=4e4c5a6a441f72299683193db&id=839ec81655&e=064f2c40b6
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/live/uk-politics-eu-referendum-35603388
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=EHS0Cq8hje4&feature=youtu.be

