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Why a British Foreign 
Policy Group?
UK foreign policy directly impacts the lives and fortunes of everyone  
in the UK, and the international environment is becoming more complex  
and volatile. The decision by the British people to leave the European 
Union, the election of President Trump, and the ongoing crises in the Middle  
East are all examples of this. Yet the UK’s collective capacity to  
understand and navigate the opportunities and threats which surround 
us is diminishing. In particular, the UK lacks a non-governmental focus to 
understand links between national wellbeing and global influence. The British 
Foreign Policy Group will fill this important void. It will revitalise a national 
conversation on the UK’s international requirements and provide a forum for 
UK-wide engagement on how best to advance our national interests globally. 
This report explains in more detail why a British Foreign Policy Group is 
required, and what it intends to do to address the national foreign policy 
challenges we face.

If you would like more information please contact the Executive Director of the British Foreign 
Policy Group, Tom Cargill – Tom.Cargill@BFPG.org.uk

The British Foreign Policy Group is an independent not for profit organisation established to 
improve the quality of national engagement on UK foreign policy, and generate new thinking around 
how the UK can pursue our common national interests through our international engagements. The 
group takes no institutional position and all views expressed are those of the author. Established 
in Autumn 2016, the British Foreign Policy Group intends to engage people across the UK and our 
Overseas Territories through events, accessible, reliable information and digital outreach. A full 
programme and launch is intended for later in 2017. 

I t is my great pleasure to provide a foreword to the launch of this 
British Foreign Policy Group report.

As the Australian High Commissioner to the United Kingdom, I 
am principally interested in advancing Australia’s national interests. 
And in the pursuit of its foreign policy, Australia has no more natural or 
likeminded partner than the United Kingdom. Our partnership is based 
on our shared heritage, common values and closely aligned strategic 
outlook. So it should come as no surprise that Australia takes a close 
interest in British foreign policy.

A successful foreign policy enables a nation to advance its national 
interests and advocate its values. It strategically positions a nation 
to manage and shape events, rather than merely react to them. 
And it contributes to the maintenance, and steady evolution, of the  
rules-based international system.

Historically, “foreign policy” was the purview of states, primarily 
represented by the governments’ foreign ministry. Nowadays, however, 
with the deepening level of globalisation and transnational activity, 
foreign policy is no longer the sole domain of national governments, 
let alone foreign ministries.

Increasingly, the foreign policy establishment is expanding, not 
only across government but also with businesses, academics, think 
tanks and individuals taking a deep interest in foreign policy. Foreign 
policy is more important now to society as a whole than ever before, 
outside of times of war. And it has become a joint enterprise, with the 
multiplicity of voices enriching the quality of the debate and ultimately 
the quality of the policy.

Given this, I welcome the British Foreign Policy Group to the 
discussion. The decision to leave the European Union presents the 
United Kingdom with an opportunity not only to forge an independent 
trade policy, but also to forge an independent foreign policy, deploying 
its significant hard and soft power assets to advance its national 
interests.

As the British government works its way through the complexities 
of Brexit, there will increasingly be a need for a national discussion 
about Britain’s future place in the world and the foreign policy it needs 
to assume that place. We look forward to the British Foreign Policy 
Group’s thoughtful contribution to this important national discussion. I 
wish the Group every success with its future endeavours.

 
THE HON ALEXANDER DOWNER AC

AUSTRALIAN HIGH COMMISSIONER TO THE UNITED KINGDOM
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ON THE SHOULDERS OF GIANTS

Everyone in the UK should know why foreign 
policy matters. Our history and identity as a 
nation has been formed by continual interaction 
with the world around us. Everything we 
have, and everything we do, is fundamentally 
dependent upon an international system that 
determines  our way of life. 

We used to understand this collectively. 
Imperial interests and legacy created a 
generation of globalised citizens.  The repeated 
catastrophe of world conflict and the threat of 
nuclear armageddon compelled our parents’ 
and grandparents’ generations to support an 
ambitious, well-resourced UK foreign policy 
and the apparatus to service it. 

This support delivered more than many 
people today appreciate – an international 
global system committed to seeking political 
accountability; equality under the law; the 
legal basis for international trade which has 
in turn allowed our own economy to prosper 
and deliver the lifestyles we now take for 
granted; and, for the most part, the avoidance 
of armed conflict. 

This international system is not perfect. But 
overall it has served our country well and we, 
along with the citizens of most other countries, 
owe a debt of gratitude to the globally aware 
architects of the international order −many of 
whom were UK citizens.

TO IMPROVE IS TO CHANGE

Perhaps the post-World War II policymakers 
and their institutions have proved too 
successful. By the turn of the 21st century the 
quantity and quality of resources committed 
to understanding or informing British foreign 
policy was in precipitous decline. 

This was not the result of shrinking global 
horizons on the part of our people. Far from 
it – many of our industries, as well as our 
humanitarian, arts, sporting, media, and 
cultural activities, have become ever more 
global and successful, delivering the United 
Kingdom a more modern, youthful, and diverse 
international profile that has shaped, influenced 
and enriched the world to global, and British, 
benefit. Yet the modern and powerful 
superstructure of soft power has served 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This report was made possible through the support of many people and 
organisations, principally the core funder of the British Foreign Policy Group, 
Strategy International. In particular I want to thank my three fellow directors 
of BFPG, Tracey Smith, Peter O’Kane and Peter Dawson.

Thanks also go to Edward Elliott who provided important research and 
design content, to the advisory group and others who read and commented 
on the draft report, and to Llewelyn Consulting for honing it closer to their 
high standards of draftsmanship. Finally, thanks go to all those across 
government, and in particular the FCO, as well as business and civil society 
who have provided the necessary encouragement and advice for me to 
undertake this initiative

TOM CARGILL is Executive 
Director of the British Foreign 
Policy Group. He has worked 
in various senior roles in 
the public, private and NGO 
sectors, most recently 10 
years at Chatham House (The 
Royal Institute of International 
Affairs) followed by 4 years at 
the engineering, procurement 
and construction multinational 
Bechtel. He is the author of 
numerous reports, chapters 
and articles on international 
and foreign policy issues.

THE BRITISH FOREIGN POLICY 
GROUP - Sponsored by

P
ho

to
gr

ap
hy

 b
y 

S
hu

tte
rs

to
ck



76 T H E  B R I T I S H  F O R E I G N  P O L I C Y  G R O U P T H E  B R I T I S H  F O R E I G N  P O L I C Y  G R O U P

only to hide the decaying foundations of 
intellectual understanding and foreign policy  
capacity beneath.

The UK now faces the re-emergence of old 
threats: American isolationism; European 
disarray; Russian aggression; emerging-
power assertiveness; Middle Eastern 
conflict; and even piracy and slavery. These 
have been joined by, and indeed coalesce 
with, new challenges posed by technology, 
climate and demographic change,  as well 
as international terrorism and organised 
crime. This is creating a volatile mix that 
offers both opportunities but also existential 
threats to the security and prosperity  
of the UK.

Most immediately, the decision to leave 
the European Union has opened up the 
requirement for a complete overhaul of the 
UK’s international position and choices. If 
the UK is prepared and resourced, it could 

deliver significant advantages to its citizens 
by seizing emerging opportunities whilst 
proactively promoting our common security 
in an age of radical change.

MEETING THE CHALLENGE

Yet for all of this, and notwithstanding the wealth 
of academics neutrally studying international 
relations, the United Kingdom remains almost 
alone in the G20 in lacking a non-partisan but 
unashamedly pro-British forum for encouraging 
public appreciation and discussion of 
the choices facing the UK internationally. 
Specifically, it lacks an organisation committed 
wholeheartedly to securing the best foreign 
policy outcomes possible for all our citizens 
across the country.

The British Foreign Policy Group (BFPG) 
will serve that role, and this paper provides 
more detail on why and how. 

How Foreign Policy 
impacts the UK

control around 95% of global shipping, with all 
but one of these in increasingly contested and 
volatile regions. 

It is no coincidence that many of these 
choke points for trade represent choke points 
for information flows, with disproportionate 
quantities of data flowing through cables 
gathering at a similar number of sites. One 
accident in 2015, for example, saw data 
connectivity across much of Asia plummet  
by 75%. 

 UK PROSPERITY IS 
DEPENDENT UPON A FREEDOM 
OF THE SEAS WHICH IS FACING 
NEW THREATS 

OUR FUTURE DEPENDS ON TRADE

The closest that the UK came to defeat 
in the past century was when our trade 
links were threatened. As a dynamic, 
diversified and advanced economy situated 
on a relatively small series of islands, the 
UK remains ever dependent on access 
to supply chains – the ever-attenuating,  
ever-morphing slivers of components, 
ingredients, and services, sourced around 
the world, that our economy inhales and 
exhales every second of every day. 

Everything we wear, use, consume, or 
eat is dependent on supply chains – from 
breakfast cereal to smart phones. Even 
services such as banking, legal advice, 
and medicine now depend upon the online 
and offline web of inputs, permissions, and 
other data from around the world. All of it 
is vulnerable, dependent upon a complex 
system of agreements and conventions built 
up over centuries.

There are significant physical pinch points – 
Heathrow alone serves as an access point for 
a third of UK exports heading outside the EU. 
Yet seaborne trade remains overwhelmingly 
important to the wellbeing of the UK, with 
98% of freight imports and exports using 
51 major UK ports at greater volumes than 
anywhere else in Europe. Even this is more 
vulnerable than appears, as many ports 
specialise in particular products so that, for 
instance, around 60% of all liquid fuel imports 
and exports are directed through just 5 major 
UK ports.

It is the freedom of the seas in general 
that directly or indirectly protects a huge 
proportion of the supplies required to maintain 
Britain’s economic security and prosperity. 
Given that almost all of the nearly 200 
countries in the world, and up to 50% of the 
growing global population, have access to the 
sea, the potential for disruption is significant, 
particularly given that 6 major choke points 
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https://www.ft.com/content/395d30b5-4639-3bc7-a113-391dde5d5883
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/465439/port-freight-statistics-2014.pdf
http://www.theepochtimes.com/n3/1387559-in-push-for-power-china-seeks-control-over-global-trade-chokepoints/


PRINCES JUICES 
(CARDIFF)

PETROL

SUPERMARKET

FOREIGN 
POLICY AND 
DIPLOMACY
   The USA and Spain are two 

major orange exporting 
countries

USA
   Positive diplomatic relations 

with the US are important in 
protecting the entire global 
system that allows, amongst  
other things, the transport of 
foodstuffs to the UK

SPAIN
  Gibraltar’s sovereignty is 

increasingly disputed by 
Spain, but it is a unique asset 
for the UK in maintaining and 
developing its global role

  If relations with Spain were 
to worsen, especially post-
Brexit, it could disrupt supply 
chains, making it harder for 
the oranges, and other fruit, 
to reach the UK 

FOREIGN POLICY  
AND SECURITY
  The fundamental security and freedom we enjoy 

to live and travel to work and elsewhere without 
disproportionate concern for our safety is dependent  
for a large part on our engagements abroad

  One of the most important UK security interests is 
promoting political and economic stability among our 
trade partners

  Petroleum is just one example of a key resource for 
the UK that affects a whole range of security aspects. 
Around 46% of the UK’s energy needs are imported. 
Security of supply directly impacts the lifestyles of 
everyone in the UK

FOREIGN POLICY  
AND TRADE
  Securing the best trade deals with minimal 

non-essential costs, whether it be with the EU, 
the US, or any other country, will ensure that 
the UK remains an attractive destination for 
orange exports

  This will in turn ensures products such as 
orange juice remain affordable to most people 
in the UK

USA

SPAIN

Items that we use or consume on a regular basis are almost all dependent on international supply 
chains. These in turn are vulnerable to shocks, and require an effective foreign policy so that  

everyone in the UK can continue to maintain their lifestyle.

FOREIGN POLICY AND SUPPLY CHAINS
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DIPLOMACY – GETTING OUR WAY

The issue is not simply one of projecting  
Royal Naval power (though the current 
deterrent capability of this is increasingly being 
questioned). The UK has long recognised 
the importance of relationships and dialogue 
as the central route to maintaining influence 
in the form of diplomacy. Here too our 
capability and capacity is increasingly 
under question in the face of the growing 
volatility and fast-shifting trends amongst 
states that are able to deny access to trade  
and information.

More mundane but equally, if not more, 
important to national prosperity and security 
is the continued ability of the UK to make and 
win arguments in international forums such 
as the United Nations, and to ensure such 
decisions are implemented. This matters 
at a time when the international institutions 
built around the essential principle of 
a rule-based international system are 
under increasing attack from emerging or 
ambitious powers that would like to rewrite 
these international rules to suit more narrow 
or predatory interests. 

Russia’s 2008 and since-repeated proposal 
for ‘regions of influence’ to be carved out 
and shared among the world’s great powers 
is amongst the bluntest of such attempts 
– and one that may soon be repeated. 
Others, such as China’s gradual unravelling 
of previously-accepted maritime law in order 
to dominate the South China sea represent 

more subtle and gradualist attempts, but any 
of them could see a foreign power come to 
dominate the international agenda on its 
own terms or in an alliance of convenience 
with others − overturning the entire system 
of agreements and laws that has allowed 
trade to continue, and underpinned the 
UK’s security and prosperity, for the past 
70 years. 

with, and appreciation of, what is possible. 
Unless UK citizens become more energised 
and enthused about the potential for the UK 
to make a positive global impact, it would be 
easy for the downside risks to become self-
fulfilling prophesies. 

Underpinning all of this is the success and 
dynamism of our economy in generating 
the jobs, wealth, and products on which 
we rely to maintain our collective and 
individual living standards. The UK enjoys 
advanced and complex markets that have 
changed considerably over time, but one 
constant has been our dependency on 
trade, and particularly exports – whether of 
commodities, goods, or services. 

Since the 1980s the UK has suffered a 
persistent challenge in exporting sufficient 
goods and services, and while this challenge 

has complex and structural elements, 
the need to identify and build new export 
markets and customers around the world 
is pressing, and will become even more so 
after we have left the European Union. Yet 
there remains insufficient awareness of the 
need to improve our exports, and persistent 
challenges in the effectiveness of the 
bureaucracy designed to support outward 
and inward investment − the reorganisation 
into the Department for International Trade 
is but the latest revolution of the endless 
cycles of reforms undertaken. 

The UK’s trade, diplomacy and 
security interests are both interrelated 
and interdependent. That relationship is 
becoming ever more important, but also 
more difficult as we face unprecedented 
changes both at home and abroad.

 POST BREXIT, THE UK 
COULD OFFER LEADERSHIP 
ON TRADE AND GLOBAL 
GOVERNANCE REFORMS 

UK POST-BREXIT: 
NOWHERE TO HIDE

Despite these emerging 
threats, the decision to 
leave the European Union 
opens up opportunities that 
have not been available to 
the UK for a generation. The 
UK could seize the agenda 

on free trade and support for a rule-based 
international system, as well as pursuing 
reform to ensure global institutions are fit for 
purpose in the 21st century. 

These upside risks offer unique 
opportunities to positively impact the lives 
of everyone in the UK in the form of greater 
economic prospects and security. Yet they 
require a far greater national engagement 
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http://www.nytimes.com/2008/09/01/world/europe/01russia.html?smprod=nytcore-ipad&smid=nytcore-ipad-share
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The World is becoming 
more complicated – 
and it’s not just Brexit

•  First, this success has led to an increase 
in the average life expectancies of people 
in developing countries. It has also led 
to a growing population, reaching levels 
unimaginable for our ancestors.

•  Second, it has supported the emergence 
of new global economic actors, including 
China, Brazil, and India, and has undermined 
the economic and technological dominance 
of the western powers. 

•  Third, the combination of these impacts 
has placed unprecedented pressure on 
the world’s natural resources, climate and 
man-made infrastructure; and

•  Fourth, it has engendered a wave of 
resentment amongst those who feel left 
behind by globalisation, in many cases 
fuelling a new  resurgence in nationalism 
and extreme ideologies.

AGAINST THE GATHERING STORM

The combination of these changes is 
undermining traditional hierarchies of 
power and information. This process, while 
powerfully creative, makes it ever harder to 
develop an outward-looking, proactive national 
foreign policy strategy, grounded in popular 
support and participation. After years during 
which many states collaborated on measures 
including tariff and non-tariff reductions to 
enable globalisation they are now slowing, or 
even reversing, such measures and retreating 
into trade protectionism. 

More dangerously, other state and 
non-state interests are manipulating and 
misrepresenting the failings of globalisation 
to undermine, for their own narrow purposes, 
the entire basis of the economic norms and 
international institutions upon which the 
fundamental interests of the international 
system and the United Kingdom depend.

VICTIMS OF SUCCESS

The quality of life many of us enjoy in the UK 
is built on the surety of 70 years of global 
continuity, much of which can be attributed, at 
least in part, to the actions of the UK’s military, 
foreign policy, and trade apparatus. 

This is changing. A growing number of 
destabilising forces are now interacting in 
ever more complex ways to overturn the 
certainties of the past 7 decades. Perhaps 
most pervasive amongst these forces is 
technological change. This is not to say 
that the speed of technological change 
has been slow over the past century – far 
from it. But the pace is now increasing, 
to the point where an unparalleled wave 
of entire new industries − robotics, virtual 
reality, artificial intelligence, quantum 
computing, nanotechnology, biotechnology 
and cybernetics, commercial space travel, 
renewable energy and advanced battery 
technology − are just beginning to make 
their presence felt in our everyday lives, 
with the ever-growing, ever-morphing 
internet lubricating the development of and 
interactions between all of these and more.

The second wave of change is stemming 
from the success of technology and 
globalisation in boosting the life chances and 
standards of living of the majority of people 
around the world. 

2.

A number are increasingly using aggressive 
information warfare techniques in pursuit of 
these ends. 

As a consequence, there is a risk that the 
basis of security and prosperity we take for 
granted unravels extremely quickly unless 
we are nationally proactive and strategically 
focussed abroad.

Whether the decision to leave the European 
Union harms or helps the UK, or protects and 
projects our interests, will depend on how 
we as a country respond. Many of those 
who take an interest in foreign policy and 
voted to leave the European Union believe 
the UK can become a more global power − 
less drawn into the politics of Brussels, and 
more engaged with the wider international 
and economic trends that are shaping  
our opportunities. 

Given the vast sea of change sweeping the 
world, an assertive and outward-facing global 
strategy certainly seems the best chance for 
the UK to influence events and protect the 

sovereignty and control promised by those 
advocating leaving the EU. Yet if we are to 
seize the opportunities required to make a 
success of Brexit, the UK needs to focus 
considerable resources on developing 
this larger global vision, even though it 
comes at a time when we are spending 
significant intellectual and other resources 
on re-negotiating our relationship with  
the EU. 

The assumption of many is that the UK, 
with its long tradition as a global player, has 
the capacity to do both. Unfortunately, this 
is not true at present. The risk is that the UK 
emerges more or less successfully from the 
renegotiation process wholly unprepared to 
make the most of the new international position 
we find ourselves in. Such an eventuality 
could prove more than a catastrophically 
wasted opportunity. It could open the UK 
to the full force of global upheaval with no 
plan and insufficient resources to meet the 
challenges ahead.

 FOREIGN STATE AND 
NON-STATE INTERESTS ARE 

ASPIRING TO MANIPULATE 
PUBLIC OPINION TO SERVE 

THEIR PURPOSE 
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UK capacity to understand 
and navigate the world is 
diminishing

end of June 2016 had 20. 
Beyond what may be potentially long and 

complex negotiations with the EU, the UK may 
wish to pursue negotiations of varying degrees 
of formality with other nations, as well as with 
the World Trade Organisation. This will require 
more negotiators than in ‘normal times’, 
although it is worth noting that Australia, with 
around 120 trade negotiators, has completed 
8 Free Trade Agreements in the last 12 years, 
suggesting that it may be possible to build a 
leaner and more efficient trade negotiation 
team than those of many of our peers.

However, far more fundamental to Britain’s 

THE LIMITS OF ‘MORE WITH LESS’

At the same time as the world has become 
more complex, the UK’s once-envied formal 
apparatus for understanding and influencing 
events has become dangerously weakened.

Membership of the European Union, 
whatever its relative costs and benefits, has 
enabled the UK to delegate certain functions 
of external engagement such as trade 
negotiation.  A telling statistic is that, while 
medium-sized economy Canada has around 
300 trade negotiators, and the European 
Union has around 600, the UK as late as the 

3.

ability to pursue its global aims, whatever they 
may be, is the provision of an effective cadre 
of skilled and empowered diplomats motivated 
to secure the best possible outcomes for the 
UK though engagement and persuasion. 
Events since the turn of the century − from 
9/11 to the UK’s European Referendum − are 
a reminder that, while economics may pay 
the bills, it is politics that drive the events that 
enable, or deny, the permissive environment 
required for economics to do its work. And 
politics is all about people and relationships.

Britain used to understand this, and still 
maintains a strong, if increasingly challenged, 
reputation for employing and managing 
the best diplomats in the world – able to 
pluck advantage for Britain out of the most 
challenging circumstances. Yet the reality 
is that membership of the EU allowed 
the UK to outsource a significant amount 
of its diplomatic capacity – far beyond  
that which the small and questionably 
effective European External Action Service 
would suggest. 

EU membership has meant that the UK 
has often been able to operate in foreign 
capitals as part EU representative, part 
messenger, and part sympathetic ‘good cop’, 
as non EU countries ask for the UK's help 
to promote, overturn, or adjust particular EU 
positions. All of this delivers political capital to 
the UK – opening doors for our diplomats and 
securing high-level meetings and access that 

in the future may require greater investment in  
bilateral relationships.

Technology offers valuable tools, but it is 
neither a panacea nor a substitute for human 
engagement. The day-to-day maintenance 
and relationship building that is both the 
bedrock and currency of international 
influence has to be led by diplomats; posted 
abroad, well trained, with language skills, 
trustworthy, intelligent, and motivated. Sadly, 
the UK is no longer so well provisioned in this 
regard as many assume. At least 30 years of 
neglect or, at times, hostility within government 
have pared diplomatic capacity beyond the 
bone, with funding falling, on some measures 
by at least 50% in the past 20 years alone, 
leaving current levels edging to just over £1bn 
– just 10% of the Department for International 
Development’s £10bn, and around the same 
level as the Department for Culture, Media 
and Sport.

With this £1bn the FCO must maintain a 
network of 267 offices around the world and 
just over 4,300 diplomats, as well as carry out 
all of the functions and programmes required 
to pursue particular goals. Notwithstanding a 
succession of exhortations to do ‘more with 
less’, the cracks in the FCOs once globally-
admired operation have not only started to 
show, but are rapidly becoming fissures. 

Dwindling numbers of experienced 
diplomats on increasingly uncompetitive 
salaries must undertake proliferating roles S
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Adjusted to include removal of BBC World Service and BBC Monitoring from FCO books and adjusted for inflation

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/28/uk-lacks-expertise-for-trade-talks-with-europe-says-top-civil-servant
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/foreign-offices-settlement-at-the-spending-review-2015
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/department-for-international-developments-settlement-at-the-spending-review-2015
https://www.parliament.uk/documents/commons-committees/culture-media-and-sport/Estimates-memoranda/Department_for_Culture_Media_and_Sport_Main_Estimate_Memorandum_2016-17.pdf
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amidst an increasing dependence on more 
inexperienced and non-UK staff to keep the 
appearance up of a confident and capable UK 
amidst ever-growing demands. This is despite 
continued corrosive undermining of their 
remaining morale and capability by prominent 
voices in the UK misrepresenting the FCO as 
still a bastion of 19th century imperial privilege 
and detachment.

Similarly, the UK’s defence and force-
projection capability is now considerably 
less in most respects than it has been for 
many decades, if not centuries. Owing 
partly to innovative accounting strategies, 
the UK just about maintains the 2% of GDP 
spending recommended by NATO, but a 
disproportionately target driven approach 
to defence funding may not be sufficient to 
deter those who question the UK’s continued 
relevance as a permanent member on the UN 
Security Council, let alone those who would like 
to aggressively undermine the UK’s interests 
or territorial claims. 

SHRINKING PUBLIC HORIZONS

Most fundamentally, for three decades exports 
have failed to generate sufficient income to cover 
imports. Long term this is untenable, and while the 

establishment of a Department of International 
Trade may prove an exception, repeated 
attempts to re-animate and reform the UK’s trade 
promotion apparatus have not succeeded. 

There persists wariness, and often a downright 
hostility, to supporting UK business interests 
abroad both within civil society in the UK and, 
even more worryingly, amongst civil servants 
themselves. Concerns around corruption and 
business ethics are legitimate, and it is true that 
the UK has an imperfect historical record, but this 
should not detract from the need and opportunity 
for the UK to support and encourage its 
businesses to do more legitimate trade overseas 
if we are to maintain our standard of living.

All that said, it is the national intellectual 
engagement with these official instruments of 
foreign policy that has withered most in recent 
decades. Once, even regional newspapers 
employed foreign correspondents to cover 
significant international stories, while national 
newspapers maintained bureaux around the 
world. That era is long gone as technology 
and shifting economics have undermined the 
industry: by 2009, newspapers carried 80% 
fewer international stories in their first 10 
pages than 30 years previously. 

Radio and television are equally under threat 
from technological change and even the BBC, 

WHY WE CARE
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• INDIRECT IMPACT ON  
INDIVIDUAL/BUSINESS
• CARING ABOUT THE  

INTEREST OF THE UK AS A WHOLE

• DIRECT IMPACT ON  
INDIVIDUAL/BUSINESS

• SELFLESS CONCERN  
FOR HUMANITY

• CARING ABOUT THE INTEREST  
OF THE WHOLE WORLD

69%  
THINK THE UK HAS A 

RESPONSIBILITY TO MAINTAIN 
INTERNATIONAL SECURITY

GLOBAL INTEREST

30% 
ARE PROUD OF UK 

DEVELOPMENT  
AID SPENDING

SELF INTEREST

56%  
SAY THE UK SHOULD LEAD 

GLOBAL RESPONSE TO  
CLIMATE CHANGE

PUBLIC INTEREST 

The BFPG will provide answers to the question “Why should we care about foreign policy?”. The current reasons why we 
as individuals and as a country care can be divided into 3 categories/types of interest, as indicated above using a 2015 
YOUGOV. survey of UK attitudes. The more an issue is seen to have an impact on self-interest, the more immediate the 

concern. Yet political arguments for an active ‘Global Britain’ tend to be framed more in terms of global interest.  
This needs to be balanced if greater public support for an active foreign policy is to be assured.
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UK BUDGET 2016 

B
u

d
g

et
 (

£b
n

) 

Defence 
£0

£5

£10

£15

£20

£25

£30

£35

£40

BIS DFID Energy+Climate 
Change

Culture, Media,  
and Sport

FCO 

Government Department 

COMPARISON OF FOREIGN MINISTRY BUDGETS (£BN) 2016

Foreign Affairs 
Budget (£bn)

 

France Canada UK Brazil Norway

£2.70bn £1.40bn £1.10bn £0.64bn £0.38bn

£0.00bn

£0.50bn

£1.00bn

£1.50bn

£2.50bn

£2.00bn

£3.00bn

Country

INTERNATIONAL NEWS STORIES IN FIRST  
10 PAGES OF UK NEWSPAPERS

N
u

m
b

er
 o

f 
in

te
rn

at
io

n
al

 s
to

ri
es

Total number of international news stories in first 10 pages
(All 4 newspapers, Mon-Fri, first in March) 

1979
0 

50 

100 

150 
200 

250 

300 

350 

400 
450 

500 

1989 1999 2009

-80%

maintaining a world-class capacity on foreign 
affairs issues, has had to cut journalists and 
restrict foreign travel for the remainder, partly 
in response to the broader trends in reduction 
of foreign news content, and partly in response 
to pressure on funding, including the transfer 
of funding for the BBC World Service from the 
FCO budget.  

In Parliament there remain numerous 
examples of MPs and peers who are 
experienced and committed to supporting 
UK foreign policy interests. But they are in a 
shrinking minority as the pressure to serve the 
immediate requirements of constituents has 
come to dominate MPs’ time. Foreign policy is 
ever more considered a special preserve for a 
small number of parliamentarians, rather than 
the defining context for all of the rights and 
privileges our citizens enjoy. 

Our home nations, regions and great 
cities have also reduced their geographic 
horizons considerably over the past 50 
years. Once, cities such as Glasgow, Belfast  
and Liverpool ran considerable foreign policy 
and trade engagements of their own, with 
little if any reference to Whitehall mandarins. 
This in turn fuelled civic interest and pride 
in their national and international profiles. 
That is now much reduced, along with 
their economic fortunes, though devolution 
is stimulating a revival in international 

aspirations, particularly in Scotland.
Universities and our great centres of 

learning also played a more active and 
ambitious role in informing and building 
awareness of UK foreign policy and how 
to maintain it, until overwhelmed by the 
growing cultural aversion to being seen to 
be supporting state interests that spread 
through much academia in the latter half of 
the 20th century. 

Finally, the end of the Empire and the 
passing of a generation who served in either or 
both World Wars, led to a decline in the number 
of citizens who had spent a considerable portion 
of their lives abroad, or knew of someone  
who had. 

All these trends served to weaken a national 
appreciation of and engagement with foreign 
policy issues at a time, particularly at the end 
of the Cold War, when the world seemed on 
trend to become less challenging and more 
permissive for the rule-based international 
system that supports our way of life. 

SOFT POWER IS REAL POWER

All of this may seem rather bleak, but in fact 
the UK retains incredible and unique sources 
of interest and engagement with international 
issues. While traditional forms of interaction 
with national foreign policy may have lessened, 

a wide, and arguably expanding, range of 
media, cultural, sporting, civil society, and 
business activities in the UK have achieved 
global prominence, providing a platform for 
the UK brand that few if any other countries 
can achieve.

It is easy to dismiss such ‘soft power’ 
as inconsequential. It is not. Marketing 
and branding are powerful but poorly-
understood disciplines, and their impact 

in the commercial world is striking. Iconic 
companies such as Coca-Cola and Nike are 
well accepted examples of companies that 
have achieved incredible success through 
a steady investment in their relationships 
with consumers via brands and marketing. 

Countries also have brands, and exist 
in a market place. As with companies, 
the direct pitch – whether for business, 
influence, or support, is rarely fruitful when 
made as a cold call. Relationships are 
key to influence, and the best relationships 
are developed before they are required. 
Soft power is the background deep 
heartbeat of interaction, familiarity, and 
empathy for British perspectives, values 
and even frailties that provides a pre-
existing relationship before the negotiations  
even begin. 

In a globalising world of ever-more-
sophisticated consumers, suspicious 
of, or even hostile to, approaches by 
traditional forms of authority, the ability 
of the UK to reach behind that suspicion 
with assets such as the Premier 
League, the BBC World Service, music, 
fashion, business, faith organisations, 
humanitarian and environmental 
organisations, diaspora engagements, 
and a host of other activities, is a much 
coveted and powerful tool. 
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Conclusion
4.

THE NEED FOR FOREIGN POLICY FOCUS

At present the UK is unique amongst 
G20 countries in that we do not have a  
non-governmental, nonpartisan body 
committed to informing and promoting popular 
domestic understanding of foreign policy 
issues, and why they matter to us all. Think 
tanks and other centres of study on international 
relations − and the UK has many − tend to 
take a neutral and academic internationalist 
perspective. They do not primarily seek to 
support the UK national interest. Nor do they 
typically seek to engage with, or inform, UK 
public attitudes, being more focussed on 
influencing stakeholders in Whitehall, the City 
of London, and other world capitals.

This matters because, without broad national 
understanding of the UK’s international choices 
and why they matter to everyone, it is hard if not 
impossible to motivate UK citizens to support 
UK efforts, whether on trade, diplomacy, or 
security internationally; or for the UK’s soft and 
hard power assets to engage on the basis of a 
shared understanding of what matters. 

This is unfortunate because, notwithstanding 
the narrowing of a traditional capacity, the UK 
nevertheless retains considerable soft power 
assets that, if properly motivated and mobilised, 
could act as considerable force multipliers for 
official foreign policy organs. 

THERE IS A WAY FORWARD

The issue therefore is what can and should be 
done?  What is required is:

•  A renewed global vision for the UK after 
withdrawal from the European Union; and

•  A strategy to achieve this, using the UK’s 
considerable soft-power assets. 

Central throughout has to be consideration of 
how these assets can be combined sensitively, 
sustainably and effectively with official foreign 
policy engagement to create smart power – the 
ability to get our way using all the tools at our 
disposal. 

None of the analysis above is to imply a case 
for quasi-Stalinist public obeisance, or for a 
regimentation of the UK’s soft power assets in 
support of specific policies. Quite the reverse. 
What is required is a more informed debate that 
stands to engender much greater sensitivity 
on all sides, minimising the risk of unplanned 
foreign policy incoherence, and maximising the 
opportunities for our soft and hard power assets 
to pursue their own, and potentially collective, 
interests more effectively. 

The reaction and engagement of a wide 
range of actors is crucial: but business and 
government are key. Business has sought to 
engage on foreign policy issues, but remains 
overcautious about advocating the focus and 
resourcing that is required to ensure that the 
UK maintains a robust foreign policy machinery. 
Equally, there is insufficient understanding of 
the complex interdependencies between the 
UK’s trade, diplomatic and security interests. 

Government cannot, and should not, be left to 
take responsibility alone, but our official foreign 
policy engagement apparatus, including on trade 
and defence, needs to be both strengthened, 
but also more effectively supported from 
outside government. Such support should be 
constructive, but will rarely be uncritical. 

Such partnerships do not come easily to all 
parts of government, but there needs to be 
recognition that, without them, there is a real risk 
of a further steady erosion of UK foreign policy 
interests and capacity. 

More positively, a constructive engagement 
between the UK’s hard and soft power 
assets can lead to a real renewal in the UK’s 
international dynamism in a manner that brings 
genuine benefits to the international community 
as a whole but, most importantly, to the people of 
the United Kingdom. 

These are the challenges that the British Foreign 
Policy Group is being established to address.

 WE CAN HELP HARD AND 
SOFT POWER ASSETS PURSUE 

BOTH THEIR SEPARATE, AND 
OUR COLLECTIVE INTEREST 
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The objectives of the 
British Foreign Policy 
Group

5.

THE OPERATIONAL AGENDA

The BFPG will develop, through a process 
of national engagement, new thinking and 
practical ideas on developing a national 
foreign policy strategy fit for the 21st century. 

These ideas will be powerful because they 
are rooted in engagements taking place up 
and down the country; and practical because 
they will be informed by real everyday concerns. 

Specifically, the British Foreign Policy 
Group will work to:

•   Revitalise a genuinely national 
conversation regarding the UK’s 
international position and opportunities; 
and 

•   Provide a forum for engagement on how 
best to advance our national interests, 
utilising the full spectrum of resources at 
our disposal. 

This is an ambitious agenda, and will take 
time, but it is already clear that there is a 
growing realisation regarding the scale of 
the national challenge we face. Importantly, 
while recognising the risks, there are genuine 
opportunities for a relatively small country as 
richly endowed with soft power assets as 
the UK to adapt and thrive amidst the global 
changes ahead. Such should be our aim.

NEXT STEPS 

Now that the initial administrative work of 
establishing the BFPG is near completion, 
the next step will be to expand our presence 
and profile nationally. In doing so, the aim is 
not to build a large bureaucracy. Far from it: 
the BFPG aims to retain a small central staff 
and develop and then draw on distributed 
networks of partnerships across the UK 
and its Overseas Territories to coalesce 
around particular themes and issues  
of interest. 

These partners will include local 
business networks, voluntary associations, 
clubs, faith groups, centres of education, 
diaspora organisations and political 
parties, as well as local media and 
government networks. How we approach 
and partner with each will vary, but the 
overarching aim is to catalyse local 
centres of exchange on practical aspects 
of the UK’s foreign policy, including such 
issues as the balance and interaction 
between trade, diplomatic, security, and 
humanitarian concerns, as well as what, 
if anything, the UK can and should be 
seeking to achieve on global governance 
issues. We will do this through a 
combination of digital engagement, 
including through social media, but 
perhaps as fundamentally through face 
to face engagement such as ‘town hall’ 
type meetings up and down the country, 
as well as in our Overseas Territories, 
discussing the international issues that 
matter to people directly.

It will encourage a range of opinions, with 
the sole stipulation that they be reasoned 
and constructive.

 WE WILL PROVIDE A FORUM 
FOR ENGAGEMENT ON HOW 

BEST TO ADVANCE  
OUR NATIONAL INTERESTS 
WITH ALL THE RESOURCES  

AT OUR DISPOSAL 
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THE BRITISH FOREIGN  
POLICY GROUP
SUMMARY

The British Foreign Policy Group is being 
established to provide fresh thinking and 
accessible, objective information on the UK’s 
foreign policy choices and why they matter to 
everybody in the UK. In doing so the BFPG is 
building important links and, where appropriate, 
areas of common interest between British civil 
society, policy makers, business, media and 
other stakeholders to how the UK might make 
the most of its considerable assets in support 
of common security and prosperity. 

The British Foreign Policy Group has two  
main roles:

1  The BFPG will meet the need for innovative  
and independent foreign policy ideas for  
post-Brexit United Kingdom, and will catalyse 
a new focus on the direction the UK’s foreign 
policy should be taking. 

2  It will engage groups across the United 
Kingdom including in civil society, academia, 
media, business and policy, to promote 
informed and evidence-led engagement on 
the UK’s international position and choices.

The BFPG is an independent not for profit 
organisation that encourages constructive, 
informed and considered opinions without 
taking an institutional position on any issue. 

If you are interested in the work of the group 
please contact the Director Tom Cargill  
Tom.Cargill@bfpg.org.uk, 02073189200.
23 Grafton Street
London, W1S 4EY
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“SUPPORTING 
GREATER PUBLIC 
UNDERSTANDING 

OF THE UK’S 
FOREIGN POLICY 
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