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Sean Bell, AVM (Ret’d), Military Analyst:  Right, Greg, very warm welcome. We're in another venue. 

Greg Bagwell, AM (Ret’d), President of the Air & Space Power Association:  A secret venue
Sean: Top-secret venue. An ex-RAF base deep in the middle of Wiltshire. They've just moved into a place here, so it is a great chance to get together and do the podcast face to face, which always feels a bit more pithy. We were reminiscing about our old married quarters...
Greg: I’m moving house...
Sean: Moving house. Yeah. But on a serious note, the thing is, we try not to be news hounds here. We're trying to look at air power in the round, but it's very difficult not to get dragged into the news this week, particularly with the war in Ukraine. It is now well into its fifth year. The front line is still grinding away slowly, but Ukraine is taking the fight to Russia. The war seems to now be expanding geographically, not only with the implication of Iran obviously in weapons being used up, but most specifically in the last week Putin now threatening the UK for providing weapons. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: So before we get into the detail of that, what was your take on Putin's - because you -  I know you burst onto Twitter a bit about this as well this week. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: What's your take on the credibility or otherwise of those threats? 
Greg: Yeah. Well, it's not the first time we've had Putin rattle his sabre or his minions do it for him. 
Sean: There's been nuclear threats now though, hasn't it? 
Greg: He has definitely done that. There's been a - not Putin directly, but I think some of his spokespeople or at least media outlets have opened up the nuclear Pandora's box again just because I think they think it scares us and we'll retreat back, which of course is what they're up to. They're trying to keep everybody else out of the fight so they can focus on Ukraine. And of course I think Andy Burnham's visit this week was very much about saying, "No, no, we're not going away. We are staying here." But it wasn't just words. I think what was so different perhaps this time was A) the news that drones manufactured in the UK are now being sent to Ukraine. I think the company is a part owned or even fully owned Ukrainian company, but building in the relative safety of the UK. We'll discuss relative safety in a minute. But also perhaps even more newsworthy was the gifting of the Storm Shadow IP, if you like, or the technical knowhow to be able to build those. Now, they're old weapons, so how good that technical knowhow still is today. but those are significant things that has caused Putin to react. 
Sean: So before we get into the detail of the weapons, the war's been going on for, as I said, four and a half years now. So this is not new. the UK since the early days we were the ones leaning into providing anti-tank weapons, then it became tanks, then it became long-range missiles - Storm Shadow - then it became aircraft we've been doing this for a long time and yet - So I'm wondering whether part of we what we should look at with Putin is how uncomfortable he might be feeling at the moment. Do you think this announcement is as much a reflection on the tide of the war hasn't changed, but is it hurting him more? Is the long range strikes, are these weapons actually now starting to hurt him? 
Greg: Yeah, you're right. Just going back to the UK, it's not just the weapon gifting, it's also been training - significant amounts of training -  of Ukrainian troops, air crew, etc. so we've been deeply involved for a long time. So, you're right, we haven't just turned up here. So, why is Putin making a fuss now? I think there's a couple of reasons. I think A) I think the war is not going well for him. Let's be honest. We are seeing signs of them having to increase their throughput of troops to be able to keep feeding the front line which is not causing any advancement whatsoever. If anything, there are occasional Russian losses. And we're seeing these quite long now sort of prolonged strikes on Russian infrastructure, particularly the oil and also these Wildberry storage factories, whatever you want to call them. And that's hurting and it's hurting politically because of course that's starting to impact on the Russian people who are now sort of saying, probably - or if it wasn't the fact they're so suppressed -  would be saying “Hang on a minute sunshine this isn't going to plan”. Not dissimilar actually to things happening in America of course over Iran and ultimately some of that political pressure is starting to put pressure on Putin. Not because the population is going to do much, because they'll be repressed. But those in Russia who would like to make money off the back of the Putin regime will seriously be questioning now whether the strategy is right. 
Sean: So do you - Because my sort of theory is that Moscow was being protected largely by the Muscovites, the wealthy. Putin made great efforts to make sure the oligarchs - we're going to trawl out people from the outskirts. Russia is a massive country. Bring them in from all over the place. They can't talk to each other. We control the narrative. Therefore one or two people die in each village, nobody cares. Whereas now Muscovites are seeing smoke going up. They're ordering their stuff off their Amazon and it's not turning up. There's lots of businesses that apparently are not going to get compensated. The loans that go into Wildberries, it's very heavily indebted. That's going to cause an issue. There's long queues at the petrol pumps. Now, we're both old enough to remember when there were queues at the petrol pumps. It's a real pain in the butt, isn't it? And you do end up chatting to the people who are in the queue. 
Greg: Yeah. Yeah. 
Sean: So all of this will be having an effect, won't it? 
Greg: Yeah. Hugely so. And I think that's what the big difference is here. Up until now, the West has been, should we say, careful to only give Ukraine the sort of weapons that you could argue are defensive weapons. Long-range drones and Storm Shadow are not defensive weapons in the pure sense of the word. But actually, your best defence is a really good offence. And I think that's what Ukraine have identified rightly so. So they are self-defence but they are now hurting Russia whereas before they were only hurting Russians advancement within Ukraine. So this is where the big difference has come and this is why I think Putin is now going to start making perhaps more of a fuss than he has up till now. 
Sean: So, what one thing I don't understand though is that I don't know a bunch about Ukrainian politics, but Fedorov, who was that 35-year-old defence secretary who was credited with confronting Syrskyi, the gnarly old general, and going, "There's another way of fighting this war." Yes, you can do it in the former Soviet Union, forcing its force, making them pay a huge price for every step, but we don't have the people for that. The other way of doing it is using technology and actually something different and that does seem to have had quite an impact and yet Fedorov was sacked.
Greg: Yeah, I think his tactics and his input were probably right in that sense. I don't want to make this parallel, but let's equate him to Elon Musk. So, when Elon Musk was making stuff, innovative stuff, he was great. Once he started getting involved in politics, he was a pain in the ass. And I noticed that Fedorov just the other day was calling for an election, which of course is against the constitution. So clearly Fedorov perhaps got a bit too big for his boots and was crossing into the political space rather than just doing his job. 
Sean: Don't you think that was probably Zelenskyy's job to manage the two of them because you need a gnarly general? 
Greg: Yeah. Yeah. 
Sean: Because you can't easily replace all of that experience, but you also need to have fresh new ways because if they're the David in the David versus Goliath -
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: - if you simply stick to what the former Soviet Union manual says, you're going to lose. 
Greg: Yeah. Yeah. Well, there's you're absolutely right, but I think in any circumstance, there's a time when someone oversteps the mark or outlives their usefulness.  Ukraine is now already on a steady state transformed war-fighting position. So, do we need any more innovators? Yes, but perhaps that transformation's already taken place and therefore the political threat is greater than the tactical need. 
Sean: So, looking at the specifics of this week, I think I'll probably get the headlines wrong, but it was about Burnham saying that we are going to hand over the blueprints to Storm Shadow. You can build your own under license. And a lot of the questions I was asked this week, well, that's our secrets. How? How I think it is worth pointing out first of all, as you said, Storm Shadow's 30 years old. If you can imagine your mobile phone 30 years ago, technology moved. I don't think we have to worry too much about the technology in there. But I don't think they're going to be handing over the blueprints to the old Storm Shadow because none of the little components of that are still made. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: What they probably are going to be doing because we're developing an upgraded Storm Shadow is probably helping them with that upgrade. But does that mean that they get the same version of Storm Shadow that we do? Because it feels to me - it's one thing you've got a rocket pack or some engine that drives this thing. You've got some wings that guide it. You've got a sensor at the front and detonator. But our Storm Shadows are also going to be packed full of electronics that allow it to evade radar, to contour hug, to be anti-jam, to have electronic warfare, deception measures, to - not all of that stuff is likely to be shared, I suggest.
Greg: I mean, we might never know the answer to that question. And the question I'd love to ask MBDA is, did you really give this away for free or how much money did you get for it off the government? Because it appears we've given it to Ukraine for free, or, actually is the transfer a rather valuable transfer it would appear, if we're getting some of this AI data coming back the other way. We’re no giving away too many secrets, there are things within the Storm Shadow that are more advanced than probably what Ukraine has today with some of the flamingo-type missiles because at the end of the day they are making these the missiles they're currently making fly the distance get to the target and hit it and blow up so you could argue they've got the basics right. But Storm Shadow, as you rightly say, has got some sensor  technology that is a little bit cleverer about how it finds targets and guarantees hitting the right thing. It is able to fly sort of nap of the earth, so it is more capable of evading, should we say, by flying low. And the engine is a sophisticated engine, and the warhead has got some quite clever things about it that isn't just a bit of explosive strapped on to go back. So, it may well be that there are some of those elements of the technology or techniques that will be really, really useful. And I think interestingly here, this is all without America's assistance. And now the ability for Ukraine to do some slightly more sophisticated things without being concerned about the use of either US technology or US intelligence will be another great step for them to move forward. And let's be honest, so far Ukraine has been able to turn everything else into something a bit better than it was when we had it. And who knows, they might do the same.
Sean: But in a way, that's where I think I'm taking the conversation, is that when you and I were serving, certainly in the MOD, if you wanted to develop a new weapon, MBDA would come up and go, "Oh, right. Where do you want to go? How far do you want it to go? Oh, that's going to be quite expensive. We'll put a draft proposal and it'll be years.” But one of the things that took the most time was test and evaluation. Because it's quite difficult to actually test these things for real. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: And the best analogy I can think of is that when you and I were dropping bombs from a platform in peace time, 
Greg: Yeah.
Sean: We had to go to a range. You're dropping a dumb th -  Did you drop many dumb thousand-pounders? 
Greg: Yeah, a fair few. Yeah. Obviously I was very smart when I dropped them, but - 
Sean: Obviously, but they were pretty dumb for us. 
Greg: They just followed gravity to the ground. 
Sean: Yeah. And so the safety trace that you need of a range can be quite small because when you push the button, yeah, you may have pushed the button in the wrong place, but largely going to follow a predictable [path].
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: If however you had a Paveway II or a Paveway IV that can now fly 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: Yes. You're intending to hit the target, but worst case it decides to fly off on its own it can go -
Greg: A few miles off. 
Sean: It can go a long way off. So you need a really big range. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: Before you can deliver that stuff. Now imagine - and that isn't powered - that's literally just falling but with style. Now you suddenly develop weapons that can fly 100 miles. You need a country sized range to test those. In fact, the only place you can do that is America. 
Greg: Yeah, which is exactly where we did our Storm Shadow trials. There are some other places in northern Norway perhaps where we've been able to do it, but you're absolutely right. I think there's two question marks there. One is I think we're going to allow Ukraine to do things perhaps in a way that - and I don't want to say this, but I'm going to say it - Russia becomes the test ground if you like. but also they're at war. So, some of the rules and regulations and some of the safety margins are clearly not the same. As long as you can guarantee you're not going to be blowing up your own airplane when you fire it. And you can guarantee it's roughly going to go in the right direction, kind of everything else is a bonus. So, yeah, so that will speed up the process, but it will also probably provide some really valuable data coming back. 
Sean: And I think that's my point is that actually it could well be that this is to our mutual benefit because they will be able to use some more modern technology. They'll have some of our Tefal-headed scientists that are putting stuff together, we won't give them probably all of the sexy electronic type stuff, but my goodness, rather than having years of test and evaluation, which delays the introduction to service, they'll be going, "Right, ready to launch, see where it goes." 
Greg: This hasn't been said out loud and might never be said, but currently the UK and France are looking to advance the new version of Storm Shadow. I'll be amazed if some of that isn't being done as part of this. 
Sean: Which is - and so the point I think I would extrapolate from that is that, rather than this being a we're giving the secrets to Ukraine, actually it could be entirely the opposite way round. That we are actually gaining invaluable experience
Greg: Yes 
Sean: From how this technology actually performs for real in the same way that drones, every day… The drones are used, Russia comes up with a counter, Tefal heads work that night and come up with a solution. That rapid innovation, we're going to get the benefit of that through these missiles. And I think we're going to end up with a lot more cost effective, a lot more of an agile industry behind it. And if we genuinely want to make defence the foundation of growth for this country, what a great way of doing it. 
Greg: Yeah, I think that's exactly what's going to happen. And I think you will see more and more of that now. There's a couple of things going on here. The value of Ukraine and Ukraine's experience and the testing ground, if we call it that, is huge. And the partnerships that will now form with companies that are going to be innovating - and building - in contact and the ability to wean ourselves off an American product. So yeah, there is more to this story than meets the eye, but we probably won't hear that officially. 
Sean: No, we won't. But there was one that appeared in the press the other day that talked about - so conventionally we used to have - you talked about terrain hugging. So it would be GPS guided. Well, of course you can jam GPS. So all of a sudden it was terrain mapping radar. I don't know what you had in the Tornado. Did you have a terrain mapping? 
Greg: We did. Yeah. 
Sean: So, and therefore you don't necessarily need GPS anymore because it recognizes the landscape, matches it to what you're flying over. Now, I understood some of that technology was American, but I also understand that now it's a lot more widely available. 
Greg: Yeah. Well, for I think our radar was Marconi-based, so it was definitely a UK product. 
Sean: Yeah. And therefore… But the point is that if in the past we've been wedded to American solutions, is “need” being the virtue here, that we are now rapidly developing our own solutions using available satellite technology to now actually wean ourselves off - which I think it's got to be really healthy because otherwise we are dependent utterly. America says no we don't want you using that, “click”. 
Sean: I think it's you perhaps we underestimate - I mean, MBDA, to use the example they are obviously the primary company involved in this, is a company that already makes some world-class weapons. Storm Shadow, the fact it's still relevant today is remarkable, but whether it's Meteor or Brimstone those are world-class weapons. America actually looks over the fence and goes “Wow how did you guys do that?” and they're playing catch up in certain cases. So yeah, it's awful to say, isn't it, that it takes a war for you to start to be able to develop your weapons. But of course that war could come to us tomorrow. 
Greg: But I think the very fact that you rightly blanched a bit at the “Russia's a test ground”, because very early in this there were lots of rumor mongers that the West has only fanned the flames to this and you go I think that's the wrong language. I think the language is that Russia invaded Ukraine, if it succeeds in Ukraine, there are much broader implications for Europe, European security. We've got to do everything possible we can to help. And actually, if helping them also helps us, and gets our defence industry onto a more of a wartime footing, more agile, more rapid, get used to the pace of change, that's actually very useful for us. And I don't think it's necessarily a test case. It's actually helping Ukraine. That is - and the example for that is remember the in the Middle East when they've, with the Iran war where they've been having all sorts of drones attacked. Who was it who went into the Middle East to offer specialist advice to the Middle East? It was Ukraine! Because they have world-class capability. So I think we've got to be careful. The original narrative “Poor Ukraine they need help”. 
Sean: Yeah. 
Greg: Now they are absolutely spinning up and we've got a lot to learn from them now as well. 
Sean: Yeah, I agree. We've absolutely got to stop this language that you we're only doing this for our own benefit. That is not the case. There is a benefit clearly from Ukraine keeping Russia at bay but the fact that we need to uphold the democratic process, and also the defence of the aggressed, if you call them that… You mentioned I was on Twitter, I can guarantee within a few seconds of me putting a post out and then subsequently I'll have about 20% of my replies will be “This is all NATO's fault we should back away. We should leave Ukraine to their fate. This will all end up in World War III in Europe.” Now, there is some truth in the dangers of escalation. Of course, there is. But, nobody started this other than one country, and that country can stop this tomorrow and is clearly choosing not to. So, the idea that we are somehow breaking the rules or giving Russia an excuse to attack the UK or any other part of NATO is just ridiculous. But I see why people do it. But of course they're parroting Kremlin lines. And whether they believe that or understand that or not, I don't know. But there are still plenty of people out there who still think we're the bad guy here.
Greg: Yeah. But I, you and I are probably going to be very firmly aligned on this one. But if a kid's being bullied in a schoolyard 
Sean: Yeah. Exactly.
Greg: Do you ignore it, walk away, and never be bullied? 
Sean: But when it's your turn to be bullied, nobody's going to come and stand up for you 
Greg: And you stand up for the bullying, you might get smacked in the face, but you're doing the right thing. 
Sean: Well, also generally speaking, my experience of this was nobody - Actually the bully backs down 
Greg: Well - 
Sean: Because they get hurt. 
Greg: And we've seen that with Russia. And I think that's the greatest danger right now. We'll talk about this, I'm sure, in a minute about the American involvement. Is we've seen weakness from America over Russia and Putin has taken advantage of that. And I think now is the time that we need to be as strong as ever. 
Sean: It's also I think just to pick up the last bit there, you used the sort of words of “We almost want to appease Putin not upset him”, and that word appeasing you and I, with our sort of war studies, Chamberlain very effectively - 
Greg: Bless him - 
Sean: He got the pressure of our time, you know,  and went to The Munich conference and got a signature from Hitler to say “No, no, no, you'll be fine”, and you go a year later we were at war.  Nothing that Putin says can be believed. He said when, at the start of this war, "No, no, we're just doing an exercise." Then invaded Ukraine. So, it's folly to believe this stuff. Appeasing is just not an answer. Eventually, we've got to stand up. We clearly don't want to be leaning into it for that's really provoking. But he started this conflict and if we can do anything to help Ukraine - but I do think NATO's going to end up having to be a bit more robust and we've got to get our defence industry on the right footing. 
Greg: Well, I think you're now seeing MPs talk about their stocks of baked beans in the back garden. So, we've gone from and to be fair, the language has been we're on war footing. It's dangerous. Now, we're going to stock up your cupboards. And I don't think the population's got it yet. But I do think that this recent exchange of gifts, should we call them that? And the Russian rhetoric. It's interesting now to watch how fast the country wakes up, but you're still seeing certain politicians, I won't mention them on this, who are playing this down and actually saying we should back off. Well, that's a massive mistake.
Sean: No, but I So, I said when we were having a pre-chat to this I was on a podcast with James Heappey earlier on today, and he's no longer an MP. He's actually a lovely chap. So, full, he'd served as a major in the military. 
Greg: An ex-soldier for the record
Sean: Yeah. Yeah. So he likes getting cold, wet,and miserable, not that smart and needs things out of tins. But apart from that -  but we had this conversation he said “Yeah the problem is when you are in elected office, the job is to stay elected. And if the population are interested in healthcare welfare then that's what you focus on.” And my point back to it was “Yes, but how do therefore you avoid the gorilla in the room that is this”, and he said, “you know, it only happens slowly” and part of that's our job as well. 
Greg: Yeah, I think that's why you and I talk about this regularly, we try to put out a balanced view that perhaps does raise awareness. The book that we wrote together was exactly aimed at doing that - and I hear what James is saying if of course that's your nature of employment you need to be an MP for the rest of your life. But there does come a point when governments have to do the right thing for the country even if the electorate throw them out within two years. Fascinatingly, I think last night and today, there's rumors flooding around that John Healey might not put into his budget the 3% in 2030 which is the very thing he resigned over a month ago. So it is funny how politics changes your view about what you think is important and what's not important. But look, we cannot, in watching what's going on, we cannot possibly now not recognize the threats that we face. Now is the time to be strong. Now is the time to have resolve. You need capability to back that up as well as will to employ it. And I think we're looking a little weak in some of those areas. Not necessarily because the government's trying to, but we are where we are. That is something that Putin will look at and go, can I exploit a gap here? 
Sean: So before we get on to a bit more of the politics, the one other area that - yes we talk about Storm Shadow, but quite frankly Ukraine seems to have a lot of these medium to long range strike options covered with their own domestic stuff, and it doesn't mean… The one critical area they need is ballistic missile defences and that's difficult to resolve. 
Greg: Yeah
Sean: That is not an easy science. Somebody once explained to me that, most ballistic missiles because they leave the Earth's atmosphere, they accelerate to four or five times the speed of sound. And the only way to take them out is to hit them. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: So, in effect, you've got to fire a bullet at another bullet. And expect to take it out the sky and that other bullet's travelling three or four times the speed of your bullet. So, it's really difficult to do. America, with Patriot and Aster and a couple of other things out there. But is that an area that we think that actually there should be some benefit in doing some very very focused high-paced collaborative ventures? But we might not hear about it if that was happening. 
Greg: No, definitely. But there's two things to take out of this. One is the question you just asked, and I think Lockheed Martin had just announced that they found a way to make the PAC-3 missile cheaper by making it a missile instead of a hit-to-kill interceptor. So, in other words, you've got a bigger fragmentation warhead in it. You get close enough to detonate, blow it up. It's still quite complex to do, and you got to do it at a high speed, but in theory, that is making it slightly less complex and therefore slightly cheaper to make. And therefore can that then be manufactured faster and for less money? So that's one thing that's going on. I'm sure there are other people out there trying to develop something similar and ideally at a lower cost. I think for Ukraine, who have now been short of these missiles for some time, and are seeing Russia attack probably more regularly than they ever have done with this type of weapon, we are now seeing attacks on Ukraine are beginning to get through. And that will cause Zelenskyy a political problem clearly. Although I think the population are pretty hard into this, but that can't be good to be living underneath all that. And I think that's why Ukraine now see that the - it's the archer versus the arrow question now. Can you find the launchers? Can you stop Russia firing these missiles by hitting them at source, hit the factories, hit the launcher points, hit the logistics hubs? And that's why these longer range weapons, how can we employ those to do that? Because if you can cut down the number of missiles fired at you by half, you need half less interceptors. So, I think there's a two-pronged approach to this. Yes, we need cheaper effectors, to do - terrible word, I know, but it's the one everyone uses - to shoot these things out of the sky, but we also need the intelligence, new capability to shoot them out on the ground. 
Sean: But that would also be very helpful for us in the UK, wouldn't it? Because we don't have any defence. And although we discussed on an earlier podcast the fact that although we're vulnerable, any attack actually has an isolated effect. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: The danger is if it's critical national infrastructure, and you've only got one of them - RAF Fylingdales - then you're screwed. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: But the harsh reality is that we don't have any proper defence against that. And I do wonder whether one of the positives that comes out of this conflict is that we would never have been able to afford a proper defensive capability. 
Greg: Correct. 
Sean: But working fast, potentially with European allies, and Ukraine with a test bed. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: It might be that the rate of developing something a lot more cost effectively is an option. 
Greg: I think you're 100% right. And Patriot is pretty good. You fire two, you’re kind of guaranteed to hit the target. Not always, but it's right up there in the sort of 99 percentile. What if we can develop something that's 90%? That's better than 0% which is what we currently possess. And you're absolutely right about the threat to the UK. A lot of the arguments against that is “Well, we're behind NATO. NATO will defend us.” Well, not all weapons will come from the east or southeast. Some will come from the north and the west as our book highlights. And let's be brutally honest here. NATO's not flush for Patriots either. One of the consequences of Trump's folly in Iran is we are now short of weapons everywhere. And I'm not going to hazard a guess on what current NATO stocks are, but they are not great. And there's not a resupply coming to us. They'll be going to the American stockpiles. So, Trump has created a different challenge here for us. Not only has he depleted his own weapon stocks, he's depleted the stocks for all of us. And that's because we were relying on it. It was the one system that did this. So, yeah, the sooner we all find a solution for this, the better. 
Sean: So, looking at Putin, whatever the motives are, he has been pretty vocal in the threats, there'll be consequences. What do you think there might be? 
Greg: Wow. Well, there's the nightmare scenario that he actually conventionally attacks NATO. He either tries to nick a bit of the Baltic States or fires a conventional completely open attack on a nation like us and says, "Right, I'm slapping your wrists. Don't give them this. Don't give them that." And then how would the government react? How would NATO react if it was a one-off one and done? Would we then suddenly pile in and go to war with Russia? NATO when it's firing on all cylinders is a very powerful organization. NATO debating about whether it should fire on all cylinders might take a little bit longer. So Putin will be calculating whether he can do something here that just pushes the boundary again but doesn't cross a certain threshold.
Sean: Because NATO is - I looked the other day - it's 10 times the soldiers - 
Greg: Massive -
Sean: - Basically four times the number of… and actually behind those numbers, if you purely looked at numbers Russia would have dominated and walked through Ukraine in a heartbeat.
Greg: Yeah.
Sean: It didn't.
Greg: Correct 
Sean: And therefore the history books will be written and going, why were we even worried about Russia because they were incompetent Now, if in fact, okay, they've learned a lot in the war, but they're still fighting effectively on the back foot. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: If NATO was to come in, I'm very confident in some of the capabilities we have. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: And Putin must know that. 
Greg: I think he probably should know that and hopefully his military tell him that, or he's intelligent enough to figure it out. Of course, I don't think Putin calculates these things in the same way that, perhaps, we do sometimes. It's not conventional versus conventional who wins. This is not a Top Trumps game here. He's trying to play 4D chess. So he's thinking about how can he weaken the political infrastructure? How can he undermine diplomacy? How can he target the seams and create fissures between NATO countries? Why is it there? It's always Russian bots and Russian people behind, whether it's refugees, drone strikes, tax on DHL, whatever else it might be. And we are seeing an increase in that - arsonists doing all sorts of things, which sort of brings me back to my point. It might necessarily be a conventional attack. Who's to say he's not going to pay a couple of easily convinced individuals a few quid to go and set fire to some of these factories in the UK? 
Sean: But I think that's much more likely. It feels to me because we've seen Russia meddling with undersea cables. We've seen the Yantar, on surface. We've seen aircraft probing our airspace. We've seen drones exploding in NATO territory. 
Greg: Cyber attacks on airports
Sean: - Cyber attacks. Yeah. All of these are going on. 
Greg: Correct. So, and we -
Sean: - and we've tolerated them. 
Greg: And that's the issue. The boiling frog has got to quite a high temperature here. So, at what point do we cross a threshold? Now, I don't think we've been very clear with our signaling. And it's one thing to be gifting drones and missiles. That's a signal. But -  and you rightly raised the point about NATO is far stronger conventionally. We are not stronger in terms of will and appetite to have the type of war that Russia is more capable of having than we are. And that is where Putin will be sitting there going, "Can I do something here to destabilize? I've got America distracted in Iran. I've got them weakened. They've already been threatening to pull out of Europe." We'll get to the CIA visit as to what the hell that was all about. He knows that there are lots of NATO countries that are sitting on the fences. There are elections happening. He's funding various parties in order to create some of these divisions. He will play at that. That's his background. He's not a soldier. He's a spy. 
Sean: So you mentioned it there. What? I was a bit confused. John Ratcliffe on a flight, big heavy transport bird very publicly going to Moscow. What was that all about? 
Greg: Good question. you said earlier about the history of this. I think the last time they went was just before Russia invaded Ukraine and they went there to say we know what you're doing. Don't do it. And they did it anyway. So, will this one be any more successful? Because we don't know what he said. We don't even know if Russia really paid any attention and just said, "Well, thanks for your information. Goodbye." 
Sean: And Putin didn't meet him. 
Greg: No apparently not. He was there for eight hours. It might take eight hours to gather their entire entourage to move around Moscow. But, what was it? Was there a, “Watch it, sunshine, we got the intelligence, we know what you're up to, despite what you hear our president say on his Twitter account, do not screw around in Europe. If you do, article 5 will be invoked and you will regret it”. Now, that's I think what we want them to have said. And maybe they did say that. The problem is, of course, there's mixed messages coming from the White House. So, is there a private message for Putin and a public message? Let's wait and see. Is there some sort of drug deal going on with Iran? because Trump is desperate to declare victory in Iran and if he can pull Russia away from Iran, then he can perhaps start to put the squeeze on Iran both financially and conventionally. So, did this guy go and say, "Look, we'll do a deal with you on Ukraine. You've got to do a deal with us in Iran." And why did he go there? Why didn't you do it by phone? Well, because you don't want anybody reporting this conversation. Because it could be political dynamite. No. So, I don't think this was a clandestine message in order to maintain secrecy for old-fashioned secrecy sake. It was deliberately done openly because they wanted everyone to know that it happened. But we might never know what was said. And if it was the latter and it was a bit of a drug deal over Iran, then we've got a problem. Because Ukraine is being used as a pawn in order for Trump to get out of another war.
Sean: And that's my problem with the whole thing. There were so many conspiracy theories. I was sent about a dozen links to different stories and each of them you went “Yeah they could be true but equally they could have nothing to do with the truth”. It could actually be just part of a regular series of conversations that for the very reason you say, you want them to be frank and actually away from some of the advisers. I cannot believe that the US administration would be naive enough to think that they tell Putin off. 
Greg: Trump could have picked up the phone. He could have tweeted and say, "Hands off Europe, mate." But he didn't. That's what he normally does. My slight fear here is if Trump and his administration is slightly nervous about the pressure being applied to them for inaction over Russia and that might impact on midterms, what better than to send the head of the CIA over on an obvious flight that everybody puts in the news to show how tough you are on Russia without actually knowing what the hell you said? 
Sean: Yeah. As you say, we'll probably never know, but I chose to keep my mouth a bit quiet on this one because I just went - every way I turned. It could be -
Greg: It’s all speculation, isn't it? 
Sean: Yeah. And I don't have any informed perspective on it. 
Greg: We might find out soon enough because I think Trump just literally, I think of this morning, put out a video saying Putin is not going to touch NATO.
Sean: Yeah. But I read that, and over the last - Well, ever since the attack on Iran, we've seen an increasingly irrational president of the United States coming out with contrary statements. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: Most of them are just not true. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: And therefore, I don't know why now, but I find it very difficult to believe anything he puts out because - 
Greg: Well, who's - ? I think I said in a tweet this morning, commenting on that video that actually the one person in the world who's done the most to destabilize NATO and embolden Putin is Donald Trump. So, it's a bit brass of him to go on the video and say, "Hey, Putin, watch it." 
Sean: I know. So, therefore, that for me had no credibility at all. And therefore -  anyway, the big one for me to wrap this up is that we've been talking about Ukraine and potentially Donald Trump. With Iran…. I went away for a bit of a holiday. When I came back -
Greg: Oh, I thought you said you went to Iran for a holiday - 
Sean: No, I went to France actually - 
Greg: Much better - 
Sean: Bordeaux where all the flames were licking around.
Greg: All the wine is - 
Sean: Well, we managed to find the wine and not the fire which is a good thing. But Iran's - they've stopped the dynamic part, the kinetic parts of it, but it's now economic fury. Yeah. And it feels to me that's only because they're running out of missiles and bombs and it's clearly not working. So we'll try something else. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: Meanwhile, Iran seems like it's going to be able to last a long time. America, the midterms are now, I think, 60 odd days away. Popularity is low, oil prices still high, inflation is high. Therefore, all this is looking a bit messy. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: I guess my question is, have we emboldened Russia and China with all of this tactical activity into Venezuela, Iran, and our approach to Ukraine? Because it's exposed the fact that we are reliant on high-tech weapons which we can't afford to buy many of them. 
Greg: Yeah.
Sean: They now last a heartbeat and then they're gone. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: And that's been the central pillar of our defence strategy. Whereas Russia… Just to bring it to life, Russia has a very different approach to lives. You and I both spent some time spent nearly two years of my life, three tours in Afghanistan. We lost 254, sorry, 454 people in Afghanistan, loads more injured over 20 years, and we lost our appetite for that sort of conflict. Russia loses that many, twice that many, every day. Yeah. And yet it doesn't care. China, with its previous post-Second World War experience, if that machine gun nest is going to have to change somewhere over 100 rounds, I'll send 101 people at it because one will get through. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: Don't care about people. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: So the only thing we have advantage is technology and we've now shown that we don't have enough of it and probably can never have enough of it. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: Surely that leaves us with a massive strategic vulnerability facing an uncertain world with an emboldened Russia and an emboldened China.
Greg: Yeah, I agree. You could argue even China now is looking at tech solutions, that we now sort of go “Damn they've caught up”. You're absolutely right. We talked about this last podcast, didn't we, about stockpiles in general, but you're right. The idea that your technological edge is what allows you to not worry so much about the other side of warfare. We're still doing high-tech. Let's be honest that the sort of weapons and platforms that we're still looking to invest in are not low tech weapons. The real question is at what cost? And how many can you make? And what's your capacity to resupply them in time? I think also that for me the big factor is ultimately if it was a chess game, Russia wasn't the queen on the board. Russia was the big daddy sat behind it with a big hammer going right if anybody gets out of hand I'm just going to smash the board. They've almost been taken out the game and that really has been a great leveler and I think therefore the fact that the west still has some technological edge but now that big daddy is less reliable, and more importantly the stockpile that they possessed and we were able to benefit from has now largely been used up. Yeah, we are absolutely in a wakeup moment. And it didn't happen over decades. That's happened over the last six months. 
Sean: Yeah. And I think there was a lovely item in the news that was in China. They had their robot games or something and it felt - Remember there was a film called I, Robot I think it was, where everybody had their own robots at home they looked after. But it had a little blue light and it went red when it went nasty. Very useful cuz then you could tell which was good. 
Greg: I wish you had a red light. 
Sean: Oh, thanks. But it was when those games and the choreographed dancing and the break dancing and the sprinter that outsprinted Usain Bolt -
Greg: Couldn't stop though! 
Sean: Couldn't stop and his legs tangled up. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: But my goodness, you think how quickly that's advanced, and for the first time I looked at that and I could see a drone war. I could see an army of these things. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but certainly within a decade.
Greg: You're absolutely right. Of course, I'd like to see how these drones coped in a, in a after a nuclear EMP burst and they all dropped dead. Yes, you're right. But ultimately, if your army can be turned off by the flick of a switch, you might wonder whether you've got the right answer, but yeah, so all these counter threats and how we are able to maybe defeat some of these threats… And it was funny. I watched the poor old robot trying to play ping pong and he had to have a human pick up the ball for him. The boxing fight - if he fell over they couldn't get back up again. So yeah, we haven't quite cracked this. So yeah, I'm not overly frightened. 
Sean: No, but it's just the rates of change. I think you remember Clarkson and they did 20 years ago, they did a taking the Mickey out of Chinese cars and they're all [sound effects], and they were copies of Western cars but really bad. Yeah. Now you want to plot forward today. Yeah. They're not. And actually that's an indication of the pace and if that pace -
Greg: Yeah. I agree. 
Sean: Extrapolate that out another 20 years and we're already seeing some of the electric cars in this country that are far better, a lot cheaper, and that's a strategic decision by China. It's not all bad news. If China is as strong as we now believe it to be and certainly catching up, if not overtaking some of the technological edge, but we can maintain some degree of parity, well, that's deterrence, and you don't need nuclear stockpiles in order to not see the benefit. 
Greg: I agree. 
Sean: But I think the big takeaway for me was that we from war fighting have focused on technology. 
Greg: Yes, that's fair. 
Sean: And they have not had it. 
Greg: And it's allowed us to reduce mass.
Sean: And our vulnerability is we don't have the appetite for human casualties. 
Greg: Or the mass. Yeah. 
Sean: Absolutely. China once they've got that technology. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: And they do have the appetite for human casualty. Now we're in a big world of hurt. 
Greg: Yeah, we are. I think the slight problem with Ukraine is that we made it a bit of a body count exercise, although as you've just proven that body count doesn't matter to certain countries. But we absolutely used to worry about the body count in Afghanistan. And every time there was another, another newspaper article would talk about the numbers. We need to get over that otherwise we will have no appetite and we won't be a deterrent because any enemy will think we're a soft touch. But it is about how can you strategically defeat an enemy? And I think this is what Ukraine is trying to do. It's holding the line in Ukraine. And yes, that means 500 to 1,000 casualties, but it's the oil supply. It's the Wildberry factories. So, I think there is something here about what are your strategic targets to make the benefit of fighting a war against somebody null and void. And I think what we're beginning to see in Russia is maybe even Russia is now beginning to recalculate whether they're in a war they can actually win. 
Sean: But it's - isn't that probably the profound lesson from the Iran war that if they had a plan, if they had a strategy…
Greg: Well, you're right. There was two militaries widely outmatched. One should have won and has conventionally has absolutely wiped the floor and Trump still uses that metric as does - 
Sean: Pete Hegseth - 
Greg: - And they can't understand why Iran hasn't just put up a little white flag and is all “Right, you win. You win, we give in”. No, they've held on. They've used other means and other tactics and other strategies. So yeah, it isn't just about the technology and the body count and the will. It is ultimately about whether you can ultimately prevail over your enemy through whatever means necessary. So being smart about who you fight, how you fight, and when you fight. 
Sean: But it's back to the real basic stuff that you and I used to do. Military is a means to an end. It's not an end itself. It's a part of the jigsaw puzzle. Military… the US has done an outstanding job militarily. 
Greg: Yeah. 
Sean: That hasn't achieved the strategic objectives. And that's because you can't achieve it through military alone. 
Greg: Yeah, absolutely. Whether it's Sun Tzu or Clausewitz or you and me -  I'm not sure we should be mentioning the same sentence - but yes. It is not just about your conventional strength. 
Sean: Good way to finish. 
Greg: Thanks. Cheers, Sean.


