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Sean Bell, AVM (Ret’d), Military Analyst: Right. Good morning, Greg. We're back in the proper studio today, so hopefully the sound recording, everything will be upbeat.

Greg Bagwell, AM (Ret’d), President of the Air & Space Power Association: Yes

Sean: The core question today though, I think we're going to get a bit serious today. I know we'll probably bounce around the fringe of it a bit, but it's about trust and actually, can you trust NATO? Can you trust your NATO allies? Can you trust any of our international allies to be there when we need them to be there? 

Greg: You're talking about America, Sean.

Sean: Not just America actually, but we're going to start with America. 

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: And the headline story, which I know you've been pretty active about on Twitter today, which is your bish, but there is this whole issue of Starshield, Starlink. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: And there's been a bit of a fury that, you know, Starlink, Elon Musk, in fact, I use it because I'm out in the country and I can't get an internet anywhere. It's pretty good. It's not fantastic, but it's pretty good.

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: But it's now been provided to the Ukrainians and bit of the news of them (America) shutting off its use if the user is travelling more than 100 miles an hour. Yeah. And there's been a lot of fury about is that Musk turning off, is that the military or is it Trump?

Greg: Mhm.

Sean: Before we get to the detail of this, what has been your take on this story? Because it's been pretty much rolling for most of the week. 

Greg: Yeah, I think we can't ignore the fact of the context it's being had in. We've clearly got
America under Trump putting a lot more pressure on Ukraine, and clearly taken the brakes off Russia a little bit which is pretty worrying. So, the fact that this has happened right in the middle of that, and in the midst of Musk saying some pretty stupid things on X, as he often does, you know, these aren't coincidences, and therefore, what is Trump up to in terms of the effect he thinks it has at home on his Midterms, whether that be the price of diesel or or the the rhetoric that he tends to use about blaming Zelenskyy for the loss of all the Patriot missiles that he fired in the Gulf. But yeah, Musk… Musk is not an innocent party in this. He's too much of a player in the politics of it. He's a major sponsor, well, he’s the major sponsor of the Republican party of Trump. Um he's on Pete Hegseth’s new board, Project Meridian, I think it's called, looking at the future of warfare. So Musk is right in the front and centre here. I think what's been fascinating to watch is the at least three different versions of the story here as to who's done what to who. . And I think quite a few of them now will be quite nervous, because the Senate is watching, the House is watching, and if Trump does lose his midterms, I think this is going to come under scrutiny.

Sean: Yeah. And I, it was the detail behind it that I got most concerned about, and this is, goes back to our trust theme is that… Before I took on Starlink as a broadband connector, I’d never used it before. It's quite expensive and it's not as good as broadband. So you sort of go… well, but if you haven't got broadband, let's have a look at it.

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: And the one thing that was loud and clear from everybody I know who's used it is “it's really reliable.”

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: Really reliable because it relies on thousands of satellites. If one of them's on the blink on a particular day, the rest still pick it up and it's absolutely fine. So based on that, it's not likely that something went wrong with the system. What's much more likely is somebody actually has specifically turned a dial and said, "Right, we're going to limit." Would that have been Musk? Now, he's a, you know, an entrepreneur. He's a businessman and therefore I sort of trust that he probably wouldn't have done that autonomously. He is providing a service called Starshield. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: Which is Starlink on steroids. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: Which has got much more default settings and much more 

Greg: encryption 

Sean: encryption on it and all that sort of stuff. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: So, the only two other people that would have the (power to limit) would be the US military. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: You and I are ex-military. I find it inconceivable that the US military would have turned the dial down on this which leaves only one other answer and that is the commander-in-chief. 

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: That is Donald Trump. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: Now, why would he do that? Because the only thing it would stop (is) Zelenskyy using his drones to attack Russian oil fields at distance and of course, as you say, coincidence. It's Trump that's trying to blame,  shift the blame from his war in Iran onto Zelenskyy for the price of gas and therefore by turning that off, stopping Zelenskyy able to strike the oil fields he therefore -

Greg: -Puts pressure on - 

Sean: - puts pressure on -

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: So it just feels a complete mess.

Greg: I think if I mean none of us know the truth here,  but let's do some conjecture as we do. You know SpaceX controls this constellation whether it's Starshield or whether it's Starlink. There's a there's a technician in SpaceX who has his hand on the dial or her hand on the dial. So SpaceX has done this. The question is who told them to do it? Did Musk just do it unilaterally? In which case he's done something that is - well you could argue treasonous because he's acted against the best interest of America. Discuss. At best he's broken a contract with somebody because he's interfered in something that's paid for by somebody else. We don't exactly know how Starshield is provided to the Ukraine because it is the military side of the business, but we know that Starlink is being paid for by the likes of Poland. So, you know, do
you sue Musk as breach of contract or has he genuinely done something here illegal and against the nation's wishes? Now, has Trump given him the nod and said, "Yeah, do it, but don't bring me into it." Um has Hegseth said that and said, "Don't bring me into it?" I think we'll have to wait and find out. I think the Senate and the House will want to dig and if you watch what's going on now in America, there are plenty of senators saying we're coming for you after the Midterms.

Sean: But I think that's where it gets really messy for me because I understand all the tactical details, but then the motivation becomes why would you do it? Is it in the US's best interest to do this? 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: Or is it in Donald Trump's best interest in the next three weeks 

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: to do this? 

Greg: I think the latter.

Sean: And if that is true, then you are playing with lives in order -

Greg: Oh, yeah.

Sean: to try and create a short-term fix for your own personal gain.

Greg: It's despicable. I mean, I saw a cartoon this morning. It's a picture of an American standing at a gas pump about to get diesel and it says, "Press button here to knock 5 cents off a gallon of gas and kill a Ukrainian family." You know, is that the choice that America is now taking? 

Sean: But it's also it almost seems worse than that because part of this feels like Donald Trump has recognised that the price of gas used to be well below $2 a barrel in (America). It's now up at $5 to $6. Now please don't get me wrong, they're still paying I think 80p a gallon. That means for 80p a litre, sorry, for um for fuel. When last time I filled my car up, we're up to two dollar - two pounds a -

Greg: - two pounds (and) a penny? Did it about 10 minutes ago. 

Sean: Yeah, it's just so there are still a third of the price (of petrol in the UK), but even so it's a vote loser in the US so therefore…  but Donald Trump's trying to blame Zelenskyy but attacking well if you actually look at the facts behind this it was when he went into Iran that the price of oil went through the roof.

Greg: Correct.

Sean: It's got nothing to do with… All that Zelenskyy is doing is trying to cut off the funds that Russia earns to pay for the war. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: So it's almost worse than this. What he's actually doing is trying to shift the blame. Donald Trump's trying to shift the blame onto Zelenskyy for something that even if he stopped
tomorrow, even if Russia was able to provide the full, it would not solve the price of energy problem at all.

Greg: I saw the stats today. I think when the first Russian ship is on its way to America and in the time it takes to get there, America will have exported 10 times as much diesel. So, it's just it's completely untrue. But you're right. I think it is for a short-term gain. in which case that makes it even worse because he's prepared to sacrifice Ukrainian people in order to further his own aim.  If you look at the American polls, they are extremely pro-Ukraine and extremely anti-Russia. So Trump is picking -  not only is he picking the wrong side from our perspective as NATO allies, he's actually picking the wrong side according to the US population. So I don't… I'm no political strategist. But I can't understand what he's doing here. If he thinks he's going to land the diesel argument and the weapons stock argument, it's not landing and it shouldn't land because it's not true.

Sean: At the risk of going down a slight political rabbit hole - 

Greg: Let's do it! 

Sean: But I want to do it anyway. There's been lots of conjecture that Russia's got something on Trump and part of that, I sort of just steer well clear of all of that. But it's very hard to understand why a US president seems to be doing so much to bring, you know, the Russian, President Putin in from the cold trying to invite him to the various summits trying to ease sanctions and whatever. So let's just entertain for the moment that there is something there. In two years time, President Trump will end and there's always a period of time where “The king is dead, long live the king.” So you become impotent. Let's call that 6 months before that date, maybe nine months. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: So therefore, there's about 15 months available for President Putin if he has got something, to capitalise on that.

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: Because the expectation is that the end when the next president comes in, we'll probably get a revert back to normal. It will never go back to completely normal, but it's likely that Russia will be back out in the cold again and America will probably pile in more with support for Ukraine. So, if you're the Russian president, you're seeing a window of opportunity. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: What will Putin do to capitalise on that window of opportunity? 

Greg: Yeah, I think it's a really good question because you could argue that Putin's not helping
Trump right now because if Putin was a little bit more forward leaning on a peace, ceasefire, whatever you want to call it, over the next few weeks, that would give Trump the sort of, the breathing space he's looking for. Because if he could deliver the the beginnings of a peaceful settlement in Ukraine, I think a lot of people would go, "All right, do you know what? We don't like you very much. We think your tactics are awful, but actually you've managed to achieve a ceasefire after four years. You know, fair dues to you. But Putin doesn't appear to be keen to do that at all. In fact, Putin hasn't given any latitude whatsoever in terms of the negotiations. So, it looks like Trump is going to end up hitting the Midterms with the war still going, lying about diesel and weapon stocks and not achieving anything and the US population being more and more friendly. At the moment, Putin doesn't appear to be trying to keep his man, if you like, secure, which means if Trump loses the midterms, he's going to spend the next two years defending himself. And depending on how that majority works, you know, he could well find himself being impeached. I think what they'll do is they'll pick off the sides. So, Hegseth will be front and centre. Then they'll look at the FBI. Then they'll look at the National Intelligence Agency. They'll look at all those people who've come and gone, and they'll also

Sean: And the press will come back in again, won't they?

Greg: The press will then be allowed to sort of start to have an effect. Trump's executive orders won't carry the weight they've been allowed to carry up until now. So, Congress will start to have an impact. The American Constitution will come back into being. Hallelujah. In which case Putin has missed his opportunity. So, I think, you know, Putin's actually running out of time quite quickly here because although it could be chaos for two years, it's not going to be a pro-Russian world in America anymore. There's going to be a lot more balance which would be a good thing 

Sean: And it feels like in a way I mean before we bounce off this… The irony here is Putin has actually been supporting Iran. The big thorn in the side of America at the moment is Iran.

Greg: Yeah. [snorts] 

Sean: Russia has been supporting Iran. America hasn't solved the Iran problem. The Iran problem - because it's sort of stalemate - So Iran is actually fostering the Houthis that are now causing attacks and that's causing all sorts of other hiatus for Saudi which we don't have time to
get into today. So, the very fact that Trump seems to be doing deals with Putin…

Greg: Yeah

Sean: I just why would you do deals with the enemy unless it's just for your own short-term gain?

Greg: Well, this is the counterargument that he's actually not an agent of Putin. Putin's got nothing on him. Put- Trump is just trying to make money and he's made money off Russia for decades. I mean, there's plenty of evidence of where Russian money has flooded into his real estate and bailed him out of bankruptcy a couple of times. The good news is, I was reading this last night, the American impeachment rules in the constitution caters for both. It can impeach you for treason, and it can impeach you for bribery. So, whichever way it is, it doesn't matter. You can get Trump on either and you can probably get him on both. And when I say treason, you know, is Russia an enemy of America? Discuss. I mean, I think we all think it is. Trump's trying to pretend it isn't. If you remember, one of our first guests told us that the entire strategy with Russia was in order to hive them away from China. Well, it's made them closer. So, that's not worked. So, if Trump is a grand strategist, that's failed. If he's a businessman trying to make a bit of cash, well, he hasn't made it yet, but he's definitely trying to. Well, that's the bribery for you. But if actually if he's aiding in abetting an enemy and not just an enemy of Russia in a so indirect way, if Russia is genuinely assisting Iran, they're killing Americans through that. So yeah, I think Trump's in big trouble.

Sean: Yeah. Anyway, let's drag ourselves out of that political foray for a minute.

Greg: Musk is in trouble as well, by the way.

Sean: Why is that?

Greg: Well, I think Trump Trump's got a choice here if and and we've seen him do it before. He'll look for everyone else to take the fall. He will be the last to go. So everybody else will then go as a result. So you know and it could well be that the likes of Hegseth and others, you know, could start to see themselves becoming vulnerable. Trump probably won't want to fire them too early. He'll want them to take the flack for as long as possible. But Musk now is looking incredibly vulnerable because he has overplayed his hand. You know, he could just be the clever scientist in the corner, you know, rich billionaire, trillionaire, you know, doing good around the world and building clever things. That would be the Trump - the Musk - we all want to see. What we're now seeing is the Bond villain who is now doing things to impact on the politics of this. In fact, he's potentially playing with lives in Ukraine if it turns out that he has been the one turning the wick down. And of course he is the largest sponsor of Trump by far. You know, hundreds and hundreds of millions of dollars. And threatening Congress just last night, because obviously now he's coming under scrutiny. He said, "If anyone comes for me, I'm coming for you." So that's a South African immigrant in America threatening Congress. Well, I don't. I don't think even America is going to tolerate that.

Sean: Maybe we should start another podcast which will be all about the politics and get into it. But if I can go back to the original theme, part of the concern that I had - because you and I have been pretty active in the media world this week about America effectively pulling a plug on technology is sort of going, “Okay let's extend that now. We are members of alliances like NATO and we're heavily reliant on America for intelligence and for a lot of the capability we field.” 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: If America actually is prepared to turn things off. 

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: So like you've got Starshield. “Oh yeah, we don't like what you're doing for a minute. So we're going to turn it off. We're not going to talk to you about it. We'll just turn it off.” That has profound implications for NATO and for our buying strategy, our relationship, our sovereignty, 
assured capability and um I wonder where that takes us. I mean, I've got obviously several topics I want to get into here, but your thoughts in -

Greg: No, it… Well it is probably the bigger question here and potentially the consequence that Trump hasn't thought through himself because the implications to the US defence and security industry could be huge here and we are now seeing Europe wake up to this. In fact, we saw Trump the other day threaten Europe that if they seek an alternative to Starlink, you know, there will be consequences. Okay. So, not only you denying us a service, you're now threatening us. Okay. Right. Now, now we know where we stand. I mean, that's the sort of business practice that, you know, might work in the back streets of New York in the 70s, but by God, that's not how you operate internationally these days. I hope it's not. We always laughed and joked, didn't we, that that any future president or any past president had the GPS on/off switch under his desk, you know, and there's been talk of the kill switch in the F-35. A lot of that is nonsense in the true sense, but we have just seen a kill switch being used on Starlink. Whoever pulled it and whoever said to - 

Sean: The F-35, I think it's a really good example because I was a requirements manager on that for a couple of years. And, you know, I'm not going to flirt with the boundaries of what we can and can't talk about, but it's pretty clear that not every customer gets exactly the same airplane.

Greg: Correct.

Sean: And therefore, and the software behind it, you know, the hardware, you can see the software behind it is largely US-driven.

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: And therefore, when you and I have a bit of kit in our cockpit, this is electronic warfare. I remember we had Zeus in the Harrier. I don't know what you had in the Tornado?

Greg: Sky Shadow pod. 

Sean: Yeah. So, you turn on a switch and suddenly this cloaking device would - 

Greg: Allegedly.

Sean: Yeah. But exactly. You didn't know. You couldn't see it. You just hoped it was working. So, in an F-35, you turn the on switch to the on position and suddenly you're relying on the software. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: Is your software as good as the next guy's software? Is there some sort of kill switch available there that… and even in a slightly less sinister way, I know that weapons example. We buy a lot of American weapons but we try and keep our own weapons going. On the F-35 programme because it already comes with US weapons that are already equipped with it. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: So if you wanted to buy a Paveway IV equivalent from America, you just pay for the bomb. 

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: If we want to integrate a Paveway IV onto the F-35, “Right, that'll be 50 million before you start”, because the integration programme. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: Um, hang on a minute. So, we can buy your weapons off the shelf and they're already integrated or we have to pay a big premium. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: All of that is pushing you towards buying the most cost effective solution is to buy American, but now you lay yourself completely open to the fact that if they decide actually we don't like how you're going to use those weapons, [pause for effect] off.

Greg: Yeah. And that's the big difference here. We've always known we aren't at the front of the queue. America will be at the front of the queue or it's, or a higher paying customer might be at the front of the queue. We've always known that we might not get the A version of the software. We might get the B version. Um, and that is always something you factor into your decision
about, you know, but is it still the best product for the price? Yes. Right. But I'm going to buy it anyway. I think that what we're raising here is that when you've bought your good enough platform, can somebody then deliberately turn it off? And let's not use the kill switch word again, but, of course they can! they can close down the supply chain. They can fiddle with the software because a lot of this stuff is remotely, you know, accessed. There are of course ways
to limit - and we've seen that in America with the supply of weapons to Ukraine. Ukraine has paid for the weapons or Europe has paid for the weapons, and Pete Hegseth is refusing to give them. Now I understand why he's doing that on one level. Because he's run out so he wants to fill his stocks up. So there's an element there of okay well who gets first dibs.

Sean: But it's national priorities isn't it?

Greg: But 

Sean: First nation first and suddenly that implications for alliances if it's all about your own national agenda and that takes priority…

Greg: But if you're a company lawyer, “So hang on a minute I've paid for this and the date of delivery was X. You're right I'm suing you now for breach of contract.” So you… and so even if it isn't anybody's fault and it's you've just ended up behind them in the queue. You're still in breach of contract. You're still now without your thing. So if we're talking about an assured sovereign capability… Where is it? 

Sean: It's also… I mean there was a lovely story. I'm going to read a little bit of this because when…  remember when the drones, they were, I think it was Ukraine was buying drones off a third party. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: And then some tests were being done on them that actually,  they were turning back when they went anywhere near Russia. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: And I'll read out “Chinese military and commercial drones feature built-in watchdog or geofencing tech.” 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: “That acts as a territorial kill switch.”

Greg: Yeah. Yeah.

Sean: “And therefore disables the weapons if- ”  for in this example was any going anywhere in China. But this will be a software in the middle of a mass of other software that nobody can really know about. But you'll only find out -

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: if you decided to turn them on China or China decided we don't like you operating. 

Greg: Well, I think I mean Starlink has a geographical block as well as a speed block and that geographical block was to stop it being used in Russia. And I think that was predominantly done at the time because Musk didn't want to be seen to be participating in offensive action. In fact, he's been quoted recently saying, "We're a commercial company. We don't get involved in wars." Well, look around. Look around you, buddy. There's a lot of commercial companies who get involved in making weapons for wars. Why are you any different? And by the way, you've now restricted use inside Ukraine by putting the speed switch on, and those are being
used for self-defence. So, uh, yeah, there are a variety of ways here, either known or unknown, where a software can can limit your options that you didn't know until you tried it. 

Sean: The other thing that I - because it's obviously not just the kit we buy, but you and I were sort of veterans of a Cold War era where electronic warfare, counter measures, counter counter measures were constantly being developed.

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: And you needed to have some Tefal heads at home who were very clever at this sort of stuff that they would never tell us exactly what capability was available.

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: Because somebody would sneak the latest Soviet weapon across the border. They’d take it apart, work out how it worked. 

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: Work out how you defeat it with a really clever set of algorithms. And I love when somebody was explaining to me how a weapon will use a radar to pick up the aircraft. But if you have that radar ping, if you can capture that radar ping, put a slight delay in it, and then send it back. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: The missile thinks you're further away than you actually are. Likewise, you can put little movements into the target. So you can create a misdistance.  The point is, you and I would never know exactly what was available because if we knew, the danger is the enemy would know and therefore they would adapt.

Greg: Yeah, there's some truth. I mean I don't know if you ever did a Green Flag as opposed to a Red Flag? So in the Green Flags you would, they would change some of the parameters of, some of the systems that were simulating Russian systems and there was like a pseudo-competition as to who could spot that first. And you spotted it by seeing an unknown come up in your [indistinct] and you would then send that algorithm back to your software people who would then write, rewrite the code for your jammer and you could prove that you could turn that round in a 24 or 48 hour period. And we've been lucky enough up until now that we have our own software people that are able to do that. In fact, the UK's, it's not one of the things we boast about publicly, but we are very, very good at turning around that EW sort of cycle. But you can't do that when it's not your system or you don't have access to the software.

Sean: I think that's my point is that ever since the end of the Cold War, we've now been in wars of choice rather than wars of national survival. Most of the people - Iraq, Afghanistan, they didn't really have much capability. They weren't at the cutting edge.

Greg: It was pretty basic. You could sneak a frequency here or there.

Sean: No, exactly. So we didn't have to worry about electronic, you know, basically whereas now we're suddenly jumping back into an era -

Greg: Oh yeah - 

Sean: - where we do and if we're outsourcing that, saying America's or you know Elon Musk has gone into electronic warfare and okay we'll buy some of that. 

Greg: Yeah. Yeah. Yeah.

Sean: When we go to war, first of all, we will have… somebody will have tested it. 

Greg: It's going to be worse than this because it's not going to be a person in another country. It'll be an AI -

Sean: Yeah.

Greg: - software. I was, I saw Barclays today have announced, you know, 5,000 job losses because AI will do it. And that's the thing. You're now going to be hugely reliant on AI to write this software for it, which is very good at doing and very quick at doing. But who owns that AI? And who can check to see if it's actually…  and of course that AI is likely to be an Anthropic, a Meta, you know, US company. 

Sean: I think the point is, so, how, what goes back to this sovereignty argument. The risks of buying all this stuff overseas. 

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: Because it looks glossy. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: I've no doubt that it's the best in class. 

Greg: And when it works, it's on its A-game. 

Sean: Correct. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: But when you need to suddenly evolve it in response to a changing threat and you say, "Uh, excuse me, Mr. America. Can you update it?" 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: Yes, we will. But you're in the queue because we're looking after our -

Greg: Or our president doesn't agree with your current position.

Sean: Yeah. Where does that leave you? You've got a very expensive bit of kit, hugely expensive pilots and everything, and yet you can't do it yourself.

Greg: And I think you know you and I can say this here and other people are saying it too. You won't hear the government say this. You won't hear serving officers say this, because they can't. Because right now we're still very beholden on the US. So we need to keep that relationship. I still, in my heart, I still believe that there's a US military out there that is still doing the best to support its allies. Um, but how do you continue to do that under the likes of a Hegseth or a Trump who is either watching to make sure you're not doing that and will fire you in an instant if they find anybody that's sympathetic to a different policy. Um, that is now a worry. So what Europe doing, and you hear Europe doing it quite…  So here we are two years after Trump said, "Hey Europe, you need to stand up and do this stuff on your own." And Europe has gone, "Shit, yeah, we do." And Trump's now going, "Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa, no, no, no, no. after you've
bought my stuff, and you hang on a sec” and I think poor old Musk - heh, poor old Musk -  I mean you know has has he now let the genie out the bottle. And I think he has. And I think the idea now that these very very large tech companies who have some eccentric characters in charge of them who are heavily politically aligned unless they just flip-flop in which case that's almost as bad, um, yeah. America has absolutely uncorked something here that I don't think they're going to be able to put back. Not because they won't necessarily trust the next administration. Hopefully, we will and and they'll act far more differently than the current one. But, I think the genie's out of the bottle and I think we'll now all realise the long-term -

Sean: But maybe this was a natural - rather than putting all of this at Trump's door - maybe this is a natural corollary that actually Europe has traditionally faced the closest to the enemy. 

Greg: Yes

Sean: America is thousands of miles away from the enemy. Therefore, we feel the heat, Poland feels the heat far more of Russian invasion than we do, and far more than America does. Therefore, the dichotomy is that we've relied on a country thousands of miles away to make a lot of money and we just buy their kit when actually we probably need to have the IP, intellectual capital. We need to have the clever blokes that can constantly upgrade this stuff quickly. And I think the great example of this is the drones, you know, where the drones for Ukraine, they've got some geek on their shoulder with companies and the drone operators have got tokens. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: And they go, "Right, I need this one capability." And the guy goes, "Okay, I'll try and deliver that tomorrow. Here's a token. Go and deliver it." You've got to have that ability to enact. Whereas when you're relying on America, it's great for ships, tanks, and submarines. It's not good for all the inherent capabilities there. I'm using the example of radar.

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: So, Typhoon, Typhoon radar, e-scan radar, electronically scanned radar rather than mechanically scanned. Fearsomely expensive to develop our own. It’s been much delayed I think it's about £70 million, depends on whatever metric. It ends up being more expensive than the cheapest F-35A model (which) already comes with an e-scan capability integrated. 

Greg: Yeah, it does.

Sean: And people say, “So why are we not just buying”? You go, “Okay but follow this logic through now…”

Greg: Yeah, correct.

Sean: Surely we need to understand how an e-scan works so that we can actually adapt it and integrate it, have some nous. But how much of premium are we prepared to pay for that.

Greg: I agree and of course, well, you have to pay the premium now because you've got to stand that industry up. If we'd have had that industry going in the first place then then maybe it wouldn't have been so difficult. So I think that there's two factors here. One is we're now talking more about software than hardware. When it was hardware, you bought the hardware, it worked, there's not much you can do with it, it's metal, it works or it doesn't work. But now we're talking about software and that is something that is harder to control and more importantly can be controlled by others remotely, etc. So that's the first thing. I think the second thing is if I'm going to cut Trump any slack here just in case I ever go back to America. He just might be the symptom here, not the cause. In that you're right, this problem has been there all along. We've
just ignored it. Trump unfortunately has come along and reminded us of just how dangerous a risk that was because one person in less than two years has fundamentally changed the whole outlook. And when you're buying equipment over a period of 10, 20 years you can't react. 

Sean: Yeah.

Greg: So yeah, Trump has rather rudely woken us up to the risk that we always carried and now we need to do something about it. Just one thing though - is that that does mean of course becoming hugely reliant on European cooperation which of course you know in a sort of Brexit Britain has been something that we've really struggled with you know, “We can't trust the French, we can't trust the Germans”, but I think now… and of course “America is our greatest strongest ally, blah, blah, blah”, we have to rethink this now and go okay this is Europe - 

Sean: - That's what I mean about if we have aligned interests. So I think the one thing that the French have always been our natural enemy, you know, whatever. But the fact is where we're aligned is the Russian threats. 

Greg: I agree.

Sean: The threat to the European borders has profound implications for everybody. And therefore, we may think differently. We may have different -  but ultimately the thing we know we're stronger together. We know that none of us individually can do everything. And therefore it feels like… Can I just take this one right up though to Grand Strategy because America potentially becoming more wobbly, our ultimate deterrence is our nuclear deterrence. And again I'm going to read, you know, “We have the independent minimum credible nuclear deterrent.”

Greg: Yeah. Trident.

Sean: And by independent it's meant to be right. We can do what we like with it.

Greg: We can press the button. 

Sean: But it's not quite independent, is it? 

Greg: No, not in the full sense of the word.

Sean: No.

Greg: You know, we are reliant on US technology, US assistance in managing the missiles and the various elements therein. Yeah, there is a dependency whether we like it or not, not in the actual decision to use, you know, when that submarine's at sea and the Prime Minister says fire, they go, but yeah, there there is a dependency. 

Sean: And the reason I think that's interesting is, now let's follow Russia's link to President Trump. So the one thing Russia will never want to do is precipitate a nuclear conflict. But he already probably knows that the resolve of the politics, politicians will always be a bit tenuous. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: If I'm going to go into one of the Baltic states, if I can persuade Trump that 3,000 miles away, we don't want to see a nuclear war. So, I'm going to turn the off switch on to the UK's nuclear capability. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: Now, you pull a huge brick. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: Out of the foundations of our defer- our defence and deterrence policy in this country.

Greg: Yeah. Well, I don't think it's as stark as you just described. It can't be turned off, like, instantaneously. I mean, you can create quite difficult problems. If the UK was in a certain maintenance period and a ship happen to be going for refit or whatever, or has its nuclear testing and America decided to do - Yes, you could start to put some pressure, and we know there's already pressure on the nuclear detention because we see those subs coming back after long patrols because the next sub's not ready to go or the crew is not ready to go. So, it's already fragile, whether we like it or not. And so, yeah, something that America could do to delay or interrupt that could start to create some issues. But there's no, there's not a kill switch in the immediate sense of the word. But you're right, putting in that, sowing that seed of doubt and you actually if you go back and read some of Trump's rhetoric, he's clearly quite struck by the whole nuclear thing. He does slightly paralyse him, and and although nobody wants a
nuclear war, heaven forbid. I think America, under Trump, is so frightened of it that actually Putin here has the whip hand and can use that very threat of playing around with it to create a problem. It's why the UK wants to look at strengthening its deterrent. We talked about whether the airborne variant is something, albeit one that would be with American weapon and an American airplane. Um, we know the French are clearly still doing their thing and are offering up assistance. We've seen deals between Finland and France where France will be allowed to put systems... So, Europe is realising here it's going to have to find another way to do this without the 100% guarantee of US assistance that is enough of a credible deterrent that keeps Putin honest. 

Sean: Which is one of the reasons why I'm pushing it. I don't think politically we need to have the resolve and the capability of doing it independently. But if I was Putin, I might see weakness.

Greg: Oh, definitely.

Sean: The more you can create a European enterprise, 

Greg: Yeah. Yeah.

Sean: That can demonstrate there's a bit more to this than one submarine that's just floating around committed to NATO. 

Greg: 100%.

Sean: Then actually if you can make that look - even if it's not more credible, but there are more risks out there. You create a very different landscape, a very different problem.

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: For President Putin to consider.

Greg: Yeah. And I don't think it's because we're talking about how a nuclear exchange might play out. I think what we're talking here about (is) can Putin continue to use that rather simple
threat of just saying I'll just use one of these. 

Sean: Yeah.

Greg: And everyone backs away, which is what we have been doing. Biden did it to be fair, you know, but Trump is clearly frightened of it. America is rightly frightened of it. We're all rightly
frightened of it. But you and I remember the Cold War years that the way to take that head on is to say, “You do that sunshine, and you're going to get it straight back”,  which is why Russia doesn't want to go down that route. Not logically and nor would Putin if he's being sensible but he does play in that space.

Sean: I always like the analogy of the bouncer at a nightclub. If it's got some big burly bouncer, you look at it and you go now he probably doesn't want to fight at all.

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: But you don't want to risk it because you it's looking at him going, I'm not I'm not sure I fancy my chances.

Greg: Unfortunately, that analogy doesn't work when someone's got pissed because then they just think they can take on anybody and they do something stupid and the bouncer smacks.

Sean: Well, yeah, but at least it beats that seed of doubt. And that's the point. It's about deterrence, isn't it? It's like at home you put a camera up, it's not going to stop the thieves coming to your house. But if they're going to choose a house, they're probably not going to
choose yours, and therefore at least having yourself stronger. But going back, so how do we in the military, given the Defence Investment Plan, still seemed to be focused on the most cost effective way of buying tanks, ships, and airplanes, what we've just talked about is going to be more expensive,

Greg: Potentially. Yeah.

Sean: And it’s going to be not as effective in terms of the bumper sticker. If you're doing Top Trumps, yeah, it probably won't be. It'll probably drop down the rankings. And yet it feels absolutely vital that not necessarily nationally, but with alliance partners having a vested interest… 

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: How do we do that?

Greg: Actually let's create this Top Trumps card. I've just been thinking this through. So your three categories on your Top Trumps card would be Cost, Capability, and the third one would be… let's say Assured Delivery. I could have thought of a punchier word but I can't. I could have thought of a third C. You're right, going to America, the chances are you're going to get something a bit cheaper. They're building 3,000 F-35s. Funny old thing, one's going to be cheaper than when you're only building a few hundred Typhoons or 50, 60 Tempests. The capability is going to be right up there. Why? Because America runs competitions. It has more than one competitor out there. And it's got a demanding set. And funny old thing, it turns out to be pretty good. So, nine times out of 10, those two scores are going to be higher on an American product. That's not to say we don't make good stuff and it doesn't hold its own, you know. We do, you know, whether it's a METEOR missile or a Typhoon is probably world-beating, you know. So, we are good in some areas. But the third category, you could argue, I don't want to use the word Trump, but I am going to use it. We've already used it with Top Trumps is, if
that's a low score because you can't guarantee either that it will be delivered or that it won't get turned off, then the other two scores become… You know, anything times zero is zero. So if you know that you're building it at home, you've got a factory that will continue to build it. You've got
factories in Europe, you've got redundancy, resilience, and yes, it's only 80% as good and 120% of the cost. But I know I'm going to get it. All of a sudden, the calculation completely changes. And I think when people talk about sovereignty and resilience and readiness, it's that category that needs to be as as important as it is, as the other two. Now obviously I've been a bit crude here,  but you know if it's rubbish then if I've got loads of them but they're rubbish then, okay that's not going to work. So there does need to be a balance here but again this assured capabilities - there’s a question mark here because sovereignty in the UK is quite often defined as is there is a factory on UK soil? Well yeah there is there is look it's right there it's got Brits working in it blah blah blah blah. Yeah but it's an American company. Yeah but that's okay because it's on…  Yeah, it's American company. 

Sean: And if all it's doing is assembling, it's a box of bits that come across from America.

Greg: It's assembling, the contracts written with an American company that's under the and the CEO of Lockheed Martin or Boeing can be called into Trump's office and said, "Stop it." Then you stop it. So, so you know, and I'm not having a go at those companies in the UK. Up until now. There's been zero problem with that. They've been great stalwarts in supplying, but that they're not the ones at fault here. It's the political context now that's beginning to sow doubt as to whether that is 100% reliable because when the chips are down will they pull the plug and go we're not doing it. 

Sean: And it's also because I mean with the time available it isn't just something for defence. I used an example of it in motorcars. Now I looked at Daewoo, I saw a car and I went “What the hell is that?” I've not… So I did a quick look up. It's the second highest selling car in the UK this year. Chinese car, relatively cheap, does loads of good stuff, good technology. It's a good car. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: And you go, that's why it's selling so well. The trouble is very much like your phone, it takes regular updates remotely from the mother ship. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: Do we know it's not going to suddenly if China wants to pick a fight with us, then it goes, "Oh, well, you can all stop using your cars today." Can actually set fire to your…? Can it also listen? The number of times I've got my mobile phone near me and I'm talking about, I don't know, Tesco shopping or something, and suddenly a Tesco advert will come up on… These things are listening. The car is listening to, it's connecting or whatever. 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: You do wonder… There's now some air bases that won't allow -

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: - these sorts of cars into air bases. So there’s a worry. But the point is that it is that assured capability for families that when the balloon goes up that they won't be available. 

Greg: I think if you use your Top Trumps again, so the cost and the capability of those cars are very very competitive. You know, they've got all the bells and whistles and they're cheap.
Does your average punter care as to whether some poor sap in Shanghai is listening to their shopping habits or or what they're up to? So they probably care less about that third category, but you're absolutely right. In the military context, we should absolutely care what
those chips might do and what they might be listening to and what the implications are for that. So, yeah, there is some concern there. You know, you could argue that if the enemy is that good, then we're probably buggered anyway. But yeah, it's um it is something - 

Sean: Well you say that, but I mean, you know, there's so much evidence now that this stuff isn't actually difficult to do.

Greg: Well, they can't be doing it by accident.

Sean: No.

Greg: You know, there must be something going on.

Sean: I haven’t even touched on Space. I mean, Air and Space Power Association.

Greg: Well, that's where we came back in with Starlink and Starshield.

Sean: Yeah. But our reliance on space and the technology behind that I mean, hugely we are subject to an on/off switch. I think - there's no time available now, but I think it's a really interesting question for the industry in this country, the politicians in the country, and I do think the Air and Space Power Association, part of that is going “There's got to be a wider debate here”.

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: Because it isn't just about the cost of buying stuff, which has largely led us in the last 35 years down a certain path. President Trump, his approach, reliable partners, and more importantly, reliable and assured capability surely is going to be a bedrock of this 21st century military capability.

Greg: Yeah. And this is not something you can just flick a switch overnight and suddenly reverse. It's impossible. You know, we've become so reliant in so many regards and some of those industries and some of those capacities in the UK have been allowed to atrophy. So there is a really important question here for us in the UK and the rest of Europe to look each other in the eye and go, “How do we pull together here and offer an alternative”. And and we know that sometimes those multilateral programmes bring all sorts of challenge because everybody wants a bit of the work share, everyone wants a bit of the work, etc., and the money, and, and, and, but but only Europe as a as a group can really compete at this level in order to do this in in an appropriate way. And there's all the skill sets out there that we can do this. Europe can absolutely create a Starlink system of its own. There's no doubt about that. But it needs to get on with it and it needs to do it in a joined up way. We can design radars and weapons and systems and even nuclear etc. So we've got this fundamental question here and I think I didn't want to make a Brexit point. But this is not the Brexit podcast, but my biggest fear about Brexit was (that) exactly this would happen. That we disconnect away from Europe because we thought America was the more important ally and the thing that we would be wedded to and be more important to us. Well, that's been bust open as a sham. And I don't think anybody
genuinely thought that was going to be the case, but it was always a risk. And Trump has absolutely realised that risk for us. So, we have got some really quite difficult questions. 

Sean: Yeah, if there was one ray of light in all of this, I do think there's a delicious irony that Ukraine has been heavily dependent on the West for support. We've run out of weapons. Ballistic missiles are now one of the biggest threats because we have no defence to them or whatever. All of a sudden, you've got Zelenskyy now developing his own ballistic missile. Now, he's undoubtedly doing that with help from the West. He's not constrained by having to do lots of tests and evaluation.

Greg: Yeah. 

Sean: And if he can get that weapon into production by early next year, 

Greg: Yeah, yeah, yeah.

Sean: The if is because Putin recognises the risk of that. All of a sudden now it may be that we end up using technology developed in Ukraine to help us in the future.

Greg: I mean, I think we are not a fair weather friend of Ukraine. I think we genuinely have been there from the beginning and I think we've stood alongside them as best as we can from the very beginning until now. Not always as much as we would like to give because we don't have much either, whether it be money or whether it be equipment. And a lot of people, you hear a lot of people saying, well, what do we owe Ukraine? You hear that a lot in America, the MAGA supporters. I think notwithstanding the fact it's the right thing to do because they're clearly being attacked by an illegal aggressor. They could well be European NATO’s, if I call it that, best partner. Because they have, A. learned the lessons and B. have found a way to design the kit at a price that will allow us to build them in the numbers that you need to just be able to say to Russia, go on then, try it.

Sean: Wouldn't that be a profound lesson from America that they stepped back and now Ukraine proves to be the catalyst? 

Greg: Yeah.

Sean: For a European defence industry worthy of the 21st century. 

Greg: And if you're watching the Nasdaq in 10-15 years time at the share prices of the American industrials who were once involved in defence and were the world's biggest exporter, no longer trusted.

Sean: Great point to finish. Thanks Greg.

Greg: Sean


