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Abstract (English)  

This thesis explores the signalling logic achieved through the Northwood Declaration 

which was a bilateral agreement between France and the United Kingdom signed at the end of 

UK-France Summit in July 2025. The thesis investigates to what extent the Declaration functions 

as a strategic signalling rather than substantive integration of nuclear forces. The main finding of 

the thesis is that the Declaration is an instrument of political alignment and strategic communica-

tion triggered by systemic pressures with three signalling functions. By situating the Declaration 

within the historical trajectory of Franco-British relations, the thesis provides a pattern where co-

operation emerges from the exhaustion of alternatives rather than doctrinal convergence. Ulti-

mately, the Declaration carries strategic weight as it signals to adversaries, allies and raises the 

cost of defection to both France and the United Kingdom while at the same time it preserves na-

tional control over nuclear capabilities.  

Key Terms: Strategic Signalling, Franco-British Relations, Strategic Autonomy, Northwood Dec-

laration, Nuclear Cooperation  

 

 

 

Abstract (German) 

Diese Arbeit untersucht die Signallogik der Northwood-Erklärung, einer bilateralen Ver-

einbarung zwischen Frankreich und dem Vereinigten Königreich, die am Ende des britisch-fran-

zösischen Gipfeltreffens im Juli 2025 unterzeichnet wurde. Dabei beschäftigt sich die Arbeit mit 

der Frage, inwieweit die Erklärung eher ein Instrument strategischer Signalisierung als einen Aus-

druck substanzieller Integration der nuklearen Streitkräfte darstellt. Das zentrale Ergebnis der Ana-

lyse ist, dass die Erklärung ein durch systemischen Druck ausgelöstes Instrument politischer Ab-

stimmung und strategischer Kommunikation darstellt, das drei Signalisierungsfunktionen erfüllt. 

Durch die Einordnung der Erklärung in die historische Entwicklung der britisch-französischen 

Beziehungen identifiziert die Arbeit ein Muster, wonach Kooperation eher aus der Erschöpfung 

alternativer Handlungsmöglichkeiten als aus einer Konvergenz strategischer Doktrinen hervor-

geht. Letztlich kommt der Erklärung strategische Bedeutung zu, da sie sowohl gegenüber Gegnern 

als auch gegenüber Verbündeten Signale aussendet und zugleich die Kosten einer Abkehr von der 

Vereinbarung für Frankreich und das Vereinigte Königreich erhöht, während die nationale Kon-

trolle über die jeweiligen nuklearen Streitkräfte gewahrt bleibt. 

Schlüsselbegriffe: Strategische Signalisierung, französisch-britische Beziehungen, strategische 

Autonomie, Northwood-Erklärung, nukleare Zusammenarbeit 
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1. Introduction  

 

In January 2022, High Representative/Vice President Josep Borrell delivered a speech at 

the Bibliothèque Solvay in Brussels where he warned about the deteriorating security environment. 

He proclaimed that Europe is in danger, highlighting that urgently “Europeans must look at the 

world as it is, not as we want it to be” (Borrell 2022). Borrell was convinced that the period in 

which we live today represents the most dangerous moment of the post-Cold War period. A month 

later, Russia invaded Ukraine violating its sovereignty, territorial integrity and independence, 

while also contributing to the further disintegration of the rules-based international order. The war 

triggered a drastic shift in the wider perception of security both within the continent and beyond. 

It contributed to what Borrell calls the “return of history”, compelling the states to seek greater 

military autonomy, reduction of dependencies and accelerated defence spending.  

Four years later, Russia remains a primary threat to the post-Cold War European security 

architecture and to the core values that European countries relied on for the past three decades. 

Russia’s continued use of nuclear threat rhetoric in deterring the West, more specifically NATO, 

further heightens the tensions. Although it could be argued that Putin succeeded in deterring direct 

military intervention of the West in the war initially, the compellence impact of his nuclear threat 

weakened over time (Sinovets & Alkış 2025, 393). At the same time the latter influenced the 

changes in the lowering the threshold of nuclear weapons use in the Russian nuclear doctrine fur-

ther alarming Europe of the threats coming from its Eastern neighbour (ibid.). Still, Russian air-

craft, drones and missiles reportedly continue to violate the airspace of NATO. Between 2022 and 

2025, they started from isolated, low-intensity incidents in Sweden, Poland, and Romania and 

transformed into more frequent and extensive incursions that affected Romania, Poland, Latvia, 

Estonia, Lithuania and Turkey (Lemieux 2026). In 2025 alone, most violations of NATO airspaces 

were characterised as high-severity events that involved deeper penetrations followed by pro-

longed drone activity, disruptions to civilian infrastructure as well as the return of the incursions 

of manned aircraft, broadly indicating an escalation in scale and intensity at the same time 

(Lemieux 2026). While they appear to be minor, the frequent violations of airspace with changes 

in their severity and a wider geographic spread could elicit a wider European-level political re-

sponse (Lemieux 2025, 8).  

Responding to the challenges has proven difficult, mostly due to unstable transatlantic re-

lations. Across Europe, confidence in the reliability of the United States has significantly eroded 

if not collapsed. Recent political signals exposed serious doubts over the American commitments 

including the credibility of NATO’s collective defence. The recurring statements by President 

Trump asserting that the United States needs Greenland, an autonomous territory of Denmark and 
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a close NATO ally, are alarming (Euractiv 2026). Trump went further suggesting that the US could 

use force to take control of the territory, raising the unprecedented prospect of military action 

against an ally (Gordon & Karlin 2026, 3). Statements like that are deeply unsettling for the Euro-

pean policymakers, ultimately calling into question the foundations of alliance solidarity. This has 

been further reinforced by Washington’s restrained posture in the face of the Russian provocations 

such as violations of the NATO member-states' space (ibid.). The “America First” approach to 

international relations slowly compels the allies to distance themselves from the US. Uncertainty 

now shapes the thinking around strategic choices across the continent, contributing to the rapid 

investment in military capabilities and leading to an increase in defence spending as well as creat-

ing possibilities for deeper defence cooperation. The debates around the future actions to compen-

sate for the potential gaps in extended deterrence are not a taboo anymore; however, they remain 

politically sensitive.  

The Northwood Declaration, an agreement signed on July 10, 2025, between France and 

the United Kingdom, formalised unprecedented levels of nuclear cooperation between the two 

European nuclear states. The Declaration represents not only a shift from the decades of nuclear 

autonomy, but it might also contribute to the evolution of ideas around the future of European 

nuclear deterrence architecture. For this reason, rather than being understood as an isolated bilat-

eral initiative, it should be investigated as part of a broader European effort to achieve security 

goals in an increasingly unstable international environment. 

This thesis seeks to produce a layered understanding of the roles France and the United 

Kingdom play in the wider European nuclear deterrence architecture, with a particular focus on 

the importance of the Northwood Declaration and its signalling logic. The central argument is that 

the Declaration functions primarily as strategic signalling rather than substantive nuclear integra-

tion even though it operates as a signal that has no operational substance, hence it also carries real 

strategic consequences. The starting premise is that the declaration operates on three distinct levels 

at the same time in order to increase deterrence uncertainty for adversaries, to perform European 

strategic autonomy for Washington and to raise the costs of future potential costs of bilateral rup-

ture for France and the United Kingdom themselves. Together, all three identified functions carry 

with them important strategic consequences. The thesis will assess the declaration directly, exam-

ining how its carefully chosen language functions to uphold and indirectly reshape the current 

European security landscape. By situating the declaration within the longer historical trajectory of 

Franco-British relations, starting from the post-war period all the way until 2025, the thesis will 

uncover the specific pattern that consistently shapes the cooperation between France and the UK 



   

 

 9  

 

as well as answers why understanding the Northwood Declaration as a product of that pattern 

instead of a departure from it, is better.   

The structure of the thesis is formed in a manner that leads the reader to a comprehensive 

understanding of the Northwood Declaration’s strategic consequences. Chapter 1 introduces the 

research question and outlines the working hypothesis. Chapter 2 discusses the available literature 

that deals with the debates on broader European nuclear deterrence framework, Anglo-French nu-

clear and defence cooperation, as well as the limited literature on the Northwood Declaration itself. 

Chapter 3 outlines the research methodology. Chapter 4 offers a close reading of the Declaration, 

and it contributes to the direct assessment of its content, origins, and strategic logic. Chapter 5 

provides a historical overview of Franco-British bilateral relationship between France and the UK 

with the goal of understanding the drivers of the relations from the post-war period until the con-

clusion of the Declaration in 2025, with the goal of uncovering the underlying patterns that shape 

the convergence and divergence between the two and situate the Declaration. Chapter 6 will ana-

lyse the three main signalling functions of the Declaration in detail. Finally, Chapter 7 outlines the 

main findings, the broader implications of the thesis as well as necessary directions for further 

research.  

 

1.1. Research Question  

 

Given the current instability within the international order, the thesis explores the signalling 

logic of the Northwood Declaration. As two European nuclear states, France and the United King-

dom are pivotal actors in the current European nuclear architecture, ultimately shaping the future 

security frameworks across the continent. The core focus of the analysis will be the strategic func-

tion of the Northwood Declaration. Therefore, the main research question that guides the thesis 

will be: 

To what extent does the Northwood Declaration function as strategic signaling rather than 

substantive integration of nuclear forces?  

There are several reasons why this research is relevant. First, understanding the complexi-

ties surrounding the Franco-British nuclear cooperation during the time of the international re-

structuring is not only important for the wider European security architecture but also for the in-

ternational position that Europe might occupy in the future of nuclear politics. Whether the North-

wood Declaration represents genuine steps towards a greater European nuclear agency or only a 

careful managed performance of solidarity could have direct implications for the Franco-British 

leadership of Europe in the coming decade.  



   

 

 10  

 

Secondly, engaging with the debates on Franco-British defence relationship offers insights 

into the implications this relationship might have on the internal dynamics of the continent. By 

outlining the driving factors and forces of cooperation, the thesis aims to contribute to the broader 

exchange on Europe’s defence framework and its effects both on NATO alliance and internal 

structures of the continent.  

Thirdly, a clear distinction between the signalling and integration is important beyond this 

specific case. Europe stands at a crucial juncture in which extended deterrence is being debated 

and the conditions under which the continent is working to construct a new security architecture 

are directly relevant in understanding what the Northwood Declaration actually does. If the pri-

mary function of the Declaration is to act as a signal, that still makes it strategically significant 

even though it operates through perception, commitment costs and deterrence communication and 

not operational substance.  

The thesis is guided by the working hypothesis that the Northwood Declaration, although 

limited in its institutional and operational form, represents an important nuclear cooperation frame-

work achieved due to systemic pressures and not doctrinal convergence, and is therefore an instru-

ment of both strategic signalling and political alignment instead of genuine integration of nuclear 

forces. By treating the Declaration as consequential, the analysis is directed at indirectly answering 

what kind of significance it carries and through which mechanisms and patterns it operates. There-

fore, having a signal that, at the same time, influences actions of adversaries, allies and self-per-

ceptions of France and Britain is strategically consequential.  

 

2. Literature Review 

 

The literature review related to the research aim of the thesis is divided into three main 

categories with the goal of giving an overview before proceeding with the analysis section of this 

thesis. The first section will deal with an existing scholarship on broader European nuclear and 

security architecture to establish the structural context in which the Northwood Declaration was 

produced. The second section will broadly examine the literature on Franco-British nuclear and 

defence cooperation with the goal of providing the understanding on how scholars see the drivers, 

constraints and the limits of bilateral cooperation. Lastly, the third section will address the limited 

scholarship on the Northwood Declaration itself. The goal of each section is to identify a gap that 

this thesis seeks to address.  

 

2.1. European Nuclear and Security Architecture 
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The debates around European nuclear and security architecture have returned as topic of 

urgency since the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Across the literature, there is a broad agreement 

that Europe is undergoing a strategic recalibration at the time when US is shifting priorities, Russia 

continues to wage the war in Ukraine, and the EU is internally experiencing political changes. The 

divergence begins when scholars propose the responses to these pressures making it directly rele-

vant in the assessment of the Northwood Declaration’s place within the broader European security 

debate.  

The most persistent theme across the literature is European structural dependence on Amer-

ican security guarantees and the political difficulty of reducing it. Cladi (2025) argues that “Amer-

ican preponderance” continues to be a defining feature of European security, sustained through 

NATO as well as other bilateral mechanisms, through which US dominance indirectly reinforces 

deterrence through a “peace through strength” approach whereas at the same time undermining 

the wider European ambitions for autonomy. Cladi (2025) also claims that the ongoing moderni-

sation of US nuclear assets in Europe solidifies the continued reliance on American guarantees 

whereas generating negative perceptions within domestic political spaces. (In parallel, Bunde 

(2024) reinforces the similar point through the case of Germany’s actions which reaffirmed NATO 

nuclear sharing through procurement of F-35 aircraft, stressing the degree to which transatlantic 

partnership further widens the dependence despite the rhetorical commitments to European auton-

omy. The tension here is directly relevant in the evaluation whether the Northwood Declaration is 

a genuine step toward European nuclear agency or another iteration of the same gap. ) 

Beyond the structural dependency problem, the credibility of American guarantees has be-

come an important pressure point. Verstraete (2024) argues that due to political climate in the US 

as well as strategic pivot to the Indo-Pacific, Europe is left with fragile nuclear guarantees. Simi-

larly, Bunde et al. (2026) warn of a future “deterrence gap” coming from Europe’s overconfidence 

in US extended deterrence which, taken together, requires the rebalancing of responsibilities 

within the transatlantic relations. This is in line with Verstraete’s (2024) recommendation for a 

“new division of labour” which includes a pragmatic attempt to preserve alliance cohesion through 

greater European conventional responsibilities and the maintenance of US nuclear backbone. This 

position, which claims neither full autonomy nor continued dependence, is an important context 

against which the Northwood Declaration was produced and should be evaluated.  

Brexit represents another critical juncture in the evolution of European nuclear architec-

ture. Arslan (2026) sees it as an event that has brought recalibration and not the rupture specifically 

pointing out to the possibilities for deeper EU defence cooperation through PESCO and the Euro-
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pean Defence Fund. Yet the removal of a key veto player has not changed the institutional con-

straints for decision-making, nor has it shifted the central importance of NATO on the continent. 

On the other hand, Arslan’s (2026) argues that the Brexit has created more flexible options for 

London such as the Joint Expeditionary Force which does not detach the UK from the continent.  

The main catalyst for the European security rethinking remains the war in Ukraine. By 

framing it as a “long-term strategic nuclear crisis”, Mongin (2022) underlines the effects that Rus-

sian nuclear coercion might have on the whole Europe. Freedman (2025) argues that the war con-

tinues to place pressure on both France and the UK to serve as a form of “second layer” of Euro-

pean deterrence. Although, at this moment, Franco-British deterrence cannot replace the nuclear 

umbrella of the US, it might shift the dynamics of the deterrence landscape. Chevreuil (2025) 

builds on this argument stating that Franco-British cooperation in the nuclear dimension should be 

used to create independent and resilient deterrence framework without drastic changes to existing 

doctrines of minimum deterrence. Bardio (2024), in his exploration of the possibilities for the 

French-led nuclear umbrella, identifies both possibilities and obstacles. He highlights the broader 

scepticism of the European states especially owing to historical deterrence posture of France and 

its distrust toward US guarantees which ultimately causes the questioning the ideas of a purely 

French-led system. Kunz and Kühn (2024) further deconstruct the Franco-German nuclear coop-

eration arguing that such an arrangement is not considering the realities on the ground and might 

end up destabilising already fickle balances on the continent. Egeland and Pelopidas (2021) go 

further as they dismiss such debates as empirically unsupported, flawed, and even lacking public 

legitimacy. 

Despite the scepticism, ideas around nuclear Europe continue to attract attention in the 

current geopolitical situation. Varma (2024) frames nuclear concerns into the larger strategic au-

tonomy debate, claiming that Europe must move the nuclear discussion outside the taboo dimen-

sion. In contrast, Fayet et al. (2025) put forward a more practical approach as they advocate for 

deeper Anglo-French cooperation and a clearer distribution of responsibilities between the UK and 

France. They reflect that a fully European nuclear force is not possible in the near term and that, 

instead, Europeans should focus on influencing coordination between the two existing nuclear 

states. The literature on the conventional alternatives reaches similar conclusions. For example, 

Founta (2026) argues that readiness, mobility, and the reform of structural constraints should be 

more critical than the nuclear expansion at the moment. Therefore, investing in military mobility, 

logistical communication, and integration might create a credible deterrent alone. To achieve this, 

Europe must resolve issues around the continued industrial and technological dependencies. 

Mejino-López and Wolff (2026) argue that the current dependency on the US defence industry 
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amid the rearmament efforts in Europe creates the grounds for future vulnerabilities. Fiott (2026) 

further notes that although there are important steps taken in defence, they do not tackle the de-

pendency problem as Europe relies on external suppliers for any critical technology. Increasing 

domestic production is then central to Europe’s sovereignty goal. Here, Noll and Rongved (2026) 

present a “multiverse” approach to national defence that are largely engraved in historical and 

cultural factors. The study directly touches upon the different prioritization in defence strategies 

urging that further divergence could challenge any broader European-wide strategy. Finally, 

Rajmil et al. (2025) argue that any discussions on nuclear and defence matters lack the necessary 

transparency undermining the holistic political engagement necessary to address the gaps for any 

future European security policy reform.  

In broader terms, the literature on European nuclear and security architecture establishes 

three important propositions that inform the purpose of this thesis. Firstly, as Europe finds itself 

in a critical situation it should try to close the gap between declaratory ambitions and its operational 

reality. Secondly, the most attainable solution for European deterrence is greater Franco-British 

cooperation instead of the creation of new nuclear arrangements. Thirdly, it is important to grasp 

this structural content when evaluating the signalling logic of the Northwood Declaration. The 

answers that the literature does not provide lies in the precise mechanism through which the Dec-

laration might perform European deterrence regardless of its signalling or operational capacity.  

 

2.2. Anglo-French Nuclear and Defence Cooperation  

 

The literature on Franco-British bilateral cooperation consistently reaches the conclusion 

that deeper collaboration happens alongside, rather than because of, strategic divergence. Under-

standing the reasons for this and what it means for any cooperative framework like Northwood 

Declaration is the central contribution of this section. Undoubtedly, the Lancaster House Treaties 

represent a watershed moment; however, scholars disagree on the achieved cooperation in the pe-

riod that followed, and in particular its consequences on the genuine alignment of both states.  

Pannier (2018) argues that the 2010 Lancaster House treaties succeeded primarily due to 

the shared experiences of both countries and not their shared vision, notably their positions as 

nuclear powers, permanent UN Security Council membership, as well their dissatisfaction at the 

time with the broader European defense initiatives. Harrois (2020) reinforces this perspective by 

emphasising the financial motives and the importance of cutting duplicate costs at the time. Both 

authors, therefore, see the bilateral cooperation in nuclear matters more as response targeted at 

external pressures instead of a common coherent strategic alignment. Freedman (2025) urges that 
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the two have a significant doctrinal difference, highlighting the contrasting philosophies that per-

sist between the two: the UK deterrent is embedded within collective defense and NATO, while 

France maintains the prioritisation of its own national security and considers the wider security of 

the continent only within that perspective. Bardio (2025) characterises this distinction as NATO-

centric versus autonomous, showing that this does not contribute only to rhetoric but practical 

limits of cooperation. The US dependence, specifically within the context of US-UK special rela-

tionship is consistently identified across literature as one of the main structural constraints on fur-

ther Franco-British cooperation, specifically in the domain of technology and intelligence sharing 

(Pannier 2018; Freedman 2025).  

Beyond simply highlighting the constraints, literature documents a significant process in 

deepening technical and institutional cooperation. Here, the TEUTATES Treaty and programs 

such as EPURE take an important place to showcase the developments in collaboration (Fayet 

2025). The continued cooperation such as MBDA is frequently mentioned as a successful model 

for the future industrial integration, especially through initiatives like “One Complex Weapons” 

(Pannier 2021; Harrois 2020). Nevertheless, limits persist due to the prioritisation of the national 

industrial interests and the logic of juste retour, which continue to prevent significant integration 

(Pannier 2013). It is this pattern of genuine but bounded progress that the Northwood Declaration 

also inherits and must be read against. Thus, the main takeaway is that cooperation might be trans-

actional and conditional on domestic political considerations.  

A significant number of literature frames the bilateral relationship within the post-Brexit 

and post-Ukraine security environment, outlining both intensification and drawbacks. Both Cas-

telli et al. (2024) and Mongin (2024) note the recent rhetoric of France around “European dimen-

sion” of its deterrent with the goal of presenting itself as the sole nuclear power of the EU. There 

is an agreement that this shift aligns with broader concerns over wider European strategic auton-

omy. By contrast, United Kingdom continues to reaffirm the NATO-first model that allows it to 

balance the transatlantic ties with its European commitments ultimately presenting itself as the 

bridge between the two (Castelli et al. 2024; Wei & Liu 2025). Bardio (2025) affirms the North-

wood Declaration could be a window for joint coordination of nuclear postures, while at the same 

time citing the constent primacy around sovereignty and the maintenance of independent control 

over nuclear arsenals that the Declaration does not resolve.  

The critical gap in this section emerges as the literature does not explain the sudden inten-

sification of institutionalisation through limited and less operational integration efforts than the 

Lancaster House Treaties. For instance, Narang (2015), through optimisation theory, argues that 
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France will continue to be influenced by its traditional nuclear posture as it originally was sup-

posed to provide it with hedging function against uncertainties. This leads to the assumption that, 

bilaterally, the relationship between the UK and France will continue to be influenced by their own 

considerations of nuclear strategic autonomy, yet, the literature does not explain the motives for 

the particular form of cooperation that the Northwood Declaration establishes at moments of ex-

ternal pressure which is precisely what the thesis will address.  

 

2.3. Northwood Declaration 

 

As a recent agreement, Northwood Declaration is still under researched. Nevertheless, var-

ious interpretations of the declaration are available, each providing divergent approaches to its 

implications whether operational, legal or strategic. Across the literature, there is a general con-

sensus that the Northwood Declaration represents an unprecedented shift for the European security 

architecture, especially relating to the declining confidence in transatlantic commitments. There is 

no agreement, however, on the primary significance of the Declaration especially considering 

whether it should be read as a mechanism for nuclear risk reduction, a response to a weakened 

NATO or even a foundational step toward a genuine European strategic autonomy.  

Berghofer (2025) focuses extensively on the declaration’s potential to become a tool for 

nuclear stewardship and risk reduction. In her analysis, Northwood Declaration is framed as an 

opportunity for both France and the United Kingdom to deepen their cooperation in the field of 

security, reliability and nuclear safety. By situating the analysis within the current international 

setting, Berghofer (2025) also relates to the Declaration to the ongoing erosion of arms control 

regimes as well as the rising uncertainty coming from the unreliable US commitment. Taken from 

this perspective, the Declaration does not contribute to the European deterrence system but rather 

serves to ensure that existing nuclear capabilities are prudently coordinated in the current unstable 

environment.  

In contrast, other scholars emphasise the potentially transformative consequences the Dec-

laration might have for the nuclear doctrine of France and its Europeanisation. Perot (2025) de-

scribes the Declaration as a “small revolution” as it represents an important step towards the inte-

gration of the traditionally independent French deterrent into wider European security architecture. 

The main argument supporting this is the creation of the Nuclear Steering Group achieved through 

the declaration, which consequently enables the unprecedented coordination in operations and co-

ordination of policy between France and the United Kingdom. Bartoux (2025) reinforces this in-

terpretation by arguing that the Declaration will contribute to the institutionalisation of “concerted 
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alliance”. By highlighting this Bartoux (2025) suggests that the implications of the Declaration go 

beyond merely symbolic but contribute to gradual military integration.  

Similarly, some scholars situate the Northwood Declaration within debates on the Euro-

pean strategic awakening. Puglisi and Giancotti (2025) offer an argument that the declaration fits 

within the wider goal of forming an alternative vision for the security on the continent due to 

anticipation of Washington’s disengagement from the NATO alliance. In this context, Northwood 

Declaration is linked to geopolitical developments specifically to the ongoing shift in alliances and 

the rise of great power diplomacy that could bring a post-American security architecture in Europe. 

Similarily, the International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) sees the Declaration as an event 

that formalized unprecedented levels of UK-France nuclear cooperation and with that urged that 

it serves as an insurance in case of the weakened nuclear umbrella of the United States. Rodgers 

(2025) adds a further dimension after examining its reassurance function, specifically claiming 

that the Declaration could be taken as a response to the rise in anxieties across Europe for both 

conventional and nuclear threats. As the declaration also has the signalling effect of closer UK-

France cooperation in nuclear defence, it contributes to reassuring smaller Eastern European states 

of the credible and “closer-to-home" deterrent. Nevertheless, Rodgers et al. (2025) point out to 

critical importance of the real-life application of such commitments especially questioning their 

sustainability because of the challenges arising from the distinct Franco-British strategic cultures. 

Meanwhile, the most striking interpretation of the enhanced Franco-British cooperation discusses 

the implication it might have on international law. Rasi (2025) urges that the Northwood Declara-

tion should be understood as a legal framework for collective defence. She explains that in the 

future scenarios the declaration might be a subsidiary legal basis for intervention in case NATO’s 

Article 5 mechanism is paralyzed, or the United Nations Security Council is unable to act in time. 

Rasi (2025) therefore stresses the significance that goes beyond the framing of the declaration as 

simply a military and political instrument but instead contributes to international law and the shifts 

in collective security architecture of Europe.  

From a broader perspective, literature portrays the Northwood Declaration as an event that 

could potentially cause changes that extend over various domains. Even though scholars disagree 

on primary significance of the declaration, they all recognize the common idea that is transmitted 

in their interpretations; the declaration could and will contribute to the wider shift in the future 

reform of European security. What the existing scholarship does not do, however, is provide a 

systemic analysis that investigates different audiences at which the Declaration’s signalling is di-



   

 

 17  

 

rected. It is this gap that the theisis will address but also what justifies the treatment of the North-

wood Declaration in this thesis as strategically consequential even though it might lack operational 

content.  

 

3. Methodology  

 

In this chapter I will set out the methodology framework of the thesis. The research ques-

tion, to what extent does the Northwood Declaration function as a strategic signalling rather than 

substantive nuclear integration, centres around interpretation and political meaning instead of 

measurement or causal inference. Due to that, the thesis will use qualitative, interpretative research 

design. This chapter starts with Section 3.1. which will outline the research approach and the com-

bination of employed methods while Section 3.2. will justify the choices of the specific method-

ology in relation to research question and the specific constraints in the subject matter. Section 

3.3. will present analytical logic that guides this thesis and lastly, Section 3.4. will identify the 

limitations of the thesis.  

 

3.1. Research Approach  

 

The thesis has Northwood Declaration as a central focus. Considering that the Declaration 

is new and that there is limited number of public documents or even analytically complex studies 

of what the Declaration does and does not commit to, the thesis will use a single-case study design. 

The justification for this is not only in the Declaration’s novelty, but also the lack of theoretical 

interest in the case itself. The Northwood Declaration is a unique political and diplomatic docu-

ment that produces important effects, although mostly in terms of signalling and bilateral commit-

ment costs and especially through language and not operational substance. Investigating this 

makes the Declaration a critical case for understanding under which conditions does it function as 

a strategic instrument without necessary having formal integration element. Due to this, the goal 

of the thesis is not the testing of broad generalisations about nuclear cooperation of France and the 

United Kingdom. Instead, it will seek to investigate the Declaration’s political and strategic func-

tions as well as situating the same logic under the broader context of Franco-British bilateral rela-

tionship.  

Another method that will complement the case study will be the use of comparative histor-

ical analysis. By situating the Northwood Declaration within the broader historical Franco-British 

cooperation, from post-World War II until after 2022 War in Ukraine, I will be able to understand 

the underlying patterns that contribute to continuity and shifts in this relationship. Without this, it 
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would be difficult to grasp the core principles that influence nuclear cooperation, specifically di-

verging perceptions on sovereignty norms and autonomy, therefore also Northwood Declaration 

itself. It is the historical analysis that will provide me with an interpretative framework against 

which the content and language of the Declaration will be read. 

The use of qualitative document analysis would be essential for data collection. Here, 

deeper examination of official documents such as national security documents, joint declarations, 

policy statements as well as defence policies of France and the United Kingdom is essential. They 

will also serve as the primary sources which would be supported by secondary literature that could 

provide theoretical basics for interpretation. Therefore, primary sources will be treated as negoti-

ated political texts that carry analytically significant framings through language or specific omis-

sions.  

Building on document analysis, I will be using qualitative interpretative discourse analysis 

as a support to my methodology. The goal is not to conduct a linguistic analysis or approach the 

research through post-structural lenses, but rather to investigate the political meaning and below-

surface strategic messaging. As the goal of the examination is to uncover the broader implications 

of the Northwood Declaration, discourse analysis would be used especially in relation to examin-

ing the framings of nuclear cooperation and strategic autonomy. The focus will be primarily on 

official documents and political statements such as Northwood Declaration itself, joint press state-

ments and speeches by the political officials, and related national security documents. In the anal-

ysis, I will concentrate on finding the key words and specific themes that are connected to Franco-

British nuclear cooperation, strategic autonomy, as well as strategic framing of bilateral coopera-

tion between the two countries. Particular attention is given to the way the declaration communi-

cates its political intent, and for this it is essential to understand the symbolic language, to assess 

the level of ambiguity as well as the institutional commitments outlined in the declaration. This is 

imperative as the primary goal of the thesis is to uncover the functions of the declaration such as 

strategic signalling toward allies, and adversaries. With that, the thesis might reveal the important 

symbols and indirect communication of the declaration itself. Therefore, this includes understand-

ing the messages that are not obvious in the diplomatic language as well as the indirect strategic 

messaging of the declaration.  

 

3.2. Justification of the Methodology  

 

The justification for the qualitative methodology and its interpretative nature lies in the 

research question. The goal of the thesis is not the effectiveness of nuclear cooperation that is 

achieved with the Northwood Declaration. Rather, it is the assessment of its strategic significance 
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and the political intent that matters. For that reason, the qualitative approach is the best choice as 

it allows me to understand the context, reasoning, as well as the perception of the two countries.  

Another justification lies in the fact that nuclear policies are often ambiguous and due to 

security reasons, states often provide only limited data on their nuclear positions, operational di-

mensions or internal deliberations that produced the Northwood Declaration. In the context of 

France and the United Kingdom this is also true as detailed aspects of their nuclear cooperation is 

classified. This choice strengthens the research design of the thesis. Qualitative document analysis 

and interpretative reading of the available public texts are therefore an appropriate choice to the 

conditions of the field. Additionally, comparative historical analysis with its analytical layer helps 

in revealing the political logic of cooperation across comparable cases like Saint-Malo, Lancaster 

House Treaties and even the 2023 bilateral summit.  

The justification of the interdisciplinary approach, which combines political science and 

history, lies in the nature of the research question. By only using political science framing the 

declaration might be treated in isolation from the specific structural patterns that provide an ana-

lytical form. Similarily, only using history might lose the analytical precision that is needed to 

understand the specific signalling functions of the Northwood Declaration. Therefore, the combi-

nation of the two helps in producing an analysis that is analytically sharp but also historically 

grounded.  

 

3.3. Analytical Logic 

 

The main hypothesis the thesis is that the Northwood Declaration, while being limited in 

its form, serves the function of primarily being an instrument of strategic signalling rather than 

substantive integration of nuclear forces reflected through a structural pattern in which Franco-

British cooperation emerges only after systemic pressure.   

The analytical logic is interpretive instead of causal. Rather than looking whether systemic 

pressures, such as increasing American unreliability or perceived Russian coercion, cause the Dec-

laration, the thesis will ask whether these pressures are sufficient enough in explaining the form 

and the content of the Declaration without actually assuming the doctrinal convergence. By doing 

this, the focus will shift towards the character of cooperation established and not the presence of 

cooperation which is indirectly included in the research question itself.  

There are three signalling functions that are identified in the hypothesis; the first being directed at 

the adversary, the second at Washington and, the third, at France and the United Kingdom them-

selves. These three signalling functions therefore serve as the organising framework for the Chap-

ter 6. For this reason, each function will be assessed against two criteria. The first one asks whether 
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the declaration’s language supports the assumption that there is specific function that is being 

performed, while the second investigates whether performing such functions comes with strategic 

consequences even though the Declaration might be lacking operational substance. The first crite-

rion is addressed in the Chapter 4 which focuses on the interpretation of the Northwood Declara-

tion. The second criterion is addressed through the argument developed in Chapter 6 which posits 

that the nuclear deterrence operates through managing of uncertainty and credibility instead of 

capability alone. In other words, answering the question whether the Declaration can carry strate-

gic weight that is genuine even though it does not include formal integration.  

What the analytical framework does not claim is that the Northwood Declaration is insig-

nificant as well as that signalling and integration are mutually exclusive categories. Here, argument 

follows a logic that the Declaration operates primarily as signalling with a specific novelty of the 

Nuclear Steering Group which should not be understood as an integration but rather as pure per-

formance. Therefore, the framework makes this clear distinction, so it avoids overclaiming or even 

dismissal.  

 

3.4. Limitations  

 

There are three limitations that are applied to the thesis.  

Firstly, employing the qualitative study analysis might not contribute to the generalization 

of findings beyond the Franco-British relations and more importantly, beyond the case of the 

Northwood Declaration. This is mostly because the conclusion will be based on the context, there-

fore any generalization of the finding should be cautiously approached.  

Secondly, as the topic is discussing nuclear cooperation, it should be noted that the most 

valuable details are classified since there are limited data and knowledge around it. Here, many 

details that could help in the assessment of the declaration’s signalling logic are not public. In this 

light, available primary sources might not reflect the internal debates as well as the intentions of 

the two nuclear states.  

Thirdly, while offering a significant degree of flexibility, the creation of a mid-range theo-

retical framework could contribute to the limited theoretical precision. Although the multiple the-

oretical approach helps with the breadth of the research, it might not contribute to the conceptual 

clarity. Still, this is justified due to the complexity of the research question at hand.  

 

4. The Northwood Declaration 
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This chapter will provide a close analytical reading of the Northwood Declaration as a 

diplomatic text. While discerning the explicit as well as implicit meaning of the Northwood Dec-

laration, it is indispensable to deconstruct the specific phrasing, sequencing, as well as any omis-

sions within the commitments agreed upon. By recognizing the declaration as different from a 

policy document, I will analyse it from a perspective of a negotiated bilateral document that with 

each formulation carries direct or indirect constraints, strategic intentions as well as the commu-

nication with wider international relations audience. The main purpose of this Chapter is to estab-

lish what the Declaration does and does not say before moving into the following chapters on 

historical and signalling analysis. 

The impression that one gets after reading the declaration is that it seeks to achieve several 

goals, even though they might be contradictory in their nature. Specifically, the Declaration illus-

trates that there is political closeness between France and the United Kingdom, however without 

implying the doctrinal convergence around nuclear weapons and the guiding principles on their 

use. Another aim that is evident in the declaration is the messages of reassurance to the allies in 

Europe with the goal of deterring adversaries, however still mindful of strategic ambiguity. From 

this perspective, both Paris and London are signalling that they might want to take over a greater 

responsibility without causing any drastic shifts within the already established defence frameworks 

and partnerships, specifically NATO and the United States. Because of the lack of operational 

elements, Northwood Declaration is understood as a carefully balanced strategic message.  

 

4.1. Opening Paragraph  

 

In the beginning of the opening paragraph, there is a special framing effect. Both France 

and the UK declare that they “reaffirm their long-standing and resolute commitment to nuclear 

cooperation”. This paragraph should not be taken as a simple routine statement. The choice to use 

the verb “reaffirm” in diplomatic language is deliberate. By showing reaffirmation from the outset, 

both governments want to accentuate the context of continuity without making a greater spectacle 

out of it. The reasoning for this is in each of their national nuclear policies where the principles 

shaping the national identity as well as their strategic doctrines are outlined. This is especially true 

in the case of France which is careful when it comes to drastic changes to the principles of nuclear 

independence and autonomy as such scenario could contribute to the tense political discussions 

domestically, but also internationally (Bardio 2025, 10). Therefore, both governments used the 

verb “reaffirm” as it suggests the perceived continuous cooperation trajectory of the two countries, 

indirectly avoiding wariness over potential radical change.  
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This framing, however, is at tension when one looks at the history and bilateral cooperation 

between France and the United Kingdom, it is evident that the continuity is not as present. As will 

be discussed in the historical section of the thesis, it is only after the 2010 Lancaster House frame-

work that Franco-British cooperation deepened through technical collaboration, defence coordi-

nation, strategic asset management and other similar actions in the nuclear and defence domain. 

Instead, Northwood Declaration upgrades the previous framework to include the possibility of 

coordination in operations as well as policy which is a significant and historic progress. Therefore, 

by using the verb “reaffirm”, countries are potentially avoiding the wider recognition of this nov-

elty seeking to legitimize the coordination that would otherwise be perceived as exceptional.  

The second notable the phrase in the opening that “there is no greater demonstration of the 

strength and the importance of our bilateral relationship than our willingness to work together in 

this most sensitive area” stands out. Here, greater attention should be paid to the several purposes 

that “most sensitive area” might have. Evidently, it is acknowledgement that Franco-British nu-

clear cooperation is a specific category that should be differentiated from the usual defence col-

laboration. Here too, one arrives to the question of sovereignty and the decisions over national 

survival actions. Explicit highlighting of the “sensitivity” serves the purpose of showing that co-

operation beyond ordinary defence was not conceivable due to various political difficulties. Addi-

tionally, the “sensitive area” phrasing indirectly singles out the exceptional nature of the develop-

ing bilateral relationship. In this context, the sentence points out that, in contrast to previous bilat-

eral frameworks, political trust is at its peak level, enabling nuclear cooperation.  

Equally important is what this framing excludes. The wording leaves out the European 

partners and emphasizes that the nature of the relationship is bilateral, outside of any other insti-

tutional frameworks and alliances. Although this might be due to debates around European strate-

gic autonomy, it could also be an indirect positioning of the two nuclear states at the centre of the 

future European defence architecture. With that, France and the United Kingdom create a hierar-

chy that positions NATO as institutionally important and Europe as politically relevant. Either 

way, for both, joint Franco-British coordination remains indispensable.  

 

4.2. The Core of the Declaration  

 

The most significant sentence in the Declaration is: “Our nuclear forces are independent, 

but can be coordinated”. The order in the phrase is important; independence is at the beginning 

while coordination comes only as a secondary qualification. The message is clear; independence 

remains a foundational principle, as the reversed sequence would imply that the declaration would 

have totally different political meaning for the bilateral relationship of the two nuclear states.  



   

 

 23  

 

Furthermore, the connection uses the word “but” to mean that within this cooperation there 

might be tension. It is assumed that it serves the purpose of diplomatically concealing the contra-

diction. In this context, the Declaration openly says that the traditional independence norms of the 

two states constrain the prospects for cooperation. This suggests that both countries experience 

two main dilemmas: independence, in its full traditional sense, is not beneficial under current un-

certain international climate while at the same time, deeper integration is in direct conflict with the 

political legitimacy of the nuclear doctrines of both countries. Careful use of the phrase “can be 

coordinated” does not imply that this will happen, or that it shall happen in the future, but rather 

leaves it to the possibility to preserve the ambiguity. Therefore, the Declaration builds on the ear-

lier foundations for future cooperation, but it does not create legal nor strategic binding. Strategi-

cally it uses ambiguity as is usually commonly featured in the high-level nuclear diplomacy efforts.  

Beyond the main contradiction, the Declaration also mentions “vital interests”: “We do not 

see situations arising in which the vital interests of either France or the United Kingdom could be 

threatened without the vital interest of the other also being threatened.” What is accomplished 

here is the further reinforcement of the shared strategic space, however without any obligations 

that a treaty would establish. In the first part, deliberate caution is evident as to avoid the guaran-

tees that are absolute in their nature while still sending a message that carries a political assumption 

of such guarantees. At the same time, the phrase is meant to be applied in exceptional circum-

stances but without creating strategic unity. The Declaration is only mentioning the “vital inter-

ests” but intentionally it does not define them. This is mostly due to the assumption that precise 

definitions should be avoided as they could weaken the ambiguity and indirectly also weaken the 

strength of deterrence. The main point is that adversaries are unable to define the red line and with 

that also face greater risk and uncertainty. Deliberate intent to not define the vital interests implies 

collective stakes and domestically plays an important role too. For France this ambiguity shields 

it from the accusations of subordination to alliance logic. On the other hand, the UK is not seen as 

making nuclear commitments automatically. In the end, political solidarity is established but with-

out greater formalization.  

Still, the Declaration seems to have a wide scope as evident on the sentence “France and 

the United Kingdom agree there is no extreme threat to Europe that would not prompt a response 

by our two nations.” The statement includes the main strategic signal of the declaration. Although, 

the term “Europe” remains ambiguous, it is still clear that continental security is one of the main 

bilateral interests. However, this is intentionally achieved without definition of Europe, or the 

types of threat that could trigger the response, nor what kind of response this would include. In 

this context, the statement carries a political power and at the same time it is not strategically 
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restrictive. Concerning the “response”, there is no specification for what that could be as any def-

inition might be less uncertain for adversaries but also would create binding commitments. It is 

then assumed that it performs multiple signalling functions at the same time toward Russia, United 

States and European partners. Thus, there are hints at a wider Franco-British nuclear responsibility 

towards Europe however without institutionalization or mentioning of explicit intentions for such 

frameworks.  

 

4.3. Integration Without Institutionalization? 

 

The most concrete institutional innovation of the Northwood Declaration that contributes 

to the deepening of the nuclear cooperation and coordination is the establishment of a UK-France 

Nuclear Steering Group which will provide political direction. In contrast to other sections of the 

Declaration, the language used here is not as broad, representing the possibility of nuclear consul-

tation at the highest political level, notably between the president of France and the Cabinet Office 

of the UK. The UK-France Nuclear Steering Group will “coordinate across nuclear policy, capa-

bilities and operations”. However, there are many details left out. The drafters leave the reader to 

assume the consequences of the group on decision-making mechanisms, command authority, in-

tegration of planning, shared procedures, and even joint targeting. Thus, the conclusion is that 

these omissions are also deliberately missing.  

More importantly, UK-France Nuclear Steering Group should not be understood for a nu-

clear body with greater integration. Instead, it serves only as a structural channel that could be a 

mechanism for bilateral political consultation. It only “provides political direction” to the cooper-

ation and does not mean further integration on an operational level. Evidently, this is because 

nuclear weapons are dependent on sovereign national authority. Still, this language should not be 

overlooked as this is another historic development when compared to the previous bilateral coop-

eration efforts in nuclear domain.  

The Declaration avoids defining words like “operation” or “coordination”. This omission 

might be intentional with the goal of avoiding obligations for which the partnership is not ready at 

the moment. The lack of explanation for the use of such words is also avoided because the drafters 

did not want to spark controversy among allies and adversaries. Therefore, instead of the integra-

tion of nuclear capabilities, the declaration only “institutionalizes” the dialogue.  

 

4.4. The Silence of the Declaration  
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The main difficulty in interpreting the actual meaning of the Northwood Declaration is the 

avoidance of important elements for nuclear cooperation. France and United Kingdom do not make 

direct commitment or security guarantees to Europe, nor do they even mention the shared aspects 

of their deterrence doctrines. Although they create a Steering Group, there is no integration of 

command structures or even clarification on coordination in case of nuclear escalation. The Dec-

laration does not contain any nuclear-sharing arrangements like the NATO alliance has. By under-

standing these omissions, the conclusion leads to the limits of the Declaration. It is the consulta-

tion, joint signalling, and political alignment that is deepened. Therefore, genuine nuclear integra-

tion is avoided.  

Although strategically significant, declaration is operationally limited. It is the structural 

realities that London and Paris face now that are restraining them from further cooperation. While 

the analysis hints that the Northwood Declaration serves primarily as a calibrated strategic signal 

and not a foundation for the further operational integration, it is still questionable whether its logic 

with all deliberate limitations could be fully understood in isolation from the bilateral relationship 

that produced it. By using the verb “reaffirm” instead of “establish” highlights this deliberate am-

biguity along with the caution present in every statement. This is not a surprise, rather it is a prod-

uct of the special historical trajectory between the two countries. To further understand the role of 

the Declaration, it is necessary to investigate the patterns of convergence and divergence that in-

fluenced Franco-British relations, which is a task for the following Chapter.   

 

5. Anglo-French Relations (1958 – 2025) 

 

In this chapter I will trace the crucial events from the post-war period to the July 2025 

Summit that produced the Northwood Declaration. The main purpose is to provide an analytical 

overview of Anglo-French relations and to find the structural patterns that drive the convergence 

and divergence that shape the bilateral relations between the two over eight decades. By doing 

this, it would be helpful to demonstrate that the Northwood Declaration should be understood as 

the pattern of those patterns and not a departure from them. The analysis is divided in four crucial 

epochs, each defined by the moments that shaped the future cooperation. Particular attention is 

paid to the reoccurring themes around autonomy, operational convergence and the alliance de-

pendence.  

Across the four historical epochs examined below, there are two competing dynamics that 

recur regularly. Firstly, convergence almost always happens under pressure. France and the United 

Kingdome come closer when there is a shared external threat but also when the United States 



   

 

 26  

 

becomes unreliable. Secondly, due to structural constraints, attempts at deeper bilateral coopera-

tion hits the ceiling where France insists on maintenance of its own nuclear autonomy, while Brit-

ain’s close Atlanticist positioning prevents any tactical alignment with Europe. Reading the four 

historical epochs against this backdrop, Northwood Declaration is not a rupture but rather fits the 

well-established relationship pattern.  

 

5.1. The Post-War Period and De Gaulle (1945 -1969) 

 

Immediately after the Second World War (WWII), France and the United Kingdom main-

tained a high level of communication and collaboration. They gained permanent seats at the United 

Nations Security Council and continued to perceive themselves as great powers (Young et al. 2000, 

205). The post-war conditions they experienced significantly shifted their strategic outlooks. The 

British considered close economic, military and intelligence ties with the United States as crucial 

in their foreign policy, hence, the arrangements to establish the Atlantic system which later influ-

enced the creation of North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)(ibid.). By contrast, France was 

experiencing different problems. As a humiliated country recovering from the German occupation, 

it was seeking ways to quickly reconstruct itself. In such an environment French political culture 

was suspicious of post-war Anglo-American leadership (Young et al. 2000, 207). Although both 

cooperated formally to contain the Soviet Union, their post-war interests, ideas of sovereignty, 

alliance and strategic independence were significantly different and as such influenced the coop-

eration for the next two decades.  

The central point in this divergence lays in the nuclear policy and defence dependence. By 

1952, Britain achieved nuclear weapons status, mostly due to close strategic cooperation with the 

United States which later developed into a privileged nuclear cooperation agreement (Wright 

2000, 252). France perceived this Anglo-American cooperation as a potential danger that could 

marginalize its influence both within the continent and globally (ibid.). Shortly after that, policy-

makers in Paris sought to lay out the groundwork for a fully independent nuclear deterrent, how-

ever not out of necessity but more as a political symbol that would help in restoring its sovereignty 

internationally. In other words, France was led by the belief that the future of its security after 

WWII rests in independent national control over all strategic capabilities. The divergence that 

takes place at the dawn of their nuclear policy was not technical but doctrinal based on the post-

war conditions at the time.  

The most important event that crystalised the divergence of Franco-British relations after 

the WWII was the Suez Crisis intervention. This was both the highest and the breaking point of 
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cooperation. The joint intervention was supposed to mark the preservation of influence over his-

torically critical imperial and trade routes but the failure to do so lead to the French realisation of 

Britain’s dependence on the United States because Washington urged the British to withdraw due 

to its financial and political pressure (Gloriant 2023, 44). This grounded the belief that any align-

ment with Washington-dependent Britain will not secure strategic autonomy (ibid.). For France, 

independence from both the US and the UK was imperative in preserving the French national 

interests (Gloriant 2023, 57).  

The US-UK Mutual Defence Agreement in 1958 especially influenced de Gaulle’s feelings 

as the agreement institutionalized a close nuclear cooperation and excluded France from the stra-

tegic partnership. De Gaulle’s distrust towards Britain became evident firstly in his reaction to 

London’s attempts to join the European Economic Community (EEC) and secondly over its de-

fence policy choices. During the first British application to join the EEC in 1961, Common Agri-

cultural Policy (CAP) is often cited as the main cause of the friction when in fact it was the US-

British talks of Nassau Agreement, later concluded in 1962, that was the main reason for de 

Gaulle’s opposition (Wright 1999, 251). Although the agreement secured London’s access to the 

US Polaris missile system, it also indirectly reaffirmed the reliance on Americans for its own nu-

clear technology and additionally meant integration into US strategic framework (Wright 1999, 

252).  For this reason, de Gaulle felt that the agreement confirmed his doubts that the potential 

membership of the British would mean greater American influence within European institutions 

(ibid.). Clearly, French veto in 1963 was more about protecting French primacy in Europe and the 

strategic autonomy, less about agriculture or trade (Priest 2011, 261). In the same way, the second 

veto in 1967 followed the same logic despite the expressed willingness of the British to accept 

EEC rules leading to a conclusion that the surface-level economic arguments were just a diplo-

matic cover against the changing of balance of power that could weaken French influence in Eu-

rope (Wright 1999, 251). 

In parallel, the path that France took in developing its force de frappe had practical conse-

quences for cooperation. It was based on domestically controlled systems which were more ex-

pensive and slower but still in line with the French national goals of complete national command 

authority. Here, France’s own breakthrough after the Gerboise Bleue test ensured that France has 

an independent deterrent. While the British deterrent was directly contributing to the collective 

and alliance escalation scenarios, French deterrent only contributed towards its own national and 

last resort scenarios even if that meant no support of NATO (Pincé & Galleri 2023, 135). For this 

reason, any prospects of a joint doctrine and shared technology were doomed to fail.  
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Furthermore, De Gaulle’s move to withdraw from NATO’s integrated military command 

exacerbated the split. He went on to expel NATO headquarters from the French territory and fur-

ther reformed the forces so they would be capable of operating outside the centralized command 

of NATO mostly because – la defense de la France soit française (Franc 2023, 110). While France 

remained an ally and a full member of the Alliance it also issued new agreements, Aillertet and 

Lemnitzer in 1967 which were supposed to delineate the integration of French forces within the 

alliance (Franc 2023, 113). Such act complicated defence planning of NATO allies but specifically 

that of Britain’s due to its concern over strategies in West Germany at the time. London understood 

this move as inefficient, as it weakened European deterrence capabilities against the Soviets. 

France however, justified this move as necessary to avoid US subordination ultimately preserving 

its practical action in crisis (Franc 2023, 111). Despite the high-level clash, both Wilson and de 

Gaulle stressed the need for Anglo-French cooperation around technical projects such as Concorde 

and the Channel tunnel (Wright 1999, 252). Both succeeded in keeping up their bilateral coopera-

tion for these purposes but unfortunately, this did not translate into greater trust.   

The Soames Affair in 1969 exposed the problems and distrust between the two govern-

ments. In a private lunch at Elysée Palace with Christopher Soames and his wife, who was a former 

Conservative Cabinet minister and his wife, who was a daughter of Winston Churchill, de Gaulle 

openly discussed his ideas on restructured European integration and the path for independence 

from the United States (Wright 1999, 254). This involved the creation of a “smaller inner council” 

made of France, Germany, Italy and the United Kingdom as its core (Tachin 2012, 117). The 

British argued that De Gaulle even went as far as to suggest that if London joins, that France would 

be willing to hold far-reaching bilateral talks that would contribute to the cooperation never seen 

before (Tachin 2012, 118). As London interpreted this as an attempt to sideline both NATO and 

the EEC, it decided to disclose the discussions to other European partners as a way to sabotage the 

initiative leading to French outrage and the freezing of diplomatic engagement (Wright 1999, 254). 

Therefore, Soames Affair reflects the failure of reconciling the differences and creating construc-

tive opportunities for strategic dialogue, leaving France somewhat isolated than before.  

The period from the 1945 until 1970 establishes the inherited grounds that set the stage for 

the strategic divergence that shaped Franco-British relations for decades to come. Both states 

wanted to achieve nuclear capabilities to position themselves as great powers and the path to this 

goal urged them to pursue fundamentally different approaches that continue until today to influ-

ence the perceptions on alliance dependence and ideas of strategic autonomy. Northwood Decla-

ration too must be looked against a historical context of this period, meaning that any form of 

cooperation must not change the sovereign control over nuclear capabilities.  
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5.2. European Convergence and Distrust (1970 – 1989) 

 

With de Gaulle gone, opposition towards the British integration into Europe decreased. In 

other words, the British were not considered an American “Trojan Horse” anymore (Crowson 

2011, 88). The election of Georges Pompidou contributed to the shift of the diplomatic landscape 

between the two countries. Pompidou decided to abandon the prioritisation of French pre-emi-

nence and adopt a more cautious and benevolent stance toward the British inclusion (Crowson 

2011, 96). The second reason that France needed a strategic counterweight against the quick rise 

and diplomatic resurgence of “German miracle” (Wright, 2000, 254). It was evident that West 

Germany’s international trading had surged significantly while both Britain and France declined 

in comparison (Crowson 2011, 97).  Reconsidering the British accession seemed necessary for 

Pompidou to balance growing might of Germany.  

In Britain, Edward Heath was more open than his predecessor to the conditions set for the 

accession and in general was determined to secure the entry (Crowson 2011, 95). The third appli-

cation in 1970 was followed by optimistic atmosphere in comparison to the past two bids; however, 

this does not mean it was without friction. The primary issues involved the Common Agricultural 

Policy (CAP), the sterling currency and the British budgetary contributions in the transition period 

(Crowson 2011, 96). France, as a founding state and one of the dominant tailors of the Treaty of 

Rome, was eager to force the British to accept the “whole European integration process” which 

would exclude the demand for the special position within the established customs union (Crowson 

2011, 80). Naturally, such demands created stagnation which was eventually overcame by the 

British gradual five-year increase in budgetary contributions despite French demands for the im-

mediate substantial payment contributions (Crowson 2011, 97).   

In May 1971, Heath succeeded in soothing Pompidou’s fears regarding the American in-

fluence ultimately demonstrating that London is ready to prioritize European consultations and 

commitments (Crowson 2011, 96). Heath showed readiness to meet monetary demands by reduc-

ing the sterling balances and proving his commitment to European monetary union instead of At-

lanticist ties (Crowson 2011, 75). The concession was only possible because the Vietnam War 

placed the London-Washington “special” relationship under stress. Heath succeeded in articulating 

a view that the future European defence system could also include a Franco-British nuclear forces 

securing their greater international status (Crowson 2011, 98). Beyond Vietnam strain, both France 

and Britain were concerned about the outcome of anti-ballistic missile discussions and the incom-

ing 1972 strategic arms limitation talks (SALT). Their greatest fear was that the USSR and USA 
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would only safeguard their own position, leaving Europe exposed (ibid.). For this reason, France 

also decided to lower its threshold which led to the enlargement approval in 1972.  

After the British achieved a full member status in the EEC in 1973, the honeymoon period 

with Paris was finished as a consequence of inter-governmental bargaining and national self-inter-

est caused by the establishment of the Regional Development Fund (ERDF) in 1975. Franco-Ital-

ian coalition favoured the fund as it was the solution for supporting the “backward” areas while 

the British wanted to recover their high budgetary contributions (Crowson 2011, 105). The rela-

tionship was further damaged by Heath’s decision to refuse the integration of the British North 

Sea oil revenue into a common European framework (ibid.). At the same time, the oil shock and 

the collapse of the Bretton Woods system in 1973 significantly added the strain to the divergent 

economic experiences and interests as it was evident on Franco-German push for the “Snake” 

system forcing the pound out and indirectly reinforcing the French perceptions across the union 

regarding the “British economic instability” (Crowson 2011, 108).    

The return of Harold Wilson and his Labour government in 1974 drew back the progress 

that France and Britain made during the negotiations in the early 1970s. Forced by the internal 

party divisions, Wilson saw the idea of renegotiating the terms of the treaty as an important answer. 

The renegotiation was perceived as an act that was supposed to satisfy the domestic political the-

atre and not as a genuine attempt for the structural reform of the treaty (Crowson 2011, 101). The 

focus was specifically on the Britian’s budgetary contributions and the CAP. As the principal ben-

eficiary of the CAP, France resisted any radical changes, resulting in only minor adjustments such 

as establishment of compensatory refund mechanism (Crowson 2011, 96). Yet even though Wil-

son secured minimal concessions, he gained political momentum for the necessary 1975 referen-

dum that secured “yes” for the membership. During these times, London did not have any alterna-

tives to membership understanding that the relationship with Europe, especially France, was es-

sential for the international and domestic stability (Crowson 2011, 101). Therefore, the two-to-one 

majority achieved in the referendum finally closed the British “application phase” and eased the 

tensions in the Franco-British relations.  

Still, As the UK was a late comer it had to make many concessions when entering the EEC. 

The 1975 referendum did not fully solve the UK-Europe relationship problems. In 1979 the second 

largest net contributor to the Community was the United Kingdom, therefore one of the goals of 

then Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, was to deal with the “unfair, unreasonable and unjust” 

situation (Wall 2020, 137). France, under both leadership of Valéry Giscard d’Estaing and later 

François Mitterrand, did not ease their opposition towards London’s demands for a budget rebate 

(Wall 2020, 215). They maintained the argument that the Common Agricultural Policy was an 
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established political principle in line with the roots of Community (ibid.) This further reignited the 

tension of “Hundred Years War” in Brussels that compelled Thatcher to take a rather confronta-

tional approach “demanding her money back” which led to the framing of European partners as 

opponents (Wall 2020, 262).  

Despite Thatcher’s confrontation with whole of Europe, France stepped in during the 1982 

Falklands War, surprising the international community. Mitterrand was the first international 

leader to show support to Thatcher, and this “warm gesture” contrasted with Reagan’s administra-

tion’s neutral role despite the special UK-US relationship (Wall 2020, 72). Indeed, Paris played 

an important role in supporting the UK. For example, Mitterrand provided communication to Lon-

don concerning the missiles and airplanes furnished to Argentina as well as decided to send French 

pilots to the south of Great Britain to participate in joint exercises with British pilots (Wall 2020, 

101). Although France was one of the biggest British supporters, in Brussels they continued block-

ing efforts for budget refunds. Therefore, in Britain, France was at the same time one of the most 

helpful allies and its economic antagonist (Wall 2020, 114).  

Beyond the Falklands, both countries understood the role they have as the only nuclear 

powers in Europe. Yet, they preserved their national differences when it comes to nuclear doctrine. 

However, they did cooperate within the European Political Cooperation (EPC) framework in order 

to contribute to creation of la personnalité européenne in security matters since 1978 (Kosaka 

2025, 121). One of the important events here was the Conference on Disarmament in Europe 

(CDE) with the goal of responding to the conventional force imbalance in Europe (ibid.).  Even 

though they were initially sceptic about any multilateral disarmament initiative, British govern-

ment came out as a firm supporter of French proposals for upholding the dialogue between East 

and the West at the time of “deep freeze” in the early 1980s. Therefore, the opening of the CDE 

in 1984, with attendance of both French and British foreign ministers, served as a vital tool for de-

escalation after the collapse of bilateral US-Soviet negotiations (Kosaka 2025, 120).  

Another important event that significantly ameliorated Franco-British relations was 1984 

Fontainebleau summit which is taken as a triumph of pragmatic diplomacy as it brought the reso-

lution to the budget dispute within the EEC. Through this, Britain achieved a lasting two-thirds 

rebate on its budget contribution giving it some feeling of equal partner within the community 

(Wall 2020, 174). With the budget being somewhat settled, France, Germany and Britain contrib-

uted to the 1986 Single European Act (SEA). The differences were present as Thatcher’s goal was 

the promotion of neoliberalism and the deregulated trading zone within Europe, while Mitterrand 

and Kohl sought to create a foundation that would spark deeper monetary and political union 

(Crowson 2010, 115). The division was evident by the late 1980s as Mitterrand wanted to push 
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further the proposals for a single currency to respond in order to control economic dominance of 

Germany (Crowson 2010, 119). In response, Thatcher made her explosive 1988 Bruges Speech 

arguing that the monetary union might contribute to the creation of a Brussels-dominated European 

“super-state” creating the roots for Euroscepticism (ibid.). This led to the direct confrontation with 

Jacques Delors, who later used the experience with Thatcher to leverage the support for a deeper 

framework that might or might not include Britain (Crowson 2010, 119). Things eased a little bit 

with the collapse of the Iron Curtain in 1989, when France and the United Kingdom came closer 

together as both shared the fear of united Germany. While Thatcher preferred a slow reunification, 

Mitterrand was eager to push for reunification along with the framework of deeper European inte-

gration which necessitated the bypassing of British objections to monetary union (Crowson 2010, 

120).  

The period from 1970 until 1989 confirms the pattern established in the previous section: 

alignment happens under specific external pressures whether those are German rise, US unrelia-

bility and shared exposure to superpower arms control. However, still such pressure did not pro-

duce durable doctrinal nuclear convergence. It only contributed to the deepening of the relationship 

institutionally which was evident through EEC membership and the Single European Act, but it 

did not fill the gap between the French autonomy and British Atlanticism.  

 

5.3. Post-Cold War Era and the rise of Anglo-French Cooperation (1990 – 2010) 

 

As was already discussed in the previous section, Thatcher and Mitterrand shared anxieties 

about the potential scenarios around unified Germany. Both tried to stall the process, however 

Thatcher decided that it would be smarter to bring the United States to Franco-British approach to 

form some kind of balance of power to preventively counter Germany (Wright 2002, 258). Instead, 

France, with its doubts regarding the US meddling into European affairs, wanted the strengthening 

of European mechanisms for integration, while the United States left both to decide how to proceed 

further especially as it was focused on its interventions in the Middle East (Wright 2002, 258).  

Coordinating the responses to the 1991 Gulf War proved to be the next major challenge 

that exposed the differences between the two nations. Both had a goal to reverse Iraq’s invasion 

of Kuwait; however, their different actions and a degree of involvement shaped the relations with 

the US. For example, UK provided maximal deployment of force, providing its commanders broad 

autonomy including closer cooperation with Americans and the acceptance of operational risks 

(DeVore 2012, 61). Evidently, this elevated the international standing of London, bringing it high-

level influence in international affairs at the time (DeVore 2012, 64). On the other hand, France 

ensured that any actions taken during the Gulf War would be deploying minimal force in order to 
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control the independence of the commanders (DeVore 2012, 69). Although motivated to partici-

pate in the conflict to ensure the traditional image within Europe, Mitterrand wanted to ensure the 

autonomous operationality of the French forces during the conflict with the goal of preserving the 

space for diplomatic manoeuvrability (DeVore 2012, 69).  

The consequences of dissolution of Yugoslavia proved to be an ultimate catalyst for stra-

tegic convergence. In the beginning, France favoured a European response through Western Eu-

ropean Union (WEU) while the UK insisted the use of NATO and the involvement of Americans 

(Wright 2002, 259). In the end, it is the realities on the ground in Bosnia in 1995 which contributed 

to the shared “unhappy” feeling with the international approach leading to the realisation that UN 

mandates will not bring about peace without the use of military through NATO (ibid.). It is only 

after realising that the European response without the US is not enough that France joined Britain 

in recognizing the reality of the American dominance and consequently moved closer to NATO 

(Wright 2002, 259). The experiences in Bosnia significantly healed the scars caused by the 1956 

Suez Crisis and the result was recognition of each other's arguments for the European security 

framework.  

When it comes to the cooperation in nuclear matters, the early 1990s produced an increase 

in collaboration in contrast to the previous minimal contact. Both worked to find common ground 

when it comes to justifications for their national nuclear deterrence significantly resisting the 

NATO’s strategies on nuclear weapons. In 1992, the Joint Nuclear Weapons Commission was 

established that would allow closer coordination of arms control positions. Due to this, British 

Prime Minister John Major would be the only leader defending French nuclear testing in the Pa-

cific in 1995 (Wright 2002, 258). Moreover, the experience in the Balkans contributed to the later 

conclusion of the 1998 Saint-Malo Declaration where France and Britain understood that the in-

terests of Europe are significantly diverging from the American interests. With Saint-Malo the UK 

agreed for the first time on development of the EU’s military dimension, and it had chosen to 

advance such matters in partnership with the French (Latawski & Smith 2018, 129). But this did 

not solve the issue as the 1999 NATO bombing of Yugoslavia revealed that both France and the 

UK, due to American dependency, still cannot back their own diplomatic efforts (Latawski & 

Smith, 132). London used the crisis to push for the ideas around the formation of EU’s “military 

muscle” by simplifying WEU-EU security arrangements (Latawski & Smith 2018, 131). On the 

other hand, France focused on developing European identity within NATO (Latawski & Smith 

2018, 134). Although the broader goals were aligned, Paris and London were driven by different 

philosophies, one being EU as a rising leader and other the prioritization of NATO in European 
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security. More importantly, France was sceptical of the lack of UN legitimacy in Kosovo inter-

vention but also of the influence American leadership has played within NATO (Macleod 2026, 

130).  

Following the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, both Paris and London expressed 

solidarity with the United States. However, the way they placed the attack was significantly dif-

ferent. On the one hand, France argued that terrorism is nothing new urging that any restructuring 

of the international order only around the terrorist attack in New York City might have greater 

implications for the world but in reality it is the fear of dealing with American ‘hyperpower’ that 

explains such position (Macleod 2026, 134). On the other hand, Britain aligned with the Washing-

ton’s view, urging for the greater interventionist approach and joining the American efforts to 

blame Iraq (ibid.). For this reason, 2003 Iraq War contributed to the sharp rupture after the 1990s 

honeymoon period. The two clashed over the role of the United Nations in authorizing such inter-

vention and the use of force against Iraq. France specifically led a “gang of four” that opposed the 

conflict in the UN Security Council and indirectly challenged the unilateral efforts while Britain 

joined the Americans hoping to maintain the special relationship while at the same time influenc-

ing the foreign policy of Washington (Macleod 2026; 135, 136). The “Iraq effect” led to the clash 

of British and French leaders at the Brussels European summit in March 2003 at the important 

time of discussing the European plans for security and defence (Macleod 2026, 137). Therefore, 

the US-UK special relationship again pushed France away but this time into the arms of Germany. 

To prevent marginalization by France and Germany, Tony Blair yielded on 2003 Berlin compro-

mise approving the French demands for the creation of an independent EU military planning and 

operations that are independent of NATO (Macleod 2024, 140). Although France opposed the war 

in Iraq, it participated in the NATO operations in Afghanistan only to assure its allies over com-

mitments to alliance as well as to continue to shape the joint Western security policy. NATO en-

largement in 2004 also brought Eastern European states to the alliance, who were largely Ameri-

can-oriented and consequently the influence of Paris, who was outside of NATO’s integrated com-

mand, wanned. Additionally, the negotiations and efforts to create an institutional defence frame-

work within the EU were stagnating after the Treaty for a European Constitution failed (Ostermann 

2019; 78, 92).   

With the coming of Sarkozy, there was a reformation of the French international identity 

that pushed more aggressively towards European integration that would ensure the French influ-

ence within alliance structures (Bozo 2010, 176). By explicitly calling France a member of the 

Western family, it was understood that Sarkozy is adopting the “Atlanticist” posture in order to fix 

the mess after the Iraq war (Bozo 2014, 383). Concrete success upon which French reintegration 
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depended was selling the France-NATO normalization to public opinion in France which has been 

the most difficult task due to years of Gaullist influence (Bozo 2014, 385). Still, Sarkozy was the 

one who achieved to promote the picture of national dependence and special status within the 

alliance ensuring French reintegration after the events of 1966 (Bozo 2014, 384). His reintegration 

plan has been central to Franco-British relations. He succeeded to end the perceived Anglo-Amer-

ican dominance within the alliance achieving equal parity with the UK (ibid.). By ending the era 

of seeking national grandeur, Sarkozy proved that France would move beyond the perceived anti-

American suspicions and will continue to foster a deeper EU-NATO partnership for which coop-

eration with the UK is essential (Ostermann 2019, 104).  

The 2010 Lancaster House treaties represent a watershed moment in European security that 

deeply institutionalized Franco-British military alliance. Alice Pannier (2018) argues that main 

drivers of the institutionalization of such cooperation lie in the strategic similarity between the two 

countries, economic constraints, the wanning of the two countries bilateral partnerships – namely 

Franco-German and Anglo-American – and lastly, the debates on nuclear disarmament. In the first 

treaty on Defence and Security Cooperation, they set out a framework for broad bilateral cooper-

ation in all areas of conventional defence. The framework allows them to conduct and deploy joint 

operations, to develop military activities, to exchange personnel and information on defence, to 

conduct joint procurement, and to facilitate cross-border industrial cooperation (Pannier 2018, 

430). Here, French President and the UK Prime Minister serve as heads of the established bilateral 

defence regime and together with their security and diplomatic advisors form the Senior Level 

Group that has the function of overseeing and defining defence cooperation including their imple-

mentation (ibid.). The Treaty Relating to Joint Radiographic/Hydrodynamics Facilities is a second 

treaty that provides bilateral cooperation and enhancement relating to nuclear weapons and the 

creation of shared infrastructures for nuclear testing (EPURE) and technology development (TE-

UTATES programme) (Pannier 2018, 430).  

The first test for the commitments in the treaties for Franco-British security cooperation and joint 

leadership was Libyan intervention in 2011. Although both demonstrated the importance of such 

cooperation within the alliance, there were questions to what extent could this be translated into 

the European autonomy efforts and whether the British would experience the same “enlighten-

ment” as France (Bozo 2014, 388).  

The period from 1990 until 2010 serves as the most important precedent for the Northwood 

Declaration as it shows that the most ambitious bilateral frameworks could be built without re-

solving the structural divides under the sufficient external cooperation.  It is that divergent political 

views prevail but still, they do not prevent the merging initiatives caused by operational necessity. 
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In times of crises, deep differences are exposed. France seems to move inwards to prioritize its 

own strategic autonomy while the UK seeks alignment with the United States. At the same time, 

crises also prove that both show necessity for the NATO framework and US support. However, 

when all options are exhausted the coordination in times of crises could culminate into a pragmatic 

partnership as evident by the Lancaster House Treaties. This is relevant for the context and logic 

of the Northwood Declaration, which operates at a higher level of political sensitivity.  

 

5.4. After the Lancaster House Treaties: Road to Northwood Declaration (2010 – 2025) 

 

From 2012, Franco-British cooperation entered a phase that ensured the implementation of 

commitments outlined in the Lancaster House Treaties. Far beyond structured partnership that 

involved expeditionary operations as well as defence industrial integration, two states engaged in 

nuclear collaboration which was not possible before.  

The main examples of nuclear cooperation are seen on the joint radiographic facility in 

Valduc which became a symbol of mutual trust and cooperation between France and the UK (Pan-

nier 2021, 19). With the goal of simulating nuclear tests in line with international commitments, 

the facility continues to serve as a landmark in technical bilateral collaboration. Both states ex-

panded their conventional capabilities integration by agreeing to use NATO’s doctrines as much 

as possible and promised to work on binational frameworks when they proved unsuitable (Pannier 

2021, 27).   

Regarding the operational dimension, in 2013 United Kingdom decided to support the 

French intervention in Mali through intelligence sharing and transport aircraft to aid the interven-

tion goals (Pannier 2021, 23). Although, London decided it will not directly participate, the support 

provided was imperative in French actions against the jihadist groups in the Sahel region (ibid.). 

The general observation taken from this event is that the Combined Joint Expeditionary Force 

(CJEF), realized through the Lancaster House Treaties, allowed for the cooperation even when one 

of the partners is not participating in a specific operation (Pannier 2021, 25). Although the UK did 

not have a direct interest in the intervention in Mali, it still contributed to the mission’s effective-

ness through the provision of necessary capabilities.  

After Mali, Britain and France had a minor constraint in their partnership regarding the 

approach to Syrian crisis in August 2013 but Annexation in Crimea quickly fixed it. Here, House 

of Commons voted against the joint strikes participation which also symbolized a divergence be-

tween the two. France was expecting that the British government will succeed in pressuring the 

parliament to approve the military action, but as this did not happen it introduced feelings of doubts 
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over the future synchronization of political decision-making in times of crisis. When Russia an-

nexed Crimea in 2014, both France and Britain quickly condemned the events in cohesive matter 

as seen on the timing, wording used in the speeches of their officials and the framing of threat 

urgency (Stahl et al. 2016, 538). There were some points of divergence as France along with the 

EU was pointing out to the deteriorating peace in Europe and relations with Russia, while UK 

joined the US in seeing the event as a threat to the international system (Stahl et al. 2016, 539). 

Therefore, while UK was framing Russia as a threat to the international system, France was avoid-

ing singling out Russia as the main responsible actor (ibid.). As the response to the annexation of 

Crimea centred around NATO approach it also diluted the incentives coming from bilateral 

Franco-British frameworks.  

Despite the shifts in 2014, both states advanced joint weapons development as seen through 

anti-ship missile programmes, specifically FASGW-H/ANL (Pannier 2021, 30). Towards the end 

of 2014, France and the UK signalled the ambitions for joint capability development by agreeing 

on the studies necessary of the Future Combat Air System (FCAS) (Pannier 2018, 434). At the 

same time, both operated parallelly in Iraq air operations against the Islamic State which also ex-

panded later to Syria in 2015. This period also started the efforts for industrial independence as 

evident on the intergovernmental agreement “One Complex Weapons” strategy that would inte-

grate the future production and development of the missiles (Pannier 2018, 433). The strategy was 

supposed to prevent the duplication of capabilities when it comes to the missile production and 

research and as a result create an efficient and mutually dependent industrial base.  

Following year, the relationship was marked by contradictions in cooperation, especially 

due to the announced Brexit referendum in June. In March 2016 at Amiens Summit, the two con-

cluded an ambitious agenda to deepen the strategic partnership with the goal of adapting to the 

evolving global threats. They agreed to intensify coordination when it comes to the conflict in 

Syria, to seek solutions to political instability in Libya and Africa, as well as work towards up-

holding the territorial integrity of Ukraine (UK-France Summit 2016). Major part of the conclu-

sions involved joint armament programmes and continued comprehensive defence cooperation 

with the goal of strengthening collective security through the CJEF framework. Next month, more 

than 5,000 personnel from the two countries took part in Exercise Griffin Strike certifying the UK-

France CJEF commitments (UK-France Summit 2016). The exercise demonstrated that the two 

countries have the full operational capability that could bring tangible military outcomes.  

Despite all progress, the Brexit referendum in June shocked France as it was threatening to 

reshape the relations due to the permanent rupture from the EU multilateral institutional frame-

work that enabled the close coordination of Paris and London in the first place. During the next 
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UK-France summit in 2018, London reaffirmed that “although it is leaving the EU it is not leaving 

Europe” and that a strong and deep relationship with France is in the interests of both countries 

(UK-France Summit 2018). Both reaffirmed the cooperation based on the 2010 Lancaster House 

Treaties underlying the importance of working together for the shared security, innovative solu-

tions to global problems as well as deepening the cultural links (UK-France Summit 2018). Yet, it 

was unsure how this would function considering the distancing of the UK from the EU which 

made France more distrustful towards any integration incentives.  

The process of Brexit created deep tensions both politically and strategically. As the UK 

shifted from the collective EU mechanisms it also fragmented the Franco-British relationship. 

While 2010 Lancaster House Treaties remained in place, they were still outside EU law. By being 

outside of collaborative CFSP and collective CSDP frameworks, Britain risked its diplomatic in-

fluence abroad and weakened its hard-power security and defence capabilities across continental 

Europe (Hadfield et al. 2018, 176). France was especially worried about a total pivot toward “un-

conditional Atlanticism” and NATO and sought to invest in building a Franco-German engine to 

restart the vision for the autonomous Europe (Alcantara & Clamadieu 2018, 110). Similarly, the 

use of informal forums like E3 with Germany became crucial for keeping the UK relevant as it 

lacks formal institutional access. Still, for London, it is concerning whether Paris-Berlin or Paris-

London axis will prevail in this framework (Hadfield & Turner 2023, 635). In this respect, the 

limits of both France and the UK, as nuclear states with high-end security and defence capabilities, 

were exposed. Practically, Brexit significantly severed the economic and logistical plans that were 

established to create a functional interoperability. Firstly, economically, due to the anticipated 

GDP decline, UK introduced a “Brexit bill” which potentially compromised the shared armament 

programs with France. The financial constraints undermined the joint armament programs such as 

Future Combat aircraft System (FCAs), the Maritime Mine Counter Measures (MMCM) as well 

as shared missile technologies (Alcantara & Clamadieu 2018, 108). At the same time, due to rein-

troduction of customs and trade barriers, both states understood the inability to resolve the practical 

friction as UK was outside of EU for further integration of their defence supply chains (ibid.). 

Here, French industries were guided by EU directives and other regulations that did not apply to 

the British industries (Alcantara & Clamadieu 2018, 109). Secondly, border management became 

a contestation point as well. Disputes around historical agreements like the Sangatte Protocol and 

Le Touquet Treaty were critical until 2018 Sandhurst Treaty somewhat stabilized the control over 

the shared frontiers (Hadfield & Turner 2023, 643). However, the fact that the UK does not have 

the access to EU databases proved to be another operational friction (ibid.). In general, post-Brexit 

foreign policy mandate for “Global Britain” and its desire to become a truly “global actor and a 
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global broker” on the world stage meant that the connections to Europe were put behind (Hadfield 

et al. 2018, 177). Instead, strengthening ties with the Commonwealth and the reestablishment of 

“anglosphere” which included a shared strategic goal of the US, namely greater presence in the 

Indo-Pacific theatre (Hadfield & Turner, 648). For France, this meant opposition to the EU and 

less cooperation in European security matters. On the other hand, for the UK, it meant distancing 

from its “nearest and oldest friend – la belle France” who is a foundational element for its global 

networking strategy (Hadfield & Turner 2023, 650).  

In parallel, the first Trump administration came around the same time as Brexit referendum, 

and it signified a watershed moment. From 2016 until 2020, “America First” agenda directly chal-

lenged the idea of the US leadership in global affairs (Edwards 2018, 188). Trump redefined the 

American exceptionalism so it is not about spreading the universal ideals anymore but the re-

sources they would cost; hence the reformation of trade policy to lower the trade deficit, crack-

down on illegal migration, reduced commitments to international institutions that promote “glob-

alist” policies (Edwards 2018, 189). In short, liberal internationalism was exchanged for transac-

tional and protectionist policies which indirectly signalled the end of globalization (Welfens 2020, 

568). Initially, UK received the support for the Brexit which made political elites hopeful of a 

closer cooperation in line with their “Global Britain” strategy (Welfens 2020, 570). However, UK 

did not receive the concrete commitments it was hoping for and in return only pursued the bilateral 

trade deals that made its position vis-à-vis the EU weaker (Hadfield & Turner 2023, 650). When 

it comes to security, UK became a “follower” of Trump’s aggressive trade policies and financial 

deregulation and instead of only produced a “vassal” relationship and US dependency instead of 

reestablished special relationship (Welfens 2020, 585). On the other hand, the French experience 

was somewhat different. Although there were frictions with the Trump administration, Paris was 

concentrated on reinventing European agency. Following Trump’s decision to withdraw from the 

UN Paris Climate accord, US-French relations were not as amicable. Trump’s decision to continue 

with its aggressive trade policy in 2018/19 which also included tariffs on aluminium and steel 

under the justifications of “national security”, directly affected the EU due to the fears of a global 

trade war and specially made President Macron even bigger proponent for the wider European 

strategic autonomy however without a success (Welfens 2020, 570-571). 

When it comes to the shifting ideas on US reliance and NATO, Trump’s rhetoric often 

characterized the alliance as “obsolete (Simoni & Hirsch 2019, 71). European allies faced harsh 

criticism due to failure to meet 2% of GDP defence spending goal (ibid.). The result of the trans-

actional style of Trump’s foreign policy deeply eroded trust into US defence commitments. Fol-

lowing a NATO summit in 2017 where Trump did not endorse the mutual aid clause enshrined in 
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the Article 5, German Chancellor Angela Markel declared that Europe could “no longer rely on 

American leadership” (Edwards 2018, 190). Consequently, European states began the search for 

the alternatives to hedge against the future US withdrawal leading to the creation of frameworks 

for alignment of armament policies such as EU’s Permanent Structured Cooperation (Simoni & 

Harnisch 2019, 83).  

Additionally, Covid-19 Pandemic created a major international crisis without leadership. 

In Europe, internal divisions became exacerbated as both France and Germany, who took the role 

of “European engine”, imposed export restrictions on medical equipment in 2020 which also hin-

dered aid to hard-hit EU member states (Welfens 2020, 592). Still, as US did not take the lead in 

the crisis, EU stepped in to promote more consistency proposing a €750 billion recovery fund for 

the stabilisation of the Eurozone (Welfens 2020, 593). At the same time, pandemic exposed the 

institutional weakness in the UK causing the failure in public health governance leading to the 

weakening of the trust in democratic institutions as well as Western alliance systems (Welfens 

2020, 597).  

Initially, 2020 Biden administration did not bring France and the UK together as expected. 

AUKUS deteriorated Franco-British relations, validating the narrative of “perfidious Albion” in 

Europe (Holland & Staunton 2024, 722). AUKUS publicly abandoned France and exposed the 

tensions between the traditional allies who usually shared universalist goals. In its response, France 

decided to recall its ambassadors both from the US and Australia, however it kept its envoy in 

London to show that the British duplicity was expected, and it does not deserve the same shock 

(Holland & Stanton, 722). To France, AUKUS breached Australia’s commitment to start a joint 

approach in the Indo-Pacific region for the next 50 years but also the Lancaster House agreements 

due to UK’s deceitful brokering of a deal that is to France’s detriment (Holland & Stanton, 722). 

In strategic terms, the participation of the UK was considered “anti-European” and validated 

French ambitions for la troisième voie that would establish European strategic autonomy in the 

Indo-Pacific theatre (Mottet et al. 2023, 342). In general, AUKUS reinforced a historical pattern 

in which the UK unilaterally backs out on cooperation signalling to Paris that the Anglosphere 

goals take priority over the continental “brOtherhood”(Zajec 2022, 44-45).  

Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 saved and fundamentally changed the tra-

jectory of Franco-British relations as both managed to overlook the disputes that occurred after 

Brexit. During the period 2016 until 2021, France perceived Britain as complicit in undermining 

the French leadership both in Europe and abroad. However, as war in Ukraine happened, it also 

led the two to understand that both are the only nuclear states in Europe with most capable mili-

taries, hence the most important European actors that could push Europe towards a more strategic 
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stance. The invasion created several priorities, notably support for Ukraine, reinforcement of 

NATO’s eastern flank, sanctions against Russia and acceleration of European defence production 

(Cadier 2024, 1031). The war transformed bilateral relations into “strategic intimacy” by enhanc-

ing the frameworks like the Combined Joint Expeditionary Force (CJEF) that now serves as an 

option to initiate military deployments outside the NATO and EU (Rees and Xu 2024, 1253). In 

addition, France joined the hawkish stance of the UK in advocating for Ukraine’s integration with 

Europe, especially NATO and EU, which was previously unthinkable (Cadier 2024, 1029). Such 

renewed commitments on nuclear deterrence, missile manufacturing and the integration of carrier 

strike groups evidently contributed to the revitalization of the relations (Rees and Xu 2024, 1254).  

In 2023, Rishi Sunak and Emmanuel Macron met in Paris for the first formal bilateral 

France-UK summit after five years. Although the summit did not produce significant agreements 

it symbolised a diplomatic reset that restored the strategic dialogue between the two countries and 

again based on the Lancaster House Treaties. Both tried to demonstrate that Ukraine is their bilat-

eral priority and that they are committed to providing “unwavering military, diplomatic and eco-

nomic support for as long as it takes” (UK-France Joint Declaration 2023). In other words, by 

declaring their support, they indirectly confirmed that they are ready to take greater responsibility 

for European security especially over unreliable American guarantees. They agreed further to ex-

pand defence integration with the goal of improving interoperability as well as development of 

capabilities of the Future Cruise and Anti-Ship Weapon system (UK-France Joint Declaration 

2023). When it comes to the post-Brexit migration disputes and Channel security, France increased 

its own leverage illustrating that Britain depends on bilateral arrangements with EU for tackling 

the issue despite being outside of it. In this light, as Paris rebuilt the relationship with London it 

also strengthened Macron’s ambitions for a militarily capable Europe.  

While dealing with Ukraine, France and UK realized that their support might need to be 

stronger especially because of the possible return of Donald Trump. The fear of Trump 2.0 inten-

sified the debates around European strategic autonomy. Consequently, the differences in national 

stances toward autonomous Europe narrowed as Britain understood that closer European defence 

coordination is necessary and a safeguard against the incoming American retrenchment. Simulta-

neously, with Keir Starmer as a prime minister, relations with Europeans became easier and set 

the stage for another UK-France summit in July 2025 that produced the Northwood Declaration 

itself. By framing the summit as “Lancaster House 2.0”, it was evident that the two are ready for 

a long-term strategic integration.  

The period from 2010 until 2025 completes the picture necessary for the Northwood Dec-

laration. The Lancaster House framework was still institutionally possible even after AUKUS 
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showed the limits of that institution. However, combined pressures coming from the Ukraine war 

and Trump 2.0 administration made a new and more ambitious bilateral commitment. 

 

5.5. Patterns of Convergence-Divergence and their Implication on Northwood Declaration  

 

Across eight decades of bilateral relations, it has never been the case that France and Britain 

achieved any form of cooperation based on genuine strategic agreement. Any cooperation is es-

tablished through strategic exhaustion. In other words, the drivers of cooperations are often created 

at the times when the choice of non-cooperation exceeded domestic costs of doing so. Making this 

distinction is important because it brings another point of view to Franco-British declarations, 

including the Northwood. They become instruments that could release accumulated geopolitical 

tensions while at the same time not changing the architecture of defence identities.  

This is evident in several periods. It is not the resolving of the differences around ideas on 

European defence that brough the Heath-Pompidou opening of 1971, instead, it is the Vietnam 

war that strained the UK-US special relationship, and it is the rise of West Germany as economic 

competitor that frightened France. As soon as the pressures eased, there were no significant coop-

eration initiatives. This is also true for the logic behind Saint-Malo in 1998: the humiliation caused 

by the wars in the Balkans made two nations to realise the European incapability and in the next 

five years both allowed the Iraq war to ruin the political trust that set the stage for the Saint-Malo 

in the first place. The “backbone” of Franco-British relations, 2010 Lancaster House treaties, was 

in line with austerity situation as well as the weak Anglo-American and Franco-German bilateral 

partnerships. Again, cooperation did not happen out of conviction, but as illustrated in these ex-

amples it happened through necessity. Therefore, historical pattern shows that in each case close 

bilateral cooperation happened because external pressures demanded.  

Consequently, when broadly looked at the eight decades period, the result is a long-term 

pattern in which structured uncertainty is used for survival. Most defence agreements since the 

Cold War deliberately meant different things for different audiences. Saint-Malo was needed to 

convince Europe of the incoming EU defence capabilities while at the same time it reassured 

NATO that it will not leave the alliance commitments behind. Lancaster House persuaded defence 

industries of the incoming integration without touching upon the complexities around command 

authority. Although this seems like diplomatic incompetence it is also a technique to manage the 

incompatible: France’s need to perform autonomy while also maintaining Britain’s need to per-

form Atlantic loyalty. This is crucial for the Northwood Declaration as well. They reaffirm that 

their nuclear forces are “independent, but coordinated”. The phrase serves the purpose of maintain 
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sovereignty in nuclear domain, signalling deterrent solidarity to Russia while not triggering the 

anxieties of European nuclear caucusing in Washington.  

The historical overview reveals that in the moments of deepest rupture the relationship is 

more generative than in the moments of alignment. Franco-British relations after Suez crisis should 

not be simply understood as a failure but a clarification as it forced both to pursue nuclear programs 

on different ideological foundations. Similarly, 2003 Iraq War forced London to approve the plans 

for the autonomous military planning of the EU even though it resisted them in the previous years. 

Without this, Lancaster House framework would not have been possible. Although France char-

acterised AUKUS as a British betrayal, it indirectly accelerated the diplomatic reset after Brexit. 

Moreover, it made London to realise that transactional Atlanticism comes with bilateral costs; the 

same which made Starmer to pivot back to Europe due to political necessity and urgency. In gen-

eral, alignment did not achieve what rupture did which is the creation of the honest Franco-British 

relationship.  

Understanding the convergence and divergence patterns in this section reframes the North-

wood Declaration as a product of two ruptures: Britain’s disillusionment with the blind Atlanticism 

under the Trump’s confirmed second term as well as French disillusionment with the Franco-Ger-

man engine for European strategic autonomy. Therefore, both are coming from the exhaustion of 

their alternatives. Macron’s calls for the European strategic autonomy were slow mostly due to 

resistance of Eastern European member states and their NATO-first policies as well as German 

political stagnation issues. On the other hand, Starmer needed a credible reinvention after Brexit 

that could create a credible European security without EU membership. From this perspective, 

Northwood Declaration is a convergence of frustrations.  

In the end, Northwood Declaration could be seen as partial success. The creation of the UK-France 

Nuclear Steering Group aimed at dialogue institutionalisation is genuinely new and revolutionary. 

However, the historical ceiling, namely French insistence on sovereign command authority and 

Britain’s dependency on the US was not changed. Still, after eight decades it never did as any 

agreement did not mention a goal of bridging such gap. Consequently, Northwood Declaration 

should not be understood as the moment of the gap closure, but a document that makes the condi-

tions for the future cooperation.  

 

6. Strategic Function of the Franco-British Cooperation 

 

In the previous chapters, two things have been established. Firstly, the Northwood Decla-

ration, as a diplomatic document carefully utilises calibrated language to avoid operational com-

mitments while aiming to maximise the political signalling. Secondly, the bilateral relationship of 
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France and the UK follows a pattern which suggests that the cooperation often emerges from the 

exhaustion of alternatives and not necessarily strategic alignment. Here, any creation of institu-

tional framework is only deep as the external pressure demands. The question that has not been 

answered is: to what extent does the declaration function as strategic signalling rather than sub-

stantive integration of nuclear forces? Instinctively, the declaration functions as strategic signal-

ling but this answer on its own is insufficient. So far, the discussion revolved around what the 

Declaration is not, without answering what it does and why it is relevant. The main goal of this 

chapter is to interrogate the signalling functions, especially at whom they are directed, their polit-

ical performance and whether their existence has strategic consequences considering that they are 

not supported by operational substance.  

In proceeding further, it is important to note that the conventional distinction between in-

tegration and signalling might not work in nuclear diplomacy. In conventional military coopera-

tion, there is a clear difference as a potential joint exercise could happen or not, similarly, a shared 

command structure is there, or it is not. In contrast, nuclear deterrence is different. Although used 

only once in history, nuclear weapons continue to shape international crises but not through their 

use but through successful creation of risk, uncertainty and credibility. From this perspective, the 

indirect political messages that are achieved through any nuclear cooperation matter more than 

their operational existence, which will be illustrated in the following sections. If France and the 

UK succeeded in creating a declaration that could influence how other might perceive their strate-

gic intentions, then the declaration has concrete effects strategically even though operational ef-

fectiveness is lacking.  

 

6.1. Signalling Toward Adversaries  

 

Since the beginning of the war in Ukraine in 2022, Russia has been trying to test the limits 

of European deterrence, unity as well as its coherent action. During the war, Moscow used nuclear 

signalling as part of its coercive strategy. The strategy has two tracks, nuclear deterrence and nu-

clear compellence, both united in one overarching word: “deterrence” (Sinovets & Alkış 2024, 

405). The main goal lies in preventing the NATO and the United States from deeper interfering in 

the war as in the past, neutral Ukraine was Russia’s vital interest and a red line for the West (Si-

novets & Alkış 2024, 397). Over time, European states, led by the United Kingdom and France 

succeeded in recognizing the limited credibility of Russia’s threats. The UK permitted Ukraine to 

use its missiles on Russian soil while France at one point shifted to strategic ambiguity and con-

sidered even deployments of troops to Ukraine (Sinovets & Alkış 2024, 404-405). This is in stark 

contrast to limited permission from the United States to use their missiles to target Russian territory 



   

 

 45  

 

(Sinovets & Alkış 2024, 405). Nevertheless, the continued support to Ukraine forced Russia to 

revise its nuclear doctrine in 2024, by specifically lowering its nuclear deterrence threshold and 

by broadening the conditions under which nuclear weapons may be used (Ketenci & Süvari 2025, 

132).  

Additionally, Putin intensified Russian grey-zone campaign against Europe in 2025. In just 

few days, Russian fighter jets lingered in Estonian airspace, flew over a Polish drilling platform in 

the Baltic Sea, and suspected Russian drones caused flight suspensions at airports in Denmark and 

Norway (Loss 2025). In such situations, Europe and NATO have a problem because any intercep-

tion risks providing Russians with valuable insights about their reaction as well as engagements 

procedures, while at the same time, choosing to ignore without responding might invite more Rus-

sians violations of allied airspace (Loss 2025). Despite this, President Trump has refused to take 

the leadership within NATO as his initial reaction to Polish airspace violations was that “it could 

have been an accident” (Loss 2025). The strategic logic behind Putin campaign is consistent: by 

testing Europeans, Russia gains insights into the real thresholds, therefore, continuing to do so it 

contributes to the erosion of deterrent commitments that might never be enforced.  

In this context, the Northwood Declaration should not be perceived as an upgrade to an 

existential bilateral relationship but as a countermove in competition over deterrence credibility. 

The phrase of the declaration “France and the United Kingdom agree there is no extreme threat 

to Europe that would not prompt a response by our two nations” deserves a closer attention. Alt-

hough they use the word “extreme”, they do not provide the threshold definition for it, hence re-

fusing to locate it. “Response” does not automatically mean nuclear, conventional or diplomatic 

response, but it is still a commitment to something. There is also a collective dimension due to the 

phrase “our two nations” even though they have strict national and separate defence postures with-

out any institutional mechanism that would entail a binding commitment. Looking from the stra-

tegic logic, it serves the purpose of signalling itself. If the two had precisely defined commitments, 

then they would not be able to manipulate the uncertainty and would provide an adversary, in this 

case potentially Russia, with the threshold line that would allow it to trigger the response. The 

undefined threshold that the declaration might carry, sets the stage for a different strategic envi-

ronment. Russian plans face obstacles in clearly constructing a fully confident provocation as they 

are uncertain of the existing boundary that is meant by the “extreme threat” in the declaration. As 

they are uncertain of what kind of Franco-British response they might have to face, the expected 

costs of further provocative action are also rising. In such case, the non-existence of operational 

element does not mean that there are no expected costs as the declaration introduces sufficient 

degree of uncertainty into the calculations of adversary.  
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With such logic it is easier to understand that the reasoning behind the declaration’s si-

lences, especially regarding the operational coordination, command structures and threshold for 

escalation, is a deliberate feature. The intentional lack of details or the precise conditions on the 

Nuclear Steering Group, avoids providing a model for coordinated action. In its current formula-

tion, France and the United States inform that political-level consultation framework exists without 

the specific provisions of what does this entail. This makes it more significant than it appears in 

the first place. For example, similar logic is applied to rearmament efforts sparked by the war in 

Ukraine. Since the war started, the decrease in military transparency has been the important part 

of the debates hence, this additionally adds a difficulty in addressing a deterrent value (Lander & 

Overton 2025). If France and the United Kingdom specified what event sparks the meetings of the 

Nuclear Steering Group, it would have automatically clarified their commitment. 

To be precise, the signalling logic of the Northwood Declaration directed at adversaries does not 

mean new nuclear capability nor the alternance of the command authorities nor the drastic change 

of the Franco-British relations. Instead, it adds another layer to uncertainty within the weak Euro-

pean security architecture. It only supplements the deterrence without substituting the current se-

curity framework. Ultimately, the signalling towards adversary reveals the function of the North-

wood Declaration in its strategic value and the specific deterrence element in it substitute for the 

lack of its operationality. If more commitments were made, then the deterrence level would have 

been weaker.  

 

6.2. Signalling Toward Washington 

 

While the Northwood Declaration’s signalling toward adversary uses uncertainty, the sig-

nalling directed at Washington happens in a much delicate fashion. Namely, it functions through 

more politically consequential way so that France and the UK both perform European autonomy 

without fully claiming its achievement. Investigating the reason for declaration’s independence 

signalling while at the same time stopping short of true independence from Washington necessi-

tates the resolving of the structural trap in which both France and the UK occupy since the post-

WWII period and which, as discussed in the Chapter 5, never really got solved but only periodi-

cally negotiated.  

Together, with approximately 550 warheads, a joint European nuclear deterrent could be a 

“formidable deterrent” (Bardio 2025, 2). Both states follow the principle of minimum deterrence 

and maintain second-strike capabilities through submarine fleets which gives them good, but nar-

row, foundation for cooperation (Bardio 2025, 12). In contrast to their declaratory stances on in-
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dependent capabilities, they continue to be reliant on the United States. Unlike France, who fol-

lows a fully independent and autonomous tous azimuts doctrine and relies on its own domestically 

produced technology, the UK is both operationally and technologically tied to Washington (Bardio 

2025, 4). Since the 1958 Mutual Defence Agreement, the UK is dependent on American missile 

technology for its Trident System and critical infrastructure, and it is set to continue due to the 

future Dreadnought class submarines (Bardio 2025, 4). As far as the strategic culture goes, the UK 

defines it through Atlanticism and positions itself as “second-in-command" to the US within 

NATO (Bardio 2025, 11). This “NATO-first" policy makes the British deterrent an extension of 

the Alliance and not a part of the standalone European framework. Therefore, while France tries 

to achieve “European strategic autonomy”, the UK is integrated into NATO’s Nuclear Planning 

Group in which France does not participate (Bardio 2025, 11). At the same time, although inde-

pendent, French posture is driven by vital national principles like sovereignty and without a sig-

nificant change of this traditional strategic culture, any type of deterrent cannot provide a real 

protection to Europe (Bardio 2025, 4). From this perspective, without creation of supranational 

decision-making mechanisms that would resolve American dependencies, European umbrella will 

remain “structurally fragmented” (Bardio 2025, 14). In 2025, this was more obvious than ever as 

both France and the UK understood that American guarantee is becoming more unreliable, there-

fore, championing the autonomy at least rhetorically might tackle the problem at hand.  

The Northwood Declaration deals with this dilemma in a very sophisticated manner. Look-

ing at it from a broader perspective, it performs European strategic autonomy as two nuclear states 

aim to coordinate their deterrent postures outside of any alliance frameworks and choose a bilateral 

consultation at the highest level. More importantly, they explicitly portray their nuclear forces as 

capable of responding to the threats to Europe outside the NATO framework. This language of 

nuclear agency is deliberately targeting Trump administration with a particular message that Eu-

rope is taking responsibility for its own security. The declaration positions Franco-British cooper-

ation as response to American pressures and consequently reduces the autonomy signalling. If the 

declaration didn’t carefully construct autonomy level it would appear as a challenge to American 

relationship. For this reason, operational capability is left out so that the Northwood Declaration 

would also not signal the substitution for the extended deterrence of the US. For the same reason, 

the declaration does not appear as a challenge to NATO nor the framework for the European col-

lective defence as it operates alongside it through the Lancaster House bilateral relationship. Wash-

ington should perceive this as the strengthening of the alliance capabilities as the deepened bilat-

eral cooperation in no way undermines the overall deterrence of the West. The autonomy signal in 
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the Northwood Declaration is precise enough to signal the cooperation towards the demanded Eu-

ropean agency without provoking suspicion in Washington.  

On the other hand, the structural logic in which the two perform autonomy while preserving 

dependence is not a new contradiction. It was present in French nuclear policy since de Gaulle and 

at the same time in British nuclear policy since Nassau. However, the context in which the North-

wood Declaration occurs is why this is unique. The second Trump administration with its repeated 

suggestions of unreliability is what makes the Declaration significant. With his repeated rhetoric 

about the reduced American NATO commitments, his territorial claims toward Greenland as well 

as his continued restraint toward Russia collectively produces a broader European anxiety about 

the future abandonment (Gordon & Karlin 2026). For this purpose, France and the UK, in the 

Northwood Declaration, demonstrate that in the scenario of the American abandonment, no matter 

how high the cost, it would not leave the continent strategically defenceless. This is line with 

Freedman’s (2025) claim that France and the UK seek to devise an alternative arrangement that 

would involve a “coalition of the willing” ensuring the continued support both for Ukraine and the 

wider Europe as they face the threat from Russia. Although, Franco-British deterrent might have 

a credibility problem, still it might be more functional than the deterrence exercised by the de-

tached distant protector (Freedman 2025, 20). Hence, Northwood Declaration signals to Washing-

ton that in the abandonment scenario Europe could have an alternative even though it might not 

be operationally real at this moment. What is necessary is the political credibility which is provided 

through the Nuclear Steering Group.  

Having said that, there is additional clear tension within Northwood Declaration’s signalling to 

Washington as France and Britain might pursue different strategic goals using the same frame-

work. For Paris, the declaration is in line with its broader European strategic autonomy in which 

it positions France as the leader in European defence (Bardio 2025, 14). For London, the aim might 

be different as its purpose is to demonstrate the relevance of Britain to European security after 

Brexit while also maintaining the transatlantic relationship. Both governments might have use the 

declaration to send a different signal to Washington which in the short term, during Trump’s trans-

actional and limited European engagement, might be manageable. In this context, the Northwood 

Declaration is well suited for the current American unreliability while it is not prepared for a re-

newed role of the US in European security which could consequently cause Franco-British diver-

gence.  

 

6.3. The Self-Signalling Function 
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So far, the analysis of the Northwood Declaration focused on its outward communication, 

specifically towards Russia and the United States. Although the main idea is to understand the 

declaration’s external orientation it is equally important not to overlook the function that might be 

consequential for the Franco-British cooperation. While signalling is directed at the external audi-

ence, it is also directed to France and the UK themselves. By making the declaration so visible and 

institutionalised, they increased its political and diplomatic costs in case one of them decides to 

abandon the partnership, therefore, another AUKUS-styled rupture could be far more costly than 

before.  

By returning to the pattern identified in the historical overview of the thesis, it is evident 

that every bilateral framework of the Franco-British relations proved reversible under sufficient 

external pressure. This is true from the Heath-Pompidou opening to Saint-Malo and until Lancaster 

House. While each was carefully constructed to survive the political changes, it was insufficient 

when it comes to genuine strategic rupture survival. For example, AUKUS rupture happened 

against the Lancaster Framework which was created in peacetime and represented the most insti-

tutionalized cooperation framework achieved. As such it also did not prevent diplomatic estrange-

ment that was created after Brexit. The historical pattern, therefore, stands as a challenge to the 

Northwood Declaration. It questions the actual durability of the current framework against the 

ones who preceded it which were also described at the time as historic and transformative by many. 

The key difference is not in the limited operational content of the declaration but rather the creation 

of the institutional form and the political costs that this form imposes on the future rupture from 

the partnership. Hypothetically, failing to meet the commitments that the government has made in 

the declaration would carry a significant political price.  

Since the Northwood Declaration makes commitments quite visible and creates specific 

institutional framework it should be both internationally and domestically perceived as a mean-

ingful political act that would carry significant costs in case of defection. In other words, any 

British action that could undermine the commitments such as the establishment of the Nuclear 

Steering Group would not become just another alliance friction but a direct challenge to the French 

ideas of broader European security. If Britain decides to abandon publicly the nuclear coordination 

mechanism with France, it would internationally as well as domestically reinforce the post-Brexit 

perceptions that Starmer succeeded in reversing in the first place, namely that London is unreliable 

and transactional European partner. With this, abandoning the future Lancaster House 2.0 carries 

greater consequences as attempt to dismantle the institutional design of the Northwood Declara-

tion, with its publicly named and announced Nuclear Steering Group for joint nuclear coordina-

tion, would have to be a public political act. Such design will not quietly decline as it deals with 



   

 

 50  

 

delicate nuclear coordination which is politically sensitive and visible. This also carries a respon-

sibility beyond the current administrations in France and the UK, as potential marginalisation 

would immediately question the bilateral nuclear relationship that continues to position itself as 

defender of Europe.  

For the UK specifically, Northwood Declaration does not resolve the tension with Europe 

after Brexit. Since 2016, Britain faces persistent doubts about its security commitments to Europe. 

This is mostly due to prioritisation of Atlanticism and the structural pull of the Anglo-American 

relationship as was discussed earlier. Yet, due to increased political cost unilateral rupture would 

escalate the tensions. Since there are publicly made commitments to nuclear coordination with 

France, privilege is given to Paris over Washington, and any revising of this preference would 

mean the break of a nuclear commitment.  

On the level of strategic culture, the declaration is of great importance for France in partic-

ular. It represents a first formal bilateral acknowledgement that the nuclear forces of France could 

operate within a shared strategic space with another state. The traditional strategic culture of 

France has always outlined principles of absolute national sovereignty which made the deterrent 

only for the protection of France and under authority of the French president. Institutionally, 

Northwood Declaration does not shift this but only modifies the context around it. With the affir-

mation that French and British interests are connected, and by institutionalising nuclear consulta-

tion, the declaration creates a bilateral logic in French doctrine that was not present before. It is 

imperative, however, not to mix this with the nuclear integration as command authority remains 

the same. Nevertheless, the declaration hints that France’s deterrent contains an important Euro-

pean dimension. Any return to de Gaulle’s conceptions of purely national deterrence will therefore 

have significant political costs due to the established strategic space.  

In the end, the importance of the Northwood Declaration is that it makes the rupture polit-

ically costly and not that it makes it impossible. As the Franco-British relationship throughout the 

history has been operating in cycles of cooperation that always led to retrenchment, any modest 

increase of the threshold for abandonment would lead to a greater structural change. The North-

wood Declaration is not addressing the points of tension within the Franco-British relationship, 

but it does create political price for the breakdown. Considering the fact that the exhaustion of 

alternatives brought both France and the United Kingdom to arrive to Northwood Declaration 

makes this limited bargain could potentially support the bilateral cooperation framework.  

 

6.4. To What Extent?  
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As already established across the chapter, the Northwood Declaration should not be as-

sessed through the conventional military cooperation criteria. If standards like command arrange-

ments, legally binding commitments and force integration were implemented in judging the Dec-

laration then it would have appeared as limited instrument. As nuclear diplomacy follows a differ-

ent logic, the effectiveness of the declaration comes not from the operational capabilities but 

through the management of uncertainty, credibility and perception it projects. From this stand-

point, Northwood Declaration becomes a significant political instrument but not the one that rev-

olutionises the European nuclear architecture as suggested by many.  

The research question asked to what extend Northwood Declaration functions as strategic 

signalling instead of substantive integration. The analysis suggests that it functions as a strategic 

signalling instead of substantive integration. Still, this should not mean that the Declaration is 

insignificant as it performs three distinct signalling functions that carry meaningful effects despite 

the absent operational commitments. The Declaration’s increases uncertainty for Russian strategic 

calculations. The Declaration also sends a message to Washington as both France and the UK seek 

to demonstrate that Europe is building strategic coordination capacity that could reduce European 

dependence on the US without directly trying to undermine American security guarantees that are 

still important for both states. In this light, the Declaration establishes a form of strategic autonomy 

that is both visible and limited, hence it avoids presenting itself as a challenge to the transatlantic 

relationship. The Declaration also functions as a self-signalling mechanism achieved through the 

elevation of nuclear cooperation to the levels in which any rupture or disengagement would carry 

greater domestic and significant political costs. Hence, as nuclear cooperation is not a technical or 

pragmatic arrangement it also lifts the threshold for defection and contributes to the solidification 

of cooperation even though it does not have binding obligations.  

With that being said, the declaration does not have nuclear integration component. Alt-

hough the Nuclear Steering Group establishes a body for political dialogue and consultation in the 

nuclear domain, it does not serve a purpose of a command authority, nor any binding commitment 

of either government. This means that the Northwood Declaration does not touch upon the doctri-

nal differences of French and British deterrence policies. National control over nuclear arsenals is 

preserved, there is no change in escalation threshold nor decision-making process as well as crisis 

coordination. These perceived shortcomings are not accentuated by the Declaration, rather they 

represent structural differences that were present in Franco-British relations ever since the post-

war period. Due to this, Northwood Declaration is then an instrument at the margins between sig-

nalling and integration. Ambiguities that are present throughout the declaration are therefore not 
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political failure but important elements for its strategic logic. As commitments on command, op-

erational coordination and even procedure for escalation are absent the Declaration preserves the 

deterrent value.  

Interpretating the Declaration in this context sheds a light on a broader historical trajectory 

of Franco-British nuclear cooperation. In Chapter 5, it is established that the cooperation between 

the two emerges in periods in which the costs of non-cooperation exceed the doctrinal costs of 

collaboration. Northwood Declaration fits perfectly within this pattern as it reflects the limitations 

both of French motivations for European strategic autonomy and British post-Brexit reliance on 

Atlanticism without resolving the differences between the two that prevent the genuine integration. 

Northwood Declaration instead only responds to systemic pressures that two states experience a 

such as unreliable American partnership, Russian threat in the East. It remains to be seen whether 

these pressures would be sufficient to produce a sufficient integration that could also tackle the 

historical vulnerabilities of the Franco-British relationship and overcome the limitations from the 

previous frameworks.  

In the end, the Northwood Declaration does not represent only one, it is both continuity 

and change because it emerges out of external pressures and not strategic convergence due to the 

preservation of doctrinal independence and avoidance of operational integration. Nevertheless, it 

still contributes to the change in Franco-British relations as it institutionalises bilateral nuclear 

cooperation to an unprecedented level, increases the costs for defection while at the same time 

incorporating a shared plan for common security interests of Europe. Therefore, the test of the 

nuclear cooperation between France and Britain will not specifically be found in the language of 

the declaration but rather in their responses to the crises that Europe might have to face indirectly 

answering the questions that are related to their credibility of shared commitments.  

 

7. Conclusion     
 

The main goal of the thesis was to answer the question: to what extend does the Northwood 

Declaration function as strategic signalling rather than substantive integration of nuclear forces? 

The answer developed throughout the six chapters is that the Northwood Declaration functions as 

a strategic signalling without any deeper integration framework. This does not mean that its sig-

nificance is diminished. The strategic value of the Declaration lies in its communication instead of 

the operational element. The Declaration successfully functions as a signal to both allies and ad-

versaries as it delicately communicates the Franco-British intentions as consequential even though 

it does not include the escalation threshold, national arsenals and command structures.  
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As was established, Northwood Declaration operates on three distinct levels that are mu-

tually reinforcing. The Declaration signals to adversaries, in this case Russia, and introduces a 

constructive uncertainty into adversary’s strategic calculations through undefined Franco-British 

threshold for escalation. At the same time, the Declaration signals to Washington that it performs 

European strategic agency through careful calibration of its communication, to avoid the appear-

ance of direct challenging of the Atlantic relationship and NATO collective defence framework. 

Lastly, when it comes to the self-signalling function, the Declaration raises the political rupture 

through the institutionalising bilateral consultative dialogue through the Nuclear Steering Group, 

which is a first publicly named mechanism for nuclear bilateral dialogue. All three signalling func-

tions reinforce each other and together they constitute a deterrence effect that operates through 

commitment costs and not capability.  

It is equally important to state what the Declaration does not do. Firstly, it does not change 

any doctrinal difference of French and British deterrence. The national control over nuclear arse-

nals remains under national authority. At the same time, there is no change to escalation thresholds 

nor shared decision-making procedure. Instead, the establishment of the Nuclear Steering Group 

only provides bilateral consultation regarding the political direction and does not include command 

authority. This should not be, however, understood as a failure. Instead, as shown throughout 

Chapter 5, this is a constant structural constraint of the Franco-British bilateral relationship which 

could not be overcame in eight decades. Rather, Northwood Declaration operates within the his-

torical constraints, and it does more than the existing literature recognises. 

The thesis has made two contributions that build on each other. The first contribution is a 

methodological one. By treating the Northwood Declaration as a diplomatic text and not a policy 

document, I conclude that its strategic significance lies in its language. By reading the Declaration 

against what it could have been or what it could have included, talks more about what commit-

ments the two states were prepared to make. This method of reading diplomatic texts for their 

strategic logic, such as the Northwood Declaration, could be used in the analysis of the similar 

instruments in the future. The second contribution is historical in its nature. In Chapter 5, I estab-

lish that the Northwood declaration is not a rupture in the Franco-British relationship but just the 

most recent manifestation of a historical pattern across eight decades. In other words, Franco-

British cooperation emerges as the strongest in times of external pressures and as the result of the 

exhaustion of other options. The historical pattern never really resolves the underlying divide be-

tween French and British nuclear stances nor strategic alignment. More importantly, the thesis 

identifies a pattern that has not been named in the existing literature and that is that every major 



   

 

 54  

 

bilateral Franco-British framework consists of a degree of strategic ambiguity, so it manages in-

compatible commitments. Each bilateral framework meant different things to Paris and London, 

which is true both from Saint-Malo until Lancaster House Treaties. Northwood Declaration does 

not break this tradition, nor does it change the political sensitivity and the ambiguities that have 

been identified in the Chapter 4. Rather, the pattern shows that the mere repetition helps in ex-

plaining why the Declaration takes this specific form.  

The historical analysis of the thesis directly challenges the optimistic portrayals of the Dec-

laration. It should be noted that each Franco-British framework has been characterized as trans-

formative and historic without considering the survival of the same frameworks at the time of 

strategic ruptures. This was evident on the ways Lancaster House did not prevent the consequences 

of both Brexit and the AUKUS. However, it remains to be seen whether the Northwood Declara-

tion is more ambitious than previous frameworks that touch upon the nuclear domain and also 

whether it could create the different incentive structure for compliance. From this perspective the 

durability of the Declaration will be determined by the first crisis that demands the use of Franco-

British decision-making in the nuclear domain in order to prove whether the signalling architecture 

created could translate into the ambitious operational solidarity it foreshadows.  

Additionally, the analysis in this thesis go beyond the Franco-British relationship as it tack-

les the binary of European nuclear deterrence identified within the literature which says that Eu-

rope should either move toward a genuine autonomous deterrence or it will remain dependent on 

the American nuclear umbrella.  The Declaration shows that the Franco-British nuclear coordina-

tion could have some degree of deterrence without directly resolving the structural question re-

quired for the genuine integration in the nuclear domain. However, this needs to be addressed 

further in another research.  

The limitations of the thesis establish three directions for future research. First, as the 

Northwood Declaration goes into classified domain, there is a lot more that could be said regarding 

its implementation. The internal discussion that produced the Declaration are not publicly availa-

ble in addition to the detailed positions of the two states during the 2025 UK-France Summit. 

Having access to these materials could strengthen the interpretation as well as the conclusions of 

the thesis. Secondly, considering that the Declaration is young, it would be necessary to revisit this 

study in several years to better asses the signalling architecture that it produced. Thirdly, the thesis 

does not investigate the reception among non-nuclear European partners. By investigating this in 

the future, one could gain insights into direct implications of the Declaration on European alliance 

cohesion which this thesis nor the literature examines deeper.  
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Lastly, the Northwood Declaration does not contribute to the gap closure between Franco-British 

divides which were present since the post-war period. This gap survived every bilateral framework 

throughout eight decades as it operates not as a problem but a structural feature of the relationship. 

Instead, the Northwood Declaration shows that it is a bilateral instrument that succeeds in increas-

ing uncertainty for adversaries, communicates European agency and at the same time raises the 

political costs of rupture for Franco-British relations. In the nuclear domain this is the only form 

of cooperation that could be achieved without managing the divergent national doctrines. There-

fore, the Northwood Declaration only shows how much can be built within the constraints of the 

unique Franco-British relationship.  
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