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AM: Just before we came on air I spoke to the Chief of the 

Defence Staff, General Sir Nick Carter. 

NC: It’s going to be very different this year. We’ll be doing march 

pasts, no parades, no festivals in the same way that we usually 

have it. And I think that’s going to be particularly tough on our 

veterans, you know, who traditionally have the opportunity to get 

together and to talk about their memories and their reflections, 

but equally to strut their stuff. And I think it’s a proud moment for 

so many people. So to  do it in a sort of rather lonely way, 

perhaps on your doorstep for a couple of minutes bowing your 

head, is going to be tough on a lot of people. And I think that’s 

why we need to remember why remembrance matters. And for 

me the important thing is it’s about honouring those who’ve given 

their lives for our country. 

 

AM: I think this morning a lot of people watching, looking out of 

the window and wondering whether to go to the local service 

perhaps outside around a local memorial. What’s your advice to  

them? 

NC: Well, I guess it’s to follow the government guidance, and the 

answer is that’s probably to stay at home, sadly, but to be on your 

front doorstep. 

 

AM: Let’s turn to the effect of coronavirus, because we’re all 

affected by coronavirus up and down the country, as we’ve been 

saying, but what about the armed forces themselves? How 

different is life inside the army at the moment because of covid19? 
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NC: Well, we’ve managed to cope with it. We’ve obviously still got 

lots of things we have to do to protect the country and we’ve done 

that in a disciplined way. We’ve done it through making sure that 

we quarantine people appropriately, using a testing regime that 

means that we know what’s going on and can control the virus. 

But yeah, I mean you have to work through it. I mean, our 

working assumption is we’re going to be living with this for at least 

a year.  

 

AM: So people are still able to train and go on board ship and so 

forth? 

NC: Yes, and obviously it’s slightly challenging if you’re inside a 

tank where, you know, you’re in relatively intimate circumstances. 

But certainly for deploying people at sea, they would have been 

able to put them together in a bubble for a couple of weeks, test 

them properly, and then understand when they do deploy them to 

see that actually they’re clear and they’re able to live with it. 

 

AM: Now, the other effect, of course, is on the national finances. 

You were going to expect a three-year settlement coming this 

year and it’s been cut back to one year, so you have much less 

forward insight as to what’s going to happen in the armed forces. 

How big a problem is that going to be for you? 

NC: Yes, as you well know, there is this integrated review that is 

still under way, and indeed the Chancellor did announce that it 

would be a one-year settlement. And of course we absolutely 

understand why. I mean, it’s impossible to predict the future and 

the fiscal assumptions are very difficult to predict. So we 

understand where he’s coming from. And I think the challenge for 

us, of course, is that the threat is evolving the whole time, the 

threat is modernising in certain quarters, and of course we need 

to modernise as well. So for us it’s a challenge. 

 

AM: Now you’ve put in your own submission for the armed forces 

to this already. Do you expect a smaller army to come out of it? 
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NC: No decisions have been made on anything just yet, because 

of course it’s very challenging to know how you’ll modernise until 

you know what the money looks like.  

 

AM: But what would you yourself expect? 

NC: Well, if I projected forward another ten years I think we 

should be in no doubt that warfare will look different. There will 

be robots on our battlefield in the future. I mean, there already 

are today. And of course that might change the manpower mix. I 

also think that, you know, reserves are very important, as covid 

has demonstrated. So I suspect it’ll be a very different mix of 

human beings and, for that matter, machines than it is today. 

 

AM: You mention machines, there’s been an awful lot of 

speculation about the future of the British tank in all of this. Do 

you think tanks are going to go? 

NC: I think that at the moment if you want to show that you’ve 

got the political will to fight and if you show that you want to be 

able to close with and engage the enemy at close quarters, which 

is what you have to do, you need to get the instrument onto that 

enemy objective, and doing that requires shock action and doing 

that requires at the moment a metal box to make it happen. Now 

that may change over the next ten to  15 to 20 years, but 

certainly for the next ten years it would be surprising if that wasn’t 

the way in which warfare continued to be fought.  

 

AM: We have, we notice, a new American President this morning. 

How big a difference is that going to be to the British military 

presence around the world? 

NC: It’s too early to say, I’d have thought. I mean, certainly the 

military relationship remains remarkably close and robust, and I 

think when we use the term ‘special relationship’ it’s particularly 

relevant to the military relationship, and of course to the 

intelligence relationship. 
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AM: Do you rather hope that President-elect Biden will reverse 

President Trump’s quite abrupt decision to pull US troops out of 

Afghanistan? 

NC : I don’t think it’s quite as simple as that. I mean, the fact of 

the matter is that people needed to bring the Taliban to the table, 

and of course reducing troop numbers was a way of doing that. 

And I think the key thing is that we look at the thing on a 

conditions base, and in doing so we make sure that we keep the 

Taliban’s feet to the floor in terms of how they approach the talks 

that are necessary at the moment. 

 

AM: President Trump was very robust in insisting that other NATO 

countries pay their way – not talking about us but others. Do you 

think that the future of NATO is more secure with the new 

presidency or less? 

NC: Well, I think most people would argue that everybody should 

bear the share equitably, and I’m sure that President Biden will 

probably agree with that as well. So I don’t think that’s a factor. I 

still think that NATO is the way in which most of the countries in 

the Northern Atlantic area secure their future. And I feel strongly 

about that. 

 

AM: You talked a moment ago about the changing nature of the 

threat. Where do you see the biggest new threats arising at the 

moment? 

NC: Well, I think that we should never forget that there is the 

threat of terrorism. That will still be there, but of course I think 

the real danger is that some of our more authoritarian rivals 

genuinely believe in being more assertive these days. And of 

course there are lots of regional conflicts under way and there’s a 

lot of competition from other players within those regional 

conflicts, not least the Eastern Mediterranean, for that matter 

Syria. And I think the greatest risk to all of us is that some of 

these things escalate and they lead to unwarranted miscalculation, 

and that’s a very dangerous place for us all to be in.  
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AM: So it’s the element of the mistake provoking something much 

bigger than we expected? 

NC: Well, I think so and I think, you know, there is a risk of, if the 

situation’s somewhat bellicose in political terms then people can 

escalate, and we saw that throughout the last century, and whilst 

history doesn’t repeat itself I think it has a rhythm. 

 

AM: We’ve seen lots of pictures in the newspapers today of 

soldiers preparing to hand out tests across Liverpool. There have 

been queues outside. If this so-called moon shot mass testing is 

rolled out around the country is the army standing ready to help? 

NC: Absolutely. And the point of what is going on in Liverpool at 

the moment is it’s a pilot to see whether or not this sort of mass 

testing can work at scale. And the intention is to test 500,000 

people, the population of the city of Liverpool. And if we can do 

that, then it absolutely makes sense to do it further afield. 

 

AM: And what would soldiers actually be doing? Would they be 

standing, as it were, in Asda car parks with tents as we’ve seen in 

the past, or would they be going door to door, visiting care 

homes? 

NC: First of all it has to be done indoors, because the temperature 

is relevant to this. So it won’t be in Asda car parks, I’m afraid, this 

time. It’ll more likely be inside buildings. And the answer is it’ll be 

a bit of everything. I mean, there’ll be logistics of course, getting 

the tests to the right place and then be helping administer those 

tests on the public when they come in. And it may well be going 

to other places where people can’t move from, like care homes 

and to doorsteps. 

 

AM: There was some concern in Liverpool that there were long 

queues and people who were infectious and people who were not 

infectious were standing quite close to each other waiting for their 
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tests. Is there going to be a different system of doing that going 

forward? 

NC: Well, I don’t quite how the details are playing out on the 

ground, but they’ll certainly work to do it as safely as they can. 

But of course the key thing about what we’re trying to achieve 

here is to understand how prevalent the disease is in the city and 

then work out how you can better control it. And of course the 

idea is, therefore, to test everybody and to do it very regularly 

because it’s a very agile test that gives you an answer within sort 

of 30 minutes to an hour. And in so doing, there’s a prospect, I 

think, of bringing real control to our understanding of where the 

disease is and how it’s spreading. 

 

AM: And of course we’re all waiting just now to find out if there is 

going to be a workable vaccine, and if there is how many people, 

how quickly are going to get it. President Trump talked about 

using the US military to get that across the country. Are we going 

to see the same kind of thing here, if it happens? 

NC: We don’t know yet. But the answer is that we are helping 

those who are doing the planning for this, and I suspect, given the 

scale of the logistic challenge it would be logical perhaps for us to 

be involved partly in what is going to happen. 

 

AM: General Sir Nick Carter, you have a busy day ahead. Thanks 

for coming in.  

NC: Thank you. 

(ends) 

 


