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AM: Just ahead of the General Election a big NATO summit is 

planned for London. It will bring President Donald Trump into 

town, alongside key European leaders to discuss the future of a 

defence alliance, President Trump has frequently criticised and 

which the French President described this week as ‘brain dead.’ 

Big questions here about Britain’s future outside the EU and on 

this Remembrance Sunday I spoke to the Chief of the Defence 

Staff, General Sir Nick Carter. I began by asking him if he was 

concerned about reports of declining numbers at Remembrance 

services.  

NC: I guess we have to wait and see how today’s events unfold, 

because of course most of the services will be happening in an 

hour or two’s time. But remembrance remains I think really 

important to all of us. I mean not least because it is really 

important as we saw at the Festival of Remembrance last night, 

the extent to which we honour and remember those who died in 

the service of their country, for the freedom that of course we all 

now espouse.  

 

AM: Now of course at the centre of the way we defend ourselves 

in this country is the NATO alliance.  President Macron of France 

has had a real go at NATO recently, calling it ‘brain dead.’ And he 

means by that I think that there’s a lack of connection between 

President Trump and Washington on the one hand and the 

European members of NATO on the other. Do you think he’s got a 

point? 

NC: I think NATO’s an extraordinary successful alliance. We’re 

about to celebrate its 70th anniversary and I think that will make it 

the longest and most successful alliance in military history. And 

the plain fact is it’s adapting. The last time we had a military 



2 
Andrew Marr Show. General Sir Nick Carter  

 

strategy was in 1967 and this year we have a new one. The NATO 

Military Strategy of this year is something that reflects the change 

in threat and the fact that we need to look at the threats to 

Europe on a 360 degree basis. And that’s not something  that we 

would have  done in 1967. So I think it’s a remarkably adaptable 

alliance and also think it’s one that is not brain dead, it’s looking to 

the future and it’s attempting to adapt as a consequence of all of 

that. 

 

AM; But in terms of the adaptation, one of the issues is of course 

the American President himself, who has a very tough view of 

NATO, particularly the lack of spending by some of the European 

members of NATO. Not Britain, but other members who have not 

been spending anything like the 2% they’re supposed to. 

Including Germany for instance, the strongest economy in Europe. 

Do you think President Trump has a bit of a point? 

NC: Yes I do and our country always makes the point that 

everybody should be spending 2% and of course alliances depend 

upon burden sharing and dependable people spending the same 

amount of money on a fair per capita basis.  

 

AM: And is he treating us fairly, so for instance did we know 

ahead of time about the withdrawal of American troops from 

Syria?  A big, big decision.  

NC: Yes. I think if you go back to the 19th of December last year, 

he made it very clear in his tweet of that day that he intended  to 

leave Syria. So I think the writing’s been on the wall since then. 

 

AM: But did we know about that particular withdrawal at the time? 

NC: We’re in pretty close contact with them militarily. In fact I’ve 

never known a more close military relationship with the Americans 

than we have at the moment, so we’d plan together and all that 

goes with it. 

 

AM: But we didn’t necessarily know about that withdrawal? 
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NC: Well I think there are politics associated with this, as distinct 

from military planning.  

 

AM: There always are. Now President Macron’s politics are pretty 

clear about this. He believes in a European army and there is a 

drumbeat of enthusiasm for the EU to have its own army separate 

from NATO. Do you think that’s going to happen? 

NC: I have seen absolutely no evidence of any military planning 

that suggests we’re going to have a European army and no 

declaration to that end has been made. If of course he means 

we’re going to have something where the Europeans spend more 

and nearer 2% of GDP and the burden sharing is better, then 

that’s got to be a good thing I’d have thought. 

 

AM: The President of France is talking about military sovereignty 

for Europe. A lot of people in this country look at that and they’re 

pretty surprised and slightly disconcerted by that idea. 

NC: Yes, I mean our view is that the best way to assure the 

security of Europe is through NATO. NATO’s been around for 70 

years, it’s got very well tried and tested procedures, it’s got 

interoperability which matters to us militarily. So I think most 

people who understand how European defence works reckons that 

that’s the right thing as well. 

 

AM: If we’d been sitting here ten years ago I don’t suppose either 

of us would have expected that in this year we’d be talking so 

much about the Russian threat.  Now Russia is involved in our 

democracy in all sorts of ways, you’ve written very interestingly 

about how – what it’s doing now could lead to something even 

more dangerous. 

NC: Yes and I think Russia is not much more assertive than it was 

ten years ago and it’s got some self-confidence now as it reasserts 

itself as a global power. And of course we see that in Syria where 

it’s had a pretty free reign in terms of what it’s done to promote 

the Assad regime. And of course when I talk about escalation if 
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you look at the complexity of the conditions on the ground in Syria 

you can see how a spark, perhaps even as small as the one that 

happened in 1914 with the Archduke Ferdinand, could occur 

again. Because you’ve got Turkey and Syria now, you’ve got 

American forces in Syria still, you’ve got Russian forces in Syria, 

you’ve got Russian mercenaries in Syria and all manner of 

different terrorist groups as well as the regime itself. So it wouldn’t 

take  a lot for escalation to occur. 

 

AM: There’s a lot of dry tinder around as it were? 

NC: I think that’s a fair way of putting it, yes. 

 

AM: You’ve said that we are in cyber terms already at war with 

Russia. What do you mean by that? 

MC: Well it wasn’t just cyber. I mean the fact of the matter is that 

the character of warfare and for that matter politics has changed, 

predominately because of the pervasiveness of information, and 

what that means is there are all sorts of new tactics, techniques 

and tools that people are able to  use to seek advantage in this 

sort of blurred grey area below the threshold of what we would 

have called war, and cyber is part of that. What happens in space 

is part of that. Disinformation, subversion, manipulation, 

assassinations and of course the use of mercenaries which are 

very easily undeclared and non-attributable. And when you put 

that sort of cocktail in the mix you can see how it could escalate 

and how therefore miscalculation would be a possibility. 

 

AM: We have to assume that now in this General Election 

campaign Russian bots and Russian planners are sitting in St 

Petersburg or whatever trying to disrupt the democracy, trying to 

set people against people. Trying to divide and demoralise, as 

they have done in previous campaigns. Is there anything we can 

really do about that? 

NC: Well I think a huge of this is about how one educates one’s 

public so that they understand that you need to look a bit deeper 
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into issues than simply believe what you read in 140 characters. 

That’s why these programmes are important, the one like this one 

you run, Andrew. 

 

AM: But do you think we are under attack by Russia every day 

through cyber disinformation? 

NC: I’m not sure that any absolute clear evidence of all of that, 

but we’ve certainly seen it in other elections throughout the world 

and in other diplomatic conditions as well. 

 

AM: There’s a big report by MPs about Russian involvement in the 

British state, in British political parties. Number 10 are sitting on it. 

Are you disappointed that we’re not being able to read that? 

NC; Well again I mean that’s a political question as to when that’s 

published of course and you wouldn’t expect me to comment on 

that.  And it has to go through a process. But I think enough has 

happened in the world over the last five years with Russia Today 

and disinformation and all the rest of it for people understandably 

to be concerned about how that might have impacted upon all 

sorts of democratic processes. 

 

AM: A lot of people watching at home will be listening to you and 

they’ll think here’s a man who knows what’s going on with Russia. 

What can you tell us that we don’t know already? 

NC: Well that’s why I write articles like the one we wrote in the 

Telegraph today. I mean I think there is so much news these days 

and bandwidth is limited, for obvious reasons and what I talk 

about isn’t necessarily on the front page. So I think it’s important 

that we try and educate people that there is still a threat and 

that’s why remembrance matters, coming back to it, because of 

course remembrance is also about education and remembrance 

gives us opportunities as professionals to explain that if you don’t 

prepare for the war you might have to fight there’s a risk you’ll 

lose it when it happens or indeed prevent it from occurring.  
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AM: Is it just Russia that we’re worried about these days or are 

you concerned about China, because online and in all sorts of 

unconventional ways, lots of countries can behave in all sorts of 

unusual ways, I mean whether it’s – I mean we’ve seen 

assassinations,  we’ve seen people being killed in this country, 

we’ve seen really quite aggressive online attacks of one kind or 

another on our sense of ourselves I suppose.  

MC: Yes. I mean when I talk publicly about China I talk about it as 

a challenge and not a threat. And I think the reality we are in the 

Asian century and as a middle ranking power that seeks to be 

prosperous we’ve got to find a way of getting on with China, and 

that’s the challenge that I think we’re all confronted with at the 

moment. 

 

AM: So NATO remains absolutely essential in this? 

MC: Well I think NATO can adapt still further and it is quite 

obvious that the United States is now much more focused on the 

Asian Pacific than it once was. That’s not to say it’s ignoring 

Europe because actually there are more troops in Europe now 

than there were ten years ago, from an American perspective, but 

actually has NATO got a role to play in supporting the United 

States further afield? Many of the European powers have interests 

in Asia, ourselves, the French and the Germans particularly, and 

what does that mean to the future. 

 

AM: So we’re talking about the changing nature of warfare, the 

changing nature of the threat. Again people often look back at the 

way we’ve behaved in the past and the look at something like 

Trident and they say Trident was a very very powerful, potent 

force for a previous era. In this age of internet assaults and cyber 

crime and all the rest of it it’s not really relevant anymore, you 

could save the money.  

NC: Well of course the challenge is it’s very difficult to predict the 

future and of course a programme like Trident is one that’s a 40 to 

50 year programme and if you choose not to do something like 
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that now it would be impossible to get back into it. And who can 

tell what the world will look like in 2035? So it’s an insurance 

policy.  

 

AM: Finally, there are people watching, I fear at the moment, who 

are thinking yes remembrance it was all a  very long time ago. All 

these  old men and women up and down at the Cenotaph it really 

doesn’t matter to me and my future and to my way of life. Talk to 

them. 

NC: Well what they’ll also see today is they’ll see a lot of young 

men out there and women and those young men and women 

fought in campaigns like Afghanistan and the answer is we have 

to remember the living veterans as well who have a huge amount 

to offer to society. And that’s why remembrance is also important 

because it’s about remembering those. And it’s  a quote I often us 

from the Emperor Maurice of the Byzantine empire who said, ‘the 

nation that forgets its defenders will itself  be forgotten.’ 

 

AM: A very profound thought to end on. General Sir Nick Carter 

thanks so much for talking to us. 

 

Ends  


