15 October 1999

John Spellar MP

Minister of State - Armed Forces

The Ministers Correspondence Unit, Room 6140

Ministry of Defence

Main Building

Whitehall 

London SW1A 2HB

Dear Mr Spellar

RAF BUCHAN

I write with reference to the ongoing consultation regarding the UK's Air Surveillance and Control Systems (ASACS).

The Scottish Council's remit is primarily concerned with economic development and it is from this angle that our interest in the consultation lies. However, it is clear the decisions that the Ministry of Defence (MoD) has to take cannot be considered on this basis alone and that strategic defence arguments are of primary importance.

In making our case for the retention of RAF Buchan the Scottish Council believes that there is not only a strong economic and political basis for retaining the base, but there is also a strong strategic basis for this course of action.

The Strategic Case

RAF Buchan provides surveillance and control work for the northern half of the UK Air Defence Region. One of its primary functions is to act as a deterrent to unauthorised military activity in the Region. The Scottish Council would acknowledge that the threat of a military incursion in the UK's Northern flank has diminished as a result of the end of the Cold War. Nonetheless the threat cannot be entirely discounted and the political instability in parts of Eastern Europe, notably the Russian Federation, must be taken account of in the decision making process. It is clear that while the threat of a conventional air attack on the UK is very low, the Northern flank remains the route via which the UK and NATO's air defences are most vulnerable. The southern approaches would involve transit through well-protected 

airspace in mainland Europe and in that regard the RAF Neatishead base is less core to the defence of the nation than the RAF Buchan option.

The reference to NATO is worth expanding. The UK has extensive commitments to the surveillance and policing of our air space as part of NATO's integrated air defence arrangements. It is imperative that the consultation process embraces our NATO allies and takes account of their own developing Air Command and Control System. The expenditure of NATO infrastructure funding at RAF Buchan, in relation to recent capital developments at the site, also places an obligation on the Ministry to take account of the wider NATO perspective on this issue.

The civil elements of the RAF Buchan site are also worth emphasising. This is particularly the case in an area that has the major concentration of the UK's oil and gas assets and the fixed installations which accompany these. The need for the UK to effectively police its skies and to be actively seen to be doing so is important. Whilst technology would permit this to be carried out from a site other than RAF Buchan it is SCDI's view that a northern monitoring facility would be advantageous in terms of response and co-ordination to potential incidents offshore. This "local knowledge" element that is offered by retaining the Buchan site is also crucial to the military aspects of the site.

To summarise, SCDI views retention of RAF Buchan as being vital to retaining the breadth of strategic knowledge and expertise needed to maintain adequate air defence security for the UK. The consultation offers three options for future arrangements. Firstly, the retention of the existing three Control and Reporting Centres which on cost grounds is viewed as the less favoured alternative to rationalisation. The rationalisation option centres on the rundown of either RAF Buchan or RAF Neatishead in Norfolk. The decision to retain RAF Boulmer in Northumberland having been made. As stated, on strategic grounds the Scottish Council views the case for retention of Buchan as being extremely compelling. However, we are not convinced of the need to close either base. The economic implications will be touched on in the following paragraphs, but in our view there are strong strategic arguments for retaining all three centres and maintaining existing working patterns. That this may require fresh and innovative thinking in relation to the funding of the "status quo" position should not deter the Ministry of Defence from devoting considerably more effort to explore such options.

The Economic and Political Case

Analysis by Aberdeenshire Council suggests that the contribution made by RAF Buchan directly to the local economy is of the order of £10m annually, with a further £2m contributed indirectly. The loss of such inputs into an area already suffering from rising unemployment would be extremely serious, and would exacerbate the difficulties already facing the locale due to its relatively narrow economic base.

The financial basis for the preferred option of retaining RAF Neatishead, instead of RAF Buchan, in combination with RAF Boulmer appears to be somewhat open to question. The estimated cost saving of £1.5m over a nine year period is marginal and is based on a range of assumptions which must in our view be open to a more critical examination. Indeed the nine-year cost saving for the two centre as opposed to three-centre option, which is estimated at £16-£17m, is clearly within the scope of being bridged should a more innovative financial approach be considered.

It is clear that the whole basis on which the initial financial estimates have been drawn up must be re-visited and subjected to closer independent scrutiny before a final decision is made. It would be our view that this should be done in a holistic fashion and should take account of the knock on impacts of closure of either Buchan or Neatishead on the wider public purse.

The final decision should also be sympathetic to, and take account of, the new constitutional arrangements across the United Kingdom. Whilst closure of RAF Buchan would not mean the loss of strategic air cover for Scotland, the lack of a fully staffed Control and Reporting Centre based on Scottish soil would undoubtedly lead to questions regarding the MoD's commitment to fulfilling its UK remit. The present concentration of defence expenditure in the South and East of the United Kingdom would only add to this perception.

Summary

The Scottish Council is not convinced of the need to alter the current arrangement based around the three Control and Reporting Centres. If there is to be a change to this situation it needs to be one based on much more rigorous and independent analysis which will look at not only the direct cost implications but the indirect impacts on other parts of the public purse. In addition to the strategic and operational arguments SCDI would urge the MoD to consider carefully the need to ensure that its investment policy takes account of its need to be accountable to the whole of the United Kingdom.

Lastly, SCDI would suggest that there is a clear role here for the Defence Select Committee to take a close interest in this issue and to seek a more thorough analysis of the options and implications for change in the UK's Air Surveillance and Control Systems.

Yours sincerely

Ian Armstrong

Manager - North East Scotland
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