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Abstract 

 

Arguably, the most important duty of the state is to defend itself and its citizens from external threats. 

In the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, this duty rests with the Westminster 

Parliament and UK Government. Yet, in order to actually fulfil this duty, the government asks civilians 

to serve and potentially make the ultimate sacrifice. Thus, the state is permanently in debt to those who 

have served their country in the process of defending the realm. In order to repay this debt, the state 

commits to ensure that those who have served and their families are not disadvantaged by said service. 

Subsequently, it has long been assumed that the responsibility to repay this debt rests with the 

parliament at Westminster and the UK Government. This thesis documents that this is not the case; 

rather, it is shared by all the legislatures of the UK. Despite the creation of the Scottish Parliament, the 

Welsh Senedd (formerly the Welsh National Assembly), and the Northern Ireland Assembly, it is 

assumed that defence policy is the sole responsibility of the UK Parliament. This thesis highlights how 

this assumption made in both political and academic discourse is incorrect.  

By examining the case of the defence footprint and how defence policy concerns are engaged with in 

devolved politics, this thesis highlights how it is a mistake to rely on a devolved/non-devolved heuristic 

to conceptualise governance in a contemporary United Kingdom. Through employing aspects of new 

institutionalism, this thesis provides a single case study of how governance in the UK is more complex 

than many established approaches allege. The approach taken in this thesis allows for a clearer 

exploration of what different layers of government actually do rather than focusing on what statute says 

they should not do. Subsequently, this thesis contributes further to the study of governance, offering 

lessons more widely related to policy complexity in multi-level systems of governance. Ultimately, this 

thesis makes the case that viewing governance in the UK exclusively through the lens of where powers 

formally lie is an oversimplification. 

Finally, in examining defence policy concerns as they relate to devolution, this thesis engages with a 

topic that has not been explored by scholarship. In the process of documenting how defence becomes a 

mainstream point of political discussion in the devolved institutions, this thesis shows how uniformity 

should not be assumed between the devolved nations. Their histories, cultures, and political contexts 

are distinctive and unique. As this thesis reveals, this uniqueness explains why defence as a devolved 

concern differs between Scotland, Cymru, and the north of Ireland.  
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

Whose coat’s that jacket? 

- Wenglish, Welsh slang to ask who has forgotten their coat, or jacket 

 

Whose job’s it to do that? Trying to understand which layer of government is responsible for what is a 

central component of political discourse within the United Kingdom. Understanding whether it is local 

authorities, Westminster, or, historically, the European Union has become complex. Since the advent 

of devolution, however, this question has become more common, more profound, and impacts on the 

daily lives of people across the UK. As the coronavirus pandemic, which has impacted the lives of many 

- certainly the process of this thesis - and continues to impact globally, worsened, on the evening of 

Monday 23 March 2020 Prime Minister Boris Johnson MP addressed the United Kingdom: 

“From this evening I must give the British people a very simple instruction - you must stay at home.” 

On Thursday 26 March 2020 the UK’s first coronavirus lockdown legally came into force following 

the passage of the Coronavirus Act 2020. Thus, the answer to, “Whose job’s it to do that?” when it 

came to responding to the pandemic would appear to be the UK Government. As one wave of 

restrictions eased, to be followed by the tiers, the ‘circuit breaker’, and yet another lockdown, UK 

Government ministers announced “the rules” for the “country”. Yet, these were only applicable to one 

country - England. Confusion would rule for a few days as the governments of Scotland, Wales, and 

Northern Ireland attempted to explain that their rules were different to what had just been announced. 

Twitter accounts such as @thatsdevolved sought to tell the media they were reporting changes 

incorrectly. And yet, despite the experiences of the past eighteen months, the complexities of 

governance in the UK are still regularly underestimated in policy discourse. In answering the question 

“Whose job’s it to do that?” all too often the supremacy of Westminster is assumed.  

This thesis looks at another one of these areas: defence policy. It explores how the devolved institutions 

of Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales engage with defence policy concerns. In doing so it is argued 

that it is a mistake to rely on a devolved/non-devolved heuristic to conceptualise governance in the 

contemporary United Kingdom, as current conceptualisations of governance in the UK tend to do. As 

this thesis identifies, the examination of nominally reserved policy areas and their relationship with 

devolved politics has generally been neglected by scholars; however, overlapping policy footprints may 

place these well within the remit of the sub-state legislative bodies. In contrast, therefore, this thesis 
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documents how defence – a policy area nominally legally reserved to Westminster and the UK 

Government – has in fact become a mainstream point of policy discussion in the politics of all the 

devolved nations. Moreover, in many cases, the Ministry of Defence needs the devolved institutions of 

the United Kingdom to support delivery and implementation of its own policies. Subsequently, this 

thesis further elucidates how elected representatives from Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales view 

the role of the devolved administrations regarding defence, and the state of relations with the Ministry 

of Defence. Furthermore, contributions to research on governance in the United Kingdom will be made, 

offering lessons more widely related to policy complexity in multi-level systems of governance. 

As is widely acknowledged, having been born out of multiple different factors, the creation of devolved 

legislatures in the late 1990s fundamentally changed governance in the UK. Subsequently, researchers 

have been tasked with explaining how the new institutional framework of governance actually 

functions. It should not be underestimated how profoundly the advent of devolution has altered the way 

the UK is governed, even if current political and cultural notions of parliamentary sovereignty would 

suggest otherwise. Indeed, as this thesis argues, devolution has impacted governance in ways that are 

often difficult to identify and quantify. These changes have impacted almost all parts of the UK state. 

Despite this, it is clear that within both politics and academia the impacts of devolution are not always 

fully appreciated or researched. In political circles, it has become increasingly apparent that policy 

makers across the UK are comfortable willingly misunderstanding and/or misrepresenting 

contemporary institutional frameworks of governance. Indeed, the UK Government’s response to the 

coronavirus pandemic very much reveals this to be the case. Within scholarship, as will be elaborated 

on in Chapter Two, research into devolution does not - with rare exceptions - focus on how governance 

functions in a post-devolution United Kingdom. Rather, it overwhelmingly examines topics such as 

national identities, the history of devolution, and divergences in public policy between the nations of 

the United Kingdom. It should thus be noted that this research has been undertaken in the context of a 

lacuna in the literature. Subsequently, this thesis seeks to plot a path to conceptualise governance in the 

UK that is no longer centralised and coherent. 

Governance in the UK is overwhelmingly conceptualised through the lens of what powers and 

responsibilities are devolved to Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales, and what is reserved to 

Westminster. This conceptualisation is based on the formal legislative framework within which 

devolution is situated. Specifically, the Scotland Act 1998, Northern Ireland Act 1998 and the 

Government of Wales Act 2006 establish the powers and responsibilities, and create the devolved 

legislatures, of Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales respectively. It should be noted that there is no 

formal legal reservation within devolution statute that precludes a devolved institutions from discussing 

or and engaging with topics that they do not have responsibility for. Although not the prime 

consideration in political discourse, references to who is responsible for what are never far from 

comment among decision makers. Indeed, as will be seen through this thesis, a devolved/non-devolved 
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heuristic exists within UK politics which does not actually capture the division of responsibilities or 

process of policy making. This notion of governance among policy makers is also operating in the 

shadow of notions of parliamentary sovereignty and the supremacy of Westminster. This context has 

thus presented scholarship with a challenging ecosystem within which to work: specifically, the tension 

between traditional views of governance in the UK alongside a state which has been reorganised to 

include multiple layers of government. As this thesis contends, the UK is not like any other state, and 

thus well-established frameworks used to explain governance in states with multiple layers of 

government are often limited in their usefulness. 

The limitations of current frameworks are revealed in this thesis through the case of defence policy. 

Within the formal legal framework of devolution in the UK, defence is one of the few areas of policy 

which is nominally reserved in its entirety to the UK Government and Westminster. Present within all 

current devolution statutes, are reservations concerning defence and the armed forces. Consequently, 

the perception exists that defence policy should not be of concern to the devolved institutions. 

Nevertheless, as will be documented in this thesis, the notion that defence is the sole responsibility of 

the Westminster Parliament and UK Government does not accurately represent the reality of policy 

making and implementation. Throughout this research, the term “defence policy” is understood as being 

inclusive of a broad range of topics, including the deployment of troops to conflict zones, the UK’s 

nuclear deterrent, the defence estate, and healthcare of veterans. Of these topics, some clearly overlap 

with devolved responsibilities, whereas others do not. Subsequently, what is termed the “defence 

footprint” by this thesis encompasses issues within defence policy that cut across and interact with the 

powers and responsibilities of the devolved institutions. 

To elaborate further on the notion of the defence footprint, the following paragraphs provide some 

practical examples to understand how the defence footprint extends across the responsibilities of the 

devolved institutions. For example, the Scottish Parliament, Northern Ireland Assembly, and Senedd 

are all responsible for vast swathes of public policy, such as health, housing, and the environment in 

their respective nations. Thus, policy initiatives and decisions made by the Ministry of Defence that 

relate to any matter within the purview of the devolved institutions creates the need for a response on 

the part of the devolved administrations. The Armed Forces Covenant is a prime example of this 

dynamic, the impact of which will be examined within this thesis. Not only do the devolved institutions 

have a role in implementing policy initiatives - such as the previously mentioned Armed Forces 

Covenant - they also have to react to decisions taken by the Ministry of Defence, the key example in 

this case being the rationalisation of the defence estate and closure of military installations. This 

example will be examined further in upcoming chapters. 

Concurrent with the relatively top-down examples given so far, it is also the case that armed service 

personnel, their families, and veterans, when stationed in or living in Scotland, Northern Ireland, or 
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Wales, access public services run by the devolved governments. Subsequently, these devolved public 

services have to consider the needs of the armed forces' community in the planning and delivery of 

services. For example, the Welsh NHS has created a specific service for veterans: Veterans NHS Wales. 

Thus, in practical terms, defence policy concerns extend across areas which are the responsibility of the 

devolved institutions. Subsequently, to view defence as reserved, based solely on the formal legislative 

position ignores the reality of governance in this area.  

As established, the case of defence policy is more complex than the legislative position suggests: 

defence policy concerns are not exclusively reserved to the Westminster Parliament and UK 

Government. The use of defence as a case study helps to expose how the devolved/non-devolved 

heuristic in UK politics is so embedded that it is often hard to identify. As will be seen throughout this 

thesis, the notion that defence matters are not for the devolved institutions to consider is a pervasive 

one which prevents full engagement with defence issues on the part of the devolved institutions in the 

early years of devolution. An important story told by this thesis is how defence policy concerns have 

evolved from a topic to be handled exclusively by Westminster and the UK Government to a central 

point of policy discussion in the devolved legislatures. Subsequently, this thesis regularly uses the term 

“mainstreaming” to capture this evolution in the devolved legislatures’ understanding of their role with 

respect to defence policy.  

Mainstreaming has been coined as a term to highlight the phenomenon of defence concerns becoming 

important within devolved politics. The notion of mainstreaming in this context could be useful beyond 

just the case study of defence policy detailed in the empirical chapters. In order to identify when an 

issue or topic is being mainstreamed or has become mainstreamed, it is important to take a holistic view 

and identify where said issue or topic is being discussed. It is important to evaluate a combination of 

sources to identify if mainstreaming has occurred. In practical terms, this should include consideration 

of the following:  

• the manifestos of political parties,  

• discussion within parliamentary proceedings,  

• the creation of cross-party groups on a topic,  

• specific policies and programmes by executives, 

• the inclusion of specific funding streams within annual budgets. 

As will be documented in later chapters, in the case of defence policy concerns, all of the 

aforementioned examples can be identified across the devolved nations. It is important, however, to 

note that merely quantifying these factors should not be considered as sufficient to conclude that an 

issue has become mainstreamed. Although quantifying the number of mentions a topic may have in a 

manifesto, for example, can be useful to identify the start of a trend, if the mentions are superficial and 

do not accompany clear policy asks or commitments, then the mention of them can be unhelpful in 
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trying to understand whether a topic or issue has become mainstreamed. Subsequently, it is important 

that the engagement with a topic is interpreted sufficiently to ensure that meanings and context are fully 

understood so not to get a false impression of the relative importance of an issue. Overall, the 

phenomenon of mainstreaming is an important story highlighted in the empirical chapters of this thesis.  

Despite there being commonalities between the devolved nations’ experiences of defence policy 

concerns, it must be emphasised how each nation’s story is unique. The case of defence as a devolved 

policy concern within Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales exist within their own nation-specific 

contexts. As this research establishes, in the case of Scotland, defence as a devolved policy can be 

understood best through the lens of nation-building and Scotland’s future constitutional arrangements; 

in Northern Ireland, defence policy is impacted by well-established and ever present ethno-cultural 

cleavages; while the Welsh case is best understood by viewing defence policy concerns through the 

lens of Wales being “forgotten”. This thesis thus argues that it is vital to value context in the process of 

drawing inferences in frameworks used to analyse and evaluate devolution in the UK.   

The relevance of this research, beyond attempting to bridge a gap in the study of governance in the UK, 

centres on two of its key conclusions. Firstly, by challenging the false dichotomy of policy being 

exclusively either devolved or reserved, it aims to recast notions of policy making and governance in a 

contemporary UK. The focus on the devolved/non-devolved heuristic in governance in the UK, as the 

case of defence will show, does not capture the reality of governance in the UK and thus leads to 

important local contexts being forgotten in the process of making decisions. Secondly, it seeks to present 

a compelling argument for why new and innovative frameworks are needed to understand governance 

in a contemporary UK. 

Armed Forces Covenant 

The following section briefly outlines the basis of the Armed Forces Covenant, its content, how it 

impacts on devolution, and why it is of key importance to this research. Although the term, often used 

interchangeably with military covenant, entered political discourse in the early 2000s, it only became a 

tangible commitment to the armed forces’ community from 2010. The Covenant which exists today 

came out of the UK Government’s 2010 commitment to “rebuild the Military Covenant…” (Cabinet 

Office, 2010: 15). As will be reiterated in following chapters, the commitment around the Covenant 

was born of two key considerations. First among these was related to the fallout from the Iraq and 

Afghanistan wars. Specifically, the death of troops and the needs of those returning from both conflict 

zones changed notions of the state’s role with respect to the armed forces’ community. Alongside this, 

the salience of the issue increased with campaigns from organisations such as The Royal British Legion 

and Help for Heroes. Secondly, within this context, political considerations of the main UK political 

parties saw the advent of a specific policy offer for the armed forces community. Indeed, the 

Conservative Party - who would later go on to form a coalition government with the Liberal Democrats 
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- committed to “restore the Military Covenant and ensure that our Armed Forces, their families and 

veterans are properly taken care of.” (Conservative Party, 2010: 106) Thus, following these policy 

commitments, the Armed Forces Covenant - although not legally enforceable - was put on a statutory 

basis via the Armed Forces Act 2011. The Act requires the UK Secretary of State for Defence to produce 

an annual report to Parliament on the implementation of the Covenant. 

The Covenant itself is short - consisting of fewer than 250 words - yet has had a profound impact on 

the implementation of policies for the armed forces’ community in the United Kingdom. Noted as a 

commitment between the people of the UK, the UK Government and those who have served and their 

families, the main logic behind the Covenant is that no-one who has served, or their families, should be 

disadvantaged by said service: 

“Those who serve in the Armed Forces, whether regular or Reserve, those who have served in 

the past, and their families, should face no disadvantage compared to other citizens in the 

provision of public and commercial services. Special consideration is appropriate in some 

cases, especially for those who have given most such as the injured and the bereaved.” (UK 

Government, 2016) 

Thus, the Covenant provides the basis for a specific policy offer for the armed forces’ community. 

Considering it does not specify how disadvantage is prevented, or what specific considerations may be 

needed, the Covenant is up for discussion over how it actually operates in practice. That being said, 

outside of Northern Ireland the content of the Covenant itself is not controversial. 

Having set out the context behind and the content of the Covenant, its relationship to devolution and 

this research will now be elaborated on. In terms of devolution, quite simply, the devolved governments 

and legislatures are responsible for vast swathes of public services. Thus, under the auspices of the 

Covenant, it is the responsibility of the Scottish Government, Welsh Government, and Northern Ireland 

Executive to ensure that no-one who has served, or their families, are disadvantaged in their access to 

public services. In practice this means that the devolved governments have to take partial responsibility 

for the Armed Forces which are explicitly listed as a reservation in all devolution statutes. Considering 

the central aim of this research: to investigate how the nominally reserved policy area of defence 

interacts with devolution and a multi-level state, the Armed Forces Covenant is an integral component 

of achieving this aim. Thus, as will be discussed in more detail in the following chapters, the Covenant 

has both impacted the understanding of the defence footprint in the devolved institutions, as well as 

practical policy implementation. The following section will now document and explore the research 

questions which underpin this thesis.   

 



18 

 

Research questions 

The following section introduces the key research questions on which this thesis is based. In doing so, 

it further explains the rationale behind these research questions. The central aim of this thesis, as 

previously established, is to investigate how the nominally reserved policy area of defence 

interacts with devolution and a multi-level state. Given this central aim and the case documented in 

the previous sections, the following questions have been constructed:  

● What are the fundamental principles underpinning devolution and constitutional reform in the 

United Kingdom? 

 

● What role do the devolved institutions have with respect to defence policy? 

 

● How do representatives from Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales perceive the Ministry of 

Defence's relationship with devolved institutions? 

The motivation behind the choice of research questions will now be explored in more detail, beginning 

with the first of the three research questions: What are the fundamental principles underpinning 

devolution and constitutional reform in the United Kingdom? This question has been constructed to 

support an examination of the factors surrounding the advent of devolution and attempts to aid in 

understanding institutional design. Alongside supporting the examination of contextual factors, this 

question assists in evaluating current conceptualisations of governance and constitutional reform in the 

United Kingdom. This thesis contends that current conceptual and theoretical approaches to governance 

in the UK are limited in their usefulness when applied to the contemporary case. Specifically, 

approaches such as the Westminster Model (hereafter referred to as WM), multi-level governance 

(hereafter referred to as MLG), and federalism, are sometimes unable to provide a basis on which to 

explain constitutional reform and devolution in the UK, nor do they always help to explain the design 

of political institutions. As will be examined more closely in Chapter Two, in many cases, these 

conceptualisations have been developed without the UK example in mind and so their usefulness and 

applicability can be limited when trying to understand contemporary governance in the UK. 

Considering the central aim of this thesis is to investigate how the nominally reserved policy area of 

defence interacts with devolution, it is important to examine how approaches to governance in the UK 

conceptualise the devolved/non-devolved dynamic. As will be noted in the following chapters, in many 

cases the focus on the formal within the approaches highlighted in this section makes attempts to 

examine governance outside the legislative framework of devolution moot. Thus, in order to understand 

the central research topic within this thesis - defence as a devolved policy concern - a clear examination 

of approaches to governance is necessary, something which the aforementioned research question 

supports. 
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The second research question addressed in this thesis is: What role do the devolved institutions have 

with respect to defence policy? This question has been developed for two reasons. Firstly, and quite 

simply, it helps to provide a basis on which to tell the stories of how the devolved institutions engage 

with defence policy concerns. Secondly, once this story has been brought together, it provides the 

evidence on which to show that the devolved/non-devolved heuristic is not an accurate way of 

interpreting governance in the United Kingdom. Breaking down the question further, in asking what 

role the devolved institutions have, this thesis seeks to understand what the devolved institutions 

actually do in respect of defence policy, rather than assuming they do nothing as it is reserved. Do they 

only discuss issues where the defence footprint comes into contact with their own powers and 

responsibilities? Do they simply implement policy as set out by the Ministry of Defence? Do they 

develop their own specific policy offer for the armed forces' community? Alongside these questions on 

the actual role of the devolved institutions, perceptions of the role of the devolved institutions are 

relevant to fully answering this research question. Subsequently, questions relating to how political 

parties and politicians engage with defence policy concerns are also asked. Addressing all the questions 

highlighted in this section is key to understanding the central research topic of this thesis. Specifically, 

this research question provides the framework in which to collate the empirical evidence to show how 

the devolved/non-devolved heuristic is not an accurate way of understanding governance in the UK. 

The final research question to be examined in this section is: How do representatives from Scotland, 

Northern Ireland, and Wales perceive the Ministry of Defence's relationship with devolved institutions? 

This question features in this thesis to support the process of documenting defence policy as a devolved 

concern. Specifically, this line of questioning helps in documenting the devolved/non-devolved 

heuristic which is a key aim of this research. Identifying where the perception of this heuristic exists 

within political discourse is a useful finding to support the overall aims of this research. This question 

is also beneficial in adding more context to the roles and perceived roles of the devolved institutions 

regarding defence policy concerns. Do representatives from Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales 

believe that the Ministry of Defence understands devolution? Do representatives think that their nations 

are adequately engaged with in the decision making processes of the Ministry of Defence? Despite 

focusing on devolved perceptions of the relationship - and not the views of the Ministry of Defence - 

this line of questioning helps in telling a detailed story about how the defence footprint impacts the 

devolved institutions. 

Thus, taken together, the three research questions on which this thesis is based provide the framework 

in which the central aim of this research is achievable, namely, how the nominally reserved policy area 

of defence does in fact interact with devolution and a multi-level state. 
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Methodology 

The following section provides a brief overview of the methodological approach and assumptions made 

in this thesis. This research adopts a relativist ontology and interpretivist epistemology. The basis for 

this approach is based on this research’s focus on the informal and institutional change over time. 

Subsequently, this approach supports answering research questions in fully rounded and holistic 

manner. Logically following on from this approach is the choice of qualitative methods which are able 

to support the drawing of inferences and explanations on the basis of specific observed cases. A more 

detailed account of the methodology of this thesis can be found in Chapter Three. 

Thesis structure  

This chapter has introduced the topic of defence as a devolved policy concern. It has set out some of 

the key themes that will be encountered in relation to defence policy concerns as they relate to the 

powers and responsibilities of the devolved institutions. It has also noted how the case of defence policy 

has been chosen to elucidate the flaws in the devolved/non-devolved heuristic. Research questions and 

the rationale behind them have also been set out in this first chapter. The following section will now set 

out the structure of the rest of this thesis and provide a brief overview of the topics covered in each 

subsequent chapter. 

Chapter Two explores how devolution and governance have been examined within scholarship. The 

purpose of Chapter Two is threefold. Firstly, it provides further context and background on the evolution 

of the UK state and establishment of the devolved legislatures in Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales. 

Secondly, literature on devolution is highlighted to illuminate the gaps that this thesis seeks to address. 

Finally, a detailed examination of approaches to governance in the UK is undertaken. In this section the 

case is made that current conceptualisations of governance can be limited in their usefulness when 

applied to the contemporary United Kingdom. Specifically, federalism and MLG, as well as a number 

of institutional approaches are examined. Subsequently, the chapter develops the conceptual framework 

which is employed in this thesis. 

In Chapter Three, the methodological design and process of this thesis are engaged with and elaborated 

on. The chapter sets out the ontological and epistemological positions taken by this research, namely 

relativism and interpretivism. Subsequently, justifications are provided for this being a qualitative 

study. Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion of data collection and the sources used within 

this thesis. 

Chapters Four, Five, and Six discuss each of the devolved nations’ stories in relation to defence policy. 

Chapter Four examines Scotland, with Chapter Five discussing Northern Ireland, and Chapter Six 

highlighting Wales’ story. As the three empirical chapters of this thesis, each chapter follows roughly 

the same structure. Initially they open with a quote from interviews conducted as part of this research, 

before moving on to detail the specifics of their relative devolution settlements as set out in statute. 
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Following on from this, political party manifestos are examined for the first three elections to the 

devolved legislatures to see what, if anything, they say about defence policy concerns. The chapters 

then detail discussion of defence issues in each of the nations’ parliaments between 1999 and 2011. 

This structure is then repeated with an examination of party manifestos for the 2011, 2016 - and in the 

case of Northern Ireland, 2017 - devolved legislative election. Lastly, parliamentary proceedings 

between 2011 and 2020 are examined, once more with the discussion of defence policies being 

highlighted. These chapters conclude by summarising the key points specific to each nation’s story 

while also applying and evaluating the conceptual frameworks engaged with in this thesis. 

Chapter Seven of this thesis is summative in its approach. The purpose of this chapter is to focus on the 

similarities and differences between each of the devolved nations’ stories. The chapter is initially 

structured around three key themes which can be identified across the devolved nations. During the 

investigation of these, shared similarities and differences between the nations are discussed with 

explanations for such being offered. This chapter concludes with a final evaluation of the conceptual 

frameworks used in this thesis. 

Finally, Chapter Eight answers the key research questions previously stated in this chapter. After 

answering these questions, there is a clear statement of the main findings of this research. The chapter 

then concludes by noting the contributions to research made by this thesis before noting potential 

avenues for future study.  

Main findings 

Briefly, this section introduces and highlights the main findings of this research. In total, this research 

has six findings which fall into two different categories: empirical and conceptual. Five of the findings 

are empirical whereas one is conceptual. The first finding of this research is that defence policy concerns 

are not the sole responsibility of the Ministry of Defence. Although this point may seem moot 

considering the purpose of this research, this thesis documents how defence policy issues cut across 

multiple responsibilities of the devolved institutions. Of note is that in many cases, decisions taken by 

the Ministry of Defence require a policy response from the devolved legislatures and governments. The 

fact that in order to achieve its policy goals, the Ministry of Defence needs action from devolved 

institutions highlights how considering defence policy as a matter solely reserved to Westminster is 

incorrect in contemporary politics. 

The following three empirical findings all relate to each nation’s specific relationship with defence 

policy issues and how their own mainstreaming stories differ from one another. In respect of Scotland, 

this thesis finds that the downstream impacts of the Afghanistan and Iraq wars played a central role in 

the mainstreaming of defence policy concerns. It is also clear how in Scotland, defence policy issues 

increasingly have a nation-building and constitutional element. Regarding Northern Ireland, this 

research reveals that ethno-cultural cleavages present in the region have a clear impact on the 
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mainstreaming of defence policy. Indeed, although not a novel fining, the case of defence policy in 

Northern Ireland as will later be documented is in line with the existing understanding of the region 

being a case apart. Finally, the Welsh case reveals how actors within the nation feel forgotten about by 

the Ministry of Defence, regardless of their politics.  

The final empirical finding of this research concerns the downstream impacts of the Afghanistan and 

Iraq wars, alongside the creation of the Armed Forces Covenant. These factors were all influential on 

the understanding of defence policy within the devolved institutions. Although these factors had 

differential impacts across the different nations, they are key to explaining how and why defence policy 

becomes mainstreamed into devolved politics. It is important to note that the legislative position of the 

devolved institutions in respect of defence policy has not changed since the establishment of the 

devolved institutions, yet their understanding and involvement in defence issues has radically changed.  

The only conceptual finding of this research, and the final overall finding, relates to the devolved/non-

devolved heuristic. Specifically, this thesis finds that this heuristic oversimplifies how governance 

actually works in the contemporary UK. This finding is shown through empirical study how simplifying 

governance in the UK into the devolved/non-devolved heuristic minimises the role the devolved 

institutions play in the contemporary UK. All of these finding will be explored in more detail in Chapter 

Eight.  
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Chapter Two 

Literature review and theoretical framework 

 

Introduction 

Since 1999, the United Kingdom has been home to four legislatures: the UK Parliament at Westminster, 

and three devolved legislatures: the Scottish Parliament, Senedd Cymru/the Welsh Parliament 

(originally established as the National Assembly for Wales in 1999), and the Northern Ireland 

Assembly. The creation of additional law-making bodies has inevitably made understanding and 

conceptualising governance in the UK more complicated. Since their creation, the devolved parliaments 

have been responsible for vast swathes of public policy. Areas which have always been their 

responsibility, and thus “devolved” include health, housing, and education, for example. In contrast to 

this, topics such as monetary policy, foreign relations, and defence continue to be the responsibility of 

the Westminster Parliament and thus “reserved”. The delineation of powers and responsibilities 

between the different layers of government is formally set out in legislation. Each nation has its own 

statute outlining the powers of its respective legislature; these are the Scotland Act 1998, the 

Government of Wales Act 2006, and the Northern Ireland Act 1998. This delineation has created a 

heuristic in the understanding of governance in the UK which will be documented in the following 

chapters. Namely, that the separation of powers and responsibilities as seen in statute is the primary 

way of understanding governance in the contemporary UK. This overly simplistic view sees policy 

areas which are “reserved” to Westminster in statute as the sole responsibility of Westminster. As such, 

due to the reservations contained within the devolution statute, the perception exists that defence is an 

entirely reserved matter. Specifically, both the Scotland Act 1998 and the Government of Wales Act 

2006 explicitly reserve: “the naval, military or air forces of the Crown, including reserve forces.” The 

Northern Ireland Act 1998 reserves: “the armed forces of the Crown.” Yet, as will be shown in this 

research, this devolved/non-devolved heuristic does not accurately capture the reality of policy making 

and implementation regarding defence policy concerns. 

Subsequently, this research fills a lacuna within the literature, setting out an approach for the study of 

policy development and impact within systems of devolution. Working within the context of a gap in 

the literature in relation to devolution and defence policy, this chapter engages with theoretical 

approaches towards studying devolution in the United Kingdom, evaluating which aspects of the 

different theories are useful in answering this thesis’ research questions. This chapter comes in two 

overarching parts. In the first section, this chapter will examine descriptions and understandings of the 

UK state and how they have evolved over time as governance in the UK has become more complex. 

Following on from this examination, the background and history of devolution is reviewed in detail, 
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with reference to the devolution statute and how the devolution settlements have evolved over time. 

After engaging with the history of devolution, this section examines academic literature on 

constitutional reform and devolution. In the second part of this chapter, focus turns to the theoretical 

approaches employed to investigate governance in the UK. Taken in turn, federalism, multi-level 

governance, and new institutionalism are discussed and engaged with. This chapter then concludes by 

arguing that a combination of tools is required to support the examination of contemporary governance 

in the United Kingdom. 

Part One 

Unitary state to asymmetrical devolution  

Historical descriptions of the pre-devolution United Kingdom label it a unitary state (Royal 

Commission on the Constitution, 1973: 54), this conceptualisation being held as the “orthodox view” 

for a number of years (Mitchell, 2009: 5). Unitary states are: 

“built up around one unambiguous political centre which enjoys economic dominance and 

pursues a more or less undeviating policy of administrative standardization [sic]. All areas of 

the state are treated alike, and all institutions are directly under the control of the centre.” 

(Rokkan and Urwin, 1982: 11) 

Rokkan and Urwin’s (1982) work on state formation would coined the term “union state”, a label 

subsequently used to describe the United Kingdom among academics and stakeholders (ibid: 12). 

Briefly, the union state concept denotes a system of governance in which uniform administrative 

standardisation has not occurred. The term captured that the formation of the United Kingdom – through 

dynastic union and conquest – enabled some pre-formation institutions and rights to still exist, 

preserving some elements of regional autonomy (Rokkan and Urwin, 1982: 11). The notion of the union 

state as proposed by Rokkan and Urwin (1982) is an abstract model that sought to explain both the 

formation and development of governance in the UK. Specifically, it pointed to the fact that the United 

Kingdom did not exhibit the same features as other supposed unitary states. Within both scholarship 

and political discourse, the union state was adopted as the new orthodoxy within which to view the 

United Kingdom (Mitchell, 2009: 6). Yet, as an approximation, this model has subsequently evolved as 

governance of the UK has changed. As contemporaneously noted by Mitchell, conceptualising “the UK 

as a union state already looks rather ragged in its inability to help us conceive of the United Kingdom 

after devolution” (2009: 6). Mitchell subsequently sought to conceived the UK as a “state of unions” 

(ibid). Within scholarship these different conceptualisations have been accepted, utilised, and continue 

to be devolved and built on, including by this thesis. 
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Although scholarship has sought to develop and remake models to explain the United Kingdom, 

Mitchell argues that the unitary state remained the “conceptual lens” (2009: 6) through which 

constitutional reform was viewed by those governing the UK. Although Mitchell’s observation was 

made some two decades ago, it remains relevant in today’s work on the constitution. While much 

analysis of the constitution has now moved beyond the discussion of ontological questions of the nature 

of the UK state, many political actors continue view the UK as a unitary state. Therefore, whilst the 

contemporary United Kingdom does not fit with the traditional definition of a unitary state, it continues 

operates in the shadow of one. 

The irony implicit in political actors continued conceptualisation of the UK as unitary is that the UK 

has in fact never been a unitary state in the truest sense of the term. Scotland’s legal system was 

preserved and kept separate from England’s as part of the 1706 Treaty of Union; the first piece of 

Wales-only legislation, Sunday Closing (Wales) Act 1881, provided for the closure of public houses in 

Wales; territorial secretaries of state have existed in the UK Government since the establishment of the 

Scottish Office in 1885 (Mitchell, 2009: 18), and Northern Ireland previously had its own parliament 

for fifty years following the partition of Ireland in 1922. The United Kingdom has thus, throughout its 

existence, reflected internal national variations, to differing degrees, in its institutions and laws. 

The historic differences between the nations of the UK are seen again in the Scotland Act 1998, the 

Government of Wales Act 1998 and the Northern Ireland Act 1998, which grant Scotland, Wales and 

Northern Ireland elements of self-government; the responsibilities and structures contained within each 

Act differ greatly. The 1998 Acts provide for different settlements in the different territories, 

empowering the different nations in different ways. These differences between the devolved powers 

and structures set out in the 1998 Acts are stark and require elaboration. 

Firstly, it is important to explore the different ways in which power has been devolved in the United 

Kingdom. The UK devolves power away from Westminster using two different models – the reserved 

powers model and the conferred powers model. The reserved powers model defines in law what the 

devolved institution cannot do by reserving powers to the Westminster parliament. The conferred 

powers model, on the other hand, defines in law what a devolved institution can do; powers are 

conferred onto the body (Moon and Evans, 2017: 336-338). Generally, the reserved powers model is 

thought of as a superior way of devolving power as, in theory, it provides for more clarity (Commission 

on Devolution in Wales, 2014: 37-38; Moon and Evans, 2017: 352-353). 

Secondly, the Scotland Act 1998 re-establishes the Scottish Parliament – subsumed within the 

Westminster parliament in 1707 – with the power to pass primary legislation and alter the basic rate of 

income tax by up to three pence in the pound. The 1998 Act instituted Scotland’s devolution settlement 

with a reserved powers model. This means that powers are simply considered to be either devolved or 

reserved. An area is considered devolved by virtue of not appearing in Schedule 5 of the Act. Any 
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matter listed in Schedule 5 is deemed to be reserved and thus the responsibility of the Westminster 

parliament and UK Government. Powers devolved to the Scottish Parliament include responsibility for 

health, housing, and education. Thus, regarding the defence footprint, topics such as the schooling of 

children whose parents are stationed in Scotland is an issue for the Scottish Government, not the MoD. 

Similarly, as highlighted earlier, it is the responsibility of the Scottish Government to design a specific 

policy offer for veterans living in Scotland. 

The Northern Ireland Act 1998 creates the Northern Ireland Assembly and grants it the ability to pass 

primary legislation. The 1998 Act categorises the legislative powers of the Northern Ireland Assembly 

in three ways: transferred, reserved, and excepted. Despite the three categories, the Northern Ireland 

settlement works on the same principle as a reserved powers model. Powers that are transferred are 

devolved, and powers that are neither reserved nor excepted are also devolved. Areas that are reserved 

can become transferred via an Order on the part of the Secretary of State (Northern Ireland Act 1998,s. 

4(2)). The 1998 Act contains features unique to itself; these include the requirement for a consociational 

system of power-sharing between unionist and nationalist parties (a product of the Northern Irish peace 

process and devolution’s status as a “bargained compromise between two communities with conflicting 

aspirations.” (Gay, 1998: 72)) Policy areas that are devolved to Northern Ireland include health, 

transport, education and social security; powers over taxation, policing and the judiciary were not 

originally devolved. Since 2010, policing and the judiciary have been devolved to the Northern Ireland 

Assembly. 

Lastly, the Government of Wales Act 1998 founded the then National Assembly for Wales as a body 

corporate. Unlike the devolution settlements of both Northern Ireland and Scotland, the Welsh 

settlement provided no powers to pass primary legislation, and no power over taxation; instead, it 

granted the then National Assembly the “rights, powers and duties of the Welsh Secretary.” (Deacon, 

2010: 140) Wales’ devolution settlement was also the only one in which the conferred powers model 

was used to devolve power. The then National Assembly for Wales was thus the least powerful of the 

institutions created in the late 1990s. Regardless of the fact that Wales has the least powerful devolved 

institution, the former National Assembly for Wales was still responsible for vast swathes of public 

policy with which the armed forces' community stationed in Wales came into contact. Indeed, as seen 

through all sections outlining the powers and responsibilities of the devolved institutions at the time of 

their founding, all were responsible for policy areas which were either directly or indirectly impacted 

by the defence footprint. 

While the quasi-federal nature of the post-1999 British state is a relatively new phenomenon, the 

asymmetry embodied within these original devolution statutes “is consistent with Britain’s approach to 

institutional reform.” (Henderson, 2007: 155) Indeed, this asymmetry is, as Mitchell (2009: 15) 

explains, a product of this overarching “approach”: “devolved institutions cannot be understood simply 
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by looking at their founding legislation, policy output or the resources available to them… They owe 

far more to past practice and the informal customary constitution than is often appreciated.” This 

asymmetry can thus be understood as the “logical” approach to develop devolution out of a system of 

government in which the departments responsible for Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland all have 

varying amounts of responsibilities for their respective nations (while England lacked any specific 

department). As the House of Commons Justice Committee’s report on devolution notes, the Ministry 

of Justice describes asymmetry as a way to “cater for specific demands for new democratic institutions 

in those parts of the UK (House of Commons Justice Committee, 2009: 7). Devolution was thus about 

democratising pre-existing arrangements - and arguably, based upon this logic, had the UK been unitary 

in the truest sense of the term, these asymmetries would not be as present today. 

Devolution as a haphazard process, not an event 

Asymmetries exist not only in terms of the powers devolved. There have also been asymmetries – in 

time, focus, and outcome – with regards to the subsequent development of these systems. In the run up 

to the establishment of the then National Assembly for Wales in 1999, Ron Davies, former Secretary 

of State for Wales, famously coined the phrase “devolution is a process, not an event.” This, now 

overused, phrase has come to encapsulate the development of devolution in the UK. Since 1999, the 

reforms to the devolution settlements across Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales can be characterised 

as haphazard, piecemeal, and reactionary. Debates over the broadening and deepening of devolution 

have predominantly taken place in isolation of one another. Although this is a logical extension of 

asymmetrical devolution, the lack of strategic oversight risks undermining the continued existence of 

the United Kingdom. This is particularly the case when looking at fiscal devolution in the UK. 

Debates over devolution have often taken place within one of the devolved nations. Typically, one 

nation has had a commission examine the powers of their legislature, with another nation following or 

playing “catch up”. Detailed accounts of each nation’s devolution story are already available (Rawlings, 

2003; Jeffery, 2009a; Mitchell, 2009; Deacon, 2010) and this thesis does not go into each nation’s 

specific devolution journey as a matter of course. Despite this, it is worth highlighting how – since 1999 

– the debate over devolution has progressed differently in each of the devolved nations. 

It was Wales’ devolution settlement which underwent examination first. Established in 2002, by the 

then Labour-Liberal Democrat Welsh Assembly Government, the Commission on the Powers and 

Electoral Arrangements of the National Assembly for Wales (hereafter the Richard Commission) was 

tasked with reviewing whether “the difficulties encountered in the short history of the Assembly… 

might be attributed to systemic factors in the devolution scheme.” (McAllister, 2005: 494-495) Unlike 

Scotland, Wales did not experience a constitutional convention in the 1990s, leading to Wales’ 

devolution settlement being based on compromise within the Welsh Labour Party (Jeffery, 2009b: 293; 

Moon and Evans, 2017: 338). The devolution proposals put forth by Welsh Labour in the 1990s 
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amounted to a resurrection of Labour’s original plans for devolution in the 1970s. These original plans 

had been born out of compromise within the UK Labour Party which, at the time, was increasingly 

hostile to attempts to restructure the UK state. Subsequently, the devolution settlement of the 1990s was 

in fact based on maintaining harmony within the Labour movement, rather than providing for good 

governance (Moon, 2016). The Richard Commission could be argued to have been Wales’ first example 

of a constitutional convention (McAllister, 2005). The Commission published its findings in March 

2004 and proposed a major overhaul to the structure and functioning of devolution in Wales. In 

summary, it recommended an 80 seat Assembly, elected by the single transferable vote, with the ability 

to pass primary legislation. More technical recommendations included moving devolution in Wales 

from the conferred powers model to the reserved powers model and legally separating the Welsh 

Assembly Government – the executive – from the National Assembly for Wales – the legislature 

(Commission on the Powers and Electoral Arrangements of the National Assembly for Wales, 2004). 

The proposals of the Richard Commission have never been implemented in full; rather, piecemeal 

amendments have occurred – the Government of Wales Act 2006 legally split the executive from 

legislature, and provided a mechanism for the Assembly to pass primary legislation (Moon and Evans, 

2017: 337-340). 

Wales saw the establishment of two more commissions in 2008. The All Wales Convention was tasked 

with discovering whether a referendum on a full law-making National Assembly for Wales could be 

won, while the Independent Commission on Funding and Finance (hereafter the Holtham Commission) 

was charged with examining Wales’ funding since devolution (Jeffery, 2009b: 297). In those particular 

cases, the All Wales Convention noted that a “yes” vote was possible in a referendum on granting the 

National Assembly for Wales full law-making powers (All Wales Convention, 2009). The Holtham 

Commission, on the other hand, provided evidence of how a needs-based funding formula could work 

in practice across the UK and made the case for the devolution of some taxes to Wales, and granting 

borrowing powers to the Welsh Government (Independent Commission on Funding and Finance for 

Wales, 2010). 

Following on from the All Wales Convention and the Holtham Commission, the then Secretary of State 

for Wales, Cheryl Gillan MP announced the creation of a commission to examine the case for devolving 

fiscal powers to the National Assembly for Wales and to assess whether there should be any 

amendments to the powers and responsibilities of the National Assembly for Wales (Bowers and Webb, 

2012: 1). The Commission on Devolution in Wales (hereafter the Silk Commission) was essentially 

created to mimic what the Calman Commission, which will be highlighted in the next section, had 

achieved in Scotland. The Silk Commission was split into two distinctive streams of work – the first 

looking at financial accountability, and the second looking at the powers of the then National Assembly 

for Wales (Bowers and Webb, 2012). The first report of the Silk Commission effectively restates what 

the Holtham Commission had, alongside calling for the full or partial devolution of certain taxes such 
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as landfill tax and income tax (Commission on Devolution in Wales, 2012). The second report of the 

Silk Commission recommends a major change in the way in which power is devolved to Wales – it, 

however, essentially restates what the Richard Commission had said some ten years earlier – that the 

reserved powers model should be used for devolving power to Wales (Commission on Devolution in 

Wales, 2014). What the Silk Commission did, in essence, was to try to move Wales closer to the Scottish 

model of devolution in both legal and financial terms. Most of the Silk Commission’s proposals were 

implemented via the Wales Act 2014 and Wales Act 2017. Thus, Wales’ experience of devolution has 

been one of shifting sands in which an institution has sought to solidify its roles and responsibilities. 

The same experiences have not been as pronounced in Scotland and Northern Ireland. The first major 

examination of Scottish devolution comes in 2007 with the establishment of the Commission on 

Scottish Devolution (hereafter the Calman Commission). Following the Scottish National Party’s (SNP) 

success in the 2007 Scottish Parliamentary elections, the Scottish Parliament – against the wishes of the 

minority SNP government – passed a motion approving the creation of a commission “to review the 

provisions of the Scotland Act 1998.” (Holden, 2010: 7-8) The commitment was later taken up by the 

UK Government who established the commission with representation from the Scottish Labour Party, 

Scottish Conservative Party, and Scottish Liberal Democrats (Holden, 2010: 10-11). Unlike in Wales, 

the Scottish devolution settlement functioned well from the establishment of the Scottish Parliament in 

1999 (Keating, 2008: 3). The Commission’s final report was published in June 2009 and includes 63 

recommendations: 21 for the Scottish Parliament and 42 for the UK Government (Holden, 2010: 48). 

Unlike the Richard Commission in Wales, the Calman Commission does not recommend any major 

structural changes to the way in which powers are devolved; instead, it argues for more devolution in 

areas such as taxation and borrowing (Commission on Scottish Devolution, 2009). Although the 

Commission deals with the issue of powers, it should be noted that the language used in the report put 

forth different conceptions of sovereignty in the UK (See Pittock, 2012). The proposals set out by the 

Calman Commission were welcomed by all the main unionist parties (BBC, 2009), with the majority 

of the recommendations being implemented via the Scotland Act 2012. 

The most recent commission examining devolution in one of the devolved nations was the Smith 

Commission for Further Devolution of Powers to the Scottish Parliament (hereafter the Smith 

Commission) which was established following the “No” vote in Scotland’s 2014 independence 

referendum. The Smith Commission was born of the now infamous vow to the Scottish people before 

the independence vote (Foote, 2015). The Smith Commission was tasked with cultivating a cross-party 

agreement for the devolution of further powers to the Scottish Parliament (Smith Commission, 2014: 

8); unlike the Calman Commission that had preceded it, all of the parties represented in the Scottish 

Parliament took part in the Smith Commission. The recommendations of the Commission centre around 

three pillars: (i) providing a durable but responsive constitutional settlement for the governance of 

Scotland; (ii) delivering prosperity, a healthy economy, jobs, and social justice; and (iii) strengthening 
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the financial responsibility of the Scottish Parliament (Smith Commission, 2014). Areas which were 

agreed for further devolution include income tax, air passenger duty and the ability to create new 

benefits (ibid). The proposals of the Smith Commission were implemented through the Scotland Act 

2016 which also establishes the Scottish Parliament and government as permanent parts of the UK 

constitution – a provision which was later copied into the Wales Act 2017.  

Northern Ireland has not yet been discussed because Northern Ireland has had a different experience 

when it comes to the development of devolution. Unlike the other devolved nations, debates in Northern 

Ireland centre on the devolution of specific powers. This can be put down partly to the fact that the 

Northern Ireland Act 1998 contains a list of powers which may be transferred. While Scotland and 

Wales see multiple commissions examining devolution in those territories, in Northern Ireland it is the 

devolution of the judiciary and policing which underwent a significant amount of scrutiny before it was 

ultimately devolved in 2010 (Perry, 2011). Generally, devolution in Northern Ireland has been more 

insulated from spill-over effects from either Scotland or Wales and vice versa. 

As outlined by this chapter, the haphazard and piecemeal way in which the UK state has been 

restructured reveals a lack of strategic thinking from the centre. There has clearly been little to no 

thought over how the structure of devolution impacts the Union as a whole. Although this thesis does 

not advocate symmetry, it is important to note that there does not seem to be any consideration given 

to the integrity of the Union when policy areas are up for discussion for possible devolution or not. 

Linking to the defence case study once more, although the multiple commissions highlighted in this 

section have generally recommended increasing the powers of the devolved institutions, the vast 

majority of issues impacted by the defence footprint have been at the devolved level since 1999. Indeed, 

as will be noted in later empirical chapters, a key theme underpinning the mainstreaming of defence 

policy concerns is greater understanding of the defence footprint and the devolution settlements rather 

than incremental legislative changes. The next section in this chapter discusses academic literature in 

the field, highlighting where this research contributes to filling a clear gap in the literature.   

Literature on devolution 

The literature on devolution and the UK constitution continues to expand. Despite this, gaps naturally 

remain within the literature around devolution and constitutional reform in the UK. It should be noted 

that to date, there is no academic literature which examines defence policy concerns as they relate to 

the powers and responsibilities of the devolved institutions. Generally, academic research on devolution 

and constitutional reform tends to revolve around three areas (i) policy divergence, comparisons and 

the “end” of the UK (see Paterson, 2002; Curtice, 2006; Barberis, 2008; Mitchell, 2008); (ii) identity 

and political cultures (see Kellner, 2007; Chaney, 2007; Bond and Rosie, 2010); and (iii) the history of 

devolution or of specific electoral events (see Mitchell, 2009; Walker, 2010; Wyn Jones and Scully, 

2012). As noted by McAllister (2015: 31) academic thought and research has been “overwhelmingly 
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institutionally focused” and not about how governance works in a post-devolution United Kingdom. 

Academic research on devolution and constitutional reform, which includes clear theoretical approaches 

of governance in a post-devolution UK, tends to revolve around more established theories and models. 

Specifically, the theories employed are usually multi-level governance (see Bache and Flinders, 2004c, 

a; Flinders, 2011) or federalism (see Entwistle et al., 2012; Keating, 2012) or (new) institutionalism 

(See Lijphart, 1984; Trench, 2010; Flinders et al., 2021). 

There are also few empirical studies into the nature of intergovernmental relations between the 

governments of the UK. This can be partly attributed to the fact that although formal mechanisms do 

exist to manage and facilitate intergovernmental relationships, they are often in a state of flux with little 

buy-in from the UK Government (See McEwen et al., 2012; Gallagher, 2012 for a more detailed 

examination of intergovernmental relations). This gap in the academic literature is somewhat eased by 

the fact that committees, commissions and think tanks – such as the House of Lords Constitution Select 

Committee – undertake empirical evaluations of intergovernmental and inter-institutional relations 

(House of Lords Select Committee on the Constitution, 2002, 2015). To reiterate, there has been no 

academic examination of the MoD or defence policy since the advent of devolution. Indeed, the lack of 

research into defence through the lens of devolution further brings the devolved/non-devolved heuristic 

into relief, since without stepping away from it there is little to no conceptual space in which to examine 

defence as a devolved policy concern. It is in this context – the practicalities of haphazard and 

asymmetrical devolution in the shadow of a formally hyper centralised state, coupled with the lack of a 

fully realised and useful analytical framework – that this work is set. 

Part Two 

Theoretical approaches to governance in the United Kingdom since devolution 

As established in the previous part of this chapter, there is a clear gap in academic literature on 

devolution and constitutional reform in the UK. This section will now explore well-established 

theoretical approaches to governance in the United Kingdom. As has been outlined previously, the 

theoretical approaches which are often employed to explain governance in the UK that are relevant to 

this thesis are federalism, multi-level governance (MLG), and new institutionalism. Within each of 

these theories specific models and concepts exist which can also be applied to the UK example. At this 

point, this thesis’ use of the terms theory, models, and concepts. This research takes the view that the 

term “theory is a general term that can stand for any type of explanatory claim or conjecture, well 

formulated or not.” (Dowding, 2016: 70) Theory and theoretical approaches are thus terms which can 

be used as a catch-all for ways in which political phenomena can be explained. As noted by Dowding 

(2016), theories in the social sciences come in three categories, namely, perspectival, explanatory, and 

normative. These three categories can also blend so that some theories are a combination of these three 

categories. With respect to the three theories examined in this chapter and utilised in this thesis, all 
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straddle the three different types suggested by Dowding (2016). Furthermore, these initial three 

categories can be further developed. Building on the work of Greenleaf (1983) and Rhodes (1997) on 

organising perspectives, Dowding (2016) uses the term to better capture the role that perspectival 

theories play in social sciences. Specifically, an organising perspective, is “a way of looking at the 

social world that structures discussion and generates a set of questions.” (Dowding, 2016: 75) These 

organising perspectives then may contain explanatory theories or models which can then be utilised to 

create predictions (ibid: 100). All three of the theoretical approaches that will examined in this chapter 

can be understood in part as organising frameworks which have shaped this research and other research 

in the field. Within some approaches, such as new institutionalism, models such as the Westminster 

Model will also be examined. This chapter will now engage with each theory and assess their usefulness 

in examining the case study contained within the research. 

Federalism 

The modern study of what federalism should mean and its significance stems from the foundation of 

the United States of America and the move from confederation to federation (Burgess, 2006: 9). Federal 

systems of government predate the adoption of the United States’ federal constitution in 1787 (Watts, 

1999 2-3), but it is the constitution of the United States that has subsequently acted as a model – of sorts 

– for other states (Burgess, 2006: 9). The challenge with federalism is that it is a broad term which 

includes both empirical and normative elements. Subsequently, there has historically been debate over 

the definition of the term federalism (King, 1982; Watts, 1999: 6; Burgess, 2006: 1-5). In this context, 

it is vitally important to break federalism down into its composite parts: theoretical and empirical.   

This thesis does not seek to add to the debate on what federalism is, with it instead being utilised as an 

organising perspective to support this research. Specifically, the framing of federalism as developed by 

Preston King in his 1982 study Federalism and Federation, alongside additional work from Watts in 

his 1998 paper Federalism, federal political systems, and federations. King (1982) distinguishes 

between the terms federalism and federation. To King (1982: 146), federalism is the ideology or 

philosophical aspect of federalism with federation being institutional fact. In this conception, federalism 

is the advocacy or support for federation whereas federation is the description of a particular kind of 

state. Burgess utilises King’s conception, and in particular notes how the relationship between the two 

is “complex […] federalism informs federation and vice versa” (2006: 2). 

For some, however, the notion of federalism and federation is a false one – claiming that both terms are 

in fact descriptive and that ““federalism” refers to a genus of political organization [sic] encompassing 

a variety of species, including federations, confederacies, associated statehoods, unions, leagues, 

condominiums, constitutional regionalisation, and constitutional “home rule”.” (Watts, 1998: 120) 

Regardless of this criticism, it is Watts’ further work on King’s federalism and federation conception 

which is most useful for this thesis. Watts creates a third term, “federal political systems” (1998: 120) 
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separate from federalism and federation. It is worth looking at each of these terms in turn to fully 

understand their meanings and usefulness. 

As previously established, King (1982) views federalism as normative and ideological. Federalism as 

an ideological standpoint thus “refers to the advocacy of multi-tiered government combining elements 

of shared-rule and regional self-rule.” (Watts, 1999: 6) The form of federation being advocated and 

supported may differ, but federalism “constitutes a variable response to opposed demands.” (King, 

1982: 21) As Watts puts it, “the essence of federalism as a normative principle is the perpetuation of 

both union and non-centralization [sic] at the same time.” (1999: 6) By separating out the ideological 

and normative from the empirical, King’s conception has enabled academics to escape the dilemma of 

trying to define federalism repeatedly (Burgess, 2006: 2). For the purposes of this thesis, the usefulness 

of the term federalism is somewhat limited. Federalism has clear normative and ideological purposes – 

and although there are those who advocate a federal arrangement for the UK – this thesis does not seek 

to put forth that argument. Despite this, the key element of federalism – union and non-centralisation – 

is a key component of arguments in favour of devolution within the United Kingdom. 

Federation 

If federalism is the normative idea, federation describes a particular political system (King, 1982). What 

constitutes a federation is an empirical and ontological question. Watts (1999: 7) describes a federation 

as a political system, 

“in which neither the federal nor the constituent units of government are constitutionally 

subordinate to the other i.e. each has sovereign powers derided from the constitution rather than 

another level of government, each is empowered to deal directly with its citizens in the exercises of 

its legislative, executive and taxing powers and each is directly elected by its citizens.” 

A federation then is a specific, identifiable system of governance within a state. Examples of federations 

thus include the United States of America and Germany. Watts (1999: 7) sets out the common structures 

which can be observed in federations: 

i. two levels of government with each acting on behalf of their citizens; 

ii. formal demarcation of legislative and executive powers and responsibilities, and a mechanism 

for resources to be shared between different levels of government; 

iii. representation of the constituent regions in federal decision making – usually a second federal 

chamber in the federal legislature; 

iv. a written constitution which cannot be unilaterally amended or revised without the consent of 

the constituent parts of the federation; 

v. an “umpire” to resolve disputes between the different levels of government – usually the highest 

court in the country; 
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vi. mechanisms to manage and facilitate intergovernmental relations. 

Looking at the common structures observable in federations, it is clear that the United Kingdom is not 

a federation. Subsequently, it may appear that the term federation is not useful in a UK context, but this 

is not the case as some of the characteristics of a federation can be observed in the UK (Bingham Centre, 

2015: 13). Specifically, within the UK two levels of government can be identified; there is a 

demarcation of legislative and executive power between the different levels of government, an “umpire” 

to settle some disputes between the governments in the guise of the Supreme Court, and mechanisms 

to manage and facilitate intergovernmental relations exist. Through the existence of these structures, it 

is appropriate to describe the UK as quasi-federal. Although the notion of federation may be a useful 

one to conceptualise governance in a contemporary UK, when applied to the case of the defence 

footprint, its application becomes more challenging. Considering point ii, which is most relevant to the 

defence case, as has already been documented, although there is thought to be a formal demarcation of 

powers and responsibilities with regards to defence policy concerns - they are reserved in statute - the 

reality of policy making and implementation is more complex. Indeed, the MoD needs the devolved 

administrations to achieve policy goals such as the implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant. Yet 

as documented in the upcoming empirical chapters, the delineation of responsibilities as it relates to the 

defence footprint is less clear.  The story of defence as a devolved policy concern rather than witnessing 

formal changes to statute, deals in fact with changes in the understanding of the defence footprint and 

how it interacts with devolution. Subsequently, the concept of federal political systems could be utilised 

as a more useful way to understand governance in the UK as it applies to the case of defence.  

Federal political systems 

Developed by Canadian scholar, Ronald Watts, federal political system(s) is a descriptive term utilised 

to explain political organisations that have elements of both shared rule and self-rule (Watts, 1998: 

120). In practical terms, this descriptor captures far more jurisdictions than the term federation does. 

The term federal political system encapsulates any political system which is not truly unitary and 

exhibits one or more of the features of a federation as outlined above. Watts (1998: 121) goes on to note 

how “the empirical study of federal political systems is not simply a matter of categorizing [sic] various 

species and subspecies in terms of their institutional structures; it also involves an examination of the 

various relationships found within species.” Subsequently, the notion of federal political systems allows 

academics to further escape the arguments over what federalism is, enabling research to be undertaken 

looking exclusively at the internal organisation of federal political systems. 

Subsequently, in line with Watts’ notion of federal political systems, marble cake vs layer cake 

federalism appears to highlight some of the practicalities of shared rule and self-rule. Marble cake 

federalism seeks to put forth a notion of governance where formal sovereignty is less important, 

responsibilities are shared, and relationships between different layers of government are not hierarchical 
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(Entwistle et al., 2012: 314). Layer cake federalism takes a different view, seeing responsibilities more 

clearly divided between central and sub-state units (ibid: 312) when applied to the case of defence. 

Nevertheless, as will be documented in the forthcoming empirical chapters, although marble cake 

federalism could provide a compelling explanation for governance as it relates to defence, it is not 

equipped to understand specific complications relating to defence and devolution in the UK. In many 

cases, the MoD’s relationship with the devolved nations is still conceptualised and in fact exists as a 

hierarchical one. Similarly, notions of layer cake federalism are not able to explain how both the 

devolved institutions and MoD are developing and implementing policies in the same area. As will be 

documented in the following chapters, in many cases defence policy is more accurately understood as 

a topic which overlaps and interacts with devolved responsibilities, rather than being either shared or 

self-owned. 

Despite the limited use when applied to defence for the purposes of this thesis, the notion of the federal 

political system is a useful one. It is useful as an organising perspective to view the UK governance 

through which helps scholarship escape the false dichotomy of unitary vs federal states. When taken 

together with federation, the federal political system is useful in the UK context in that it assists in 

creating the conceptual space to identify what the UK is not. Subsequently, the UK is neither a unitary 

state in the traditional sense, but neither is it a federation. Indeed, from federalism comes the notion that 

the UK is now a quasi-federal state. As an theory to explaining governance, this is where federalism’s 

usefulness ends. Partly because federalism has not been crafted with the UK example in mind, it is 

unable to explain key issues such as why devolution has occurred or how the different layers of 

government in the UK interact with one another. Federalism as a whole cannot answer these questions 

because the UK is not a federation. 

Quasi-federation in the United Kingdom 

The United Kingdom is not a federation. If viewing states on a spectrum with confederal on one side 

and unitary on the other, it could be argued that in legal terms the UK is closer to the unitary end than 

the confederal one. Although that may be the legal position, it is clear that, due to devolution, political 

power in the UK has become decentralised and the UK now exhibits many characteristics of a federation 

while clearly not meeting Watts’ (1999: 7) definition of what a federation is. Bogdanor makes the case 

that in legal and constitutional terms, devolution and federation are clearly classes apart, but in 

“practical political terms, the categories almost merge.” (2005: 84) In pure constitutional and legal 

terms, the UK fails to qualify as a federation because: 

i. sovereignty is not legally divided in the UK – parliament remains sovereign in all matters; 

ii. the devolved nations of the UK are not guaranteed a certain level of representation in the UK 

parliament; and 
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iii. the UK does not have a written constitution guaranteeing the existence of the devolved 

legislatures.1 

Although in legal terms, the UK is far from a federation, in political and operational terms, the UK has 

become a quasi-federation just by virtue of the existence of law-making bodies outside of Westminster. 

It is true that points ii. and iii. cannot be disputed because they are both legal and political fact. In terms 

of sovereignty, however, the political sovereignty of the UK Parliament has been reduced through the 

existence of devolution. It is this reality – that in nominally devolved policy areas, the devolved 

administrations are sovereign. By acknowledging this post-1999 reality, it can clearly be argued that 

“Westminster has become the quasi-federal parliament of a quasi-federal state.” (Bogdanor, 2005: 85) 

Federalism: conclusion 

In conclusion, federalism has and is defined and used in multiple ways (Bingham Centre, 2015: 13). 

This thesis does not seek to explore the detailed arguments within federalism, but seeks to utilise its 

application to understand devolution and constitutional reform in the UK more fully. King (1982) and 

Watts’ (1998, 1999) conceptualisations of the different elements of federalism are useful organising 

perspectives when attempting to explore contemporary governance in the UK. By design, however, 

federalism less successful at capturing the complexities of devolution and constitutional reform in the 

UK. This is a key limitation in being more than an organising perspective for the study of governance 

and government in the contemporary UK. Despite this limitation, however, federalism – when broken 

down into the composite parts outlined by King (1982) and Watts (1998, 1999) can be utilised as both 

an organising framework and a model. This model, however, is not readily applicable to the UK case. 

Federalism is not alone in being used as a tool to theorise the UK’s constitution; thus, it is important to 

look at multi-level governance which can also be used to understand governance in the UK. 

Multi-level governance 

Multi-level governance (MLG) is a relatively young concept in understanding governance. The term 

was first used in 1992 by Gary Marks to “capture developments in EU structural policy following its 

major reform in 1988.” (Marks, 1992; Bache and Flinders, 2004a: 2) MGL is defined by Marks (1993:  

392) as “a system of continuous negotiation among nested governments at several territorial tiers – 

supranational, national, regional, and local.” In particular, Marks draws attention to the fact that in the 

case of EU’s structural policies, rather than being centralised in EU institutions, decision making is 

being “spun away from member states in two directions: up to supranational institutions, and down to… 

subnational government.” (ibid: 402) During the development of MLG, Hooghe was drawing attention 

 
1 This has been complicated by the fact that both the Scotland Act 2015 and Wales Act 2015 guarantee that 

devolution in those countries is to be considered a permanent part of the UK’s constitutional arrangement and 

could not be abolished without the consent of the people in a referendum. Despite this, by virtue that parliament 

remains sovereign, these provisions could be repealed at any time. 
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to the capacity of others outside the central-state to affect policy changes leading to the work of Marks 

and Hooghe to complement one another (ibid: 166).  

In summary, MLG “describes the dispersion of authoritative decision making across multiple territorial 

levels” (Bache and Flinders, 2004c: 34) and contains both a vertical and horizontal outlook; “multi-

level” denoting increasing independence of actors on different levels and “governance” denoting the 

horizontal relationships and interdependence between government and non-government (ibid: 35). 

MLG is subsequently many things at the same time; it is “a theory of political mobilization [sic], of 

policy making, and of polity structuring.” (Piattoni, 2010: 26) 

MLG has since been taken up by a range of academics such as Michael Zürn, Sonja Wälti, and Ian 

Bache and Matthew Flinders, and used to analyse global governance regimes (Zürn, 2010; 2012), 

environmental governance (Wälti, 2004, 2010)  and governance in the UK (Bache and Flinders, 2004b, 

c; Flinders, 2011). Despite such work, it is clear, that the concept of MLG was – and is – more disruptive 

than constructive (Piattoni, 2010: 26). MLG is not neo-functionalism, nor intergovernmentalism, but 

something new and different. Taking MLG’s beginnings into consideration, it is clear why it is still 

challenging to ascertain precisely what MLG is and how it can be utilised; as Piattoni notes, “MLG 

theory building [has] proved to be a much harder task… which is not yet completed.” (ibid) Further 

issues with the adoption of an MLG approach relate to its initial development and focus; MLG is firmly 

grounded in the study of EU governance and its application to the UK constitution and devolution has 

subsequently proved limited. As this thesis does not focus, or seek to focus, on EU governance regimes 

it would not be appropriate to comment on the effectiveness of MLG as a theory for understanding the 

EU. Despite this, some of the criticisms levelled at MLG should be mentioned. Praising MLG as a 

“compelling, description of contemporary changes in European governance” (Jordan, 2001: 201), 

Jordan and Fairbrass go on to note that it does not provide a theory of European integration, testable 

hypotheses or explanation of why subnational and supranational actors act in the way they do (Fairbrass 

and Jordan, 2004: 164). 

Another tension within MLG opens it up further to critique. As noted above, Piattoni (2010: 206) 

identifies MLG straddling three different theoretical areas – mobilisation, policy making and polity 

(re)structuring. This creates ambiguity; although the three areas are not incapable of being considered 

together, MLG struggles to be a comprehensive theory because it is burdened with ontological and 

epistemological questions (Piattoni, 2009 163-4). The first two areas of MLG – mobilisation and policy 

making – deal with processes and decision making and the supposed hollowing out of the state. This is 

quite different from the polity structuring strand which studies government not governance. When MLG 

becomes explicitly about administration the focus is – somewhat paradoxically – on vertical (and 

potentially hierarchical) relationships making the use of governance redundant (Faludi, 2012: 200). 
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The polity 

For this thesis, it is the third strand of MLG – that of polity (re)structuring – which proves most useful. 

It is here that the work of Mark and Hooghe has been key. In an inherently ontological and empirical 

work they categorise structures of MLG in two ways: “general purpose jurisdictions” and “specialized 

[sic] jurisdictions” (Marks and Hooghe, 2004: 16). They note that the first jurisdictions – known as 

‘type I’ – “bundle together multiple functions… and in many instances, a court system and 

representative institutions”, with the second – ‘type II’ – providing “a particular local service… select 

a product standard or adjudicate international trade disputes” (ibid: 16-17). By presenting two different 

categories in which MLG structures can belong, Marks and Hooghe not only identify what already 

exists, but also present a loose blueprint for new structures to be created to solve governance problems. 

Looking further at these two types of MLG, more characteristics of each type can be drawn out. Firstly, 

type I MLG “could arguably be more accurately termed multi-level government as it focuses on power-

sharing among a limited number of governments at just a few levels.” (Flinders, 2011: 5) Type I MLG 

is typically more identifiable and can be closely associated with “federalist thought” (Bache and 

Flinders, 2004c: 39), specifically instances of “dual” or “layer cake” federalism (Entwistle et al., 2012: 

311). Due to these characteristics, type I MLGs can replicate many components of the Westminster 

Model within their own jurisdictions (Flinders, 2011: 5). Secondly, type II MLG is polycentric and is 

closer to the governance part of MLG. Inherently flexible by design as there “is no general blueprint” 

for its role or the way it operates (Hooghe and Marks, 2003: 238), type II MLG pushes at the boundaries 

of the hollowing out of the state (which has its own body of literature, see (Rhodes, 2007)) and the line 

between public/private becomes more blurred (Flinders, 2011: 6) as the state divests itself of certain 

responsibilities. 

Thus the (re)structuring aspect of MLG is useful in that it provides a model for understanding and 

examining government. Although useful, MLG is in fact more useful as an organising perspective rather 

than a model. Although aspects of the model are helpful, there is a lack of explanation contained within 

the model. MLG is often unable to explain why any restructuring may have come about, or why powers 

may sit at certain levels. This mirrors Jordan’s criticism of MLG on an EU level as lacking “a causal 

motor of integration.” (2001: 201) In the context of this study, akin to federalism, MLG is most useful 

as an organising perspective for conducting research. Its application to the case of defence policy in a 

contemporary UK will be explored further in the following section. 

Multi-level governance in the United Kingdom  

The work of Bache and Flinders has been key to bringing MLG into the study of British politics (Bache 

and Flinders, 2004b, c; Flinders, 2011). They argue that MLG is a useful organisational perspective for 

analysing governance in the UK. Citing the work of Greenleaf (1983) and Rhodes (1997), they define 

an organisational perspective as “a framework for analysis that provides a map of how things (inter)-
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relate and leads to research questions.” (Bache and Flinders, 2004b: 94) Building on Rhodes’ work 

around the differentiated polity and critique of the WM (2007), Bache and Flinders (2004b: 100) make 

the case that post devolution, the UK is better understood as a multi-level polity. 

The UK now exhibits both types I and II MLG in its governance structures. Specifically, devolution 

creates four bodies reminiscent of type I MLG – namely: the Scottish Parliament, the Senedd, the 

Northern Ireland Assembly and the London Assembly. The devolved parliaments, assemblies, and 

governments of the UK are now part of the UK’s constitutional make-up and are responsible for a broad 

range of topics. Despite this being the case, the Westminster parliament remains the sovereign, legally 

supreme legislature in the UK. Devolution has not challenged the legal powers or position of the UK 

Parliament. Indeed, despite the advent of devolution, the UK Parliament retains the right to legislate on 

devolved issues, although the UK Government notes that it will not normally legislate in devolved areas 

without the consent of the devolved legislature (UK Government, n.d-a, b, 2005). Type II MLG in the 

UK is present in the form of  “quasi-autonomous non-governmental organisations” or quangos. 

Quangos are not new to the UK state, but their use becomes more pronounced during the 1980s and 

1990s (Bache and Flinders, 2004c: 44). Before devolution in 1999, Wales in particular was host to a 

number of quangos established to deal with issues from education to economic development. These 

quangos “were responsible for the allocation of billions of pounds of government money…” (Deacon, 

2010: 131). 

In the context of a quasi-federal UK, MLG is useful in providing a lens through which to view 

governance in the UK. It provides a valuable alternative to the WM - which will be further explored 

later in this chapter. Some of the central assumptions and perspectives contained within MLG sees it 

focus on different issue compared to the traditional WM. Specifically, it acknowledges the different 

levels of authority and administration within the Union, quite opposed to the traditional WM which has 

focused on issues of power, parliamentary sovereignty, and the executive (Rhodes, 1997 5-6). 

Subsequently, MLG is useful in that it notes how different layers of government can be involved in 

policy making and implementation - something acutely useful when trying to understand defence as a 

devolved policy concern. Nevertheless, MLG is limited in its application as a mode in respect of defence 

policy concerns since it is unable to fully explain why the devolved institutions have become more 

involved in defence policy concerns and why these have become mainstreamed into devolved politics. 

Although MLG’s usefulness as an organisational perspective by which to view and analyse UK politics 

has been established, there is an area where its usefulness could be improved. Marks and Hooghe make 

the case that the main benefit of MLG is “its scale flexibility” (2004: 29), while noting that its main 

downside is the “transaction costs of coordinating multiple jurisdictions.” (Hooghe and Marks, 2003: 

239) This is the normative theory contained within MLG which holds that authority “should be 

dispersed across multiple centers [sic]” (ibid: 223). In arguing that co-ordination costs are the main 
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downside of MLG, Marks and Hooghe suggest that co-ordination is required “to avoid socially perverse 

outcomes” from spill over effects from one jurisdiction to another (2003: 239). In the context of the 

UK, and indeed any polity which is restructuring, the need for co-ordination is a top-down assumption 

which must be challenged. Where power has been compartmentalised as in the UK, spill over effects 

should not be overstated. 

Writing in 2004, Bache and Flinders suggest that the intergovernmental structures which were evolving 

at the time were “for maximising central steering in the emerging multi-level polity.” (2004c: 100) The 

time at which Bache and Flinders were writing must be acknowledged. Firstly, intergovernmental 

relations and the structures governing them were embryonic, considering devolution had only come 

about in 1999; and second, in 2004 the then Scottish Executive, Welsh Assembly Government and UK 

Government were all run by the Labour Party and thus some attempt at central, informal, steering would 

be expected for the sake of party unity. Despite this context, the assertion that the primary purpose of 

intergovernmental relations is to steer the sub-state legislatures risked undermining the notion that MLG 

is non-hierarchical and misconstrues the devolution statute. Related to the case of defence policy, as 

will be seen in the upcoming empirical chapters, representatives from Scotland, Northern Ireland and 

Wales believe that the MoD does not engage constructively with the devolved institutions and does not 

factor their views into the decision making process. Indeed, the perception exists that rather than 

steering governance within the UK, the MoD are uninterested in it. 

Even when allowing for this context, however, Bache and Flinders are asserting that the still evolving 

mechanisms for managing intergovernmental relations in the UK are essentially one way, i.e. the UK 

government gets what it wants from the devolved governments. This undermines the notion that MLG 

is a non-hierarchical phenomenon. It also overstates the need for central government steering in the UK 

context. Somewhat paradoxically, the way powers have been devolved reduces the chances of spill over 

effects from MLG. In addition, the Westminster Parliament remains sovereign, so, in an instance where 

a consensus cannot be met, legally the UK Government can overrule the sub-state governments should 

it want to. The final agreement on the UK’s departure from the EU is an example of this. The devolved 

administrations sought to generate consensus on what Brexit would look like, but the UK Government 

did not seek to create such a consensus, as legally there is no requirement to (Birrell and Gray, 2017). 

Power has become compartmentalised and as such, in large areas of public policy, there is little desire 

– and indeed need – for coordination or steering. The case of defence policy in the devolved nations 

will show how there are few to no examples of coordination and steering from the centre. 

Multi-level governance: conclusion 

In conclusion, despite MLG possessing key features which make it a useful theory to examine and 

understand contemporary governance in the UK, there are aspects of the theory which are stronger than 

others. One of the major challenges of MLG is that it sits at the crossroads of government and 
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governance, which is, arguably, why it has been a challenge for academics to develop MLG into a 

theory that deals with governance in the round. MLG falls between the two areas and in the literature, 

academics have used it differently in different places (Marks and Hooghe, 2004; Peters and Pierre, 

2004; Wälti, 2004), making it hard to track a coherent meaning for the term. Because of its differing 

uses, MLG also falls short in adding any causal motivation for why a state has multiple layers of 

government or more actors involved in governance. 

In relation to this study MLG’s is most useful as an organising perspective as put forth by Bache and 

Flinders (2004b). MLG provides a more appropriate lens through which to view UK politics in a post-

devolution age. The traditional Westminster Model – although an important model for governance – 

can be challenging to use due to the more diffused, nature of UK politics. Another theory employed by 

this research is that of new institutionalism. Although faced by some of the same problems as MLG, 

new institutionalism is, in many ways, a superior approach to MLG. 

New Institutionalism 

Until the 1950s, institutionalism was the most dominant approach in the field of political science. 

Although leading in the field, this “old institutionalism” is best characterised as an organising 

perspective (Greenleaf, 1983; Rhodes, 1997) for research since it did not routinely create models to 

explain political phenomenon. It often sought to answer ontological questions and be descriptive in its 

approach (Peters, 2010). Thus, this old institutionalism was primarily concerned with what are now 

termed formal institutions in contemporary governance literature: official structures of government 

(ibid: 55). Examples of these include legislatures and the civil services, as well as constitutions and 

laws (Helmke and Levitsky, 2004: 727). The lack of any desire within old institutionalism to understand 

the behaviour of actors is what ultimately causes the approach to fall out of favour with academics. As 

noted by Lowndes (2018: 54), many contemporary researchers sought to make the case that much more 

than just formal structures mattered in politics, with “behaviourism and rational choice theory [having] 

dismissed institutions as no more than the simple aggregation of individual preferences.” Old 

institutionalism thus is far more focused on government rather than governance (ibid: 55). Despite some 

suggested flaws in institutionalism, the approach as a whole is examined in this section due to the fact 

that it has long been central to the study of British politics (Peters, 2010). 

Coined by March and Olsen, “new institutionalism” seeks to build upon the strength of old 

institutionalism while also being shaped by the increasing desire to theorise more in the field (Peters, 

2010). As highlighted by Lowndes (2013; 2018: 57), March and Olsen’s assertion that “the organization 

[sic] of political life makes a difference” (1984: 747) marked a simple yet engaging claim about the 

importance and role of institutions in political life which has framed institutional analyses ever since.  
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The move away from old institutionalism also enables the field to establish further what constitutes an 

institution. Contemporary institutionalists make the case that institutions are in fact the “rules” which 

shape the behaviour of actors (Lowndes, 2018: 60-61), a concept which is now agreed upon within the 

field. New institutionalism thus has become more focused on what contemporary literature on 

governance terms “informal structures”. This thesis defines informal structures as “socially shared rules, 

usually unwritten, that are created, communicated, and enforced outside of officially sanctioned 

channels.” (Helmke and Levitsky, 2004: 727). This reimagining of institutions as being more than 

bricks and mortar has enabled research to take place within the gaps between the traditional notion of 

institutions. Whilst examining legislatures and executives, this research focuses on actors’ perceptions 

of their role within areas they nominally do not have jurisdiction over. Importantly new institutionalist 

theory’s strength lies in its ability to produce an “analysis of the roles of institutions, actors and their 

environments in a way which captures the rich temporal and spatial characteristics of political drama 

and is informed by a specifically institutionalist approach to agency” (Lowndes, 2013: 112). As this 

thesis details institutional change, new institutionalism is a useful tool to explain why and how that 

change occurs. Thus, for the purpose of this research, new institutionalism provides the conceptual 

space in which to create research questions and examine the motives of actors. 

Despite agreeing on a broader definition of institutions, it must be noted at this point that new 

institutionalism has never been a coherent approach that is exclusively about the role of institutions in 

political life, but is about how understanding the role of institutions can assist in explaining politics 

(Lowndes, 2018: 57). New intuitionalism’s inherent flexibility and thus propensity to include theorising 

based on empirical observations is what has made it useful in undertaking research, especially in 

jurisdictions such as the United Kingdom where much of the constitution is based on convention. This 

flexibility has, though, led to some confusion over the approach which was noted early in new 

institutionalism’s conception. The risk inherent to new institutionalist approaches is that researchers 

become focused on arguing that their paradigm within the field answers research questions more 

effectively, rather than building upon its inherent strengths, specifically, the ability to bridge gaps 

between behaviouralists and structuralists (Lowndes, 2018: 73). 

Writing in 1996, Hall and Taylor attempt to provide some clarity over the different strands of new 

institutionalism which had taken root in the field. They identify historical institutionalism, rational 

choice institutionalism and, sociological institutionalism (1996). Since then new institutionalism has 

broadened out even further to include approaches such as feminist institutionalism (Mackay et al., 2010; 

Kenny, 2014; Mackay, 2014), and constructivist institutionalism (Hay, 2009). Although each of these 

approaches adds additional techniques and tools to new institutionalism as a whole, the initial warnings 

set out by Hall and Taylor (1996) have not been heeded. Specifically, as highlighted by Lowndes (2018: 

59), Hall and Taylor (1996) seek to emphasise that the different paradigms within new institutionalism 

ought to be taken together so as to reveal the genuine impact of institutions on political life. Casting 
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their warnings aside, the field has descended into multiple, increasingly separate paradigms which seek 

to distinguish themselves from one another in ways which do not always serve to improve analysis 

(Lowndes, 2018: 59-60). This thesis does not seek to build an additional approach within the field of 

institutionalism. Rather, it seeks to note and build on Hall and Taylor (1996), and Lowndes’ (Lowndes, 

2013, 2018), arguments. This section highlights how a combination of insights from within 

institutionalist approaches supports deeper analysis and understanding of UK politics and devolution. 

The following section examines approaches within the field which are most useful for understanding 

the behaviour of key actors and the institutions they sit in. Specifically, the Westminster Model, 

historical institutionalism, and feminist institutionalism will be examined in closer detail in order to 

frame the theoretical approach of this research. New institutionalism is useful to this study due to its 

ability help frame political phenomenon as it allows to understand institutions not just as ‘fixed entities’ 

but change over time through a range of practices. 

Institutionalism in the UK  

As highlighted previously, institutionalism has historically been, and remains, central to the study of 

UK politics (Peters, 2010). Contemporary research into UK politics continues to have a clear 

institutionalist bias, with both “old” and “new” institutionalist approaches dominant in the field. This 

clear preference among researchers of UK politics has not been impacted by the turn to adopt more 

quantitative methods as a way of explaining the outcome of the 2016 referendum on the UK’s 

membership of the European Union. Despite the changing context of the UK’s constitution, the most 

famous institutionalist who still dominates the field is WM. Lijphart (1999) who sets out ten key features 

of the WM. He characterises democracy in the UK as exhibiting: “the concentration of executive power 

in one-party and bare majority cabinets, cabinet dominance, a two-party system, a majoritarian and 

disproportional system of elections, interest group pluralism, a unitary and centralized [sic] government, 

the concentration of legislative power in a unicameral legislature, constitutional flexibility, an absence 

of judicial review, and a central bank controlled by the executive.” (Lijphart, 1999) The approach of 

Lijphart (1999) to codify the features of the WM builds on the work of previous scholars to provide 

descriptive and normative viewpoints on the way in which the UK state is organised (Peters, 2010). 

This is where the WM finds both its strengths and weaknesses. The focus on specific context leads the 

approach to be useful as an organisational perspective (Greenleaf, 1983; Rhodes, 1997; Lowndes, 2018) 

by which to undertake research. It answers key ontological questions and provides the conceptual space 

in which to draw conclusions to explain the behaviour of key actors. It also provides the basis for large 

comparative studies (Peters, 2010). Despite these apparent strengths of the WM, there are some 

drawbacks within the approach which can limit its usefulness both within the field generally, and for 

the study of defence as a devolved policy concern. 

The WM, is unable in many cases to fully explain the behaviour of actors, and how it has shaped the 

psyche of decision makers in the United Kingdom. Firstly, the WM has become increasingly outdated 
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since many of the features set out by Lijphart (1999) have undergone sustained pressure – such as the 

notion of a two-party system – or no longer truly exist – such as unitary and overly centralised 

government. Despite that changing context, Lijphart maintains that the WM is still relevant, maintaining 

that Britain is “a prime example of majoritarian democracy.” (2012: 20) This focus on political factors 

means that as political changes occur the usefulness of the approach can wane. It is a fact that a 

contemporary UK does not share the same structures as what was being observed by Lijphart (1999, 

2012). Although the structures which are detailed by Lijphart (1999, 2012) have come under sustained 

pressure, the model still has relevance to understanding political phenomenon in the UK. Within the 

field, the debate around the WM continues (See Flinders et al., 2021). Also, as has already been 

highlighted, old institutionalist approaches lack the capacity to provide a clear theoretical basis to 

understand the behaviour of actors with, as noted by Lowndes (2018: 55), facts being taken at face value 

and old institutionalist approaches being seen as a “kind of common sense” within the field as a whole. 

Although the explanatory aspects of the WM are open to accusations of being based on causal links 

with no real impetus to explain the motive of key actors beyond notions of tradition and convention, it 

must be remembered that the WM was not created as a positivist explanation to explain politics in the 

UK (Flinders et al., 2021). Rather, the WM, which continues to evolve acts as an important organising 

perspective for research into UK politics (ibid). Although this is the case, the WM on its own is not 

always the most useful organising perspective in relation to this research due to the need to focus on 

governance rather than government. The main thrust of this research is to tell the story of what happens 

in those spaces where formal government effectively ends, and governance begins. 

The third flaw with the WM relates to decision makers, rather than the WM as a tool for academic 

research. As is highlighted by the case study of defence policy, the WM creates a feedback loop for 

decision makers based in Westminster. Specifically, the conceptualisation of the UK being a “unitary 

and centralized [sic] state” (Lijphart, 1999: 17) undermines the roles and legitimacy of the devolved 

legislatures of the UK. Although within scholarship, the WM is utilised with care, some of the 

assumption with the model feed into a perception among Whitehall and decision makers in Westminster 

that they are the most powerful actors in the UK. Whilst that is legally and constitutionally the case, 

this research shows how other actors in fact create their own policy initiatives in areas which are 

supposedly the responsibility of Westminster. 

A second school within new institutionalism that is relevant to this thesis is historical institutionalism. 

In their paper on new institutionalisms, Hall and Taylor (1996) set out the advent of historical 

institutionalism as an approach within the field. They note that historical institutionalism is born of the 

conflict between “group theories of politics and structural-functionalism[…] during the 1960s and 

1970s.” (ibid: 937) Thus, by blending both behaviourist and functionalist paradigms, historical 

institutionalism contains the capacity to act as a “bridge between subfields” (Falleti et al., 2016) of 

institutionalism. Indeed, for the purposes of this research, that is the role historical institutionalism 
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plays. As summarised by Lowndes (2018: 58-59), “historical institutionalists explored how the 

structures of the state reflected, and reinforced, power relationships between different social and 

economic groups but did not assume that institutional development follows a functionalist logic.” The 

acceptance that institutions evolve in ways which may not appear logical at first glance is a particularly 

appealing aspect of historical institutionalism. Setting it apart from the other types of new 

institutionalism – rational choice institutionalism and sociological institutionalism – identified by Hall 

and Taylor (1996) was that to historical institutionalists “history is not a chain of independent events” 

(Steinmo, 2008: 128). Subsequently, historic institutionalists inherently view variables as connected, 

often emphasising temporal elements as a way of understanding the motive and behaviour of actors. 

One of the strengths of this approach lies in its ability to fully appreciate the context around specific 

events or outcomes, rather than attempting to apply a rigid model to them. This feature is key to what 

sets it apart from some uses of the WM which attempts to apply a rigid model in order to understand 

institutions and actors. Historical institutionalists, on the other hand, factor in temporal contexts from 

the start of their research. This more holistic appreciation of context makes historical institutionalism a 

useful lens to apply to cases where events and convention are key components of the institutional 

framework of a country. The following section examines more closely some of the key features of 

historical institutionalism and evaluates them in relation to the case study of defence policy and 

devolution. 

Despite providing a useful organising perspective for research when attempting to understand 

institutional change, historical institutionalism alone is not particularly useful in providing explanations 

for why defence policy concerns become mainstreamed into devolved politics. At this point, it is worth 

noting a critique of historical institutionalism, specifically, whether it is capable of “understanding 

change and continuity in politics and policy.” (Peters et al., 2005: 1277) What is contended by Peters 

et al. (2005) is that the focus on critical junctures actually ignores and undermines the notion of 

incremental change in institutions. As this research argues, the mainstreaming of defence policy 

concerns into devolved politics has been a gradual process punctuated by key events and policy 

initiatives. Although it is possible and perhaps advantageous to consider those events and initiatives as 

critical junctures, in and of itself that does not explain the motive behind key actors in devolved politics. 

Critical junctures are defined as “a period of significant change, which typically occurs in distinct ways 

in different countries (or in other units of analysis), and which is hypothesized [sic] to produce distinct 

legacies.” (Collier and Collier, 1991: 29) Thus, critical junctures provide researchers with the 

conceptual space to understand changes in institutions. Indeed, they act as a useful starting point to 

observe the way in which institutions impact on actors (Falleti et al., 2016). The notion of critical 

junctures is a particularly persuasive and useful concept for the purpose of this research. Both the Iraq 

and Afghanistan wars created the climate in which the devolved institutions changed the way they 

perceived their role in respect of defence policy. The downstream impacts of the conflicts such as the 



46 

 

increased visibility of veterans and service personnel and the creation of the Armed Forces Covenant 

acting as the critical juncture in the case of this research. Notably, the reshaping of the roles of the 

devolved institutions as a consequence of this critical juncture, has occurred almost exclusively within 

the devolved institutions and nations and not to the UK state. The fact that this juncture has only 

impacted on the devolved administrations’ understandings of their own roles, and not the UK as a 

whole, supports a potential risk in this approach, that being: the institutional change which is 

presupposed to occur after a critical juncture has not occurred within Westminster. Nevertheless, the 

notion of critical junctures is useful in attempting to understand why change may have occurred, rather 

than how change has occurred. Fundamentally though, as a organising perspective that sits within new 

institutionalism. historical intuitionalism and the tools within provide the scope to draw inferences and 

explain phenomenon. New institutionalism greatest strength is that it supports a continuous dialogue 

between theory and evidence, while avoiding decontextualising factors as found in other theories 

(Lowndes, 2013: 20-21). 

Path dependency is seen as synonymous with historical institutionalism. This tool seeks “answers to 

why institutions persist, even after they are no longer efficient.” (Falleti et al., 2016) Path dependency 

proves to be a useful tool for understanding why policies and institutions may outlast their supposed 

usefulness (Peters et al., 2005: 1276; Peters, 2010). Specifically, within historical institutionalism, there 

is an assumption that institutions are sticky and conservative, and thus patterns of working and 

understandings of roles are difficult to change once established (Peters et al., 2005: 1276). Thus, 

following a critical juncture, institutions will proceed down a new path, embedding changes caused by 

said juncture. The issue with the focus on path dependence, however, is that researchers must be mindful 

not to apply retrospective logic to seek to explain changes (Peters et al., 2005: 1283). Furthermore, path 

dependency may only answer empirical questions and be unable to provide explanations or motives for 

the behaviour of actors (Peters et al., 2005: 1282). As such, historical institutionalism alone does not 

create enough conceptual space for the motivations of specific political actors to be examined and, 

somewhat paradoxically, often focuses too much on formal structures. Path dependency suggests a 

specific logic of policy determines an actor’s behaviour, or such is an inevitably, while also emphasising 

the difficulty of policy change. Although different approaches to path dependency exist, emphasising 

the role of external structures, agency, and historical contingencies (Falleti et al., 2016) in varying 

degrees, it is ultimately not a useful approach for the purposes of this research. Although patterns and 

commonalities can be identified across Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales in relation to this research, 

the assumption within path dependency of a logic to the development of policy does not seem to be 

present. Indeed, as has been argued, and will be evidenced, the mainstreaming of defence policy 

concerns in devolved politics is overwhelmingly related to the actions of specific actors and a perception 

of what is politically expedient. Neither of these factors are sufficiently considered within path 

dependency and historical institutionalism. In summary, although critical junctures and path 
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dependency are usually seen together as a two-stage process of sorts, the usefulness of historical 

institutionalism for this research lies exclusively within the notion of critical junctures as a means by 

which to organise research. 

The final new institutionalist approach examined by this thesis is feminist intuitionalism. Although this 

research does not focus on gender or gender biases within policy making, the feminist intuitionalist 

approach provides a useful tool on which to conceptualise devolution: nested newness. Feminist 

institutionalism has its roots in attempting to understand why gender norms and biases continue despite 

concerted change to institutional architecture (Mackay et al., 2010: 60; Lowndes, 2013; Kenny, 2014; 

Lowndes, 2018). As a school of thought within new institutionalism, feminist institutionalism has 

particular strengths in showing “how informal gendered norms and expectations shape formal 

institutions, by may also contradict or undermine formal rules” (Lowndes, 2013: 62). Subsequently, the 

theory provides useful explanations for institutional change as it relates to the topic of this thesis. 

Feminist institutionalism presents a compelling case for the power of informal rules and norms in the 

organisation of structures (Mackay, 2014). For the purposes of this research, however, the concept of 

nested newness which is particularly useful. Nested newness is defined by Mackay Mackay (2014:  4) 

as “a metaphor used to capture the ways in which the new is embedded in time, sequence and its 

institutional environment.” Specifically, it is argued that “no institution – however new or radically 

reformed – is a blank slate.” (ibid) This notion provides a compelling framework in which to understand 

actors and their behaviour within institutions. Although Mackay (2014) contends that “nested newness 

must also be understood as a gendered concept” [emphasis added], it actually offers a convincing 

starting point at which to understand why devolved institutions are reluctant to engage with policy 

outside of their formal designated powers for a number of years. The concept noted that new institutions 

are limited by informal rules such as norms and culture as well as formal rules, such as powers and 

competencies (Mackay, 2014). The norms and values that are inherited by a new institution clearly 

impact the way said institution works and the ways in which they perceive themselves. Nested newness 

is unique in this sense. It provides, in the context of this research, a useful matrix to understand how 

institutional design, in the shadow of the WM, combined with notions of inferiority on the part of the 

devolved legislatures, prevent any real engagement with defence issues for the first decade of 

devolution. Unlike other tools within new institutionalist approaches, nested newness provides a degree 

of explanation of the behaviour of key actors it is both holistic and pays due regard to agency. 

New institutionalism: conclusion 

In conclusion, new institutionalism, and the multiple schools within it, provide a useful organising 

perspective for understanding governance and institutional change in the UK. This thesis uses schools 

within new institutionalism together, rather than sitting exclusively within one. A key issue within 

institutionalism is that new institutionalism has descended into multiple different approaches which can 

be construed as competing with one another. As highlighted previously, the risks set out by Hall and 
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Taylor (1996) have not been heeded by the field. Lowndes (2013, 2018) reiterates these warnings by 

noting that the strengths of new institutionalism come from its ability to combine different approaches. 

Regarding this specific research, it is clear that a combination of new institutionalist approaches 

provides the most useful organisational perspective and approach to conducting research in an area that 

is influenced by both informal relationships and convention. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has three overarching aims. Firstly, it seeks to situate this research within the study of both 

British politics and governance. Secondly, it explores historical and contextual issues which impact the 

conceptualisation of defence as a devolved policy concern. Finally, it examines multiple approaches 

within the study of governance. Initially this chapter establishes the basis on which the devolved/non-

devolved heuristic exists, noting that since being established formally in legislation by the multiple 

devolution statute, it has created a specific dynamic. In the case of defence, this heuristic identifies the 

UK Government and the MoD as exclusively responsible for defence concern, but as will be 

documented throughout this thesis, that is not the case. This chapter also examines descriptions and 

conceptualisations of the UK state and how they have evolved. Subsequently, the chapter has 

documented the history and development of devolution in the UK, noting how formal changes have not 

been behind the mainstreaming of defence policy concerns in the UK. Part One of this chapter closes 

with an examination of academic literature to highlight where this research fills a gap within the field.  

The second part of this chapter focuses on the theoretical and conceptual approaches utilised to 

investigate governance in the UK. Overall, it is noted that the theories engaged with in this chapter are 

useful as organising perspectives for this research, but are not, on their own, fully equipped to 

understand contemporary governance in the UK nor the case of defence as a devolved policy concern. 

Lastly, it argues that a combination of new institutional approaches provides the best theoretical 

framework in which to study the case of defence as a devolved policy concern. It also advocates that 

examinations of governance in the UK are often more valuable when they are thick descriptions driven 

by an examination of all factors holistically. The following chapter will now explore the methodological 

design and methods employed by this research. 
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Chapter Three 

Methodology  

Introduction 

This chapter outlines the methodological design and process of this research. The following sections 

seek to connect this work to broader methodological questions. The first part of this chapter deals with 

the overall methodological approach of this research and where it sits in broader debates around 

ontological and epistemological questions. The second part of this chapter then examines the research 

questions, methods, and design of this thesis. The final part of this chapter highlights the sources drawn 

upon and the way they were collated and analysed. 

Methodological approach 

Outlined in this section is the rationale behind the approach taken to this research and the interpretations 

and frameworks used. As has been discussed in the previous chapter, this thesis adopts approaches from 

within new institutionalist thought as its theoretical framework. The schools within new institutional 

theory provide useful organising perspectives for research as well as specific tools to conduct research. 

Considering key assumptions of new institutionalism, specific methods for research logically follow. 

Specifically, emphasising the role of the formal and informal on political actors and in influencing 

political pehnomenon. These terms and the way they are understood have been defined in Chapter Two. 

Specific methods and approaches logically follow from this theoretical framework. As a consequence, 

this research is relativist and interpretivist in its approach. The strengths and weaknesses of the 

qualitative methods adopted by this research will also be evaluated. 

As has been documented so far, the nature of constitutional development in the United Kingdom has 

been ad hoc and piecemeal. The lack of strategic thinking means that to answer the key research 

questions and goals of this thesis, the conceptual framework must be flexible. Recognising this, since 

the answers to the key research questions can be found in the distinctions between formal and informal 

political institutions (Helmke and Levitsky, 2004), a relativist ontology is embraced. Relativism, as set 

out by Levers, asserts that:   

“Reality ... is not distinguishable from the subjective experience of it (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). 

To state that the two cannot be separated is misleading because it implies there are two entities 

to separate. In this way of thinking, reality is human experience and human experience is 

reality.” (Levers, 2013: 2) 

An exclusive examination of formal structures would not have provided the scope to answer key 

research questions, such a relativist position, recognising the role of subjective experience, is 

necessitated. 



50 

 

An interpretivist epistemology is utilised as it logically follows from a relativist ontology. The 

interpretivist tradition argues that in the social sciences, the topic being studied cannot be separated 

fully from the context within which it is set (Marsh et al., 2018: 190). Thus, it is vital for the researcher 

to understand traditions and norms around the issue being examined, otherwise providing inferences 

and meaning would be impossible (Della Porta and Keating, 2008: 24-25; Marsh et al., 2018: 109). 

Interpretivism has thus also been chosen as the most relevant approach to since it the tools and 

conceptual space to fully answer the research questions. The emphasis on thick descriptions, webs of 

meanings, and complex specificity is vital to answering the research questions. Specifically, although 

interpretivism has been critiqued for “mere description” rather than explanation, this thesis agrees  with 

the conclusions of Corbett et al. (2019) that interpretivism can explain phenomenon within the social 

sciences. Additionally, in order to fully answer this thesis’ research questions, it is vital to focus actors 

as well as institutions subsequently, the notion of situated agency provides is an important tool to fully 

explain how actors and institutions interact and respond to political phenomenon. Subsequently, this 

focus of interpretivism provides support for explaining why the same issue – in the case of this thesis, 

defence policy – can have different impacts in different institutions or territories (Corbett et al., 2019). 

Interpretivism provides the conceptual space in which to understand and analyse multiple factors in 

order to answer this thesis’ research questions.  Although interpretivism has been critiqued on the basis 

of it merely offering subjective opinions and not presenting testable theses (Marsh et al., 2018: 191); 

however, as Bevir and Rhodes emphasise (2006: 96), “interpretive approaches ask different questions, 

use different methods, and provide novel answers” to other approaches. In summary, interpretivism is 

favoured here as it enables this research to take a holistic approach, analysing and evaluating contexts, 

the formal and informal, and key actors’ own understanding. Other approaches in the field are unable 

to provide the tools to produce findings to meet the goals of this research.  

Logically following on from a relativist ontology and interpretivist epistemology is the use of qualitative 

research methods. Specifically, qualitative methods are adopted due to their capacity to allow inferences 

to be produced based upon the specific contexts observed in the cases examined by this research 

(Vromen, 2018). In addition, quantitative methods do not logically sit with interpretivist epistemologies 

and “can be blunt instruments and may produce misleading data” (Marsh et al., 2018: 191). In line with 

this research – and as highlighted in the previous chapter – it is unsurprising that despite the recent 

quantitative turn in the field, most research on UK governance and politics is qualitative in its approach. 

Research questions and research design 

As introduced in the first chapter, this research has three central research questions. Reiterated here, 

these questions shape the design of this research. The questions are:  

1. What are the fundamental principles underpinning devolution and constitutional reform in the 

United Kingdom? 



51 

 

2. What role do the devolved institutions have with respect to defence policy? 

3. How do representatives from Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales perceive the MoD’s 

relationship with devolved institutions? 

To answer these three key questions, research was conducted in a two-stage process. This thesis firstly 

looked at the “macro”, devolution and the UK constitution as a whole; and secondly, considered the 

defence case study. 

The first element, covered in Chapter Two, involved an evaluation of the existing theoretical 

frameworks and explored the specific context of devolution in the UK. This necessitated exploring the 

histories and contexts of devolution across the UK. Chapter Two also evaluated the shortcomings of 

current theoretical frameworks used to analyse devolution and identified the problems of viewing policy 

areas through the dichotomy of a devolved/non-devolved status, providing the subsequent basis for 

analysing the defence case study. 

The second element of this thesis is the examination of the defence case study. This part of the research, 

which is explored in Chapters Four to Six, sees each devolved nation’s relationship with the MoD 

evaluated. The purpose of this is to reveal the role that the devolved administrations have in the 

nominally non-devolved area of defence policy, answering the key research question of how defence 

policy operates in a multi-level state. The second part of the research explores issues such as the 

mainstreaming of defence policy into political debates, the implementation of policies for armed service 

personnel, and the defence footprint in the devolved nations. To answer the key research questions and 

meet the goals of this research design, this thesis employs two key research methods.  

Research methods and data collection 

Two main research methods were used for this research project: 

i. Documentary analysis 

Documentary analysis of numerous publications from the MoD, UK Government, UK Parliament, 

devolved governments, and devolved legislatures, as well as legislation itself, was undertaken. Specific 

attention was paid to the records of proceedings from devolved legislatures. This analysis, in the 

following empirical chapters, identifies and evaluates the relationship between the MoD and devolved 

institutions; in particular, issues around the implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant in the 

devolved nations are highlighted.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

Although there are some limitations to the usefulness of this technique – incomplete data, restricted 

documents – the documentary analysis allows for some early conclusions and ideas to be formed which 

were expanded upon in consequent interviews.  
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The first part of the documentary analysis consisted of data collection. A list of sources relevant to 

answering the key research questions was curated. This list consisted of the following:  

i. Devolution statutes such as the Scotland Act 1998, Northern Ireland Act 1998, and 

Government of Wales Act 2006; 

ii. Devolution Guidance Notes (DGNs) and Memorandums of Understanding (MoUs);  

iii. Relevant policy documents from the devolved administrations and MoD; 

iv. Political party election manifestos for devolved legislative elections; 

v. Political party election manifestos for UK parliamentary elections; 

vi. Transcripts of the proceedings from plenary sessions in the devolved legislatures; 

vii. Written questions in the devolved legislatures; 

viii. Transcripts and inquiries of relevant committees in the devolved legislatures.  

These documents were examined in two phases. The first phase involved the assessment of statute and 

government publications. The reason for this was to understand, initially, where power is supposed to 

formally lie, and secondly how the governments of the UK interpret that legislation and understand 

their roles regarding defence policy. Following on from this initial examination of the devolution 

statute, an evaluation of the UK Government’s DGNs and the multiple MoUs between UK government 

departments and the devolved administrations was undertaken. The rationale behind this was that the 

DGNs and MoUs, although formal documents, provide a better understanding for how the different 

governments of the UK interact. The final sources collated during the first phase of data collection were 

specific policy documents dealing with defence policy issues from the UK and the devolved 

administrations. Similarly to the rationale for examining DGNs and MoUs, the purpose of examining 

these documents was to understand better how the different administrations viewed their respective 

roles in the area of defence policy. The analysis undertaken at this stage was conducted within the 

framework developed as a consequence of evaluating the differently established ways of analysing 

devolution in the UK. Specifically, a combination of institutional approaches were employed to provide 

the purchase and space for inferences to be made. All the publications collated and analysed during the 

first phase are accessible to the public on government websites. These initial examinations helped to 

reveal how statutes have been interpreted by the different governments while also identifying trends 

and themes to be explored in the next phase of the data collection. Importantly, in relation to the 

theoretical approach of this thesis, this initial stage of analysis assisted in understanding how the formal 

in fact works in practice.  

The second phase of data collection was primarily concerned with a shift to the political. For this phase 

of data collection, a list of keywords to identify in more political publications was drawn up. The 

following words were searched for: veterans, defence, armed forces, military, army, navy, air force, 

troops, and reservists. The first set of publications examined in this phase were party manifestos for 
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devolved legislative elections. In the case of Scotland and Wales, these were elections in 1999, 2003, 

2007, 2011, and 2016. For Northern Ireland, election years were 1998, 2003, 2007, 2011, 2016, and 

2017. An examination of party manifestos for devolved elections helped to build an understanding of 

political parties’ views of the role and responsibilities of the devolved legislatures with respect to 

defence policy. Party manifesto passages of text which made reference to the defence footprint were 

collated for examination.  Subsequently, an interpretivist discourse analysis was undertaken to draw 

inferences in-line with the overall methodological and theoretical framework of this research. Once 

these manifestos had been analysed, manifestos for UK parliamentary elections in 2001, 2005, 2010, 

2015, and 2017 were also examined. It is important to note, however, that the manifestos examined for 

UK general elections were those produced by the devolved parties in respect of UK-wide parties, such 

as Welsh Labour or the Scottish Conservatives as opposed to the central manifesto produced by the 

parties. The same rationale was applied to the analysis of manifestos produced for UK parliamentary 

elections, namely: how did the parties understand the roles of the different legislatures with respect to 

defence policy? The majority of these manifestos were readily available online or through inter-library 

loans. The examination of party manifestos provided a useful overview of how the parties understood 

defence policy in a devolved context and supported the further identification of themes and trends to be 

explored to answer key research questions. 

Following on from the examination of party manifestos, an extensive search through transcripts of the 

proceedings of the devolved legislatures was undertaken. This data search consisted of examining the 

official records of proceedings from each of the devolved legislatures from their founding until January 

2017. As has been highlighted previously, the keywords searched for were veterans, defence, armed 

forces, military, army, navy, air force, troops, and reservists. Due to the high volume of data to search 

through and some of the limitations of the devolved legislature’s websites and search functionality, 

search filters were applied to only display results from one calendar year at a time. Transcripts which 

contained the relevant keywords were then read. Where the keyword’s appearance was in keeping with 

the purpose of this research, the URL and quotes were saved into an Excel spreadsheet with 

accompanying commentary explaining the relevance of the result to the research questions. Despite this 

initial sift in the process of collating data, there were still large amounts of data collected. The rationale 

behind this process was to capture accurately how actors within the devolved institutions understood 

their role and the role of their respective institutions regarding defence policy. Following the 

examination of plenary transcripts, the same method was used to collate and study the work of 

committees, and written questions from elected representatives. Once the collection of written data was 

complete, it was possible to evaluate the relative importance of what had been collated, and the key 

themes which would later become central to answering the research questions were consequently 

identified. This marked the end of the pre-planned collection of documents and written data. 
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Nevertheless, through the process of collation, it became apparent that additional sources would be 

needed to complement the work which had been done. 

The last part of document collection and collation consisted of final document searches. These searches 

came about as a consequence of gaps in understanding and explanations following the completion of 

the planned document search. Explicitly, it sought to fill gaps where specific statements or policy 

documents were referred to by politicians, but not initially readily available. These searches also took 

place following elite interviews so that all contexts could be taken into consideration. As was the case 

with the majority of sources used in this thesis, all of these documents were readily available via the 

websites of the different governments and legislatures in the UK. 

ii. Elite level interviews 

Interviews were undertaken with politicians from the different legislatures of the UK. Elite interviews 

were necessary for this research project because they (i) confirmed information from other sources; (ii) 

established what key actors think; (iii) made clear politicians’ suppositions about what others think; (iv) 

were useful in reconstructing decision making processes; and (v) enabled additional contact to be made 

with other elites – the “snowballing” effect (Richards, 1996: 200; Tansey, 2007: 766). The elite 

interviews were conducted through a semi-structured process, as defined by Wengraf: 

“Semi-structured interviews are designed to have a number of interviewer questions prepared 

in advance, but such prepared questions are designed to be sufficiently open that the subsequent 

questions of the interviewer cannot be planned in advance but must be improvised in a careful 

and theorized [sic] way.” (Wengraf, 2011: 5) 

Conducting the interviews through a semi-structured format allowed for comparisons to be drawn 

between each interviewee’s answer to structured questions. For the purposes of the research – 

specifically assessing the effectiveness and nature of the relationships between the governments of the 

UK – comparability of responses was essential. By following a semi-structured format, the research 

also employed open-ended questions, which allowed for the interviewees’ perceptions and opinions to 

be captured by the interview process (Bray, 2008: 310). In order to conduct semi-structured interviews, 

a generic schedule of questions to be to asked across all interviewees was produced. This generic 

schedule included question on what representatives thought the role of the devolved institutions in 

respect of defence currently was, and what role they thought was appropriate for the devolved 

institutions. All interviewees were also asked about their view on the nature of relations between 

devolved governments and legislatures and the MoD. The purpose of this line of questioning was to 

provide further political context to previously analysed documents and reveal additional topics for 

investigation. The generic schedule was created with the overall purpose and usefulness of elite level 

interviews to answer qualitative research questions (Tansey, 2007). Alongside the generic schedule of 

questioning, interviewees were asked more specific questions related to their roles or experience. 
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Specifically, representatives who had been involved in the creation of their own party’s manifestos were 

asked about contemporary considerations of defence policy concerns, and members of the House of 

Commons’ Defence Select Committee about their colleagues’ understanding of devolution.  

Key to the research project is understanding the inter-relation of policy decisions and overlapping 

responsibilities of the different governments of the UK. To get a comprehensive picture of 

intergovernmental relations in the UK, it was vital to interview those who experience such relations. 

Elite level interviews added value to the documentary analysis, but also broadened and deepened 

understanding of how intergovernmental relationships are (or are not) functioning outside of 

government publications (Richards, 1996: 200). Importantly, interviews were necessitated in order to 

undertake a fully rounded new institutionalist approach since actors who are within those institutions 

have experience of those institutions.  

Elite level interviews are thus a key part of this research since they are vital to providing additional 

context and understanding the inferences made through documentary analysis. The initial part of the 

process of conducting interviews was identifying key actors whose experiences and roles would support 

in the process of answering key research questions. Identifying elite actors relevant to the research aims 

of this thesis was framed by the positional method. This approach was chosen in contrast to decisional 

and reputational methods. The positional method was chosen because it assumes ‘that political influence 

in complex societies is vested in formal leadership positions located in a broad range of political, 

business, military, media, and various civil society institutions and organizations [sic]’ (Hoffmann-

Lange, 2018: 80). Central to this thesis is the belief that policy and decision making are complex 

processes impacted by multiple factors. Although the positional method can be critiqued for 

underestimating the extent to which power s centralised, the purpose of this thesis is predominantly 

focused on how decisions taken by the UK Government in respect of defence policy impact on devolved 

institutions while evaluating what role, if any, the devolved governments and legislatures have in the 

decisions making process. Thus, the positional method’s focus on identifying the elite in the round is 

more useful than other approaches to identify elites to interview. Specifically, it is not the ability to 

have an active role in the decision making process, as suggested by the decisional method (ibid: 83-85) 

but an individual’s proximity to and understanding of the policy and decision making process. Similarly, 

the reputational model was discounted as a means to identify relevant elites. First, a central weakness 

within the reputational method is that it is reliant on a form of groupthink which can lead key actors to 

be excluded from being part of the ‘elite’ (ibid: 85-86). Second, because this research is novel, there 

was no predefined list of elites whom would be able to provide constructive answers to questions central 

to this research.  

The selection of interviewees was subsequently supported by the prior documentary analysis. 

Specifically, actors who had a track record of discussing defence affairs within their respective 
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legislature or who had been involved in the process of drafting party manifestos were identified. 

Supplementing this list, additional searches were undertaken to select elected representatives who were 

part of groupings which took an interest in defence affairs, for example the Scottish Parliament’s cross-

party group on the Armed Forces and Veterans’ Community. In addition to the longlist of politicians 

and former politicians from the devolved nations, several MPs representing non-English constituencies 

who were involved in defence policy were also added. This longlist was later shortened in the wish to 

have equitable geographic and political representation. Potential interviewees who were on the shortlist 

were then contacted with in-person interviews being organised with those who consented. These 

interviews then took place, as highlighted earlier, in a semi-structured format and were conceived to 

complement other sources used in this thesis.  

In line with the University of Bath’s ethics protocols, before undertaking this research, an application 

was made to the University’s ethics committees where consent was granted. A specific ethics 

consideration central to this research is that those interviewed are quoted directly. The decision to not 

anonymise interview contributions was taken in order to provide additional transparency in general, but 

specifically to support clearly the basis for key findings of this research.  In advance of conducting the 

interviews, interviewees were informed that their participation would not be confidential. All 

participants agreed to this and consent forms were signed. Participants were, however, given the 

opportunity to note any comments in interviews that they would have liked to be anonymised. 

Interviewees also retained the option to withdraw their consent after interviews were conducted.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the methodology, design, and processes that were followed for this research. 

The first section of this chapter establishes that this research utilises existing and robust methodological 

approaches to the study of UK government and politics. This research employs an interpretivist 

approach to answering its key research questions. This method is employed because it provides a more 

holistic approach to answering research questions, specifically useful with the focus on different 

contexts. Finally, this chapter discusses and evaluates different research methods employed by this 

research. This research uses documentary analysis and elite level interviews to answer key research 

questions. This thesis has now introduced the topic of defence as a devolved policy concern, engaged 

with appropriate conceptual frameworks, and established the methodological approach of this study. 

The next four chapters will now actively explore the case of defence as a devolved policy concern, 

beginning with the case of Scotland.  
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Chapter Four 

Defence policy and Scotland 

 

“There’s been too much, in my opinion, of civil servants just looking at a map and putting a pin 

in it: right that one can go, how much is that worth?” 

- Maurice Corry MSP’s view of the decision making process on the rationalisation of the 

defence estate 

 

Introduction 

Defence policy in Scotland following the creation of the Scottish Parliament and Government is a topic 

which begins in relative obscurity yet becomes one of the priorities of the Scottish Government. 

Originally conceived as a policy area within the purview of Westminster alone, defence policy issues 

have become a tool in the process of nation-building and campaigning for independence. In the early 

years of devolution, some MSPs clearly lacked an understanding of, and were reluctant to become 

involved in, defence affairs. As this chapter highlights, the reluctance to become involved stems from 

not wanting to engage with broader, more politicised issues such as the UK’s nuclear deterrent based at 

Faslane and the Iraq War. Scotland’s story evolves, however, into one where successive SNP 

administrations pay attention to, and focus resources on, the armed forces' community. Alongside this, 

MSPs and MPs from all parties develop a better understanding of their role in defence policy in 

Scotland. Finally, the realignment of Scottish politics onto a unionist – nationalist axis impacts defence 

policy; not only do issues such as nuclear disarmament become key themes in the discussion of 

independence, independence shifts the notion of how the armed forces should be organised and the role 

of government in supporting the forces' community. 

The case of Scotland corresponds with a key argument previously established in this thesis. Federalism, 

MLG and the WM are limited in their usefulness as theoretical approaches to devolution in the United 

Kingdom. As will be highlighted, none of these approaches, in themselves, provide a basis on which to 

explain how or why defence policy becomes mainstreamed into the political considerations of the 

Scottish Government or Scottish Parliament. The inability to provide a theoretical framework to this 

case reveals how these approaches are not equipped to deal with the ad hoc and disorganised 

development of the UK’s constitution. Despite the shortcomings of federalism, MLG and the WM, they 

do provide useful organising perspectives (Greenleaf, 1983; Rhodes, 1997) through which to view UK 

politics, following the creation of the devolved legislatures. This chapter thus explores the case of 

defence policy in Scotland from the viewpoint that the WM is no longer relevant while using federalism 
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and MLG as organising perspectives for conducting analysis and explanation. Critical junctures and 

nested newness will subsequently also be employed as ways of understanding how and why defence 

policy concerns evolve from being an obscure and niche concern to a key priority of the Scottish 

Government. This chapter seeks to provide further support to the overarching argument of this thesis, 

specifically that the notion of devolved and non-devolved policy areas is a false dichotomy. 

Initially this chapter examines the formal powers and responsibilities of the Scottish Parliament and 

government, and how these have evolved since the establishment of the Parliament in 1999. Following 

this discussion, the chapter explores how the devolved institutions and key actors have engaged with, 

and understood their role within, defence policy. Finally, this chapter seeks to explain the 

mainstreaming of defence policy issues into the devolved Scottish polity alongside evaluating 

theoretical approaches to devolution in the UK. 

Powers and responsibilities of the Scottish Parliament 

This section provides a brief overview of the legislation within which the Scottish Parliament and 

Scottish Government operate. 

Scotland Act 1998 

To understand the nature of defence policy debates in post-devolution Scotland, it is necessary to 

understand the constitutional context within which they were – or were not – taking place, starting with 

the Scotland Act 1998 (hereafter 1998 Act). The 1998 Act re-established the Scottish Parliament, the 

most powerful of the devolved legislatures created in the 1990s. The 1998 Act granted the Scottish 

Parliament legislative and executive functions over the matters that had not been reserved to 

Westminster (Burrows, 1999: 248). In practice, it meant that the Parliament and government in 

Edinburgh inherited most of the executive powers of the Scottish Office alongside the historic 

legislative powers which had been separate to that of England and Wales since 1707. The situation in 

Scotland was unique at the time in that Northern Ireland had three categories for legislative devolution, 

with Wales having no legislative powers and a conferred powers model. The Scottish Parliament’s 

powers are thus defined by what is formally reserved to Westminster. For example, Schedule 5 to the 

1998 Act lists, “the Crown, including succession to the Crown and a regency” and “International 

relations, including relations with territories outside the United Kingdom...” as reservations and 

therefore outside of the legal competence of the Scottish Parliament. Subsequently, the legislative 

competencies of the Parliament can be found in what does not appear in Schedule 5 to the 1998 Act; 

these areas include: health and social services; justice and policing; education, employment and skills; 

agriculture; social security, pensions and child support; and housing.  

In terms of defence policy, Schedule 5 of the Scotland Act 1998 reserves from the legislative 

competence of the Scottish Parliament: “the defence of the realm; the naval, military or air forces of the 

Crown, including reserve forces; visiting forces; international headquarters and defence organisations; 
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trading with the enemy and enemy property”. There are two exceptions to this reservation2. The first is 

that the parliament has powers over civil defence – but cannot confer roles on the armed forces. The 

second exception grants the Scottish Parliament powers over “the conferral of enforcement powers in 

relation to sea fishing”. Despite this exception explicitly mentioning the armed forces, the Parliament 

gained powers over broad areas of public policy such as health, housing, and education – so while not 

defence issues in the traditional sense, these powers saw the new institution become responsible for 

public services which come into contact with members of the armed forces’ community. Subsequently, 

as this thesis asserts, to view defence policy through a dichotomy of devolved versus non-devolved 

policy areas does not capture the reality of policy making and what happens on the ground for the armed 

forces’ community. This approach differs from the majority of current writing on devolution in the UK, 

which, as discussed previously, is overwhelmingly focused on policy divergences, identity and political 

cultures, or the history of devolution itself. This literature is focused primarily on formal structures and 

where powers and responsibilities formally lie, but not on how governance actually works in a post-

devolution UK (McAllister, 2015: 31). This focus has been supported by approaches such as federalism 

and MLG which, despite attempts to break the approaches out of merely providing observations of 

existing structures, fail to explain the actions of actors within those structures. Rather, it is vital that 

additional frameworks such as nested newness are employed to fully explain the contemporary 

development of the UK’s constitution.  As the following analytical section illustrates, however, the 

problematic nature of the devolved/non-devolved heuristic, dichotomous thinking would not be 

immediately evident to parliamentarians. 

Defence as a devolved policy concern 1999-2010 

The following section examines the consideration of defence policy issues by the Scottish Parliament 

since its re-establishment in 1999. This examination is broken into two distinct sections, first May 1999 

to the spring of 2011 and then summer 2011 until January 2020. The split has been used since it 

encapsulates the shift which is seen in the engagement with defence policy concerns within Scottish 

politics. Specifically, in reaction to the outcome of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts and the UK 

government’s 2010 commitment to “rebuild the Military Covenant…” (Cabinet Office, 2010: 15) and 

subsequent policy initiatives and the Armed Forces Act 2011.  

Elections and manifestos 

To understand the political discourse in Scotland around defence issues in the first years of the new 

Parliament, it is useful to look at the manifestos of the four largest parties elected – the Scottish 

Conservatives, Scottish Labour, the Scottish Liberal Democrats, and the Scottish National Party (SNP) 

 
2 An exception to a reservation means that the matter it is devolved  
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– to see what, if anything, they state in relation to defence policy issues. The general trend identifiable 

from the manifestos produced for the first elections to the Scottish Parliament are:  

i. Defence policy and defence related issues appear as a minority issue when present in the parties’ 

manifestos; 

ii. Discussion of defence policy and defence related issues usually focuses on issues outside of the 

competence of the Scottish Parliament. 

The first elections to the Scottish Parliament took place in May 1999. The election saw Scottish Labour 

returned as the largest party, but short of an overall majority (Morgan, 1999: 5). Following the election, 

the Scottish Labour Party and Scottish Liberal Democrats formed a coalition to run the Scottish 

Executive with Scottish Labour leader, Donald Dewar, becoming First Minister, and leader of the 

Scottish Liberal Democrats, Jim Wallace, taking on the position of Deputy First Minister. Of the four 

largest parties elected to the Parliament, Scottish Labour, the SNP and the Scottish Liberal Democrats 

raise defence issues in their 1999 manifestos; in each case, discussions are in relation to areas outside 

of the Parliament’s control. Scottish Labour’s mention of defence policy is simply an assertion of its 

non-devolved nature, stating that it is “common sense” for defence policy decisions to be taken by 

Westminster (Scottish Labour, 1999). Continuing their long standing opposition to nuclear weapons, 

and the UK’s nuclear deterrent being located in Scotland, the SNP state that independence will allow 

Scotland to remove Trident from Scottish waters (Scottish National Party, 1999: 31). The Scottish 

Liberal Democrat manifesto refers to the party’s commitment to “strengthen Britain’s defence and 

security through NATO and greater European defence co-operation…” (1999: 33). The Scottish 

Conservatives do not mention any defence policy concerns in their 1999 Scottish Parliamentary election 

manifesto (Scottish Conservatives, 1999). Akin to the situation which will be seen in Wales, explicit 

discussions of defence policy are thus minimal within the main parties’ manifestos, and when they do 

occur they are exclusively in areas which are not within the control of the Scottish Parliament itself.  

Elections to the second session of the Scottish Parliament took place in 2003. Scottish Labour remained 

as the largest party but, as in 1999, short of an overall majority (Leeke and Cracknell, 2003: 3). 

Following the election, Scottish Labour refreshed their coalition with the Scottish Liberal Democrats. 

Once again, defence policy issues are not widely discussed, this time appearing in the SNP manifesto 

only. Similarly to the manifestos of 1999, this discussion of defence policy relates to issues that are not 

devolved to the Scottish Parliament itself. The SNP manifesto discusses defence predominantly through 

the lens of independence and the powers an independent Scotland would have over defence issues. The 

party re-states their opposition to nuclear weapons being based in Scottish waters and their then 

opposition to NATO membership, “while it continues to be an alliance based on nuclear weapons.” 

(Scottish National Party, 2003: 25) Published in the build-up to the 2003 invasion of Iraq, the manifesto 

also highlights that independence would mean that the Scottish Parliament “will decide if our 
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servicemen and women should take part in military conflict.” (ibid) Further to this, the party commits 

to “safeguarding existing levels of manpower and expenditure at currently operating military bases” 

(ibid) at the time of independence. The manifestos of the other major parties are silent on defence issues, 

illustrating a general lack of engagement. Even in the case of the SNP, evidence suggests defence policy 

is seen as “beyond” devolved policy concerns, as illustrated by the discussion of constitutional or 

international issues rather than the powers and responsibilities held in Holyrood. 

The third elections to the Scottish Parliament took place in 2007. For the first time, the SNP became 

the largest party, with 47 seats to Scottish Labour’s 46 (Tetteh, 2007: 3). Alex Salmond became the 

First Minister, leading a minority SNP administration. Like previous elections, defence policy issues 

were not seen in all of the main party manifestos, with just the SNP and Scottish Labour engaging with 

them. Of the two, the Scottish Labour manifesto is the only, and consequently the first, to engage with 

defence policy issues through the context of powers which are devolved to the Scottish Parliament. The 

manifesto discusses defence issues as they relate to the economy, education, and civil contingencies 

(Scottish Labour, 2007: 11, 27, 47). Similarly to the main political parties in Wales at this time, the 

Scottish Labour manifesto discusses the perceived economic benefit of the defence industry, with the 

party stating that they “will continue to work in partnership with the UK government to ensure that not 

only is Scotland well placed to attract further defence contracts but also that the Defence Diversification 

Agency can effectively translate technological expertise into an economic advantage for the Scottish 

economy.” (ibid: 11) Although economic development is one of the powers held by the devolved 

legislatures, the engagement with defence issues here is solely in that area and not on access to devolved 

public services for the armed forces' community. As in 2003, The SNP’s manifesto focuses on defence 

issues clearly outside the legal powers of the Scottish Parliament stating that through independence 

Scotland would be able to “bring Scottish troops home from Iraq… [and]… remove nuclear weapons 

from Scotland’s shores.” (Scottish National Party, 2007: 7) Despite having been in government prior to 

the 2007 election, Scottish Labour’s manifesto does not contain any commitments on defence policy 

issues which are devolved to the Scottish Parliament itself beyond a role in economic affairs.  

There are two clear trends apparent from analysing party manifestos for the first elections to the Scottish 

Parliament. Firstly, defence issues are not readily discussed by the main parties. Indeed, as the following 

chapters illustrate, the parties in Scotland engage the least with defence issues in their manifestos when 

compared to political parties in Wales and Northern Ireland in the same period. In fact, the Scottish 

Conservatives did not discuss any defence policy related issues in any of their manifestos for the first 

three elections to the Scottish Parliament. When asked contemporaneously about the lack of 

commitments related to the armed forces' community, and why it did not appear in Scottish 

Conservative manifestos, Maurice Corry MSP was surprised that they did not feature and noted that 

policy commitments would be in the Scottish Conservative’s manifesto for the 2021 Scottish 
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Parliamentary elections.3 The second clear trend identifiable is that when defence issues are raised, they 

are predominantly through the lens of Scotland’s place in the world, or relationship with the rest of the 

United Kingdom. There is little discussion of policies for the armed forces' community in Scotland, 

despite the vast majority of social policy and public services being devolved. 

The examination of manifestos provides an initial understanding of the political discourse around 

defence policy and the parties’ limited understanding of the initial devolution settlement. Although both 

federalism and MLG provide a useful organising perspective to support the analysis of manifestos from 

the first elections to the Scottish Parliament, they are not equipped to help explain why the manifestos 

discuss the policies they do. Manifestos alone do not capture the political discourse of the initial years 

of the Scottish Parliament and thus it is also necessary to examine parliamentary proceedings. 

Parliamentary proceedings 

The lack of discussion of policies for the armed forces' community in the manifestos of the four largest 

parties elected from 1999 to 2007 is not replicated in the first years of the Parliament’s proceedings 

where issues related to defence policy, the Ministry of Defence, and the armed forces are repeatedly 

discussed. This section studies the proceedings of the first three sessions of the Scottish Parliament from 

1999 to 2011. The evolution of the Scottish Parliament’s discussions of defence policy shows how the 

institution and decision makers have developed their understanding of their role. 

An overview of proceedings from the parliament’s first three sessions reveal some key trends in the 

political discourse around defence policy and the armed forces in Scotland:  

i. Issues related to defence policy are discussed by the Scottish Parliament regularly between 

1999 and 2011; 

ii. Until 2007, nearly all discussion of defence policy issues runs alongside discussion of the 

powers and responsibilities of the Scottish Parliament, with these discussions often politicised; 

iii. the formation of a minority SNP administration in 2007 sees an increase in the discussion of 

policy initiatives for the armed forces' community. 

In the earlier years of the Scottish Parliament, discussion of defence policy issues regularly referenced 

the devolution settlement and the powers of the new government and institution. This discussion often 

took the form of questioning the rationale of debating certain issues, or Scottish Ministers being 

reluctant to express a view on nominally reserved issues. The continued significance of this issue was 

highlighted in contemporary interviews with the Scottish Conservatives’ Maurice Corry MSP, and 

Scottish Labour MSP, Jackie Baillie, the latter noting: “I think it depends what suits our argument as to 

whether the reserved devolved divide gets played in or not.”4 

 
3 Interview with Maurice Corry MSP. 26 April 2019, Glasgow 
4 Interview with Jackie Baillie MSP. 25 April 2019, Edinburgh 
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What can be identified is that Scottish Labour-led administrations between 1999 and 2007 showed a 

trend towards emphasising that an issue at hand is not the responsibility of the Scottish Government. 

An early example of this attitude is a written question from SNP MP Colin Campbell on the number of 

Gulf War veterans receiving treatment through the Scottish NHS (Scottish Parliament, 1999). In 

response the then Minister for Health and Community Care, Susan Deacon MSP stated: “the 

responsibility for Gulf veterans rests with the Ministry of Defence. The issues raised are reserved to the 

UK parliament.” (ibid) The claim by the minister, as this research highlights, does not capture the reality 

about public service provision for veterans. This attitude was expressed the following year in a 2000 

debate on illnesses related to nuclear tests with the Minister stating: 

“This Parliament and Executive have no jurisdiction over compensation or pensions… [or] the 

United Kingdom nuclear test programme… therefore I hope that it will be appreciated that, as 

a member of the Scottish Executive, I do not believe that it would be appropriate for me to 

express a view…” (Official Report, 2000b) 

This mentality is clearly in line with Jackie Baillie MSP’s previously cited comments on whether the 

legislative powers of the Scottish Parliament form part of a broader argument. Health has been devolved 

since 1999, and thus the answers from the Minister for Health and Community Care do not reflect the 

reality of policy provision. It is worth noting that this approach contrasts profoundly with answers and 

debates on issues such as homelessness (Scottish Parliament, 2001) and the economy (Official Report, 

2000a, 2003b). For example, when discussing economic issues such as securing MoD contracts, the 

lack of devolved powers for the Scottish Parliament do not enter the debate in the same way. Debating 

these issues is framed by the Scottish Labour-led administration as ensuring that “Parliament’s voice 

has been heard…” (Official Report, 2000a) or that “the Scottish Parliament and the Executive has a role 

in helping to ensure that Scottish interests are taken into account when UK defence policy is framed 

and implemented…” (Official Report, 2003b) In the earlier days of the Scottish Parliament, the repeated 

use of the argument over devolution was used to prevent debate and to acknowledge what could be 

done by the administration in respect of healthcare for the armed forces' community. Framing the 

discussion of defence issues through the lens of what is and is not devolved also played a big role in the 

Scottish Parliament’s response to the Iraq War and debates over the renewal of Trident. 

Continuing with the trend of discussing non-devolved defence policy issues in party election 

manifestos, but preceding the manifestos of the 2003 election, the Scottish Parliament increasingly 

discussed defence policy issues clearly beyond the powers of the institution as it matured. Of note is a 

debate in January 2003, before the deployment of UK troops to Iraq and prior to the Parliament’s second 

election in May 2003. The 2003 invasion of Iraq was discussed by the Scottish Parliament more than 

by any of the other devolved legislatures, and within those discussions the tension over what the 

Parliament’s role is in respect of defence policy is highlighted. Plenary sessions are dominated with 
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comments on the appropriateness of the Scottish Parliament to be discussing the then upcoming threat 

of conflict with Iraq; the SNP’s John Swinney MSP stated: “the debate will also shed light on how we 

see ourselves, on our confidence and as a nation and on our appropriate role in global affairs.” (Official 

Report, 2003a) This position – discussing a non-devolved issue, such as the invasion of Iraq – is 

criticised by Scottish Labour members such as Rhona Brankin MSP, who asked, “If John Swinney 

thinks that it is the Scottish Parliament’s duty to discuss Iraq, does he think that it is the right and the 

duty of the Westminster Parliament to discuss Scottish education and health services… What are his 

party’s Westminster members for?” (ibid). Scottish Labour’s Tom McCabe MSP added: “We [Scottish 

Parliament] should never mislead the people of Scotland about our power to influence.” (ibid) There is 

then a clear trend of the powers and devolution settlement being discussed in relation to a defence policy 

issue when it is politically advantageous to do so, a fact which was raised in interviews5 6. The Iraq 

conflict is not unique in this respect. The nuclear weapons debate - specifically, the continued issue of 

the UK’s deterrent which is based at Faslane in Scotland - often includes comment on the 

appropriateness of discussing non-devolved issues.  

 Trident has long been an issue in Scottish politics and the re-establishment of the Scottish 

Parliament in 1999 created a new forum for such issues to be discussed; however, much like the Iraq 

War, debate contained explicit reference to the powers of the institution, and thus the appropriateness 

of discussing the issue. While acknowledging that the Scottish Parliament did not have any power over 

the UK’s nuclear deterrent, the SNP’s Roseanna Cunningham MSP emphasised that “we [Scottish 

Parliament] are Scotland’s voice. We must be heard.” (Official Report, 2005) This view is subsequently 

challenged by Scottish Conservative MSP, Jamie McGrigor: “once again the SNP has chosen not to use 

its time to debate health, housing, council tax… Instead it has decided to debate nuclear weapons, an 

issue on which this Parliament cannot make a decision.” (ibid) A similar comment was made in 2007 

by Scottish Labour’s George Foulkes MSP: “this Parliament has a range of important matters to 

consider and the more time we spend discussing reserved matters, the less time we have discussing 

important devolved matters.” (Official Report, 2007c) Of note is that in most cases observed, it is 

Scottish Labour MSPs who query the Scottish Parliament’s role in respect of defence policy concerns. 

This questioning can be attributed to the fact that Scottish Labour is a unionist party and MSPs did not 

want to create division with the broader Labour Party - where the renewal of the nuclear deterrent has 

been a divisive issue for a number of years. Scotland’s relationship with defence policy issues during 

the first years of devolution can be characterised as a complicated one which is bound up in broader 

issues of the Parliament’s role in Scottish public life and Scotland’s place in the world. Later the defence 

policy issues in Scotland would become part of the broader constitutional question of whether Scotland 

should be an independent country or not. 

 
5 Interview with Jackie Baillie MSP. 25 April 2019, Edinburgh 
6 Interview with Maurice Corry MSP. 26 April 2019, Glasgow 



65 

 

As discussed previously, the SNP formed a minority government following the outcome of the 2007 

elections. Discussion of issues related to defence policy clearly increased following the new 

administration’s formation; significantly, it also became more focused on utilising devolved powers to 

support the armed forces' community in Scotland rather than the policy parameters of the devolution 

settlement. Thus, in a 2008 debate on support for veterans, the SNP’s Keith Brown MSP noted: “the 

[Scottish] Parliament is not responsible for our citizens when they are in uniform, but when they leave 

service we are responsible for supporting them in their health, their housing and their chances for 

learning and training.” (Official Report, 2008d) By this time there had been a clear development of the 

role of the devolved institution with respect to the armed forces, and Scottish Labour’s Mary Mulligan 

MSP, stated - in the same debate - that responsibility for veterans was an issue for the UK Parliament 

and government yet acknowledged that “responsibility for many services that veterans will need to 

access are devolved.” (ibid)  

The change of administration to an SNP one with aspirations of an independent Scotland alongside the 

development of the Parliament into a more mature institution enabled discussion of defence issues as 

they applied to the powers of Scotland more appropriately. A 2010 debate on a Scottish Veterans’ 

Charter highlights the change from the first years of devolution. Scottish Liberal Democrat, Jeremy 

Purvis MSP, makes the case for a veterans’ charter for Scotland, stating that it “need not rely on UK 

Government actions, as it relates to the functions of devolved bodies here in Scotland.” (Official Report, 

2010c) Of note is that, during the debate, there is no discussion of the devolved powers of the 

institutions. The then Minister for Housing and Communities, the SNP’s Alex Neil MSP, noted how 

the Scottish Government had been part of the development of the UK-wide Armed Forces Covenant 

(ibid). 

The development of the understanding of the role of the devolved bodies in defence policy was 

mentioned in interviews with Scottish politicians.7 8 9 10 Jackie Baillie MSP pointed to the Iraq and 

Afghanistan conflicts in particular as clarifying the role of the devolved institutions towards the armed 

forces' community: “suddenly there were more veterans coming back suffering from PTSD and all sorts 

of issues that were required to be dealt with and it was more than an isolated one or two; it was a number 

that made it a visible issue.”11 The Armed Forces Covenant was also credited with increasing awareness 

of the needs of the armed forces' community and the role of the Scottish Parliament in that respect.12 

In summary, the first twelve years of devolution in Scotland saw an evolving situation regarding the 

understanding of the Scottish Parliament and government’s role in defence policy. The early years can 

 
7Interview with Jackie Baillie MSP. 25 April 2019, Edinburgh 
8 Interview with Maurice Corry MSP. 26 April 2019, Glasgow 
9 Interview with Martin Docherty-Hughes MP. 2 July 2019, London 
10 Interview with Neal Stewart. 2 July 2019, London 
11 Interview with Jackie Baillie MSP. 25 April 2019, Edinburgh 
12 Interview with Maurice Corry MSP. 26 April 2019, Glasgow 
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be characterised as being both confused and politicised. Manifestos from 1999, as discussed earlier, 

only engaged with clearly non-devolved aspects of defence policy, with debates in plenary sessions on 

defence issues subsequently being framed and curtailed by whether it was appropriate to be discussing 

issues such as Iraq and nuclear weapons. As discussed in Chapter Two, nested newness provides a 

useful framework to understand why the devolved institutions were reluctant to engage with defence 

policy concerns, and the case of Scotland appears to support this notion. Indeed, unionist MSPs from 

Scottish Labour and the Scottish Conservatives, in particular, appear to emphasise the devolution 

settlement as a way of preventing discussion of defence policy concerns. Scotland’s story is unique in 

that the election of a nationalist government is important to the mainstreaming of defence issues. 

Despite policies for the armed forces' community becoming part of the narrative, the dominance that 

the constitutional questions play when discussing defence policy issues is one of the defining 

characteristics of the devolved institution’s engagements with the issue. In this context, federalism once 

again provides a useful perspective on which analysis can take place, but such a perspective fails to 

fully capture the rationale or motivation behind the evolution in understanding, or narratives, in Scottish 

politics. In fact, somewhat paradoxically, the case of devolution in this area proves that the UK does 

not meet a key criteria of what defines a federation: “formal demarcation of legislative and executive 

and responsibilities.” (Watts, 1999: 7) As the constitutional question evolves from what powers the 

Scottish Parliament should have to should Scotland be an independent country, so too does the 

engagement with defence policy issues.   

Defence as a devolved policy concern 2011-2017 

This section looks at the discussion and consideration of defence policy issues by political parties in 

Scotland and by those representing Scottish seats in both the Holyrood and Westminster parliaments. 

Since 2011, the needs of the armed forces' community have moved higher up the political agenda for 

multiple reasons. Prime among this was the 2010 Coalition agreement which set out proposals for the 

UK Government to take forward plans to renew and implement the military covenant (Cabinet Office: 

15). The MSPs interviewed agreed that the advent of the Armed Forces Covenant had increased 

awareness of the issues faced by the armed forces' community.13 14 Alongside the Covenant, interviews 

with Scottish politicians revealed that these issues also became more important because of an increase 

in awareness around the issues faced by the armed forces' community as a consequence of the Iraq and 

Afghanistan conflicts.15 16 Specific to Scotland, the 2014 independence referendum and the increasing 

dominance of the SNP in its politics, change the dynamic of discussing defence policies. 

 
13 Interview with Jackie Baillie MSP. 25 April 2019, Edinburgh 
14 Interview with Maurice Corry MSP. 26 April 2019, Glasgow 
15 Interview with Jackie Baillie MSP. 25 April 2019, Edinburgh 
16 Interview with Neal Stewart. 2 July 2019, London 
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Election manifestos 

As above, the first point of analysis is the manifestos of the five largest parties elected to the Scottish 

Parliament in 2011 and 2016. The general trend identifiable from these parliamentary elections is:  

i. Defence policy and defence related issues appear in more party manifestos; 

ii. Discussion of defence policy and defence related issues becomes more focused on economic 

and social policy issues within the power of the Scottish Parliament. 

Elections to the fourth Scottish Parliament took place in 2011. The results of the election saw the SNP 

form a majority government – the first time for this to happen in the history of Scottish devolution. The 

SNP won 69 of the Parliament’s 129 seats with the Scottish Labour Party some way behind with a total 

of 37 seats (Sandford and Hardacre, 2011: 3). Alex Salmond remained the First Minister following the 

result. Similarly to previous elections, parties engaged with defence issues outside of the competence 

of the Scottish Parliament. Primarily, these relate to the renewal of Trident and it being based in 

Scotland, with both the SNP and Scottish Green Party re-emphasising their long standing opposition to 

nuclear weapons (Scottish National Party, 2011: 29; Scottish Green Party, 2011: 24). Unlike in previous 

elections, the majority of the main parties discuss defence policy in some aspect in their manifestos. 

Also in contrast with previous elections, most of these discussions are through the lens of the powers 

devolved to the Scottish Parliament. The SNP, Scottish Labour, and the Scottish Liberal Democrats all 

raise the armed forces' community generally, and the needs of veterans in their manifestos. The SNP 

manifesto contains a commitment to campaign against the closure of military bases in Scotland as well 

as giving “high priority to policies for Scotland’s veterans.” (2011: 26) Similarly, Scottish Labour 

commit to “ensur[ing] fairness for Scotland’s veterans and will continu[ing] to develop a programme 

for their health support.” (2011: 41) Lastly, the Scottish Liberal Democrats also claim that they will 

“widen and improve services for Scotland’s ex-servicemen and women...” (2011: 83) 

The manifesto commitments outlined are the first time a number of parties take on a defence issue 

through the lens of what is actually devolved to the Scottish Parliament. It is of note that these 

commitments come shortly after the UK Government’s implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant; 

however, unlike the main parties in Wales, the Scottish parties do not label these commitments as related 

to the Armed Forces Covenant. Labelling these policies in a way as to minimise the UK dimension sits 

within two trends of Scottish politics present at the time. Firstly, developing policies specific for the 

armed forces' community in a way which appears separate to initiatives from the centre sits alongside 

the nation-building narrative, specifically advertising what a Scottish Government is capable of doing, 

whilst also highlighting what it is unable to do. In contemporary interviews, SNP representatives 

pointed to multiple international models of how they would like to see the armed forces treated in an 



68 

 

independent Scotland.17 18 Secondly, engaging with defence policy issues such as the Covenant from a 

clearly Scottish perspective is a symptom of the focus of Scottish politics shifting clearly from 

Westminster to Holyrood in 1999. It reflects a view that crosses the unionist/nationalist divide: the 

Scottish Parliament is the institution best placed to make decisions for Scotland. Legitimacy was 

conferred upon the Parliament and competence upon the SNP administration. 

Fifth elections to the Scottish Parliament were held in 2016, in the wake of the 2014 independence 

referendum. Although the results of the election saw the SNP remain as the largest party, they were 

reduced to 63 of Holyrood’s 129 seats and thus lost their absolute majority (Hawkins, 2016: 3). The 

election also saw the Scottish Conservatives overtake Scottish Labour as the second largest party in the 

Parliament, with 31 seats (ibid). Nicola Sturgeon, who became First Minister in 2014, continued in the 

position. In a repeat of previous elections, the main parties’ manifestos engage with defence issues 

which are not devolved to the Scottish Parliament. Once again, this is predominantly regarding the issue 

of Trident, which is raised by both the SNP (2016: 23) and Scottish Greens (2016: 45). The Scottish 

Labour Party mention Trident for the first time in their 2016 manifesto, making it clear that the party is 

opposed to the renewal of the nuclear deterrent (Scottish Labour, 2016: 63). This policy commitment 

from the Scottish Labour Party contradicted that of the UK Labour Party who, in their 2015 General 

Election manifesto, pledged to maintain “a minimum, credible, independent nuclear capability, 

delivered through a Continuous At-Sea Deterrent.” (Labour Party, 2015: 105). Although this policy 

difference exists to this day, it should be noted that the Scottish party does not have the ability to prevent 

the renewal of Trident nor change the UK Labour Party’s policy on the issue. 

The SNP, Scottish Labour, Scottish Greens and the Scottish Liberal Democrats also discuss defence 

policy issues that fall within the powers of the Scottish Parliament, with commitments centred on 

policies for veterans. Specifically, the SNP commit to exempting certain sources of income for veterans 

– such as War Pensions – from assessments to calculate care charges and access to certain benefits 

(2016: 4). Scottish Labour commit to working “to extend the eligibility for free bus travel to former 

service personnel who would benefit the most” (2016: 49), with the Scottish Liberal Democrats 

pledging to “improve mental health support for service veterans.” (2016: 11) As seen in the manifestos 

for the 2011 election, parties make commitments that relate to the content of the UK-wide Armed Forces 

Covenant but do not label them as such. This differs, as will be seen once more, from Wales where 

themes of nation-building and the Senedd being the centre of Welsh political life were not present. As 

raised previously, the Scottish Conservatives do not engage with defence policy concerns in their 

manifestos for Scottish Parliamentary elections. Manifestos for both the fourth and fifth elections 

continue this trend (Scottish Conservatives, 2011, 2016) 

 
17 Interview with Martin Docherty-Hughes MP. 2 July 2019, London 
18 Interview with Neal Stewart. 2 July 2019, London 
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Of further note is the Scottish Greens’ commitment to use the powers of the Scottish Parliament to 

“curtail the global arms trade by cutting… [financial] support to enterprises involved in arms…”  (2016: 

45) The party is unique across Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland in pledging to use the powers of 

a devolved institution to support a transition away from the defence industry. The prevailing trend in 

party manifestos across the devolved parts of the UK is using devolved institutions and governments to 

support the defence industry or MoD investments. The only notable exception to this trend can be found 

among nationalist parties in Northern Ireland. As will be highlighted, this exception must be caveated 

further in that nationalist parties either do not discuss using devolution to reduce the arms industry, or 

engage with MoD investments in the context of defence land being transferred to the Northern Ireland 

Executive, making the Scottish Greens’ commitment unique. The evolution in the discussion of defence 

issues in manifestos for Scottish Parliamentary elections is presented in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1: Number of times defence policy issues are mentioned in Scottish party 

manifestos. 

Two trends are clear in the manifestos of the main parties for the 2011 and 2016 Scottish Parliament 

election. The first of these trends is that defence policy issues are discussed more frequently in more 

party manifestos. The second trend identifiable is that defence issues are increasingly discussed in the 

context of what is devolved to Scotland, such as economic and social policies. Taking the first trend, 

engagement with defence issues steadily increases as devolution matures. As will be noted, a similar 

development is identifiable in Wales during this time, which, like Scotland, is explained in interviews 

as being due to both a maturing of the institutions and advocacy on the part of the armed forces' 

community.19 

 
19 Interview with Maurice Corry MSP. 26 April 2019, Glasgow 
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The second development identifiable in the manifestos is that when parties do raise defence issues, they 

are increasingly posited within the context of powers devolved to Scotland, particularly in the realm of 

economic and social policies. In terms of economic policies, a number of parties commit to using 

devolution to support MoD investments in Scotland as well as the defence industry more generally. As 

discussed previously, the outlier in this area is the Scottish Greens who seek to use devolution to reduce 

the defence sector as part of the Scottish economy (Scottish Green Party, 2016: 45). With respect to 

social policy, the parties emphasise care for veterans in both the health and welfare systems. It is of note 

that the majority of social policy initiatives raised in the manifestos are aspects of the UK-wide Armed 

Forces Covenant. Where Scotland differs from Wales and Northern Ireland, is that none of the 

manifestos discuss the Covenant label their policy initiatives for the armed forces' community as being 

part of Covenant commitments. The shift clearly identified in manifestos is replicated in the proceedings 

of the Scottish Parliament since 2011. 

Parliamentary proceedings 

The increased discussion of defence policy by political parties in their 2011 and 2016 election 

manifestos can also be seen in proceedings of the Scottish Parliament since 2011. This section examines 

those proceedings which, in conjunction with the manifestos and contemporary interviews, reveal that 

defence policy issues become mainstreamed into political discussion in Scotland. Since 2011, it is clear 

that the understanding of the role of the devolved institutions with respect to defence policy has become 

clear to decision makers in Scotland. 

An overview of proceedings from the Parliament’s fourth and fifth mandates show some key trends in 

the political discourse around defence policy and the armed forces in Scotland. 

i. there is clearer understanding of the role of the devolved institutions with regards to the armed 

forces' community: specific policies for the armed forces' community are discussed and 

implemented; 

ii. the defence footprint in Scotland becomes increasingly important in the discussion of defence 

policy as a consequence of the 2016 Ministry of Defence review into the defence estate; 

iii. the 2014 independence referendum and the prospect of an independent Scotland changes the 

discussion of defence policy. 

There is a marked shift in the approach to the armed forces' community following the 2011 Scottish 

Parliamentary elections. The Scottish Government and Parliament take responsibility for more veterans’ 

affairs and issues which impact the armed forces' community. Although the Scottish Government 

supported and committed to the UK-wide Armed Forces Covenant, the SNP administration goes further 

with a comprehensive set of policies as set out in their Our Commitments policy document (Scottish 

Government, 2012). Alongside these commitments, the Scottish Government becomes the first 

devolved government to explicitly have a Minister for Veterans in Keith Brown MSP. In Scotland, the 
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devolved administration takes ownership of the policy areas of veterans and commits to policies for the 

armed forces’ community. This shift in approach is encapsulated by Keith Brown who made clear: “my 

ambition is to make Scotland the most attractive destination for Service leavers and their families…” 

(Scottish Government, 2016: 3) Scotland thus stands out among the devolved nations, in that policies 

for veterans and the armed forces’ community becomes an express priority for the devolved 

administration. 

During the Third and Fourth mandates of the Scottish Parliament, the argument over where power lies 

for veterans’ affairs is no longer present. Whereas, as previously discussed, the argument over 

competence would be used to either politicise or prevent discussion on issues, there is a consensus 

among all MSPs about the role that they play regarding the armed forces' community (Official Report, 

2011b, 2017b, 2018a, b). When asked in interviews, both MSPs acknowledge and understand their role 

in respect to defence policy. Jackie Baillie MSP notes that, it is “about the crossover.”20 Maurice Corry 

MSP similarly identifies with defence for “local input, or national [Scottish] input.”21 This 

understanding of the role of the devolved institutions in relation to defence policy has been embedded 

into Scottish political life by the creation of the Scottish Veterans’ Commissioner in 2014 and the impact 

changes in Scottish tax rates had on the armed forces. The role of the Scottish Veterans’ Commissioner 

is of particular note because it brings a focus to the needs of the forces' community.22 23 When asked 

about the impact of the Commissioner, Jackie Baillie MSP stated:  

“The Commissioner has been great. Partly because – trusted by government and in with 

government… It’s enabled the forces communities and MSPs to say: “you agreed that - let’s 

hold your feet to the fire on making sure you deliver against those recommendations”… There 

is that opportunity of having a commissioner that pulls disparate forces together and it’s not the 

MoD saying, “You need to do this”. It’s somebody who is independent but appointed by the 

Scottish Government, so has the status required by actually having a knowledge of what the 

landscape looks like both in policy terms, the actors out there, and the levers he can pull to 

make change.”24 

Uniquely to Scotland, the government and parliament create an environment in which the scrutiny and 

facilitation of policies for veterans and the forces’ community is possible. It is worth noting how this 

development is a major departure from the approach of earlier governments and parliaments which 

specifically reference that defence policy is not devolved. Quite why Scotland has sought to strengthen 

its provision for veterans and the armed forces' community more than other parts of the UK is not clear. 

 
20 Interview with Jackie Baillie MSP. 25 April 2019, Edinburgh 
21 Interview with Maurice Corry MSP. 26 April 2019, Glasgow 
22 Interview with Jackie Baillie MSP. 25 April 2019, Edinburgh 
23 Interview with Maurice Corry MSP. 26 April 2019, Glasgow 
24 Interview with Jackie Baillie MSP. 25 April 2019, Edinburgh 
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This theme was touched on in interviews with the SNP’s Martin Docherty-Hughes MP and his adviser 

Neal Stewart who noted that the lack of support from the MoD in these matters in Scotland has been a 

strategic miscalculation on the part of unionism in Scotland.25 26 The creation of a specific public policy 

offer and apparatus for veterans and the forces' community in Scotland comes about at the same time 

as the development and implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant in Great Britain. All those 

interviewed noted how the offer for veterans and their families was good in Scotland and argued that 

the MoD should publicise that fact more.27 28 29 30 MLG in this case would suggest that these policy 

developments in Scotland are a consequence of actions by the UK government to steer the actions of 

other administrations to achieve their goals (Bache and Flinders, 2004c). This clearly is not the case 

and reveals an inherent problem with MLG: it argues that relationships are non-hierarchical whilst still 

emphasising hierarchies. The case of Scotland sees the development of policy for the forces' community 

in spite of the UK Government, rather than because of it. The advent of a specific policy offer for the 

forces' community in Scotland is born out of a combination of factors - the Iraq and Afghanistan 

conflicts, the election of an SNP-led administration, and the Armed Forces Covenant. MLG presents an 

overly simplistic view and ignores the importance of key contextual issues specific to Scotland. Rather, 

the notion of critical junctures provides the conceptual space in which to evaluate the importance of 

multiple different factors in shaping the mainstreaming of defence policy concerns. 

The MoD’s footprint in Scotland becomes a major political issue following the publication of the UK 

Government’s review into the defence estate (Ministry of Defence, 2016a). A Better Defence Estate 

features prominently in debates on defence policy in all of the devolved parliaments since it sets out the 

rationalisation of the MoD’s footprint across the UK. A debate in November 2016 saw the then Cabinet 

Secretary for Economy, Jobs, and Fair Work, Keith Brown MSP, outline the Scottish Government’s 

response to the approximate 20 per cent reduction in the defence estate in Scotland (Ministry of 

Defence, 2016a). In his response, the Cabinet Secretary noted “the MOD’s failure to keep its promise 

to consult the Scottish Government.” (Official Report, 2016e) The economic impact of the proposed 

closures, and - interestingly - the effect that the closure of Fort George in particular would have on the 

local school since half of the school’s pupils were part of families stationed at the base, were also 

highlighted (ibid). During the statement, Scottish Conservative MSP, Jackson Carlaw questioned “what 

specific experience or expertise the Scottish Government has to determine either the defence estate 

required or the actual defence needs of the United Kingdom?” with the Cabinet Secretary making the 

 
25 Interview with Martin Docherty-Hughes MP. 2 July 2019, London 
26 Interview with Neal Stewart. 2 July 2019, London 
27 Interview with Jackie Baillie MSP. 25 April 2019, Edinburgh 
28 Interview with Maurice Corry MSP. 26 April 2019, Glasgow 
29 Interview with Martin Docherty-Hughes MP. 2 July 2019, London 
30 Interview with Neal Stewart. 2 July 2019, London 
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case that the Scottish Government should take an interest because of the impact that closures could have 

(ibid). 

Although the value of having a statement on the consequences of the MoD’s announcement is 

questioned by some Scottish Conservative MSPs (Official Report, 2016e), there is a better 

understanding of the Scottish Government and Parliament’s role with respect to basing. Nonetheless, 

what the fallout of the 2016 defence estate review highlights regarding Scotland is the lack of 

consultation between the devolved administration and Whitehall, something highlighted again by the 

Cabinet Secretary in a 2017 debate on the issue (Official Report, 2017c). When asked about the 

relationships between the MoD and Scotland in the context of bases, all interviewees gave differing 

opinions. Scottish Labour’s Jackie Baillie MSP notes that the relationship had not been bad and worked 

reasonably well behind the scenes.31 She also notes the example of the development of HMNB Faslane 

as the home to the UK’s submarine fleet and states: “I think it’s been the Ministry of Defence who have 

wanted to talk and some of the local partners haven’t quite got the capacity or the understanding of the 

scale of the shift that is to happen.”32 When asked about the reduction in the size of the defence estate 

in Scotland, she notes that: “MPs seem to have taken that forward rather than the MSPs, so it’s been 

less of an issue for the Scottish Parliament than it has been at a UK level.”33 Others spoken to are less 

positive about the relationship between Scotland and the MoD, and question the justification of the 

reduction in the defence estate being based solely on strategic defence interests.34 35 36 Despite not being 

overly critical of the MoD’s decision making with respect to the defence estate in Scotland, Scottish 

Conservative MSP, Maurice Corry remarks on apparent flaws in the decision making process, 

specifically that decisions were taken that did not take account of local circumstances: “There’s been 

too much, in my opinion, of civil servants just looking at a map and putting a pin in it: right that one 

can go, how much is that worth?”37 This issue is highlighted in interviews with former Welsh Labour 

MP, Madeleine Moon who notes: “There is concentration [of the defence estate], but that’s a 

management issue for the MoD. It’s got nothing about the defensive needs of the United Kingdom at 

all.”38 Although the decisions taken by the MoD in respect of its footprint are applicable to the UK as a 

whole, those across the devolved parts of the UK have highlighted their feeling that consolidation of 

the estate in their respective parts has been disproportionate since it has involved centring the army on 

Salisbury Plain, the RAF in Lincolnshire, and, apart from the nuclear deterrent and submarine fleet, the 

Navy on the south coast of England. The SNP’s Martin Docherty-Hughes MP characterises the 

 
31 Interview with Jackie Baillie MSP. 25 April 2019, Edinburgh 
32 Interview with Jackie Baillie MSP. 25 April 2019, Edinburgh 
33 Interview with Jackie Baillie MSP. 25 April 2019, Edinburgh 
34 Interview with Martin Docherty-Hughes MP. 2 July 2019, London 
35 Interview with Madeleine Moon. 26 July 2019, Bridgend 
36 Interview with Neal Stewart. 2 July 2019, London 
37 Interview with Maurice Corry MSP. 26 April 2019, Glasgow 
38 Interview with Madeleine Moon. 26 July 2019, Bridgend 
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consolidation of the MoD’s footprint as: “a complete retreat from Scotland, from my perspective.”39 

Further to this point, Docherty-Hughes MP highlights, once again, the apparent lack of consultation 

between the MoD and the Scottish Government:  

“However people read that [his comment on a “complete retreat”]… the complexity is - for the 

other governments - about how they deal with services in those locations for those who are left 

behind. It’s not something that has really come up, I think. What has come up though is how 

did they use the land? Does the MoD not engage with the Scottish Government in terms of who 

they sell it to? What’s its purpose?”40 

Overall, there is a clear sense among representatives from Scotland that the MoD does not fully 

understand the specific concerns of Scottish decision makers with respect to the consolidation of the 

defence footprint. That debates on the issue have occurred in government time during this session of 

the Scottish Parliament reveals the strength of feeling over the issue. There is also an acceptance on the 

part of most MSPs that there is a right to discuss these issues even though the defence footprint is clearly 

non-devolved. The sense that the MoD and UK Government do not understand devolution nor consider 

the devolved institutions legitimate stakeholders, as will be seen, is an opinion shared by representatives 

from across the United Kingdom. This view was summarised in interviews by former Welsh Labour 

MP,  Madeleine Moon who noted that there is “an arrogance in all government departments, which is 

that whatever they pronounce on, and announce, everyone should just fall in line… they don’t even 

think of the financial consequences, which in terms of devolved administrations is a big issue.”41 

Although representatives within all the devolved nations are critical of how the MoD manages the 

defence footprint, unique to Scotland’s experience of the consolidation of the defence estate is the 

independence dimension, which becomes more pronounced in discussion on defence issues. Issues 

around the rationalisation of the defence estate are pointed to, once again, as a strategic miscalculation 

on the part of unionists: 

“I think the biggest fear is it’s a detriment to collective defence so [...] if this is a union of 

defence, it is a union of defence that is not fit for purpose for Scotland. It is a retreat. 

Westminster’s perception mirrors their long-term, historic, core relationship with Scotland - 

and that’s even pre the Union.”42  

The 2014 referendum on Scottish independence fundamentally shifts Scottish politics from a traditional 

left/right spectrum to a unionist/nationalist one (Bennett et al., 2020). Defence policy issues have not 

been immune to politics in Scotland becoming based on the constitutional question. The Scottish 

 
39 Interview with Martin Docherty-Hughes MP. 2 July 2019, London 
40 Interview with Martin Docherty-Hughes MP. 2 July 2019, London 
41 Interview with Madeleine Moon. 26 July 2019, Bridgend 
42 Interview with Martin Docherty-Hughes MP. 2 July 2019, London 
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Government sets out its priorities for defence policy in Scotland’s Future (Scottish Government, 2013). 

The main commitments in respect of defence policy are membership of NATO and the removal of 

nuclear weapons from Scotland (ibid: 14). The White Paper goes further by stating that “Scotland has 

been failed by decades of poor decisions” (ibid: 233) in regard to defence policy. Scotland’s Future 

primarily focuses on defence policy issues which are currently reserved to Westminster, but it also 

highlights building on the work of the Scottish Government with regards to veterans (ibid: 244-245). 

Unionists, for their part, make the case that independence would lead to the loss of jobs because 

procurement contracts would no longer be made with the Scottish sector (Official Report, 2013b, 

2014a). Those supportive of independence also make the case for scrapping Trident in debates (Official 

Report, 2014b). The debate over independence does not highlight any specific policy changes for the 

armed forces' community which is interesting. The lack of an argument over independence enabling 

Scotland to take a different approach to veterans and the forces' community suggests that, as discussed 

earlier, the devolved institutions already have most tools to tailor the policy offer. 

Independence as an issue was not raised in the interviews conducted beyond commentary on issues such 

as NATO membership and the removal of Trident (Baillie, 2019; Docherty-Hughes, 2019; Stewart, 

2019). What is of note is that in interviews with SNP MP Martin Docherty-Hughes and his adviser Neal 

Stewart, they repeatedly mention European nations such as Denmark, Norway, and Estonia when 

highlighting flaws in the UK’s defence structure and policies for veterans and the armed forces' 

community.43 44 Specifically, both interviewees point to their view that there is an overreliance on the 

third sector to provide for the forces' community in the United Kingdom, and that an independent 

Scotland could adopt a different model. Docherty-Hughes MP makes the case that the MoD is not fit 

for purpose: “It’s still an old, pre-World War Two situation, imperial notion of what it means to be at 

top level and that’s where devolution is not the problem; their structure is the problem because it no 

longer reflects the UK.”45 In their critiques of the UK’s approach to the armed forces' community and 

veterans there is a clear tone of what could be done differently in an independent Scotland: the lens 

through which the development of the policies for veterans and the armed forces' community is being 

shaped in Scottish politics. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, defence as a devolved policy in Scotland is an issue which has progressed from an area 

of relative non-recognition to one that has been mainstreamed by successive governments and 

representatives of multiple political traditions. The key events which have changed the 

conceptualisation of defence policy are the invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the development and 

implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant from 2010. These moments herald a clear shift in the 

 
43 Interview with Martin Docherty-Hughes MP. 2 July 2019, London 
44 Interview with Neal Stewart. 2 July 2019, London 
45 Interview with Martin Docherty-Hughes MP. 2 July 2019, London 
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understanding of the devolved institutions regarding their role with respect to defence policy. These 

changes, which emanate from the centre of UK politics – Westminster –, mobilise action from Scottish 

institutions in their own specific way. As this chapter highlights, the Iraq conflict marks a watershed 

moment in which the discussion of non-devolved defence issues becomes normalised in the Scottish 

Parliament. Alongside this, the creation of the Armed Forces Covenant in 2010 provides some clarity 

over the role of the devolved institutions regarding the forces' community itself. Taken together, the 

response to these issues explains the rationale behind successive Scottish Governments embedding a 

specific policy offer for the armed forces' community into the mainstream of Scottish politics. 

Nonetheless, Scotland’s case is unique in that the mainstreaming of defence policy issues sits within 

the context of nation-building. There is a clear constitutional element to the development of Scotland’s 

understanding of its role regarding the forces' community and the subsequent policy offer for the armed 

forces' community. With Scottish politics recast onto a unionist/nationalist axis following the 2014 

independence referendum, defence policy issues can now be best understood through the lens of nation-

building. 

This chapter also shows the limitations of federalism, MLG and the WM in providing theoretical 

approaches to support analysis and understandings of devolution in the United Kingdom. These 

approaches have been used as organisational frameworks, but that is the limit of their value. None of 

the approaches provide sound reasoning for why the nominally non-devolved policy area of defence 

has become mainstream in Scottish politics, nor why successive Scottish Governments have sought to 

become more responsible for defence policy issues. Federalism provides a framework in which to 

conceptualise governance in a state with multiple legislatures and executives, rather than providing a 

framework from which to develop a deeper understanding for why the case of defence policy in 

Scotland has evolved as it has. The case of Scotland supports describing the UK as a quasi-federal state 

(Bogdanor, 2005), but that is where the application of federalism ends. Similarly, MLG is only useful 

at providing an organisational framework in which there is the conceptual space for analysis. Scotland’s 

example also challenges key normative aspects of MLG such as the need for coordination across 

multiple jurisdictions “to avoid socially perverse outcomes” from spill over effects (Hooghe and Marks, 

2003: 239). Both the UK and Scottish Governments, in the realm of defence policy, have 

operationalised their powers without consideration of the impact of those decisions. The case of 

Scotland also shows that notions around central steering of multi-level polities (Bache and Flinders, 

2004c: 100) are not applicable. Finally, this chapter has shown how the WM is of limited use in trying 

to explain governance in a contemporary UK. The WM inherent focus on Westminster and 

parliamentary sovereignty means that it inevitably ignores the role that devolved institutions, such as 

the Scottish Parliament, play with regard to defence policy concerns. Despite this limitation, somewhat 

paradoxically, the WM can be a useful tool when seeking a rationale for why representatives from the 

devolved nations believe that the MoD does not understand devolution. Specifically, the WM provides 
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a useful explanation for why decision makers in non-devolved areas appear not to engage with devolved 

institutions: why do they need to when Westminster holds the power? Nevertheless, clearly the WM is 

unable to provide the conceptual space to explain how or why defence policy concerns become 

increasingly important in Scottish politics. As will be seen in the following chapters, the cases of 

Northern Ireland and Wales show the same flaws and strengths of previously established approaches to 

devolution in the UK. 

Subsequently, due to the aforementioned flaws in previously established approaches to governance in 

the UK, and as highlighted in Chapter Two, a combination of tools is required. The blending of 

approaches is necessary in order to make inferences and provide some explanation for why and how 

defence policy concerns become important to devolved politics, in this case Scottish politics. 

Documented in Chapter Two, the two tools used by this thesis are nested newness and critical junctures. 

Firstly, nested newness is helpful in attempting to understand why the devolved institutions do not 

engage with defence policy during (roughly) the first decade of devolution. Central to the concept of 

nested newness is that “no institution – however new or radically reformed – is a blank slate.” (ibid) 

Subsequently, the Scottish Parliament can be seen to inherit norms and values from other institutions, 

such as Westminster and political parties. As highlighted in this chapter, the new institutions operate in 

the shadow of the WM and thus do not have a role in defence policy and should not be discussing 

defence and security issues. In taking a more holistic approach to explain institutions, nested newness 

encourages the inclusion of key contextual factors in attempting to explain political phenomena. The 

earlier years of defence as a devolved policy concern in Scotland can thus be framed by the notion of 

nested newness. Nevertheless, nested newness does not provide the motives for why change has 

subsequently occurred; rather, this is where critical junctures are useful and thus are taken in 

combination with nested newness in this thesis. 

Critical junctures provide a useful frame in which to understand how key events or initiatives have 

impacted devolved politics and institutions. To reiterate, critical junctures are defined as “a period of 

significant change, which typically occurs in distinct ways in different countries (or in other units of 

analysis) and which is hypothesized [sic] to produce distinct legacies.” (Collier and Collier, 1991: 29) 

In the case of Scotland, the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts, the election of an SNP-led administration in 

2007, and the implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant across Great Britain can all be framed as 

critical junctures in the mainstreaming of defence policy concerns. Subsequently, this research has used 

these critical junctures as a framework in which to understand why change happened and the defence 

policy concerns became mainstreamed into devolved Scottish political discourse. In and of themselves, 

critical junctures are unable to fully explain why a change has happened nor explain the motives behind 

key actors' behaviour. However, as seen in this chapter, this can be overcome by undertaking a context-

rich, case study focused examination to fully understand the issues preceding and following the critical 

juncture itself. Subsequently, as the case of Scotland has shown, it is vital that the examination of 
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devolved politics takes into consideration the specific contexts of the nations. These key points will also 

be seen in the following chapter on Northern Ireland.  
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Chapter Five 

Defence policy and Northern Ireland  

 

“We almost can’t ask the question because one half of our community wouldn’t want us to ask 

it. It’s almost a tit-for-tat issue.”  

- Clare Sugden MLA highlighting how engagement with defence policy concerns is impacted 

by existing political divides in Northern Ireland 

 

Introduction  

The story of Northern Ireland and defence policy is commensurate with the well-trodden notion of 

Northern Ireland being a case apart in the context of UK politics. As is seen with vast areas of politics 

in Northern Ireland, defence policy issues are influenced by the unionist/nationalist divide. Whereas 

Scottish and Welsh devolved institutions were initially wary of engaging with defence affairs, Northern 

Ireland is unique in that defence policy issues are discussed from the beginning of the Assembly. As 

this chapter highlights, though, this engagement cannot be separated from the Troubles and legacy 

issues. The argument presented here is that, in terms of Northern Ireland, defence issues are best 

understood through the lens of the unionist/nationalist divide. This chapter also documents how events 

such as the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts and initiatives such as the Armed Forces Covenant, which 

spurred change in Great Britain, do not have as significant an impact in Northern Ireland. Profoundly 

different experiences of the armed forces between Northern Ireland and Great Britain, and a lack of 

understanding of these differences by successive UK governments, has directly impacted the armed 

forces' community in Northern Ireland. Initiatives such as the Armed Forces Covenant which has been 

uncontroversial in Great Britain was a political roadblock in the region for roughly a decade and only 

solved by the New Decade New Approach agreement in 2020. The case of Northern Ireland is thus best 

viewed through the lens of the unionist/nationalist divide. 

The argument within this chapter further supports the argument that federalism, MLG, and the WM are 

limited in their usefulness to explain devolution and the governance in the United Kingdom. Despite 

providing a useful organisational framework in which to create the space needed to conduct analysis, 

none of the aforementioned approaches are able to answer questions beyond empirical ones of 

identifying formal structures and institutions that exist. In addition, none of these approaches provide 

reasoning for the motivations on the part of the Northern Ireland Assembly, Executive or political 

parties to engage with defence policy issues in the way they demonstrably do. As noted previously, 

these flaws are inherent to the approaches themselves when applied to the case of the United Kingdom. 
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Indeed, Northern Ireland is a particularly useful case in questioning a key assumption of MLG in UK 

politics: that central government seeks to steer other levels of government. As will be evidenced, 

Northern Ireland, in areas such as the Armed Forces Covenant, in fact represents an abdication of 

responsibility by central government rather than steering.  

As discussed previously, the decision to split discussion of defence policy issues in the devolved context 

into pre-2011 and post-2011 categories is due to the clear shift identified by this research. As will be 

explored further in this chapter, however, these events did not impact the mainstreaming of defence 

policy concerns in Northern Ireland as significantly as they did in Great Britain. Specific to this chapter 

is the inclusion of a section dealing with the years since 2017. This is due to the unique circumstances 

of the collapse of the Northern Ireland Executive and suspension of the Assembly in January 2017. The 

period since 2017, as will be highlighted, reveals issues around the Armed Forces Covenant that are 

unique to Northern Ireland which impact politics in the region beyond notions of a specific policy offer 

for the forces' community. 

Following the same structure as Chapter Four, first this chapter examines the formal powers and 

responsibilities of the Northern Ireland Assembly and Executive, noting how these have changed since 

the Assembly’s establishment. After this discussion, this chapter explores how the devolved institutions 

and key actors have engaged with and understood their role within defence policy. Finally, this chapter 

seeks to explain the mainstreaming of defence policy issues into the politics of Northern Ireland 

alongside evaluating theoretical approaches to devolution in the UK. 

Powers and responsibilities of the Northern Ireland Assembly 

The following section provides an overview of the legislative powers of the Northern Ireland Assembly 

and how those powers have evolved and changed since the Assembly was established in 1998. 

Northern Ireland Act 1998  

The new Northern Ireland Assembly was established in 1998 as a result of the Belfast/Good Friday 

Agreement (hereafter the Agreement) (1998). The Northern Ireland Act 1998 (hereafter the 1998 Act) 

gave legal force to the Agreement’s provisions on re-establishing devolution in Northern Ireland. The 

1998 Act granted the Northern Ireland Assembly legislative and executive functions over the matters 

which had been transferred to it. Unlike in Scotland and Wales, there are three categories for legislative 

devolution in Northern Ireland. Akin to the Government of Ireland Act 1920, the legislative competence 

is either excepted, reserved, or transferred (Mitchell, 2009: 190). Excepted matters are those listed in 

Schedule 2 to the Northern Ireland Act 1998 which are retained by the UK Parliament and cannot be 

devolved to Northern Ireland without the passage of primary legislation at Westminster. Reserved 

matters, listed in Schedule 3 to the 1998 Act, on the other hand, can be devolved via Orders in Council. 

The Assembly has the ability to legislate for reserved matters providing it obtains the appropriate 

consent from UK ministers. Transferred matters are those which do not appear in either Schedule 2 or 
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3 to the 1998 Act; these areas are devolved and include: health and social services; education, 

employment and skills; agriculture; social security, pensions and child support; and housing. Alongside 

the way in which powers are devolved to the Northern Ireland Assembly, there are two additional 

requirements the 1998 Act places on the Executive and public bodies in the region. Firstly, Section 75 

of the 1998 Act creates a specific obligation for public bodies, such as the Executive, to promote 

equality of opportunity. Section 75 states the following:  

“A public authority shall in carrying out its functions relating to Northern Ireland have due 

regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity— 

(a) between persons of different religious belief, political opinion, racial group, age, 

marital status or sexual orientation; 

(b) between men and women generally; 

(c) between persons with a disability and persons without; 

and 

(d) between persons with dependents and persons without.” 

Subsequently, as will be seen later in this chapter, this is seen by some as preventing the implementation 

of policy offers for specific groups. Alongside Section 75, unique to Northern Ireland’s devolution 

settlement, is the requirement of ministers in the Northern Ireland Executive to publish assessments on 

any proposed legislation’s impact on human rights and equality (ibid). This requirement creates a 

specific dynamic in Northern Ireland politics which, as will be seen later, has a clear impact on the 

implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant.  

In terms of defence policy, Schedule 2 of the 1998 Act excepts: “the defence of the realm; trading with 

the enemy; the armed forces of the Crown but not any matter within paragraph 10 of Schedule 3; war 

pensions; the Ministry of Defence; Police'' from the legislative competence of the Assembly. Despite 

this exception explicitly mentioning the armed forces, the Assembly gained powers over broad areas of 

public policy such as health, housing, and education, which, while not defence issues in the traditional 

sense, meant that the new institution was responsible for public services that come into contact with 

members of the armed forces' community. Subsequently, as has been engaged with previously, and will 

be documented in this chapter, viewing defence policy issues through the devolved/non-devolved 

heuristic is overly simplistic and fails to capture the reality of political discourse and policy making. 

Indeed, by following this notion, it would be challenging to document how defence policy concerns 

become part of political discourse in the devolved nations. Thus, the case of Northern Ireland further 

emphasises how it is vital to conceptualise governance in a post-devolution United Kingdom differently, 

and move away from focusing on the formal division of powers between different layers of government. 

As discussed previously, literature in the field focuses on the formal structures and division of powers 
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between different levels of government as opposed to how governance actually works. Similarly, 

already established frameworks are often limited in their ability to explain the contemporary governance 

of the UK. Federalism, MLG, and the WM all have their uses in providing a useful organisational 

perspective in which to conduct research, but as raised earlier, do not in and of themselves provide 

explanations for how governance in the UK functions. The inability of these approaches to explain 

governance will be seen in this chapter, once again emphasising the need to adopt approaches such as 

nested newness, critical junctures, and context-driven thick explanations to understand contemporary 

governance in the UK.    

St Andrews Agreement 2006 

The Northern Ireland Assembly was suspended in 2002. Citing the failure of paramilitary groups to 

decommission their weapons, unionist parties withdraw their support from the Executive forcing a 

return to direct rule (Hazleton, 2004: 226). Since the suspension in October 2002, the Irish and UK 

governments have sought to restore devolution in Northern Ireland (Mitchell, 2009: 192). Working with 

the parties of Northern Ireland, the St Andrews Agreement of 2006 (hereafter the 2006 Agreement) 

attempted to reform key aspects of the prior Agreement (Torrance, 2018: 22-23). The 2006 Agreement 

saw the DUP commit to forming a power-sharing executive with Sinn Féin who in turn agreed to accept 

the existence of the Police Service of Northern Ireland. The 2006 Agreement went on to require the 

Northern Ireland Executive to develop strategies on the Irish and Ulster Scots languages – as well as 

the UK Government to pass an Irish Language Act. The 2006 Agreement seemed to be “the end of the 

period when Unionists were predisposed to see the [peace] process as a one-way street of concessions 

to republicans.” (Patterson, 2012: 251) 

Although the 2006 Agreement paved the way for the devolved institutions to resume their work in 2007, 

it did not necessarily shape the institutions in a way to provide good governance for Northern Ireland 

more generally. That said, it is important to remember that devolution is not necessarily about good 

governance in Northern Ireland, but dealing with the Troubles and threat of continued violence 

(Patterson, 2012: 254). The 2006 Agreement can also be seen to play into, and promote, a culture of 

bargaining between unionist and nationalist blocks in the Executive. Although this culture may not 

seem relevant to the main thrusts of this thesis, it is clear that the implementation of policies such as the 

Armed Forces Covenant has been pulled into issues around providing unionist and nationalist parties 

with tangible policies to then sell to their constituents.46 47 This theme will be seen throughout this 

chapter as defence issues are predominantly framed by each community’s relationship with the armed 

forces and British state. Subsequently, it is vital that any examination of governance in the region takes 

into account the history and contextual issues specific to Northern Ireland.   

 
46 Interview with Claire Sugden MLA. 7 January 2019, Belfast 
47 Interview with Steve Aiken MLA. 8 January 2019, Belfast 
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Defence as a devolved policy concern 1999-2011 

Having provided an overview of the changing political and legislative context within which the 

Northern Ireland Assembly and Executive were operating, this section looks at the discussion and 

consideration of defence policy issues by the political parties of Northern Ireland and by politicians in 

the Assembly. The consideration of such issues is again split into pre and post 2011 sections as the 

major shift which can be seen in the context of devolved institutions considering defence issues comes 

following the UK government’s 2010 commitment to “rebuild the Military Covenant…” (Cabinet 

Office, 2010: 15), subsequent policy initiatives, and the Armed Forces Act 2011.  

Elections and manifestos  

To understand the political discourse in Northern Ireland around defence issues in the first years of the 

new Assembly, it is useful to look at the manifestos of the five largest parties elected – the Alliance 

Party, the DUP, the SDLP, Sinn Féin, and the UUP – to see what, if anything, they state in relation to 

defence policy issues.  These parties have been chosen as they are the only political parties which have 

been part of the Northern Ireland Executive. The general trends identifiable from the manifestos from 

the first elections to the Northern Ireland Assembly are: 

i. Defence policy and defence related issues appear in most party manifestos; 

ii. Discussion of defence policy and defence related issues is almost explicitly in relation to legacy 

issues and the relationship unionist and nationalist communities have with the armed forces. 

The first elections to the Northern Ireland Assembly to be established by the 1998 Act took place in 

June 1998. The election saw the UUP become the largest party, followed by the SDLP. Subsequently, 

David Trimble, leader of the UUP, became First Minister with the leader of the SLDP, Seamus Mallon, 

becoming deputy First Minister (Torrance, 2018: 17). The DUP, SDLP and Sinn Féin all raise defence 

issues in their 1998 manifestos; however, none of the parties discuss defence issues through the lens of 

devolution or the provision of public services for the armed forces' community. The DUP mention the 

need for “a strong RUC [Royal Ulster Constabulary], along with the RIR [Royal Irish Regiment]… to 

protect our country” (1998: 1), whereas the SDLP claim that they want to see “the demilitarisation of 

society” (1998) in line with what had been set out in the 1998 Agreement. Akin to the SDLP, Sinn 

Féin’s discussion of defence issues is a criticism of the military and UK government military 

expenditure. Specifically, the party called for “the establishment of an inquiry into collusion between 

British forces and loyalists” and the “transfer [of] spending from the military war economy to a peace 

dividend” (Sinn Féin, 1998: 3). Although several manifestos raise defence issues they are clearly 

informed by the context of specific parties and communities’ relationships with the armed forces rather 

than by what is within the power of the Northern Ireland Assembly.  

Despite the suspension of the Assembly in 2002, elections still took place, as scheduled in 2003. These 

elections, although delayed until November, saw the DUP and Sinn Féin replace the UUP and SDLP as 
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the largest unionist and nationalist parties in the Assembly (Hazleton, 2004: 231). Following the change 

in the balance of power in the Assembly, an Executive could not be formed, meaning that direct rule in 

Northern Ireland continued until the 2007 Assembly election. Nonetheless, looking at the 2003 

manifestos is useful as it highlights the lack of attention paid to defence issues by the parties. 

Engagement with defence issues is generally shaped by either economic concerns or entrenched 

political positions. Firstly, of the five largest parties, it is the DUP, Sinn Féin, SDLP and the UUP which 

include defence issues in their manifestos. Secondly, within these four, it is only the SDLP which 

discusses defence issues in the context of the powers of the Assembly by calling for redevelopment of 

“former military sites to generate economic and social benefits for the whole community.” (2003: 13) 

Discussion within the DUP, Sinn Féin, and UUP manifestos focuses on issues outside of the control of 

the Assembly with Sinn Féin calling for military spending to be cut and reinvested in Northern Ireland 

and stopping “the British Army patrolling our streets.” (Sinn Féin, 2003: 26, 47) The DUP criticise the 

UUP for the reduction of the size of the army in Northern Ireland and the closure of army bases (DUP, 

2003: 3, 9). The UUP call for “retaining the Home Service RIR.”48 (UUP, 2003) The discussion of 

defence policy lies almost exclusively with concerns which are outside the control of the Assembly and 

related to historic issues around both the unionist and nationalist communities’ relationships with the 

British Army. 

The next elections to the Northern Ireland Assembly were in March 2007, following the approval of the 

2006 Agreement (2006) and the passing of the Northern Ireland (St Andrews Agreement) Act 2007. 

Like the 2003 election, the DUP and Sinn Féin were returned as the two largest parties in the Assembly 

(Research and Library Services, 2007). Of the five largest parties elected in 2007, only Sinn Féin and 

the SLDP discuss any defence issues in their manifestos. Both manifestos discuss defence through a 

devolved lens of using former army bases for community use (Sinn Féin, 2007: 7; SDLP, 2007: 24), 

nonetheless it is clear that this discussion is still shaped by the respective parties’ views of the Army. 

The SDLP manifesto goes further in seeking the repeal of policing powers which had been granted to 

the Army in Northern Ireland (ibid). Once again, there is a clear lack of discussion of defence issues in 

manifestos for elections to the Northern Ireland Assembly as they relate to the powers of the Northern 

Ireland Assembly and Executive, with that limited discussion being framed by a community’s 

relationship with the Army itself. 

In summary, the trend apparent from analysing party manifestos for the first elections to the Northern 

Ireland Assembly is that when defence issues are discussed it is usually in areas that are non-devolved 

and shaped by a community’s views and relationship with the armed forces. In interviews it is suggested 

 
48 The Home Service Royal Irish Regiment was a number of battalions permanently based in Northern Ireland 

who supported the RUC in policing the province. The Home Service RIR was disbanded by the UK 

Government in 2007. 
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that the lack of discussion is in part due to Northern Ireland’s specific context.49 50 Indeed, as is to be 

expected, most political discourse is around the peace process itself and not the practicalities of 

governing in Northern Ireland. As with Scotland before, the lack of discussion of policies for the armed 

forces' community in the manifestos of the five largest parties elected in 1998 is not replicated in the 

first years of Assembly proceedings; from 2003 onwards, issues related to defence policy, the Ministry 

of Defence, and the armed forces are repeatedly discussed. These discussions of defence policy are best 

understood through the context of the peace process and legacy of the Troubles. 

Assembly proceedings  

Party manifestos provide an initial understanding of the political discourse around defence policy in 

Northern Ireland, but do not capture the full picture. To this end, this section examines the proceedings 

of the first three mandates of the Assembly between 1998 and 2011.  

An overview of proceedings from the Assembly’s first three mandates reveals some key trends in the 

political discourse around defence policy and the armed forces in Northern Ireland: 

i. the discussion of defence policy issues is relatively constant between 1998 and 2011; 

ii. the discussion of defence policy issues initially focuses on legacy issues are related to both 

unionist and nationalist communities’ relationships with the army and the role of the armed 

forces; 

iii. the discussion of defence policy issues switches to focus on economic and regeneration issues 

as the defence footprint in Northern Ireland is reduced and the Assembly matures; 

iv. the discussion of specific policy initiatives and bespoke services for the armed forces' 

community is limited and only appears during the Assembly’s third mandate. 

The first years of the new Northern Ireland Assembly were often more about ensuring the functioning 

of devolution and the peace process over a desire for good governance. The Agreement paved the way 

for changing Northern Ireland politics from being unable to function due to sectarianism “into a non-

violent conflict, an uneasy peace rather than deep reconciliation.” (Laffan, 2018: 568) It is in this context 

of an uneasy peace that the issue of defence needs to be viewed, especially in the early years of the 

Assembly.  

The discussion of issues related to defence policy occurs consistently from the opening of the Assembly 

in 1998. Prior to devolution being fully implemented, the issue of British Army installations in Northern 

Ireland was raised in October 1998 (Official Report, 1999). In his remarks, Sinn Féin MLA, Pat 

McNamee called on the UK Government to “publish an overall strategy dealing with the reduction in 

numbers of members of the armed forces and the removal of security installations and emergency 
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powers.” (ibid: 193) The Assembly also regularly saw debates on the issues regarding the role of the 

armed forces in Northern Ireland during the Troubles. In 2001, for example, Sinn Féin put forward a 

debate on alleged collusion between the UK Government and loyalist paramilitaries (Official Report, 

2001: 329). The trend of issues around the armed forces and defence being discussed through the lens 

of the Troubles continues throughout the first mandates of the Assembly, even if it does reduce. A 

debate in 2008 on the reclassification of the Troubles as a war highlights how the divisions of the 

Troubles frames the discussion of issues around the armed forces, in particular with discussion 

repeatedly returning to the actions of the IRA and UK armed forces (Official Report, 2008a 397-410). 

The recurrence of defence issues being discussed through the lens of the Troubles, and each 

community’s relationship with the armed forces, impacts the implementation of policies for the armed 

forces' community to the current day. The issue of the past framing the discussion of defence issues was 

raised in interviews, where Independent Unionist Claire Sugden MLA notes “that we [politicians] 

almost can’t ask the question because one half of our community wouldn’t want us to ask it. It’s almost 

a tit-for-tat issue.”51 Ulster Unionist MLA, Doug Beattie also raises how because of Northern Ireland’s 

history, dealing with defence issues, such as providing bespoke services for armed forces personnel, 

gets stopped because “we [politicians] cannot show, in any shape or form, support for the armed forces.” 

52 The problem of legacy thus shapes discussion of defence issues in both the early Assembly and (as 

will be shown) to this day.  

Discussions in the early Assembly, when not dealing with legacy issues, usually focuses on economic 

redevelopment and the transfer of MoD land and army bases to the Northern Ireland Executive. The 

First Minister and deputy First Minister announce the Reinvestment and Reform Initiative: an 

agreement between the Executive and UK Government on the transfer of borrowing powers (Official 

Report, 2002: 49-60). It is from this point that the discussion of defence related issues in the Assembly 

becomes almost exclusively focused on the development of army bases that have been transferred to 

the Executive. Although the loss of jobs from the closure of bases in Northern Ireland is referenced 

(Official Report, 2009d: 345), the focus of Assembly Members’ attention is predominantly on the 

success and economic benefits to be gained from regenerating former army and security bases. 

Questions regularly arise regarding what discussions the Executive is having with the MoD on transfers 

(Official Report, 2007b: WA 137; 2008b: WA 249; 2009c: 173) alongside questions about what will be 

done with the bases, with those questions tending to fall into whether the land will be used for education 

or housing developments (Official Report, 2008c: WA 293; 2009b: 345; 2010a: 84). The transfer of 

MoD lands to the Northern Ireland Executive also later appears in the Hillsborough Castle Agreement 

(Northern Ireland Office, 2010: 11).  
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During the third mandate of the Assembly, the amount of time and attention paid to the use of army 

bases in Northern Ireland increases. Although the transfer of bases is not controversial to most, one 

MLA highlights the lack of communication between the MoD and devolved representatives. DUP MLA 

Jim Wells raises that whilst some of the developments of former MoD land has been successful, jobs 

have been lost; he characterises dealing with the MoD as “frustrating… [because they] basically said: 

your MP’s in favour of the closure.”53 He argues that the MP for his constituency is a nationalist and 

thus is inevitably going to support the closure of a barracks without thinking of the consequences in 

terms of jobs and supply chains. UUP MLA Doug Beattie, when interviewed, notes how the 

consolidation of the MoD’s footprint in Northern Ireland “was not based on the social or political 

climate in Northern Ireland. That decision was based on welfare because if you know Northern Ireland 

… you know the security implications.”54 Thus, there is somewhat of a complicated picture regarding 

the MoD’s relationship with Northern Ireland when it comes to the management of its footprint in 

Northern Ireland as a legacy of the conflict. In the final years of the third mandate, the Assembly’s role 

with respect to the armed forces' community is discussed for the first time. The first identifiable mention 

of the armed forces in the context of devolved services such as health comes in 2006 during a debate 

on the implementation of a review of the law and policies affecting people with mental health needs. 

Independent Unionist Alan McFarland MLA highlights the needs of armed service personnel affected 

by PTSD (Official Report, 2007a: 173). Issues around public service provision for armed forces 

personnel do not remerge until 2008 when the Minister for Health, Social Service and Public Safety 

was asked whether veterans received priority treatment from Northern Ireland’s health services (Official 

Report, 2008e: WA 73). A 2009 debate on pensions for ex-service personnel exposes the different 

viewpoints from nationalist and Unionist parties on the provision of services for the armed forces' 

community. The motion for the debate calls for the Assembly to support “the campaign by the Royal 

British Legion and Age Concern to increase the income of ex-service pensioners.” (Official Report, 

2009a: 108) Within the debate itself, nationalist MLAs from Sinn Féin and the SDLP make the case 

that the ex-service personnel should not be focused on, and that the issue of poor pensioners is broader. 

In particular, Sinn Féin’s Mickey Brady MLA caveats his comments as not coming from a place of 

being opposed to the armed forces, but queries why one specific group of pensioners are being focused 

on, rather than addressing the needs of all pensioners (ibid: 109). The opposition of nationalist members 

stems from a view of equality as guaranteed by the Belfast Agreement and the 1998 Act.   

The notion of equality in the provision of public services appears again in the Assembly during the 

Second Stage debate on the Armed Forces and Veterans Bill in 2010. The main purpose of the Bill was 

“to end any disadvantage that members of the armed forces, their families and veterans suffer because 

of service in the armed forces.” (Northern Ireland Assembly, n.d) The Bill was put forward by then 
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UUP MLA, David McNarry, received support from the DUP, and was not blocked by the Alliance Party 

or SDLP; however it was opposed by Sinn Féin on the grounds of equality (Official Report, 2010b: 

242). This Bill marks a clear statement of intent from Sinn Féin that one of their key aims in devolved 

Northern Ireland politics is to support a notion of equality which chimes with traditional Republican 

ideals, emblematic of a general shift in Sinn Féin thinking (Whiting, 2015: 88). The Sinn Féin focus on 

equality was raised by some interviewees 55 56 57 as being obstructive towards specific policies for the 

armed forces' community to this day. 

In summary, the first three mandates of the Assembly see the regular discussion of defence issues in 

Northern Ireland. Engagement with defence policy issues, unlike what is seen in manifestos, more 

explicitly discusses the needs of the armed forces' community and is within the scope of the powers of 

the Northern Ireland Assembly. 

Although it is clear that the Assembly understands its role in respect of the armed forces' community, 

how that role is operationalised is best understood through the lens of the nationalist and unionist 

communities in Northern Ireland and their respective relationship with the armed forces and British 

state. Where matters are relatively uncontroversial - such as the renovation of former military bases - 

the unionist/nationalist divide does not have as profound an impact on the discussion and 

implementation of policies. This clearly contrasts with initiatives such as the Armed Forces Covenant, 

which will be examined in the next section. Unique to the case of Northern Ireland is that, in most cases, 

defence policy issues regularly come back to issues around legacy. The impact of a party’s relationship 

with the armed forces and British state shapes the way in which the Assembly and Executive can engage 

with its role in respect of defence policy and the armed forces' community. 

Defence as a devolved policy concern 2011-2017 

This section looks at the discussion and consideration of defence policy issues by the political parties 

of Northern Ireland and by politicians in the Northern Ireland Assembly since 2011. Since 2011, the 

needs of the armed forces' community has moved higher up the political agenda for multiple reasons. 

In Northern Ireland, the prime among these reasons is the 2010 Coalition agreement which sets out 

proposals for the UK Government to take forward plans on renewing and implementing the military 

covenant (Cabinet Office: 15). Alongside these proposals, interviews with Northern Ireland politicians 

reveal that these issues also become more important because of health issues faced by the armed forces' 

community (Sugden, 2019), advocacy on the part of charities58 and the implementation of the Covenant 
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becoming a bargaining issue between the DUP and Sinn Féin in negotiations over forming an 

Executive.59 

Elections and manifestos 

To understand how the political discourse around defence issues developed in Northern Ireland after 

2011 it is useful to look at the manifestos of the five largest parties elected in 2011, 2016, and 2017. 

The general trend identifiable within the manifestos from the first elections to the Northern Ireland 

Assembly are:  

iii. defence policy and defence related issues appear in fewer manifestos; however, unionist parties 

produce more specific policy documents for the armed forces' community; 

iv. discussion of defence policy and defence related issues becomes more focused on social policy 

issues and access to public services such as the implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant 

rather than legacy issues. 

The DUP and Sinn Féin remain the two largest unionist and nationalist parties in the Assembly after 

the 2011 Assembly election (Torrance, 2018: 25). Like 2007, the DUP, Sinn Féin, and the SDLP are 

the only parties to discuss defence issues in their manifestos. The Alliance Party also mention defence 

but only to note it as a responsibility of the UK Government and highlight their 2010 Westminster 

election manifesto (Alliance Party of Northern Ireland, 2011: 145). The DUP, building on a previous 

policy document (DUP, 2010), included a commitment to “support our Armed Forces personnel serving 

in Afghanistan and their families.” (DUP, 2011: 20) Although this commitment does not contain any 

specifics, it is the first time that the DUP makes clear its commitment to the armed forces in a devolved 

election manifesto. Both the SDLP and Sinn Féin focus on use of former MoD land for housing (SDLP, 

2011: 18; Sinn Féin, 2011: 17). Once again, the focus of nationalist parties is on economic and social 

issues rather than the armed forces' community itself. 

Elections took place again for the Assembly in 2016. Once again, the DUP and Sinn Féin return as the 

largest unionist and nationalist parties (Russell, 2016: 3). In the 2016 election it is only the unionist 

parties of the DUP and UUP that mention defence policy issues. The DUP manifesto calls for the “full 

implementation of the military covenant… and the end of any legal barriers to its full enjoyment by 

servicemen/women and veterans.” (DUP, 2016: 31) For the 2016 election, the UUP produced a 

comprehensive policy document on the armed forces and veterans. The party commits itself to 

implementing the Armed Forces Covenant in Northern Ireland and highlights how the Covenant has 

been implemented in the other devolved parts of the UK (UUP, 2016). The document makes clear that 

the party does not believe that Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 prevents the full 

implementation of the Covenant (ibid: 3). 
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The 2016 election marks the point at which unionist parties make clear their commitments to the armed 

forces' community, framing these in relation to the Armed Forces Covenant. Interviews with unionist 

MLAs reveal why these commitments came around at that time. When interviewed, the UUP’s Steve 

Aiken states that “it became part of the discussion because it was all about equality, parity of esteem, 

respect, and we were saying, if you are serious about equality, parity of esteem, respect, what are you 

doing about respecting our armed service veterans?”60 It is also highlighted that campaigning around 

issues such as the mental health of veterans, and access to welfare, by organisations like the Royal 

British Legion and South East Fermanagh Foundation forced parties to engage with policy development 

for the armed forces' community more seriously.61 62 Although the nationalist parties do not mention 

the armed forces' community or defence issues specifically, there is an increased focus on equality in 

both Sinn Féin and the SDLP’s manifesto. The SDLP say that “housing allocations must continue to be 

made under the principle of fairness and equality.” (2016: 33) Clearly this commitment can be read as 

ensuring that elements of the Armed Forces Covenant cannot be implemented in respect of housing. 

Sinn Féin, building on issues raised during the third mandate of the Assembly on equality, frequently 

mention equality and their commitment to it in a range of areas, including one of the ten points of their 

programme being: “Equality – promote equality measures for all people and all communities.” (Sinn 

Féin, 2016: 7) Once again, this commitment in their manifesto paired with discussions in the previous 

Assembly can clearly be read as a way of preventing the full implementation of the Armed Forces 

Covenant and using notions of equality to provide a logic for opposing policies targeted at the armed 

forces' community. 

Following the collapse of the Executive as a consequence of the renewable heat initiative scandal, an 

extraordinary Assembly election took place in 2017. Once again, the DUP and Sinn Féin are returned 

as the largest unionist and nationalist parties (Dempsey, 2017: 3). It should be noted that following the 

election it was not possible to form an Executive, with the Assembly remaining suspended until January 

2020.  Due to the fact that the election was unplanned, none of the manifestos produced by the largest 

five parties were fundamentally different to those they produced for the 2016 election. The Alliance 

Party does mention defence policy for the first time since 2011, but once again in the context of 

supporting the current devolution settlement with “the UK Government handling non-EU Foreign 

Policy and Defence.” (2017: 26). The evolution in the discussion of defence issues in manifestos for 

Northern Ireland Assembly elections is presented in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2: Number of times defence policy issues are mentioned in Northern Ireland party 

manifestos. 

In summary, the clear trend that is apparent from analysing party manifestos for the 2011, 2016, and 

2017 to the Northern Ireland Assembly is that discussion of defence related issues generally shifted 

from being centred on economic and regeneration concerns to ones on social policy and public service 

provision. Unionist parties embrace and advocate for the full implementation of the Armed Forces 

Covenant whereas nationalist parties do not engage with any discussion over the provision of services 

for the armed forces' community. The Assembly collapsed in March 2017 (Official Report, 2017d) with 

the implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant in Northern Ireland, as will be discussed later, only 

being resolved following the January 2020 New Decade New Approach agreement to restore the 

Executive. 

Assembly proceedings 

The examination of manifestos provides a clear view of how the understanding of defence issues have 

evolved since the establishment of the Assembly in 1998. As noted above, the manifestos in themselves 

do not reveal the whole picture of political discourse and understanding of defence issues since 2010. 

This section therefore examines the proceedings of the fourth and fifth mandates of the Assembly since 

2011.  

An overview of proceedings from the Assembly’s fourth and fifth mandates show some key trends in 

the political discourse around defence policy and the armed forces in Northern Ireland:  

iv. discussion of defence policy continues to be relatively constant; 

v. the discussion of defence policy issues tends to focus on the consequences of MoD land being 

transferred to the Executive and how utilise it; 
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vi. the discussion of specific policy initiatives and bespoke services for the armed forces' 

community becomes increasingly common. 

The most discussed issue in respect of defence related issues during the fourth and fifth mandates of the 

Northern Ireland Assembly is that of military bases. Although the MoD has, by now, rationalised its 

estate across the UK, unique to Northern Ireland is that the Executive received several parcels of land 

from the MoD as part of the Peace Process and Peace Agreement. The discussion of this rationalisation 

falls into the following categories: i) the closure and transfer process; ii) the cost of maintaining the 

bases by the Executive; and iii) the use of the bases that have been transferred. Interestingly, the transfer 

of bases is not seen as overly controversial and does not fall into the usual unionist/nationalist divide as 

seen with other defence related issues; the area which is more controversial is that unionist MLAs tend 

to oppose the closure of bases and highlight issues around the loss of jobs and supply chains in local 

communities (Wells, 2019). 

During the Assembly, MLAs are often critical of both the MoD and costs incurred by the Executive by 

maintaining the sites. Unionist Mike Nesbitt MLA suggests during a debate on the budget whether “the 

Ministry of Defence… realised the potential cost of making them [military sites] fit for another purpose, 

be it housing, light industry or recreation, realised that it was looking at a multimillion pound bill and 

decided that it would see if it could hoodwink the Executive by saying that they could have the land as 

a gift.” (Official Report, 2012: 56) The theme of the MoD having transferred assets which would require 

large investments to be useful for Northern Ireland is a recurring theme (Official Report, 2013a: WA1-

WA2; 2015b: 183). Steve Aiken MLA notes how many of the transfers had been done with the 

Executive ending up having to clean up the land, but without being able to reclaim all the costs of the 

clean-up from the MoD themselves. When asked about the fairness of that he noted that “it’s not a 

question of whether it’s fair or not. It’s because of the way budgets are run.”63  

Another major issue highlighted stemming from the transfer and closure of bases is the impact on public 

services and housing. In particular, the reallocation of housing from former military sites is regularly 

brought up in the Assembly (Official Report, 2011c: : WA265; 2011a WA5-WA6; 2016c: 64; 2016d: 

WA187). The issues raised in the Assembly relate to the transfer of MoD housing to the Executive to 

become part of Northern Ireland’s social housing stock. This differs from the ability of armed service 

personnel and veterans to access housing in Northern Ireland, which will be addressed later. The transfer 

of housing reveals the relationship between the MoD and Northern Ireland more generally. Doug 

Beattie MLA highlights how this transfer of assets had been poorly managed and criticises the MoD for 

not engaging with the Assembly: “what should have linked into the politicians, but did not, is what 

happens to the real estate that’s been vacated because they left something like 350 houses – then left to 
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be knocked down. Whereas politicians were saying: now it’s there, now we need to do something with 

it. I think this is where MoD failed.”64 Similar issues are raised by Jim Wells MLA: 

“They [the MoD] had totally refurbished Ballykilner and built several hundred brand new 

houses, for military personnel. They proposed to knock them all down when there was a crying 

out social housing need in that part of South Down. Now, they’re still sitting there but they are 

to be demolished. What an absolute waste of taxpayers’ money.”65 

The way in which housing assets were or were not transferred highlights how the MoD did not 

understand their role. Despite prior agreements on the transfer of military sites, (see Northern Ireland 

Office, 2010) there is a clear misunderstanding on the part of the MoD on how to fulfil previous 

commitments in this area.  

The other major issue which was an important discussion point during the fourth and fifth mandates of 

the Assembly was the introduction and implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant. The first 

example of the Executive being asked about their engagement with the Covenant comes in 2013 where 

the First Minister and deputy First Minister make clear that they have “agreed that officials engaged 

with Ministry of Defence officials in relation to the Armed Forces Covenant.” (Official Report, 2013c: 

WA147) Questions on implementing the Covenant become increasingly common during the fourth and 

fifth mandates (Official Report, 2015a; 2016b: WA68). What is clear is that aspects of the Covenant 

are implemented in Northern Ireland, but they are not labelled as such and the Executive as a whole has 

not signed up to the Covenant. When asked about this, unionists MLAs say that the lack of full 

implementation of the Covenant is due to the nature of Northern Ireland’s politics with the Covenant 

being framed by the unionist/nationalist divide. 66 67 68 69 Claire Sugden is particularly critical of the UK 

Government saying: “any UK Government that expected a power-sharing government of Unionists and 

Nationalists to agree to a military covenant given our history is probably quite irresponsible.”70 The 

issue of the Covenant is raised in a specific debate on Northern Ireland’s representation on the Covenant 

Reference Group in 2016 by MLA Doug Beattie (Official Report, 2016a: 49). The debate itself is on a 

relatively non-controversial aspect of the Covenant: that Northern Ireland has representation on the 

reference group which provides direction on how the Covenant should spend funds, as well as 

scrutinising its implementation. The motion calling for Northern Ireland to have representation on the 

group is opposed by Sinn Féin on the grounds of “equality of treatment, which everyone should have 

access to, and objective need.” (ibid: 51) Sinn Féin also seeks to draw parallels between that of veterans 
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of the British Army and combatants during the Troubles: “there is a duty that includes combatants — I 

absolutely accept that — but it is much wider. It is a duty to all those who have suffered — civilian or 

soldier, combatant or non-combatant.” (ibid) Once again, it can be seen that the discussion of a relatively 

technical aspect of the Armed Forces Covenant is impacted on by ethno-cultural issues which are 

apparent in Northern Ireland politics. The lack of full implementation of the Covenant is clearly due to 

Northern Ireland’s specific and unique circumstances. 

Although unionist MLAs say that they generally view the Covenant positively there is 

acknowledgement that it has made the implementation of policies, and initiative for the armed forces' 

community, more difficult. Jim Wells MLA says that although the DUP are supportive of the Covenant, 

and notes how the Assembly was struggling to implement policies for the armed forces' community 

prior to embracing the Covenant, it “has simply focused the opposition of nationalism to it.”71 An 

analysis of questions asked about the implementation of the Covenant reveals that unionist ministers 

reply in a more positive sense, outlining how their department is implementing elements of the 

Covenant. Nationalist ministers often emphasise equality and that their department has not implemented 

the Covenant. When asked about specific provision for military service leavers arriving in Northern 

Ireland from either Great Britain or internationally in the health service, the then Health Minister, Sinn 

Féin’s Michelle O’Neill commented: “provision for continuation of health care is offered, on an 

equitable basis, to all those resettling here, irrespective of their previous occupation.” (Official Report, 

2016b: WA122) The Covenant is the best example of how the unique circumstances of Northern Ireland 

prevent the implementation of policies for the armed forces' community. It also reinforces once again, 

how MLG notions of “central steering” (Bache and Flinders, 2004c: 100) are not relevant or applicable 

to the case of devolution in the UK. 

Defence as a devolved policy concern since January 2017 

The Northern Ireland Executive collapsed in January 2017 following the resignation of then deputy 

First Minister Martin McGuinness (Official Report, 2017a: 1). The deputy First Minister’s resignation 

was caused in part by the DUP’s handling of the renewable heat incentive scheme (Heenan and Birrell, 

2018: 306). Subsequently a new Executive could not be formed and, as discussed previously, there was 

an extraordinary Assembly election in March 2017 which led to the DUP and Sinn Féin once again 

being returned as the largest unionist and nationalist parties (Dempsey, 2017: 3). Following the election, 

an Executive could not be formed, forcing the UK Government and civil servants in Northern Ireland 

to take on many of the decision making roles usually held by the Executive. Complicating the matter 

further was the June 2017 UK General Election which saw the Conservative Party returned as the largest 

party but short of an overall majority (Apostolova et al., 2017). The results of the election left the DUP 

as kingmakers in the new parliament, something which they had prepared for. The Conservative Party 
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then entered into a confidence and supply agreement with the DUP. As part of the agreement, the DUP 

secured g multiple commitments from the Conservative Party and UK Government, including the full 

implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant in Northern Ireland (UK Government, 2017: 2; Birrell 

and Heenan, 2019). Since 2017, the implementation of policies for the armed forces' community in 

Northern Ireland has become more complex due to politics both in Northern Ireland and Westminster. 

Armed Forces Covenant since 2017 

Following the collapse of the Executive in 2017, any discussion of defence related issues in respect of 

Northern Ireland has been confined to the UK Parliament and inter-party discussions. The focus of these 

discussions has been the provision of public services for the armed forces' community, the potential 

immunity for troops serving in Northern Ireland during the Troubles, and the implementation of the 

Armed Forces Covenant in Northern Ireland (HC Deb 02 February 2017, cc1238; HC Deb 07 March 

2018, cc389; HC Deb 09 July 2019: cc161). Of these topics it is only potential legal immunity and 

defence expenditure (more generally) which are not devolved to the Assembly in any way. The 

implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant in Northern Ireland received the most attention at 

Westminster despite much of the Covenant being in devolved policy areas. DUP MPs regularly raise 

issues around the implementation of the Covenant, with DUP MP, Gavin Robinson introducing a ten-

minute rule Bill in February 2019 to implement the Covenant in law (HC Deb 06 February 2019, cc338). 

Despite the full implementation of the Covenant in Northern Ireland being part of the DUP – 

Conservative confidence and supply agreement, it has not been fully implemented. The inability to 

implement the Covenant fully is due to the lack of direct rule from Westminster. Alongside this is the 

inability of civil servants in Northern Ireland to act without political direction from the Executive. 

Lastly, there has been a reluctance from the UK Government to implement the Covenant since it poses 

a risk to its supposed impartiality in Northern Ireland matters. 

Firstly, the case of the Covenant is unique in that it requires devolved services such as housing, 

education, and health to take account of the needs of the armed forces' community. As such, it falls to 

the devolved administrations to implement the Covenant. Due to the reluctance of the UK Government 

to implement direct rule due to other political considerations (Heenan and Birrell, 2018 306-307) the 

implementation of the Covenant in devolved areas has effectively been impossible since there is no 

political direction being given to devolved public services. Secondly, the inability of civil servants to 

take decisions in multiple areas has exacerbated the problem. There is a clear lack of understanding 

about what civil servants in Northern Ireland can and cannot do when the Assembly is suspended (ibid: 

307-308). The Northern Ireland (Executive Formation and Exercise of Functions) Act 2018 sought to 

clarify the role and decision making powers of the civil service during the suspension (Northern Ireland 

Office, 2018). Nevertheless, there remains a gap in the ability to implement policies, such as the Armed 

Forces Covenant. As discussed earlier, the Covenant itself has been particularly controversial in that it 

repeatedly gets caught in the unionist/nationalist divide which cannot be ignored by decision makers in 
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the civil service. Thirdly, the confidence and supply agreement between the DUP and Conservative 

Party arguably undermines the impartiality of the UK Government in Northern Ireland matters as 

guaranteed under the 1998 Agreement (Tonge, 2017). Ironically, although the confidence and supply 

agreement itself calls into question the impartiality of the UK Government, the Secretary of State for 

Northern Ireland has been reluctant to intervene in Northern Ireland matters, only taking decisions when 

explicitly necessary (Heenan and Birrell, 2018: 306-307). This reluctance to be involved in Northern 

Ireland politics is addressed during interviews with MLAs. Specifically, when discussing the 

implementation of policies for the armed forces' community in Northern Ireland, Doug Beattie MLA 

states: 

“This is where the MoD has to do it directly. Direct funding streams to this group of people 

through various different initiatives – and the MoD don’t want to do that because, again, we’re 

back to this: they don’t want to be seen to be taking a side… The Ministry of Defence who 

could deal with it with direct funding streams and initiatives, because they’re allowed to, won’t 

because they don’t want to be seen taking sides one way or another.”72 

The political vacuum in Northern Ireland since 2017 has, somewhat paradoxically, meant that 

implementing the Armed Forces Covenant has become more difficult. Despite commitments that it will 

be implemented in full in Northern Ireland, without a return to direct rule, which has been unpalatable 

to the UK Government (Heenan and Birrell, 2018: 307), the chances of full implementation remain 

slim. Although the MoD retains the ability to implement key policies for the armed forces' community 

in Northern Ireland, there is a clear historic reluctance on the part of the department to be seen as taking 

a side. Northern Ireland is unique in this regard. Not only does the internal politics of the region go 

some way to precluding full implementation of the Covenant, but inaction on a UK Government-level, 

even when there is no sitting Assembly, makes the likelihood of the Covenant being implemented in 

full slim. The only sustainable way for the Covenant to be implemented would be for it to be part of a 

future Executive’s programme for government. 

New Decade New Approach 

In January 2020, three years after the collapse of the power-sharing Executive, the Irish and UK 

governments published New Decade, New Approach. The agreement sets out the basis on which the 

Northern Ireland Assembly and Executive would be re-established (UK Government, 2020). New 

Decade, New Approach produces mechanisms to deal with language, culture, and identity issues 

alongside reforms to institutional problems such as the misuse of the Assembly’s Petition of Concern 

(Haughey, 2020). The agreement contains a draft programme for government for the Executive to 

implement (UK Government, 2020: 26-44). Although New Decade, New Approach contains 

commitments to the armed forces' community and veterans, none of these commitments appear in the 
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draft programme for government (ibid); they only appear as UK Government commitments to Northern 

Ireland (ibid: 49). UK Government obligations include introducing “UK-wide legislation to further[…] 

support full implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant” and the appointment of a “Northern Ireland 

Veterans’ Commissioner” (ibid). There is a lack of clarity over how the UK Government intends to 

achieve these goals, or whether they are even the responsibility of the UK Government. As discussed 

previously, the implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant is more reliant upon devolved services 

providing provision for armed service personnel and veterans. The UK Government’s commitments - 

unless it relates to amending the devolution settlement - do not appear to plot a path towards the full 

implementation of the Covenant in Northern Ireland. Interestingly, the proposed creation of a Northern 

Ireland Veterans’ Commissioner (UK Government, 2020: 49) would make Northern Ireland the only 

devolved part of the UK where a commissioner for the armed forces' community is created by the UK 

Government. 

Despite the lack of clarity over the commitment to the armed forces' community, New Decade, New 

Approach once again tells the story of defence issues, such as the Covenant, being caught in the 

nationalist/unionist divide. Unionist communities and politicians advocate for the Armed Forces 

Covenant, whereas nationalist communities and politicians oppose such initiatives. This issue becomes 

clear in interviews with a number of MLAs (Aiken, 2019; Beattie, 2019; Wells, 2019), but is best 

summarised by Independent Unionist, Claire Sugden MLA when asked about what the Executive 

should be doing for the armed forces' community in Northern Ireland:  

“I think this is unique to Northern Ireland in that we almost can’t ask the question because one 

half of our community wouldn’t want us to ask it. It’s almost a tit-for-tat issue in Northern 

Ireland, sadly.”73 

New Decade, New Approach has been successful at restarting the devolved institutions because it 

commits the “Executive to establish statutory bodies to protect the rights of citizens to develop and 

celebrate their culture and identity.” (Haughey, 2020: 136) It provides both nationalists and unionists 

with “wins”. Cultural and identity protections apply to both communities, however, the commitments 

to the Armed Forces Covenant should not be overlooked since its implementation has been of 

paramount importance to the DUP, whilst the DUP is also staunchly opposed to an Irish Language 

Act.74 Although New Decade, New Approach has restored devolution, a question remains over how the 

UK Government intends to implement its commitment regarding the Armed Forces Covenant, where 

most of the policy areas are devolved to Northern Ireland. 

 
73 Interview with Claire Sugden MLA. 7 January 2019, Belfast 
74 Interview with Jim Wells MLA. 7 January 2019, Belfast 



98 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, it is clear that when it comes to defence as a devolved policy concern in Northern Ireland, 

the region continues to be “a case apart”. The defence policy issues examined by this chapter are best 

understood from the perspective of the cleavages present in Northern Ireland society. Defence policy 

issues regularly come into conflict with issues which are based on both ethno-cultural issues and 

political-constitutional issues. Ethno-cultural issues which manifest themselves in the 

nationalist/unionist divide in politics, as seen, prevent any Northern Ireland Executive from progression 

with the implementation of policies such as the Armed Forces Covenant. These ethno-cultural issues 

are unique to Northern Ireland and clearly impact on multiple areas of defence policy. The political-

constitutional issues present in the region are not unique to Northern Ireland: since 2014 Scottish politics 

has shifted to a unionist/nationalist axis. These issues are ones which can be understood through the 

legal and political implications of devolution itself. Although the devolution settlement is clear that 

defence is not devolved, the roles of the MoD in respect of the armed forces' community has become 

more confused since there has been increasing divergence in public policy between the devolved parts 

of the UK and England. With respect to Northern Ireland, this has enabled the MoD to restrict its 

involvement in the region regarding policy initiatives for the armed forces' community. Unique to the 

case of Northern Ireland is that its own internal politics and cleavages prevent the MoD from becoming 

involved in the region. Maintaining the appearance of impartiality in the region is of more importance 

to the UK Government and MoD regarding defence issues. 

As this chapter has set out, Northern Ireland exhibits multiple unique characteristics when it comes to 

defence as a devolved policy concern. It is clearly a case apart. Although federalism, MLG, and the 

WM have all been utilised as organisational perspectives in this thesis, this chapter, once again 

documents their limitations. Specifically, none of the approaches evaluated by this thesis are able to 

fully explain the case of defence policy as a devolved policy concern in Northern Ireland. In the case of 

federalism, as has been argued previously, it is only useful in that it supports conceptualising 

governance in a contemporary UK; a state which can be described as quasi-federal (Bogdanor, 2005). 

Nevertheless, it is not equipped to explain the specific politics and unique circumstances witnessed in 

Northern Ireland politics. Federalism’s focus on empirical questions and categorisation do not assist in 

understanding the region's specific relationship with defence affairs which are shaped by cultural and 

historical factors. As highlighted earlier, MLG’s assertion that diffused systems of power see attempts 

at co-ordination from the centre are plainly not applicable to the case of defence policy in Northern 

Ireland. Successive UK Governments have not sought to steer policies through the devolved 

administration or legislature for multiple reasons. Primary among these are their own political concerns. 

Finally, this chapter has once again shown how the WM is no longer relevant to explaining governance 

in a contemporary UK. The inevitability of the WM focusing on Westminster ignores the role of the 

devolved institutions in the round - let alone with particular regard to defence policy concerns. As noted 
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earlier, the WM is only useful in a paradoxical sense, in that it can be a useful perspective to explain 

why representatives in the devolved nations believe the MoD does not engage fully with the devolved 

institutions. Specifically, the WM is a pervasive concept among policy makers and thus is the basis on 

which there is no need to engage with the devolved institutions. Nevertheless, none of the three 

approaches evaluated by this thesis are able to provide the conceptual space nor basis on which to 

explain the case of defence policy in Northern Ireland. These flaws will further be seen in the following 

chapter examining the case of Wales. 

Thus, as has been highlighted in previous chapters, to overcome these flaws within the aforementioned 

approaches to governance in the UK, it is vital that a combination of tools are employed. Combining 

nested newness and critical junctures with a thick context-driven description is vital to explaining the 

case of defence policy and devolution. Specific to the case of Northern Ireland, approaches which ignore 

the explicit history and context of the region are unable to fully explain governance there. As discussed 

previously, nested newness is a useful concept in seeking to understand each of the devolved 

institutions' engagement with defence policy issues during the earlier years of devolution. In the case 

of Northern Ireland, it helps to explain why political parties and the Northern Ireland Assembly engage 

with defence issues at an earlier stage in comparison to the other devolved nations. Specifically, 

Northern Ireland’s past, and experience of conflict during the Troubles, creates its own specific dynamic 

with respect to the Assembly’s role and engagement with defence policy issues. By taking a more 

holistic approach to understanding how institutions function, nested newness provides the conceptual 

space in which to understand and emphasise how the nationalist/unionist divide impacts on defence 

policy as a devolved concern in Northern Ireland. Despite these apparent strengths of nested newness 

in understanding the case of Northern Ireland, it is not equipped to explain why defence policy concerns 

become increasingly important to political discourse in the region. Subsequently, as seen in the case of 

Scotland previously, the notion of critical junctures is useful to frame the circumstances around the 

process of defence policy concerns becoming more important and readily engaged with by Northern 

Ireland’s devolved institutions.  

As discussed previously, critical junctures are a useful tool to create the conceptual space in which to 

examine how key events or initiatives impacted the understanding of defence policy concerns in the 

devolved institutions. To restate, critical junctures are defined as “a period of significant change, which 

typically occurs in distinct ways in different countries (or in other units of analysis) and which is 

hypothesized [sic] to produce distinct legacies.” (Collier and Collier, 1991: 29) Critical junctures thus 

point to internal issues and externalities which can enable change within an institution. Regarding 

Northern Ireland, the Iraq and Afghanistan wars and the advent of the Armed Forces Covenant can all 

be understood as critical junctures, yet they were not as significant in mainstreaming defence policy 

concerns as seen in Great Britain. These critical junctures have thus proved to be the backbone on which 

to conduct analysis and explain defence as a devolved policy concern in the region. The critical 
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junctures’ usefulness are based on their ability to provide the conceptual space in which to understand 

why change has occurred. Although they are unable to explain why a change has happened or explain 

the motive behind key actors' behaviour, this can be overcome by undertaking a context rich study of a 

specific case. As has been seen in this chapter, it is essential that any examination of governance in the 

UK and of devolved politics takes into consideration nation-specific contexts. The case of Wales, to be 

examined in the next chapter, will see these key points reiterated. 
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Chapter Six 

Defence policy and Wales 

 

“They’ve got no skin in the game in Wales.” 

- Madeleine Moon MP discussing the Ministry of Defence’s approach to decision making in 

respect of Wales 

 

Introduction 

Wales’ engagement with defence policy issues following the creation of the devolved institutions is a 

story that can be characterised in one phrase: What about Wales? Following the creation of the National 

Assembly in 1999, Wales’ elected representatives were, seemingly, ignorant of their role and the role 

of the devolved institutions in respect of the armed forces' community in Wales. During the first decade 

of devolution, engagement with defence issues is almost exclusively focused on MoD expenditure and 

procurement opportunities; the development of RAF St Athan specifically, is central to the devolved 

institution’s engagement with defence issues. As seen in Scotland and Northern Ireland, at around the 

time of 2010 there is a noticeable change, whereby elected representatives and the Welsh Government 

become aware of their role in defence policy. Discussion of social policy issues faced by the armed 

forces' community increases and becomes a topic regularly engaged with by Wales’ devolved 

institutions. Wales’ main political parties, and ultimately the Welsh Government, develop specific 

policy offers for the forces' community. As will be explained, uniquely to Wales, the devolved 

administration appear to shoulder their role in defence policy issues for moral and not political reasons. 

The final observation from Wales is that, although key social policy issues become mainstreamed into 

devolved politics, there is a somewhat fraught relationship with the MoD with respect to the defence 

infrastructure in Wales. Akin to the other devolved parts of the UK, the reduction of the defence estate 

in Wales is controversial; however, there is a specific sense that Wales does not get its fair share of 

MoD funding or infrastructure. Despite this controversy, the Welsh Government is reluctant to engage 

with the issue publicly. The case of Wales and defence policy is commensurate with issues highlighted 

by former Welsh Labour First Minister, Carwyn Jones on the lack of a devolution “dividend” for both 

the Welsh people’s and the Welsh Government’s support for the continuation of the United Kingdom 

(BBC, 2017). The perception among elected representatives, as will be highlighted in this chapter, is 

that Wales is often ignored because it does not pose an existential threat to the Union. The case of 

defence and Wales adds further weight to this argument. 
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As the previous chapters show, the cases of Scotland and Northern Ireland support a key argument of 

this thesis: federalism, MLG and the WM are tools which have limited use when analysing devolution 

in the United Kingdom. The story of Wales and defence policy too supports this argument. None of 

these approaches are able to fully explain governance in a contemporary UK. As has been argued, 

federalism, MLG and WM are only useful in answering basic empirical questions about what 

institutions exist and in providing organisational perspectives for analysis when applied to the UK’s 

constitution. The approaches do not provide the space to understand specific developments within 

Wales which, paradoxically, contradict key assumptions of MLG. For example, the notion that policy 

making is no longer monopolised by central governments and is instead shared and contested between 

different levels (Bache and Flinders, 2004b: 96) is not applicable to the case of the defence footprint, 

as will be further highlighted in this chapter. Approaches already utilised in this thesis are also relevant 

to the case of Wales. Nested newness provides a useful framework in which to explain the reluctance 

on the part of the devolved institutions to engage with defence policy issues during the early years of 

devolution. Alongside nested newness, this thesis has also employed critical junctures to understand the 

causes behind defence policy issues becoming more important to the devolved politics of Wales.  

This chapter follows the same structure as the previous two chapters on Northern Ireland and Scotland. 

Initially this chapter examines the formal powers and responsibilities of the National Assembly for 

Wales in noting how these have changed since the Assembly’s establishment. To reiterate, the devolved 

legislature of Wales has been known as Senedd Cymru/ the Welsh Parliament since May 2020. This 

chapter will henceforth predominantly use Senedd and Welsh Parliament to refer to Wales’ devolved 

legislature. After the discussion of the formal powers of the Senedd, this chapter explores how political 

parties, key actors, and the devolved institutions engage with and understand their role regarding 

defence policy. Finally, as seen in the previous empirical chapters, this chapter will explain how defence 

policy issues have become more important in Welsh politics, alongside evaluating theoretical 

approaches to devolution in the UK.  

Powers and responsibilities of the Senedd 

As has been raised previously, of all the of the devolved institutions in the UK, it is the Welsh Senedd 

which has witnessed the most changes since it was originally established as the National Assembly for 

Wales in 1999. The following section provides an overview of that evolution.  

Government of Wales Act 1998 

The Senedd was first established by the Government of Wales Act 1998 (hereafter GoWA 1998). The 

institution, which opened in 1999, was a corporate body with limited executive powers conferred to it. 

All the powers which were held by the new parliament had previously been the responsibility of the 

Welsh Office, with the GoWA 1998 providing the means for those powers to be transferred. Specific 

policy areas transferred include: health services; education and training; housing; local government; 
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social welfare; planning (except major energy infrastructure) and, economic development. Wales is 

unique when compared to the other devolved nations in that the Senedd did not have the ability to 

amend or pass primary legislation until 2007. 

An evaluation of the GoWA 1998 proves that the model of devolution set forth by the legislation is not 

fit for purpose. Not only is there a lack of clarity over what the new parliament could and could not do 

(Moon and Evans, 2017), but the Senedd is forced to operate within the framework of Acts of the UK 

Parliament which can be used to empower and weaken the new institution (Laffin et al., 2000). There 

is a lack of clarity over the role and responsibilities of the new parliament. The failings of the GoWA 

1998 are well documented by the Richard Commission with chair, Labour Peer Ivor Richard, calling 

the system “grotesque” (Wyn Jones and Scully, 2012: 43). The Commission’s recommended overhaul 

of Wales’ devolution settlement should have brought it into line with Scotland and Northern Ireland’s 

devolution settlements. 

Government of Wales Act 2006 

In 2004 the independent Richard Commission reported that the then National Assembly should be 

granted primary law making powers, and increase in size from 60 to 80 members (Commission on the 

Powers and Electoral Arrangements of the National Assembly for Wales, 2004). The report’s 

recommendations would later be used by the Labour Government at Westminster to create the Better 

Governance for Wales White Paper, which proposed granting the Senedd the ability to pass primary 

legislation – with prior consent of the UK Parliament on a case-by-case basis (The Welsh Office, 2005 

8-9). Eventually the Government of Wales Bill was introduced to parliament, later becoming the 

Government of Wales Act 2006 (hereafter the GoWA 2006). Under the Act, the Senedd gains the ability 

to pass primary legislation – albeit on a piecemeal basis – and the legislative and administrative 

functions of the body become legally separated. 

Akin to the experiences of the GoWA 1998, the flaws of the GoWA 2006 become increasingly apparent 

as the Senedd seeks to make public policy for Wales. The process for legislating under the GoWA 2006 

is complex, time consuming and not created via the principles of good constitution-making, but rather 

the considerations of the Welsh and UK Labour parties (Evans, 2014). A lack of clarity over the powers 

of the then National Assembly also persists. The failings of the GoWA 2006 creates the conditions for 

the establishment of another commission to examine devolution in Wales – the Silk Commission. The 

Commission recommends a fundamental overhaul in Wales’ model of devolution and paves the way 

for the Wales Act 2017 (Moon and Evans, 2017). 

Wales Act 2017 

The most recent statute establishing Wales’ devolution settlement is the Wales Act 2017 (hereafter the 

2017 Act), which amends the GoWA 2006. The Act is guided by the Silk Commission’s 

recommendations on increasing the powers of the Senedd whilst also simplifying the way in which 
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those powers are devolved (Commission on Devolution in Wales, 2014). The key feature of the 2017 

Act is that it transitions Wales from the conferred powers model to the reserved powers model, 

theoretically making it easier to be clear over what powers do and do not sit with the Welsh Parliament 

(Moon and Evans, 2017). 

Although the provisions of the 2017 Act came into force in 2018, it is still too early to provide a 

comprehensive evaluation of the effectiveness of the Act. When asked in interviews, neither Member 

of the Senedd David Melding75 nor former Member of the Senedd and Welsh Government Minister 

Leighton Andrews76 believe the reserved powers will solve all of the issues of the legal competency of 

the Welsh Parliament. For the purposes of this research, however, the 2017 Act is interesting in that it 

is the first piece of Wales devolution statute to include reference to defence, since it is now subject to a 

general reservation under the new Schedule 7A to the GoWA 2006 implemented by the 2017 Act. 

Subsequently, it should be noted that Wales’ devolution settlement has evolved the most when 

compared to the other devolved parts of the UK.  

The argument presented in this chapter corresponds with key arguments presented in the prior chapters 

examining the cases of Scotland and Northern Ireland. Specifically, it is essential that any examination 

of governance in Wales takes into account the country’s history and context. As noted previously, 

federalism, MLG, and the WM are unable to fully explain governance in Wales. Rather, as seen 

previously, they all support answering empirical questions of what exists, but are not able to explain 

the behaviour of key actors and evolution of the devolved institutions. Thus, as has been highlighted 

previously, this thesis argues that a combination of tools, such as nested newness and critical junctures, 

are required to create the conceptual space in which to examine the case of defence policy as a devolved 

policy concern. Alongside these tools it is vital that particular attention is paid to the history and specific 

circumstances of each devolved nation in order to fully understand governance in a contemporary 

United Kingdom. This chapter will now examine the case of defence policy concerns in Wales more 

closely. 

Defence as a devolved policy concern 1999-2010 

The following section follows the same structure as seen in the previous empirical chapters. It will 

examine the Senedd’s consideration of defence policies since the establishment of the then National 

Assembly in 1999. As seen in previous chapters, this examination is broken into two distinct sections, 

first May 1999 to the spring of 2011 and then summer 2011 until January 2020. The rationale for this 

split has already been established, but to reiterate, this separation has been utilised since it mirrors the 

shift seen in political discourse and engagement with defence policy concerns in the devolved 

institutions. Similarly to the previous cases of Scotland and Northern Ireland, key factors shaping 

 
75 Interview with David Melding AM. 13 December 2018, Cardiff 
76 Interview with Leighton Andrews. 13 December 2018, Cardiff 
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Wales’ understanding of its role in respect of defence policy are the outcome of the Iraq and Afghanistan 

wars and the UK government’s 2010 commitment to “rebuild the Military Covenant…” (Cabinet 

Office, 2010: 15) and subsequent policy initiatives, and the Armed Forces Act 2011. 

Elections and manifestos 

As has been used in the cases of Scotland and Northern Ireland, manifestos have been used to discover 

what, if any, engagement the main political parties have with defence policy issues. With respect to 

Wales, the parties’ manifestos can provide useful insight into how the parties view the powers of the 

new institution. The following key themes can be identified in the parties’ manifestos for Senedd 

elections in 1999, 2003, and 2007: 

i. the manifestos are not comprehensive, costed documents; 

ii. policy commitments generally mirror closely the powers formally devolved to the Senedd; 

iii. discussion of defence issues is limited to either the economic benefits or criticism of UK 

defence policy. 

Elections to the first Senedd took place in 1999. The vote saw Welsh Labour secure 28 seats, Plaid 

Cymru 17, the Welsh Conservatives 9, with the Welsh Liberal Democrats winning 6. Subsequently, 

Welsh Labour, falling short of the 31 seats required for a majority, forms a minority administration. 

The outcome of the 1999 election marks the beginning of consecutive Welsh Labour or Welsh Labour-

led governments in Wales. Although all the manifestos from the 1999 election engage with public 

policy, none of the parties link their policies to the needs of the armed forces' community in Wales 

(Welsh Labour, 1999; Welsh Conservatives, 1999; Welsh Liberal Democrats, 1999; Plaid Cymru, 

1999). The Welsh Conservatives do mention the armed forces in the foreword to their manifesto, but in 

a way which lacks any substance: “Together our British engineers, scientists, explorers, writers, 

diplomats, entrepreneurs, armed forces and our sense of fair play have made a greater contribution to 

the world than any other country.” [emphasis added] (Welsh Conservatives, 1999) This reference is 

decoupled from any notion of policy, definition or stated contribution. Plaid Cymru’s 1999 manifesto 

stands out from the others in that it addresses areas of policy which were not – and in some cases still 

are not – devolved to the Welsh Parliament (Plaid Cymru, 1999); however, despite this overreach, when 

it comes to defence policy issues, the manifesto also lacks any discussion of policies specific to the 

armed forces' community (ibid). Plaid Cymru’s manifesto does, however, in their global issues section, 

call for “the abolition of all nuclear weapons and reduction in military expenditure everywhere” – issues 

that by any measure do not fall within the competence of the Senedd. 

The second elections to the Welsh Parliament were held in May 2003. Welsh Labour secured 30 seats, 

Plaid Cymru 12, the Welsh Conservatives 11, and the Welsh Liberal Democrats 6 (Young, 2003). The 

2003 election is the first Senedd election undertaken since the conclusion of the Review of Assembly 

Procedures which resolved that there should be the clearest division between the executive and 
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legislative functions of the Senedd as allowed  by the GoWA 1998 (Record of Proceedings, 2002c: 57). 

The election also comes after Labour’s second landslide election victory in the 2001 General Election, 

and the US-led invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq in September of 2001 and March of 2003 respectively. 

Despite the UK’s mobilisation for war, as was the case in 1999, all of the main parties’77 manifestos 

lack specific commitments to the armed forces' community (Welsh Labour, 2003; Welsh Conservatives, 

2003; Plaid Cymru, 2003). The lack of commitments in the Welsh Labour Party’s manifesto is of 

particular note as it might be expected that the manifestos would reflect a greater understanding of 

policy implementation. For example, the manifesto does contain commitments around free bus travel 

and investing in health services, but neither are framed in the context of the needs of the armed forces' 

community (Welsh Labour, 2003: 22). Alongside the greater understanding that would have been 

expected by the second elections to the Senedd, as is highlighted in contemporary interviews, Wales 

contributes a higher number of armed forces personnel than its share of the UK population (Millar, 

2019). Subsequently, the deployment of troops impacts on Welsh communities to the extent of it being 

raised in party manifestos.  

Held in May 2007, elections to the third Senedd saw Welsh Labour win 26 seats, a loss of 4, followed 

by Plaid Cymru on 15, up 3; the Welsh Conservatives won 12, up 1, with the Welsh Liberal Democrats 

again finishing with 6 seats (Holden, 2007: 3). The 2007 election is the first to take place after the 

passage of the GoWA 2006. Welsh Labour remains in government, this time in coalition with Plaid 

Cymru following the negotiation of the One Wales coalition agreement (Welsh Assembly Government, 

2007). 2007 is the first time that defence issues related to the powers and responsibilities of the Senedd 

are raised and discussed by political parties in their manifestos. Both Welsh Labour and the Welsh 

Conservatives discuss the establishment of the Defence Training Academy in South Wales (Welsh 

Conservatives, 2007 11-12; Welsh Labour, 2007: 2, 18, 39). Despite defence being raised in the 

manifestos of both parties, it is exclusively in the context of economic development and not within the 

needs of the armed forces' community that defence is discussed, with Welsh Labour going as far to say 

that the development would “provide a massive underpinning of the Welsh economy.” (2007: 18) Plaid 

Cymru’s manifesto, akin to 1999, discusses issues in the realm of defence which are clearly outside the 

powers of the Senedd. Specifically, it calls for the “withdrawal of UK forces and the dismantling of 

their military bases in Iraq and Afghanistan” as well as committing the Party to “press the UK 

Government not to facilitate the selling of arms to unstable regimes”  (Plaid Cymru, 2007: 34). The 

limited engagement with defence policy issues by Welsh Labour and Plaid Cymru is replicated in the 

One Wales agreement which does not engage with defence issues at all (Welsh Assembly Government, 

2007). Finally, much like the party’s 1999 manifesto, the Welsh Liberal Democrats do not discuss or 

 
77 The Welsh Liberal Democrat Manifesto for the 2003 Senedd elections could not be sourced.  
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commit to any specific policies for the armed forces' community or veterans in their 2007 manifesto 

(Welsh Liberal Democrats, 2007).  

The reason the manifestos for the first elections to the Senedd lack any specific policies directed at the 

armed forces' community is not entirely clear; when asked in contemporary interviews, participants 

cannot cite specific reasons for why defence issues did not feature in the manifestos (Andrews, 2018; 

Melding, 2018). What can be suggested is that the reason for the omission of policies directed at the 

armed forces' community seems to be due to issues around (i) the infancy of the then Assembly and (ii) 

viewing the powers of the Senedd through the lens of devolved vs non-devolved. Wales’ Senedd came 

into being with relatively low levels of public support and in this context, as noted by Seyd (2009: 92) 

“[i]t was thus important for the Assembly to create public support and establish some legitimacy, as 

opposed to meeting existing demands and reinforcing legitimacy.” Alongside the issues around 

legitimacy, as discussed previously, the powers of the Senedd itself are not always clear and the 

institution is the weakest of all the devolved bodies created in the 1990s. The lack of clarity, and 

weakness, of the devolution settlement ensure that parties discuss policy areas which clearly passed to 

the Senedd as a consequence of the GoWA 1998. In attempting to explain these omissions, nested 

newness can be employed as a useful tool since it emphasises that “no institution – however new or 

radically reformed – is a blank slate.” (ibid) In this case, the process in which the new institution had 

come about clearly impacted the priorities of said institution. 

Senedd proceedings 

Main party manifestos provide an initial indication of the political discourse around defence policy and 

the initial devolution settlement in the first decade of the then National Assembly. This section examines 

the proceedings of the Senedd between 1999 and March 2011. An overview of Welsh Parliamentary 

proceedings from the first three terms reveals some key trends in the political discourse around defence 

policy and the armed forces in Wales: 

i. the Senedd and government are not clear of their role with respect to defence policy and the 

armed forces' community for roughly a decade; 

ii. the discussion of defence policy issues is initially focused on economic issues and concerns 

such as MoD investments and procurement. 

The then National Assembly for Wales first met on 12 May 1999 (Record of Proceedings, 1999b). In 

the first few months of the Senedd, discussion of defence related issues is minimal. The first mention 

of anything to do with defence in plenary comes in June 1999, but in the context of identifiable 

government expenditure in Wales – both from the UK Government and Welsh Parliament (Record of 

Proceedings, 1999c: 23). Comment on defence, mentioned in this context, also occurs in October of 

1999 (Record of Proceedings, 1999d: 37), with further mentions when the Senedd commemorates the 

death of active service personnel in Kosovo (Record of Proceedings, 1999a 2-4). Defence, or the armed 
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forces, are not mentioned again during plenary proceedings; however, defence and the armed forces are 

mentioned, albeit predominantly in passing, in either technical or briefing documents on issues such as 

structural funds (Economic Development Committee, 1999), economic development (European Task 

Force, 1999), and rough sleeping (LGE Committee, 1999). 

A specific exchange of note is then First Secretary Alun Michael AM’s response to a question on what 

role the Senedd may play in the discussion of a pardon for troops executed for desertion during the First 

World War. This question was not answered in plenary and thus is dealt with separately. Noting that, 

“Pardons for soldier executive during the First World War is a defence issue, and, therefore, a wholly 

reserved matter,” the First Secretary goes further by stating the following: “I suggest that it is sensible 

for the Assembly to approach with care those matters over which we have no jurisdiction, on which we 

have limited information, and on which Members of Parliament are better placed to comment.” 

(National Assembly for Wales, 1999: 2-3)  The subject of pardons continues to be  a non-devolved 

matter since  the justice system remains reserved to Westminster, but to suggest that the Senedd should 

not discuss a matter, just because it is not in control of it was a redefinition of the UK Government’s 

original White Paper on devolution in Wales, A Voice for Wales, which clearly says that “the Assembly 

will be able to debate all issues of concern in Wales.” (The Welsh Office, 1997: 7) This case reveals a 

refusal, on the part of senior members of the then National Assembly to overstep the formal, legal 

boundaries of the new institution, even though the original White Paper, and Section 33 of the GoWA 

1998 gives the new institution the ability to “consider, and make appropriate representation about, any 

matter affecting Wales.” Akin to the example documented here, in 2006, then First Minister Rhodri 

Morgan AM refused to express a view on the invasion of Iraq. In this instance, the First Minister is 

asked by a member of the public about his view on the Iraq War. In response to the question, the First 

Minister states: 

“I don't know because I have not looked at the issues because I'm not in the House of Commons 

- I left it to the MPs in the House of Commons. There are 660 of them doing that job. If I had 

been in the House of Commons, not only would they [people] have heard my views, they would 

have actually seen which way my hand went up. That's the key thing - that's their job, it's not 

my job.” (BBC, 2006). 

Taken together, these examples reveal how during the first decade of devolution, senior actors are 

reluctant to engage with policy areas which are formally reserved to the Westminster parliament. 

Subsequently, considering the wish among key actors not to want to engage with issues which are not 

formally devolved, explains why the Senedd is often unsure about its role in the realm of defence policy 

and thus generally only engages with defence issues which more clearly overlap with devolved 

responsibilities such as economic development. Once again, it is in this context that nested newness is 

a useful tool to employ to explain this specific phenomenon in Welsh politics at the time. The new 
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institution has is clearly not a ‘blank slate’ (ibid) and thus key actors, as well as the way in which the 

institution came into being, have a clear impact on how the new Senedd sees its role with respect to 

defence policy.  

During the first decade of devolution, defence related issues are primarily spoken about within the 

context of MoD expenditure and the purported benefits or disadvantages to the Welsh economy from 

that spending. One topic brought up multiple times during the First Senedd is the MoD procurement of 

meat products, with Members of the Senedd pushing ministers to lobby the MoD on the behalf of Welsh 

agriculture (National Assembly for Wales, 2000a: 5; 2000b: 10). This trend continues through the First 

Senedd (Record of Proceedings, 2001b: 31) with the First Minister noting some success in getting the 

MoD to purchase Welsh products, while arguing that more can still be done (Record of Proceedings, 

2002b: 20-21). Procurement of Welsh products sits within the broader discussion of MoD expenditure 

in Wales, specifically that MoD expenditure in Wales is lower than its proportion of the UK population 

and thus Wales is disadvantaged economically (Record of Proceedings, 2001c: 67). The Senedd 

subsequently views its interactions with the MoD as an economic one – with the Welsh Government 

being expected to lobby on behalf of Welsh industry. This role would shape discussions and relations 

between the Senedd during the first three terms and is best exemplified in the case of RAF St Athan. 

The view that the MoD should be supporting economic development in Wales is one which continues 

to be espoused by elected representatives of all the main parties. 

The MoD’s footprint in the devolved nations of the UK forms a key aspect of the relationship between 

devolution and defence policy, as discussed in the previous chapters on Scotland and Northern Ireland. 

In Wales, RAF St Athan is the most common MoD site discussed within Welsh politics. The Senedd 

and Welsh Government take on a role of scrutinising the MoD’s decision making processes and 

lobbying on behalf of Wales for MoD expenditure. One of the first major examples of St Athan being 

discussed in the Welsh Parliament is due to the potential for job losses through MoD decisions (Record 

of Proceedings, 2000a: 41-46). St Athan and its Defence Avionics Repair Agency (DARA) facilities 

continue to be discussed throughout the Senedd’s first term, but almost always in the context of the 

financial and economic benefits to the area, not in that of the needs of the armed forces' community 

itself (Record of Proceedings, 2001a: 12-13; 2001d: 5-6; 2002a: 4-5). 

The discussion of St Athan continues during the second and third terms in the guise of Project Red 

Dragon and what will eventually become proposals for a defence training academy. These discussions, 

once again, are exclusively in the context of jobs in the local area – not the impact on armed service 

personnel themselves. In 2004, the MoD announces the loss of jobs at the DARA facility at St Athan, 

despite investments from the MoD and devolved agencies into Project Red Dragon (Record of 

Proceedings, 2004c: 28-38). The announcement also comes after the belief that MoD investments in St 

Athan had in fact secured employment alongside the opportunity to increase the number of jobs 
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(Economic Development Committee, 2003: 5). The discussion of job losses at St Athan focuses on the 

impact on the loss of jobs, and the money spent by the Welsh Government supporting the plans of the 

MoD (National Assembly for Wales, 2004; Record of Proceedings, 2004b: 38-51). The Wales Audit 

Office and National Audit Office lay the blame at both the MoD and Welsh authorities for not working 

together in a way to ensure the success of the project (2009). Nevertheless, the fact that it is solely 

within the purview of the MoD to make such a decision, and that the Welsh Government is involved so 

closely with the project, highlights the overlap of supposedly devolved and non-devolved issues. 

When asked about St Athan in interviews, the point is made that the proposed developments are 

generally an example of good intergovernmental working. David Melding MS noted that the 

development will impact communities where “generally, their health and wellbeing is generally more 

an issue for the Assembly than it is Westminster because… Westminster is very distant…”78 and so 

there is a role for Members of the Senedd, even if the decision was not to be taken by them. Melding 

also claims that the process of reorganising the military footprint – RAF functions moving from 

Leicestershire to South Wales – becomes increasingly “irksome”79 to many in the forces, and thus 

Project Red Dragon and the defence training academy never comes to fruition, something touched on 

in other interviews as a reason behind the lack of defence infrastructure in the devolved nations of the 

UK.80 81 82 What St Athan reinforces is how the Senedd views defence issues through the context of 

finance and the economy, not necessarily through the social policy aspects for which it is responsible. 

None of the discussion deals with issues on the needs of the armed forces' community. There is also no 

clear understanding of the role of the Senedd and Welsh Government with respect to the development 

of St Athan beyond adopting a role of lobbying for, and providing funding for, the MoD-lead project. 

Once again, what is clear is that there is a sense among the political class that Wales has not received 

an equitable share of key MoD investments. 

Discussion of defence issues in the realm of social policy is rare during the first decade of devolution. 

One of the first examples is the issue of homelessness among those leaving the forces (Record of 

Proceedings, 2000b: 58; 2004a: 28-29) which is raised on multiple occasions and leads to the passing 

of the Homeless Persons’ (Priority Need) (Wales) Order 2001, which adds those leaving the armed 

forces to the priority need list for accommodation in Wales. Despite the early focus on housing, most 

Senedd engagement deals with access to health and the well-being of veterans. In 2000, Welsh 

Conservative David Melding MS asks whether armed service personnel are eligible to receive fast 

tracked NHS treatment (National Assembly for Wales, 2000c). This is seen again in June 2002, when 

the then health minister is asked about a plan to support those who suffer from Gulf War syndrome 
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82 Interview with Neal Stewart. 2 July 2019, London 
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(National Assembly for Wales, 2002a: 3-4). In her response, the then Health Minister Jane Hutt states, 

“the Ministry of Defence has lead responsibility for issues surrounding Gulf war veterans’ illnesses,” 

(ibid: 3) suggesting that the Welsh Government seeks not to be responsible for the health of those who 

have served. In the minister’s answer there is no engagement with the role and responsibilities of NHS 

Wales, with the minister noting that “all Gulf war veterans have access to medical advice from the 

Ministry of Defence’s Gulf Veterans Medical Assessment Programme.” (ibid: 4) Interestingly, when 

asked in October of 2002 on the provision for veterans by the Welsh NHS, the minister outlines how 

“priority treatment for war pensioners was set up in the 1950s” and that guidance on care for veterans 

was being reissued (National Assembly for Wales, 2002b: 24). It may be the case that the government 

at the time believe they are not responsible for dealing with more acute conditions such as treatment for 

PTSD following the Gulf War, but there is a clear inconsistency over what role the health minister sees 

for the Welsh NHS with respect to veterans. 

The lack of clarity over the government’s role and responsibility to veterans continues as the Senedd 

matures. In response to the question from Welsh Conservative MS, Nick Bourne, Health Minister, Brian 

Gibbons states that the Welsh Government is “working closely with the Ministry of Defence, along 

with colleagues in the Department of Health and the Scottish Executive to develop a UK-Government-

wide perspective on present and planned mental health services for armed forces veterans.” (National 

Assembly for Wales, 2005: 32-33) This is significant in that it is one of the earliest examples where the 

Welsh Government understands its responsibility to armed service personnel, yet such acknowledgment 

is couched in the notion of wanting a UK-wide approach to the provision of a devolved service for the 

armed forces. The position of the government evolves over time with the then Health Minister, Edwina 

Hart MS stating: “I have responsibility for veterans’ issues in Wales, and I have taken a very active role 

and interest in the problems of veterans.” (Record of Proceedings, 2007: 14) This is the first identifiable 

example of a government minister stating that they have responsibility for veterans’ issues in the 

Senedd. A debate in 2008 on the Royal British Legion’s Honour the Covenant campaign is useful as it 

clarifies further the devolved government’s understanding of its role towards the armed forces' 

community. Minister for Health and Social Services, Edwina Hart MS notes that “Ministerial 

responsibility for the armed forces and veterans is not devolved to the Welsh Assembly government 

[however…] the Assembly Government wishes to be as proactive as possible in areas of devolved 

responsibility.” (Record of Proceedings, 2008 138-141) The clear statement comes alongside 

highlighting the work that is already being done with respect to health, housing, and supporting those 

transitioning from forces to civilian life. When why social policy issues begin to emerge as devolution 

matures is raised in interviews, former minister in the Welsh Government Leighton Andrews noted that 

the former minister, Edwina Hart MS had taken a particular interest in veterans’ affairs during her time 

as Health Minister (Andrews, 2018) suggesting that it  becoming a priority to the administration is due 

to personalities rather than a broader shift in governing priorities. This key point emphasises once more 
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the need for the examination of governance in the UK to have a clear focus on context and a detailed 

examination of specific cases. 

In summary, as highlighted by the manifestos for the initial elections to the then National Assembly for 

Wales, there is a lack of understanding of the Senedd’s role regarding defence policy for the majority 

of time between 1999-2011 Although a specific policy offer begins to be discussed for the armed forces' 

community, there is no clear pattern over how these issues emerge. There is a trend of either noting that 

defence issues are non-devolved, or only engaging with them when they relate to the economic interests 

of Wales. Although there is consensus over supporting the armed forces' community, there is a sense of 

ignorance over what the Senedd and administration can actually do for them. Thus, defence as a 

devolved policy concern in Wales from 1999 to 2011 should be viewed through a lens of  ignorance on 

the part of elected representatives. The second decade of devolution, however, would see this ignorance 

fade away, with specific policies and initiatives for the armed forces' community becoming 

mainstreamed into Welsh politics. The case of the first decade of devolution and defence policy in 

Wales once again highlights the flaws of federalism, the WM, and MLG. Taking federalism and the 

WM first, it is clear that neither of them are fully equipped to explain the political issues seen within 

Wales during the first decade of devolution. As highlighted previously, they are useful tools to employ 

when attempting to answer certain empirical questions about what exists, but they are unable to explain 

fully the behaviour of actors, nor, most importantly to this thesis, why Wales’ devolved institutions did 

not engage with defence policy concerns in any meaningful sense. In contrast to this to some degree, is 

MLG which is a useful concept here as it helps to explain how the devolved institutions were attempting 

to influence policies of the MoD with respect to procurement and expenditure. Nonetheless, MLG 

implies a sense of awareness of their role among elected representatives, something which this section 

has made clear they were unsure of. As raised previously in this section, however, nested newsness is 

useful in providing the conceptual space to understand why the Senedd only engaged with defence 

policy concerns in a limited sense. As will be seen in the following section, defence policy concerns do 

become more important within Welsh politics, with this shift occurring, as this thesis contends, as a 

consequence of the critical junctures of the fallout from the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts, and the 

advent of the Armed Forces Covenant. 

Defence as a devolved policy concern 2011-2020 

This section looks at the discussion and consideration of defence policy issues by political parties in 

Wales. From 2011, the needs of the armed forces' community move higher up the political agenda for 

multiple reasons. As has been documented previously, this shift can be attributed to the social policy 

impacts of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts on the UK becoming fully realised, and the advent of the 

Armed Forces Covenant. Noted previously, the Covenant was born out of  the 2010 Coalition agreement 

which set out proposals for the UK Government to take forward plans on renewing and implementing 

the military covenant (Cabinet Office: 15). In interviews, participants agree that the Armed Forces 
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Covenant plays a role in increasing the awareness of the armed forces' community and thus leads to the 

area becoming more important in devolved politics.83 84 85 86 Interviewees also point to the Iraq and 

Afghanistan conflicts and how there is an apparent correlation with the instances of PTSD as those 

service people returned to the UK.87 88 Leighton Andrews also noted that the sector had become more 

active in its lobbying over time.89 Finally, Welsh Conservative Darren Millar MS states: “We 

established a cross-party group on the armed forces and cadets that has been a forum for discussing the 

blind spot that we’ve sometimes had in Welsh politics.”90 Similarly, to the other devolved parts of the 

UK, the greater emphasis on the armed forces' community comes from events both within that part of 

the UK and at Westminster. 

Since 2011, two key trends can be identified. Firstly, defence issues as they relate to the devolved 

responsibilities of the Senedd steadily become more important within political discourse, with 

politicians of all hues engaging with the needs of the forces' community and advocating for a specific 

policy offer for them. As will be highlighted in this section, there are regular debates around issues 

faced by the armed forces' community with successive Welsh Governments developing specific policies 

for the community. Secondly, the relationship between Wales and the MoD is discussed further with 

issues outside of the devolution settlement, such as the MoD’s footprint and military action abroad, 

increasing in importance. Subsequently, the period of 2011-2020 can be characterised as one where 

defence policy issues become mainstreamed and also framed by the relationship between Wales and the 

MoD more generally. This shift can initially be seen in manifestos for the 2011 and 2016 elections. 

Elections and manifestos 

What insights do the manifestos of political parties in Wales offer into their thinking around defence 

policy and how it relates to the role and responsibilities of the Senedd? The following key themes are 

apparent in the manifestos of parties elected to the Senedd in 2011 and 2016: 

i. the manifestos are more comprehensive statements of policy when compared to those from 

previous elections; 

ii. policy commitments are occasionally beyond the powers of the Senedd; 

iii. specific policy commitments to the armed forces' community are more common and appear in 

most party manifestos. 
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88 Interview with David Melding AM. 13 December 2018, Cardiff 
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The fourth elections to the Welsh Parliament took place in May 2011. Welsh Labour is returned as the 

largest party with 30 of the Assembly’s 60 seats. The Welsh Conservatives finish second, with Plaid 

Cymru coming in third, and the Welsh Liberal Democrats finishing fourth with 5 seats. The Senedd 

elected in 2011 is the first which is able to legislate without the prior consent of Westminster following 

the outcome of the March referendum on full law-making powers for the then National Assembly. 

Welsh Labour’s 2011 manifesto was the first to contain a specific section on veterans’ affairs, including 

commitments on mental health services for serving personnel and veterans, as well as extending priority 

status to widows and widowers of service personnel in the Welsh Government’s Homebuy Scheme 

(2011: 60-61). The manifesto also contains a commitment for the NHS to work more closely with the 

Ministry of Defence, alongside creating leads on Welsh health boards responsible for veterans and 

service personnel (ibid: 61). The Welsh Conservatives’ manifesto contains a commitment to create an 

‘Armed Forces’ Card’ (2011: 3). This card would be available to serving and former members of the 

forces and would guarantee benefits such as free bus travel, free access to leisure centres, and priority 

NHS treatment (ibid: 25). Plaid Cymru’s 2011 manifesto is the first to provide specifically for the armed 

forces' community, committing itself to a “Military Wellbeing Act to safeguard the rights of armed 

forces personnel and their families to ongoing after-care, legal advice and counselling support, as well 

as improved compensation, housing, healthcare and treatment for alcohol and drug abuse.” (Plaid 

Cymru, 2011: 42) The Welsh Liberal Democrats’ manifesto is the only one not to feature any comment, 

on or commitment to, the armed forces' community in Wales (2011). 

Fifth elections to the Senedd were held in May 2016. Once again, Welsh Labour are returned as the 

largest party with 29 seats. Plaid Cymru secure 12 seats and the Welsh Conservatives 11. UKIP Wales 

gain representation in the Senedd for the first time by winning a total of 7 seats with the Welsh Liberal 

Democrats being reduced to 1 seat. For the 2016 election, Welsh Labour recommitted to the 

implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant in Wales (Welsh Labour, 2016b: 9) as well as the 

Veterans NHS Wales, alongside free swimming for veterans and serving personnel (Welsh Labour, 

2016a: 13). The Welsh Conservative’s 2016 manifesto commits to introducing an Armed Forces and 

Veterans Commissioner, similarly to what was created in Scotland in 2014, creating an Armed Forces 

NHS Covenant, alongside re-committing to the introduction of an Armed Forces Card (Welsh 

Conservatives, 2016: 44). Plaid Cymru extend their policy commitments beyond what is devolved to 

the Senedd. Specifically, the party’s manifesto states that a “Plaid-Cymru-led Welsh Government will 

work to prevent the renewal of… Trident or any replacement, and will refuse to allow them to be located 

in Wales or Welsh waters.” (Plaid Cymru, 2016: 189). Plaid Cymru’s manifesto goes on to commit the 

party to the Armed Forces Covenant and to support veterans with their health and welfare needs (ibid). 

The Welsh Liberal Democrats manifesto states that it will “ensure members of the armed forces' 

community receive the priority medical treatment to which they are entitled.” (Welsh Liberal 

Democrats, 2016: 32) Unlike the other parties, UKIP Wales’ 2016 manifesto does not mention nor 
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contain any specific policies directed at the armed forces' community (UKIP Wales, 2016). The 

evolution in the discussion of defence issues in manifestos for elections in Wales is presented in Figure 

3. 

 

Figure 3: Number of times defence policy issues are mentioned in Welsh party manifestos. 

The 2011 and 2016 elections combined show how the issues related to the armed forces' community 

have become mainstreamed into political discourse and a part of key political focus and discussion in 

devolved Welsh politics. Assessing the parties’ manifestos reveals the shift towards incorporating more 

policies specifically targeted at, or for, the armed forces' community in Wales. Although all of the 

parties provide manifestos which address a range of public policy and social policy issues, specifically 

focusing on the needs of the armed forces' community only emerges in manifestos from 2011 with the 

Welsh Conservative Party’s commitment to an armed forces card in particular (Welsh Conservatives, 

2011: 4, 32). There is no clear explanation for the significant drop off in discussion of defence policy 

issues in Welsh Labour’s 2016 manifesto. Notably, however, the Welsh Labour administration of 2011-

2016 are able to implement their 2011 commitments. It should also be noted that the 2016 elections 

took place just some weeks before the referendum on the UK’s membership of the European Union 

which impacted political discourse at the time. Overall, the cause of these shifts cannot be explained by 

looking exclusively at the manifestos of each party and thus a closer inspection of the proceedings of 

the Senedd between 2011 and 2020 is required. 

Senedd proceedings 

Overall, manifestos for the 2011 and 2016 Senedd show a clear shift in engagement with defence policy 

on the part of political parties. This change is also reflected in the proceedings of the Senedd from 2011. 

This section therefore examines the proceedings of the fourth and fifth mandates of the Welsh 
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Parliament. An overview of proceedings from 2011 to 2020 show some key trends in the political 

discourse around defence policy and the armed forces in Wales: 

i. discussion of, and policies for, the armed forces' community becomes mainstream with regular 

debates and specific policies for veterans and the community; 

ii. there is some evaluation of Wales’ relationship with the MoD, but this often happens outside 

of key debates in the Senedd. 

 

The first key trend which can be observed since 2011 is that discussion around the armed forces and 

veterans becomes mainstream into devolved Welsh politics. Of particular note is that discussion of the 

armed forces' community comes shortly after the 2011 election in a statement on the legislative 

priorities of the incoming government. In response to a question on accepting Welsh Conservative 

policy on the armed forces, the then First Minister notes that the Welsh Government worked to “ensure 

that proper services are available to armed forces personnel in Wales, and we are keen to develop that 

situation further.” (Record of Proceedings, 2011: 52) Alongside this, discussion of the armed forces and 

veterans becomes increasingly frequent as the institution matures. Annually there are debates and 

statements on the armed forces' community close to Remembrance Sunday as well as Armed Forces 

Day. These debates not only focus on remembrance, but also on the work that the Welsh Government 

is doing to support the forces' community. Initiatives highlighted include embedding the armed forces' 

community into the work of the NHS and local authorities (Record of Proceedings, 2014). The Welsh 

Government also restates its commitment to the Armed Forces Covenant annually. Absent from these 

debates is any evaluation of why the Welsh Government and devolved Welsh politics has become more 

focused on the issues faced by the armed forces' community. Through analysis and interviews it is clear 

that a number of circumstances arose which lead to the armed forces' community becoming a policy 

area which is far more “owned” by the devolved institutions in Wales than had been the case previously.  

A debate in 2016 highlights further how the understanding of the devolved institution had changed from 

ignorance to mainstreaming and ownership. The then Cabinet Secretary for Communities and Children, 

Carl Sargeant MS states “the Welsh Government will continue to support the Armed Forces Covenant. 

The package of support reflects our moral obligation to ensure that families and members of the armed 

forces are not disadvantaged because of their life in the forces.” (Record of Proceedings, 2016b) 

Although this commitment would be more clearly couched in the devolved powers of the Senedd later 

that year (“in taking forward our devolved commitments, the Welsh Government will continue to 

support the Armed Forces Covenant” (Record of Proceedings, 2016a) there is a clear shift in thinking 

over the role of the devolved institutions with respect to defence. Similar commitments are repeated in 

annual debates on the armed forces. Of note is that any discussion of the MoD is limited in these debates. 

A 2018 debate highlights issues around the sharing of information between the MoD and NHS in 

identifying veterans while also revealing the role that the Welsh Government has played in supporting 
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the creation of a UK-wide strategy for veterans (Record of Proceedings, 2018a). Similarly, a 2019 

debate, whilst promoting the work of the Welsh Government, only mentions the MoD once, noting that 

the government is “working with the Minister of Defence to ensure that service leavers and their 

families returning to Wales have access to information on the support available at a local level.” (Record 

of Proceedings, 2019b) A clear trend thus emerges following the creation of the Armed Forces 

Covenant, specifically, that the devolved institutions in Wales take ownership of the vast majority of 

issues attached to it. The apparent lack of engagement with the MoD, or discussion of the MoD’s role 

in respect of the armed forces' community in Wales points to how defence policy concerns become 

central to Welsh politics more generally, a trend which was noted in interviews. 

Interview participants were asked whether elected representatives understood the role of the devolved 

legislature and Welsh Government in respect of defence policy. All note how the role of the devolved 

institutions was clear to them and that generally they felt that role was also understood by other 

representatives from Wales.91 92 93 94 Even though the role is clear to representatives from Wales, former 

Welsh Labour MP Madeleine Moon notes that the MoD do not fully understand the role of the Welsh 

Government and the Senedd in respect of defence: “they don’t think… just because defence is a 

Westminster responsibility, their mindset is to not discuss it with anyone.”95 The fact that there is a 

specific policy offer for the armed forces' community alongside regular discussion of those issues in the 

devolved legislature reveals that within Wales there is an understanding and acceptance of the role of 

devolved institutions in the realm of defence. Focusing on the Armed Forces Covenant, when asked 

about the politics of a UK Government initiative and the role of the Welsh Government, former minister, 

Leighton Andrews notes how the Welsh Government’s role was primarily implementing policy with 

“some policy issues at the margins.”96 When asked about whether the role of policy implementer, rather 

than developer, creates tensions between the Welsh and UK Governments it is noted that “relations 

were usually harmonious” especially when contrasted with other non-devolved policy areas such as 

welfare reform.97 Other participants were also asked whether the implementation of the Covenant had 

been seen as an imposition; neither David Melding MS, nor Darren Millar MS agreed. David Melding 

MS notes that the UK framework in which the Covenant exists prevents the creation of different 

covenants for each devolved part of the UK.98 Darren Millar MS adds that the existence of devolution 
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combined with the Armed Forces Covenant has in fact “driven Wales to want to implement the 

Covenant more thoroughly and rapidly than other parts of the UK.”99  

In summary, the advent of the Armed Forces Covenant saw the mainstreaming of defence policy issues 

in Welsh politics. There is little to no debate on what the Senedd and Welsh Government’s role in 

respect of the armed forces' community is. Although initially a UK-wide policy initiative, the Welsh 

Government implements policies of its own design as the devolution matures. With respect to the public 

policy offer for the armed forces' community, Wales mainstreams the policy issue and develops its own 

approach to the issues regardless of pressures from outside Wales. 

The second key trend which can be observed in Welsh politics following 2010 is that Wales’ broader 

relationship with the MoD is discussed and engaged with more. Specifically, elected representatives 

raise issues about the appropriate role of the MoD in Wales and its decision making process regarding 

defence expenditure and its footprint in Wales. Akin to Scotland, the outcome of the 2016 UK 

Government review of the defence estate proves controversial in Wales (Ministry of Defence, 2016b). 

The review sets out a substantial reduction in the defence estate in Wales and leads directly to an urgent 

question in the Senedd. In response to a question on what discussions had occurred between the Welsh 

Government and MoD on the reduction of the defence estate, the Cabinet Secretary states: “I was not 

notified by the UK Government ahead of yesterday’s announcement, but given the nature of it, I will 

be seeking an urgent, early discussion with the UK Ministers.” (Record of Proceedings, 2016c) The 

apparent lack of engagement over the prospect of bases being closed becomes a common theme in 

Wales-MoD relations from 2010: a lack of engagement over decisions which are non-devolved. When 

asked in interviews, a number of participants note that they felt that decisions on the defence estate were 

being taken which saw a disproportionate amount of closures occurring in the devolved parts of the 

UK.100 101 102 This is highlighted in the urgent questions debate, when Plaid Cymru’s Simon Thomas 

MS emphasises: “Wales, actually, when you look at the list – whether it is recruitment, or whether it is 

procurement – overprovides to the MOD [sic], we overprovide to the armed forces, and we get an under-

provision in terms of investment in Wales.” (Record of Proceedings, 2016c) The same issue is 

highlighted by Darren Millar MS: “The fact is that we [Wales] contribute probably about 10 percent 

towards the armed forces but we’ve probably got about 5 percent of the footprint in Wales.”103 There is 

a clear sense among elected representatives in Wales that Wales does not get its fair share of resources 

from the MoD. Defence policy thus sits within notions of Wales not receiving a devolution dividend as 

 
99 Interview with Darren Millar AM. 16 January 2019, Cardiff 
100 Interview with Martin Docherty-Hughes MP. 2 July 2019, London 
101 Interview with Darren Millar AM. 16 January 2019, Cardiff 
102 Interview with Madeleine Moon. 26 July 2019, Bridgend 
103 Interview with Darren Millar AM. 16 January 2019, Cardiff 



119 

 

highlighted by former First Minister Carwyn Jones AM (BBC, 2017). There is no clear consensus in 

the interviews regarding why Wales did not get its perceived fair share.  

When asked about the reduction in the defence estate, Darren Millar AM blamed both the political 

context within the UK and a lack of ambition on the part of the Welsh Government by stating:  

“They’ve [the MoD] had a blind spot in the past… the MoD has been focused on whether 

Scotland is going to leave the UK, to be honest. As a result of that, Scotland has been very front 

and centre of their minds when they have been making decisions about deployment, when 

they’ve been making decisions about the rationalisation of the defence estate, or where to invest 

in the defence estate. Wales has been lower down the pecking order, and that’s been absolutely 

wrong in my opinion. I think, because they’ve got an SNP government it makes a difference as 

well in terms of the notice they pay. In Wales, I think we’ve had a government which has been 

too muted about the withdrawal… of the defence footprint from Wales and hasn’t really 

powerfully enough made the case for a defence footprint which is more proportionate to the 

contribution we make…”104 

Alongside Millar’s view, former Welsh Labour MP Madeleine Moon places more of the blame on the 

MoD itself when she states: “they’ve [the MoD] got no skin in the game in Wales,”105 highlighting that 

the MP for Brecon and Radnorshire was not informed about the closure of the barracks in their 

constituency before the announcement was made. What is clear is that there is a widely accepted 

narrative in Wales that it does not get an equitable share of the UK’s defence infrastructure and 

spending, especially considering Wales’ contribution to the forces itself. Although as discussed earlier, 

policies for the armed forces' community in Wales have become more important, this is less so the case 

with issues which sit clearly outside the powers of the devolved institutions. The Senedd discusses only 

once the consequences of the UK’s defence estate review (Record of Proceedings, 2016c) compared to 

multiple debates in the Scottish Parliament. In 2018 debate on UK air strikes in Syria a Welsh 

Government minister states: “we believe that international affairs and decisions about whether to launch 

military action against another sovereign nation are non-devolved matters and, as such, should be 

debated in the Houses of Parliament rather than here in the National Assembly.” (Record of 

Proceedings, 2018b) Whereas discussion of non-devolved defence issues in Scotland and Northern 

Ireland is commonplace, in Wales there is a marked absence of it. This mentality – of not fully engaging 

with defence issues unless they cross explicitly functions of the devolved intuitions – is characterised 

well by Madeleine Moon when asked about how the governments could work better together with 

respect to defence issues. She states: “They could stop having chips on their shoulders: both sides. 

 
104 Interview with Darren Millar AM. 16 January 2019, Cardiff 
105 Interview with Madeleine Moon. 26 July 2019, Bridgend 
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Everybody is very precious about, this is our bailiwick and you just upset our bailiwick and we’re going 

to take offence.”106  

The role of the MoD is highlighted in a 2014 debate on the armed forces' community in Wales, although 

the debate primarily consists of the Welsh Government noting its policy initiatives for the forces' 

community and veterans in particular (Record of Proceedings, 2014). During the debate, however, Plaid 

Cymru MS, Lindsay Whittle states that:  

“The Ministry of Defence, in my opinion, must accept more responsibility and stop expecting 

the already over-stretched Welsh health service and Welsh budget to pick up the tab. The 

Ministry of Defence, in my opinion, has a duty of care; it owes our service personnel that much 

and it has to abandon its culture of denial as to the extent of post-traumatic stress disorder 

among veterans.” (ibid) 

Although the Welsh Government has implemented many aspects of the Armed Forces Covenant 

alongside a clear policy offer for the forces' community, there is a clear sense among elected 

representatives that the MoD is not fulfilling its role. Similar issues can be seen in the advent of specific 

funding streams which follow the children of armed service personnel during their time in education. 

In response to a question from Welsh Conservative MS, Darren Millar, the then Welsh Government 

Education Secretary, Kirsty Williams MS states:  

“Darren makes a very good point with regard to pastoral care for children whose families are 

in the forces, and that's why I am so disappointed that the MOD has decided to pull its funding 

for the support of the education of those children. I have written to the Secretary of State for 

Defence to ask him to reconsider. But, I have to say, Darren, this is a pattern that we are 

increasingly seeing from the Westminster Government, where it looks to shift cost away from 

what should be their responsibilities onto this devolved Government.” (Record of Proceedings, 

2017) 

Once again, there is a clear disagreement over the role of the MoD in specific areas. Although education 

is devolved, the advent of specific streams of funding for the children of those serving is an MoD 

initiative which has subsequently become the responsibility of the Welsh Government to fulfil. The 

Welsh Conservatives argue that the Welsh Government should fill the funding shortfall (Record of 

Proceedings, 2017). Answering a question in 2019, the Education Secretary notes “the Welsh 

Government's supporting service children in education Wales fund helps schools provide additional 

support to mitigate the challenges that children of armed forces communities can face because of their 

family's military lifestyle. I have made available £250,000 for applications this academic year.” (Record 

of Proceedings, 2019a) Thus, the Welsh Government has subsequently become responsible for a policy 

 
106 Interview with Madeleine Moon. 26 July 2019, Bridgend 
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area and funding stream which it did not initially believe was its responsibility. Cases such as this one 

document how the relationship between the MoD and Welsh Government has been impacted over 

disagreements over who is responsible for what in respect of the armed forces' community. Neither 

MLG nor federalism provide a clear explanation for the motives of this action on the part of the Welsh 

Government. There is no real political benefit to this policy either. Uniquely to Wales, this action has 

been taken on the notion of what is perceived to be the correct thing to do.  

In summary, there are clearly disagreements over the role of the MoD in Wales. Elected representatives 

from parties across the political spectrum feel that the MoD does not pay enough attention to Wales. Of 

note is the perception among many elected representatives that Wales does not get its fair share of 

defence infrastructure investment. At the same time, there is a clear reluctance on the part of successive 

Welsh Governments to expressly discuss issues which are outside of the competence of the devolved 

institutions – foreign conflicts and, to a lesser extent, the MoD footprint in Wales.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this chapter shows how Wales’ story of defence policy develops from ignorance to 

mainstreaming based on moral obligations, albeit with a clear perception that Wales does not receive 

an equitable share of MoD investment or indeed attention. Defence policy issues examined by this 

chapter can be understood best through the lens of Wales being forgotten. Successive Welsh 

Governments have implemented policies for the armed forces' community based on a perceived moral 

obligation. Constitutional and political considerations appear to be secondary. Unique to Wales too is 

that the approach taken by successive governments does not appear to be part of a broader strategy 

around nation-building or wanting to make Wales more attractive as a destination to those leaving the 

forces. The fact that Welsh politics is still dominated by unionist parties and politicians means that when 

compared to Scotland and Northern Ireland criticisms of the MoD are more muted. As highlighted 

previously, this approach combined with the lack of a devolution dividend has enabled successive UK 

governments and the MoD to ignore Wales’ voice on many defence issues. Despite defence policy 

issues becoming more important in Wales’ devolved politics, this chapter highlights the view among 

elected representatives that Wales does not get its fair share of resources and investments from the 

MoD. Wales certainly loses out because an SNP-led Scottish Government poses an existential threat to 

the Union itself, alongside Northern Ireland with its own specific history and circumstances which lead 

it to receive more attention from the UK Government more generally. Defence as a devolved policy 

concern in Wales thus raises issues which are often highlighted in Wales’ relationship with the other 

parts of the UK and its place in the Union itself. It poses the question: What about Wales? 

The limitations of federalism, MLG, and the WM in providing theoretical approaches to understand 

contemporary governance in the United Kingdom have also been shown in this chapter. Throughout 

this thesis, these approaches have been employed as organisational perspectives. Although useful, with 
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federalism and MLG in particular helping to create the conceptual space in which to examine 

governance in a state with multiple layers of government, they are unable to provide explanations for 

why or how defence policy issues become more important within devolved politics. As highlighted in 

previous chapters on Scotland and Northern Ireland, they are useful in answering empirical questions 

of what institutions and layers of governance are present, but they do not provide motives for change 

or the behaviour of actors or institutions. Federalism, in supporting the move away from conceptualising 

the UK state as unitary, indeed, as reference earlier, describing the UK as a quasi-federal state 

(Bogdanor, 2005), emphasises the role of different levels of government in the overall governance of 

the UK. Regarding MLG and the case of Wales, similarly to the case of the other devolved nations, 

MLG is not equipped to fully explain why or how the understanding and importance of defence policy 

issues changes over time. Indeed, MLG could be interpreted as overemphasising the role Wales’ 

devolved institutions play in the decision making processes of the MoD. Specifically, those interviewed 

from Wales feel that the MoD has a particular problem engaging with, and taking the view of, Welsh 

institutions into consideration. This chapter has finally shown how the WM continues to be of limited 

use in trying to explain governance in the United Kingdom. As noted previously, there is an inevitability 

in the WM which ignores any government outside of Westminster itself and thus it is not equipped to 

provide a framework in which to understand the Senedd’s role with respect to defence policy. 

Notwithstanding this limitation, the WM has some use in seeking to understand the rationale behind the 

perceived lack of engagement from the MoD highlighted by representatives from the devolved nations. 

Nevertheless, overall, the WM is fundamentally unequipped to explain governance in a contemporary 

UK or the case of defence policy issues in Wales’ devolved institutions. The flaws of the three 

approaches discussed in this section will be revisited in the following chapter.  

Subsequently, due to the flaws outlined in this chapter and previously, this thesis has employed a 

combination of approaches in which to create the conceptual space to explain why and how defence 

policy concerns become increasingly important to devolved Welsh politics. Once again, nested newness 

and critical junctures have been employed alongside a clear focus on context to explain defence as a 

devolved policy concern in Wales. As has been documented previously, nested newness has been 

particularly useful in providing some explanation for why the devolved institutions do not initially 

engage with defence policy concerns in a substantive way during the early years of devolution. To 

reiterate, nested newness contends that “no institution – however new or radically reformed – is a blank 

slate” (ibid). In the case of Wales this is a particularly useful concept in two key ways. Firstly, the then 

National Assembly was established following an extremely close referendum result and was beset with 

political instability for a number of years and thus was focused on its own legitimacy and continued 

existence. Secondly, it allows for an exploration into how the membership of the new institution - a 

number of whom were MPs in Westminster - saw norms being imported from Westminster. In the case 

of defence policy, this saw representatives in the Senedd, as documented, push against any role of the 
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new institution in defence policy. Although nested newness supports the focus on context in 

understanding how an institution functions, it is unable to provide motive for why change has 

subsequently occurred in relation to defence policy. As highlighted earlier, this potential flaw of nested 

newness is partially overcome by employing the notion of critical junctures. 

Critical junctures provide a useful frame in which to understand how key events or initiatives have 

impacted devolved politics and institutions. As has been established previously, critical junctures is a 

particularly useful concept in respect of defence policy concerns since it creates the conceptual space 

to evaluate potential reasoning behind defence issues becoming more important in devolved politics. 

Critical junctures themselves are thus defined as “a period of significant change... which is hypothesized 

[sic] to produce distinct legacies.” (Collier and Collier, 1991: 29) As has been documented in this 

chapter, the advent of the Armed Forces Covenant in particular plays a key role in increasing the 

importance of defence policy concerns in Welsh politics. Reiterating what has been said in the previous 

chapters on Scotland and Northern Ireland, critical junctures are not equipped to explain why change 

has happened. Nevertheless, when undertaking a context rich study as seen in this chapter, critical 

junctures provide the framework in which to draw inferences about what has fuelled change and created 

the legacy of a distinct policy offer for the armed forces' community and defence policy issues becoming 

a priority within political discourse. As has been seen in this chapter, the case of Wales shows, once 

again, the importance of focusing on nation-specific contexts to explain  phenomena - such as defence 

policy issues - but also governance in a contemporary UK more generally. These key points will be 

revisited in the following summative chapter which draws together the similarities between Scottish, 

Northern Ireland, and Welsh cases.  

.  
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Chapter Seven 

Defence policy and devolution  

 

Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the similarities between each devolved nation’s story with respect to defence 

policy issues. Since the purpose of this chapter is to build on the three prior empirical chapters by tying 

together the key trends observable across the devolved nations, it will highlight issues identified across 

the three administrations. Specifically, the lack of engagement with defence issues, the impact of the 

Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts and subsequent advent of the Armed Forces Covenant, and finally, 

devolved nations’ relationships with the MoD. This chapter will then emphasise the differences between 

each nation’s story, clearly stating that conceptual frameworks must be designed in a way to allow for 

the inclusion of specific contexts to be useful. The existing conceptual frameworks used by this thesis 

will then be applied and their usefulness evaluated. Finally, this chapter will conclude that it is vital that 

Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales are viewed separately in the examination of political phenomena, 

which has been shown through the case of defence as a devolved policy concern. In doing so, this thesis 

argues that in order to understand governance in a contemporary UK, tools should be employed which 

support the development of thick descriptions which bring together multiple contextual factors to 

understand political phenomena. 

Roles and responsibilities: ignorance?  

As discussed in previous chapters, initially, the devolved institutions do not fully grasp their potential 

role and responsibilities in the realm of defence policy. Although each legislature has its own story to 

tell in the development of its role in defence policy, a clear trend running through all the devolved 

nations during the first decade of devolution is that of unawareness. This is characterised as “ignorance” 

in this section because this lack of understanding enables devolved executives to avoid engaging with 

defence policy issues in any meaningful way. Although differences exist between each nation’s 

expression of this ignorance, the trend is identifiable through political discourse, parliamentary 

discussions, and executive actions. Engagement with defence during the formative years of the 

devolved institutions is overwhelmingly in areas over which the devolved legislatures have no real 

power. Initially, this trend is observable in political party manifestos for the first three elections to the 

devolved legislatures. As highlighted in the previous chapters, reference to defence issues and the armed 

forces' community are overwhelmingly either (i) not present or superficial; (ii) not the responsibility of 

the devolved institution; or (iii) framed by economic development concerns. The following passages 

from manifestos from the first three elections to the devolved legislatures capture these trends:  
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(i) In their manifesto for the first election to the then National Assembly for Wales, the 

Welsh Conservatives state “Together our British engineers, scientists, explorers, 

writers, diplomats, entrepreneurs, armed forces [emphasis added] and our sense of fair 

play have made a greater contribution to the world than any other country,” (1999) but 

this is not related to any policies for the armed forces' community.  

 

(ii) For the 1998 Northern Ireland Assembly elections, the DUP state their wish for “a 

strong RUC [Royal Ulster Constabulary], along with the RIR [Royal Irish Regiment]… 

to protect our country.” (1998: 1) The SDLP state that they want to see “the 

demilitarisation of society.” (1998) 

 

In the 2003 Scottish Parliamentary election, the SNP manifesto re-states their 

opposition to nuclear weapons and their then opposition to NATO membership “while 

it continues to be an alliance based on nuclear weapons.” (Scottish National Party, 

2003: 25) 

 

Manifestos for the 2003 Northern Ireland elections see Sinn Féin call for cuts to 

military spending and an end to “the British Army patrolling our streets.” (2003: 26, 

47) The DUP criticise the reduction of the size of the army in Northern Ireland and the 

closure of army bases (DUP, 2003: 3, 9). 

 

(iii) The SDLP’s manifesto for the 2003 Northern Ireland Assembly election argues for the 

use of “former military sites to generate economic and social benefits for the whole 

community.” (2003: 13) 

 

Scottish Labour’s manifesto for the 2007 parliamentary election states that the party 

“will continue to work in partnership with the UK government to ensure that not only 

is Scotland well placed to attract further defence contracts but also that the Defence 

Diversification Agency can effectively translate technological expertise into an 

economic advantage for the Scottish economy.” (2007: 11) 

 

In their manifestos for the 2007 National Assembly for Wales elections, both Welsh 

Labour and the Welsh Conservatives discuss the establishment of the Defence Training 

Academy in South Wales (Welsh Conservatives, 2007 11-12; Welsh Labour, 2007: 2, 

18, 39). 
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Taken together with other examples highlighted in previous chapters, this thesis argues that political 

discourse around defence policy issues and the armed forces' community is best understood in this 

period through the notion of ignorance. The examination of election manifestos reveals that political 

parties clearly lacked an understanding of how the powers of devolved institutions over areas such as 

health, housing, and education intersect with defence policy issues and the needs of the armed forces' 

community. This trend was noted in contemporary interviews with elected representatives from across 

the devolved nations. Although all the devolved nations exhibit the same key trends when engaging 

with defence policy (i.e. (i) not present or superficial; (ii) not the responsibility of the devolved 

institution; or (iii) framed by economic development concerns) they do also differ in their own unique 

ways. Firstly, in Scotland, when defence policy issues are discussed, it is overwhelmingly in the context 

of non-devolved issues such as the UK’s nuclear deterrent and Iraq War or potential economic benefits 

associated with MoD investments. Secondly, in Northern Ireland, defence issues, when raised, are 

predominantly seen through the lens of the Troubles and legacy issues. Indeed, it is nationalist parties 

which discuss defence policy issues more frequently during the early years of the Northern Ireland 

Assembly. Finally, the Welsh political parties’ engagement with defence issues are extremely limited, 

with discussion overwhelmingly centring on the purported advantages of MoD investments to Wales. 

Although these differences reveal the specific contexts of the devolved nations, they do not undermine 

the common theme that any initial political discussion of defence issues came from a place of ignorance. 

This common theme continues to be present during the first decade of proceedings of the devolved 

legislatures. 

The notion of ignorance continues to shape devolved institutions’ understanding of their role in defence 

policy during the first decade of devolution. In particular, the lack of understanding of how social policy 

responsibilities intersect with defence policy issues is even more pronounced during the first term of 

the respective legislatures. This lack of understanding sees members of the Scottish and Welsh 

Executives go so far as to reject any notion of them having responsibility for veterans:  

“The responsibility for Gulf veterans rests with the Ministry of Defence. The issues raised are 

reserved to the UK parliament.” (Scottish Parliament, 1999) 

“The Ministry of Defence has lead responsibility for issues surrounding Gulf war veterans’ 

illnesses.” (National Assembly for Wales, 2002a: 3) 

Despite these assertions, as has previously been outlined in this thesis, veterans and the broader armed 

forces' community use devolved services, thus such assertions from the Scottish and Welsh executives 

does not accurately represent reality. It is clear that the devolved legislatures and administrations shared 

an ignorance over their role and responsibilities when it came to the interaction of defence and social 

policy. This is also the case in Northern Ireland where veterans’ issues were not raised until 2006. This 

ignorance afforded devolved administrations the ability to ignore policy making and delivery in a 



127 

 

specific area. Subsequently, the point of interest for this thesis then becomes: why did this ignorance 

exist?  

This thesis argues that there is no clear succinct answer to this question, but that it is partly a symptom 

of policy makers focusing on the formally devolved and reserved powers of the institutions. It is worth 

reiterating the devolution statute here. Firstly, the Scotland Act 1998 contains the following reservation: 

“the naval, military or air forces of the Crown, including reserve forces”. A similar exception is found 

in the Northern Ireland Act 1998: “the armed forces of the Crown”. The case of Wales is complicated 

by its shift from the conferred powers model, where defence was neither specifically reserved or 

devolved between 1999 and 2018. Since 2018, however, GoWA 2006 contains the same reservation as 

seen in the Scotland Act 1998. These explicit reservations in respect of the armed forces created the 

perception that all aspects of defence policy, inclusive of veterans and the armed forces' community 

itself was the responsibility of Westminster. This notion persists during the first two terms of the 

devolved legislatures. As highlighted in Chapter Four, when asked contemporaneously about whether 

the devolution settlement impacted on engagement with defence policy issues, Scottish Labour’s Jackie 

Baillie MSP, noted that: “I think it depends what suits our argument as to whether the reserved devolved 

divided gets played in or not” (2019). Thus, the unawareness highlighted in this section reveals how 

actors were able to utilise this lack of understanding to avoid engaging with defence issues.  

This section has set out the similarities between Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales in respect of 

their engagement and understanding of defence policy issues during the first decade of devolution. As 

has been documented here and in the previous empirical chapters, a shared ignorance can be seen across 

the devolved institutions. Specifically, a lack of understanding and reluctance to engage with defence 

policy issues predominates, especially during the first two terms of the devolved legislatures. The notion 

of ignorance eventually passes due, in part, to the consequences of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts 

and advent of the Armed Forces Covenant. The next common theme between Scotland, Northern 

Ireland, and Wales is how the fallout from these conflicts fundamentally reshapes their collective 

understanding of defence as a devolved policy concern. 

Iraq and Afghanistan: critical juncture? 

The next key theme which can be identified in relation to defence as a devolved policy concern is the 

impact of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts. This section argues that the downstream impact these 

conflicts have should be seen as critical juncture since they fundamentally change previous ideas of the 

devolved institutions’ role in defence policy. As seen in the previous section, the devolved institutions 

experience of defence policy concerns differs slightly, nevertheless, the theme is consistent across 

Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales. The central impact the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts have on 

devolved politics is to increase the awareness of the needs of the armed forces' community. Specifically, 

as is revealed in contemporary interviews, the return of injured service personnel to the UK reshapes 
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discussion and engagement with social policy issues as they relate to the armed forces' community. 

Indeed, the return of troops from conflict zones play a key role in shifting political discourse around the 

state’s responsibilities towards service personnel across the United Kingdom. This shift ultimately plays 

a role in the advent of initiatives such as the Armed Forces Covenant which, as documented in this 

thesis, subsequently shapes executive action and political discourse around the armed forces' 

community across the United Kingdom.  

Initially, it is important to note that the conflicts themselves should not be regarded as the basis on 

which mainstreaming occurs. In fact, as examined in the previous chapters, the devolved institutions’ 

engagement with matters around the invasions varies greatly. Discussion in Northern Ireland is limited 

because the Assembly was suspended in 2002 (Hazleton, 2004: 226) while the then National Assembly 

for Wales does not engage with the invasion of Iraq in any great detail. These positions contrast greatly 

with that of Scotland, as outlined in Chapter Four, where the invasion of Iraq is discussed multiple times 

by parliament. These debates are, however, dominated by questions over the appropriateness of 

discussing the invasion Iraq in a devolved legislature (Official Report, 2003a). Although engagements 

with the invasion of Iraq are important in the development of a distinctive polity in Scotland (Elcheroth 

and Reicher, 2014), overall, the build-up to the war and how the devolved legislatures engage with that 

is less important to the goals of this thesis. The impact of the Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts in respect 

of devolution is to make the devolved institutions aware of their role and responsibilities towards the 

armed forces' community. 

The Iraq and Afghanistan wars changed the UK’s understanding of defence policy issues as they relate 

to public and social policy. Specifically, the impact of injuries to, and the death of, serving armed forces 

personnel brought into sharp relief the realities of war to policy makers and the public at large. With 

respect to the devolved legislatures, this was no different, even though Northern Ireland does have its 

own unique story to tell. Even before the true cost of the conflict was fully understood within the UK, 

it is clear that the devolved institutions were becoming aware of how the conflicts impacted on issues 

within their purview. A specific example of this is in 2003 when Scottish Conservative Phil Gallie MSP 

asked the then Scottish Executive: “How many (a) doctors; (b) dentists; (c) consultants; and (d) nurses 

have been called up for active service as reservists and territorial army personnel?” (Scottish Parliament, 

2003). Despite this one example, questioning of this sort is rare and still appears to be somewhat 

removed from a genuinely fully formed understanding of the devolved institutions’ roles regarding 

defence policy issues. Although this thesis argues that the Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts mark a shift 

in the devolved institutions’ understanding of defence policy, this shift is not explicitly noted by either 

the devolved legislatures or executives. Rather, as seen in previous chapters, process tracing supported 

by contemporary interviews, enables the true impact of these conflicts on the devolved legislatures to 

be interpreted and evaluated. There is a time lag between the conflicts starting and the devolved 
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legislatures being aware of their role with respect to defence concerns. As noted in prior chapters, this 

shift can be seen from 2007 in Wales and Scotland:  

Welsh Labour’s Health Minister, Edwina Hart AM states: “I have responsibility for veterans’ 

issues in Wales, and I have taken a very active role and interest in the problems of veterans.” 

(Record of Proceedings, 2007: 14) 

Backbench SNP MSP Keith Brown notes: “the [Scottish] Parliament is not responsible for our 

citizens when they are in uniform, but when they leave service we are responsible for 

supporting them in their health, their housing and their chances for learning and training.” 

(Official Report, 2008d) 

A clear shift in the tone taken by members of the Scottish Parliament and Senedd can thus be seen when 

comparing with the “ignorance” discussed previously in this chapter. The Scottish and Welsh 

institutions exhibit at this point a clearer understanding of their role regarding defence policy. The same 

trend can be identified in Northern Ireland, however, the key difference is that defence policy issues 

fall into already well-established cleavages in Northern Ireland politics creating its own type of inertia. 

Specifically, rather than engagement in the same way as Scotland and Wales at this point, discussion is 

centred around whether there should be specific interventions for the armed forces' community. It is 

thus less clear through process tracing whether the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts can be linked 

specifically to the end of “ignorance” in the case of Northern Ireland. The mainstreaming of defence 

policy issues is further discussed in contemporary interviews where it is clear that the impacts of the 

Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts are key to changing all the devolved institutions’ understanding of 

defence policy. 

All interview participants were asked about the mainstreaming of defence issues in the devolved 

legislatures and what motors they saw behind it occurring, as raised in previous chapters. This question 

was usually prefaced with a discussion of political party manifestos, specifically referencing which ones 

had and had not engaged with defence issues. Although reference was made to understanding powers 

of the devolved institutions better107 108 and work of organisations such as the Royal British Legion109 

110 111, representatives from Scotland and Wales tend to point to the role of the Iraq and Afghanistan 

wars for changing the way devolved politics engages with defence issues. This view is made clear in 

the following passages from Scottish Labour’s Jackie Ballie MSP and Welsh Conservative David 

Melding MS: 

 
107 Interview with Leighton Andrews. 13 December 2018, Cardiff 
108 Interview with Maurice Corry MSP. 26 April 2019, Glasgow 
109 Interview with Leighton Andrews. 13 December 2018, Cardiff 
110 Interview with Martin Docherty-Hughes MP. 2 July 2019, London 
111 Interview with Jim Wells MLA. 7 January 2019, Belfast 
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“There was more visibility because of things like the Iraq War and people returning. The most 

dangerous posting in the armed forces used to be to Northern Ireland; that changed quite 

dramatically following the Iraq War and there just seems to be conflict after conflict in the 

Middle East. Suddenly there were more veterans coming back suffering from PTSD and all 

sorts of issues that were required to be dealt with and it was more than an isolated one or two 

it was a number that made it a visible issue.”112 

“Greater understanding of mental health issues – both generally in the public, but also with 

PTSD. I would also say Iraq and Afghanistan too. The high level of casualties, both in terms of 

deaths and severe trauma or mutilation: very visible. The understanding of these matters was 

also increasing. The immediate effect of those wars, but also the realisation that in forty, fifty 

years, we are going to have people that served in those conflicts and may have received real 

mental harm and obviously the need to deal with the physical effects of those conflicts as they 

occurred.”113  

Thus, a key motor behind the mainstreaming of defence policy concerns in Scotland and Wales is clearly 

centred around the consequences of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts. At the time troops are returning 

to the UK, the devolved administrations are well-established and aware of their role in respect of social 

policy. The key change is that these conflicts reveal how that is applicable to the armed forces' 

community. As highlighted previously, this mainstreaming is also seen in Northern Ireland at roughly 

the same time with questions being asked over prioritised access to healthcare for veterans (Official 

Report, 2008e: WA 73), but it is less clear whether the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan are a key factor in 

this. When asked about the role of the wars in interviews, the UUP’s Steve Aiken MLA states: 

“I would not say so much in Northern Ireland because we have been familiar with what veterans 

have been doing. It’s something that we live [with]… because we’ve all got memories of the 

family who have been murdered, bombed, and have served. Nearly everybody will have 

somebody who is a family member who has served. Not just in Northern Ireland but Iraq, 

Afghanistan, Middle East, Falklands, wherever it happens to be. That is also a difference 

between Northern Ireland and the other regions as well.”114  

Specifically, Northern Ireland’s unique situation as a post-conflict society changes the way in which 

policy for the armed forces' community is engaged with. Rather than what was seen in Great Britain 

where the public and policy makers became aware of the armed forces' community and subsequently 

their specific needs, in Northern Ireland it was more a case of policy makers already being aware of the 

armed forces' community and then disagreements over their specific needs. As discussed in Chapter 

 
112 Interview with Jackie Baillie MSP. 25 April 2019, Edinburgh 
113 Interview with David Melding AM. 13 December 2018, Cardiff 
114 Interview with Steve Aiken MLA. 8 January 2019, Belfast 
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Five, defence policy concerns end up caught in the Nationalist Unionist divided with independent 

Unionist, Claire Sugden MLA suggesting that it is seen as a “tit-for-tat issue.”115 Nevertheless, despite 

this specific context, mainstreaming of defence policy occurred at the same time across all the devolved 

parts of the UK – alongside greater awareness of the armed forces' community in England. As such, it 

would be incorrect to characterise Northern Ireland as being entirely different with the Iraq and 

Afghanistan conflicts having no impact at all on the mainstreaming of defence issues. Rather, the 

mainstreaming of defence policy in Northern Ireland and the shift away from “ignorance” simply 

exhibits itself differently when compared to Scotland and Wales. Thus, a key common theme which 

can be identified across the devolved institutions is that the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan played a vitally 

important role in mainstreaming defence policy concerns.  

This section has set out how the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq impacted devolution in Scotland, Northern 

Ireland, and Wales. It has been argued that the downstream impacts of these conflicts played a major 

contributing role in the process of mainstreaming defence policy concerns within devolved politics and 

shifting the devolved institutions away from the “ignorance” exhibited during the formative years of 

devolution. This change in how the devolved institutions understood their role in defence policy would 

later be further cemented by the advent of the UK Government’s Armed Forces Covenant. As discussed 

in previous chapters, a number of interviewees believe that the Covenant increases awareness of issues 

faced by the armed forces' community and spurs on policy development. Despite the key role the 

conflicts played in mainstreaming defence concerns, it must be noted that each nation has experienced 

this mainstreaming differently. Uniformity of the downstream impacts of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, 

and indeed the subsequent Armed Forces Covenant should not be assumed. Nevertheless, across all the 

devolved institutions, the decision to go to war in Afghanistan and Iraq would ultimately lead to 

fundamental shifts in their understanding regarding their roles and responsibilities. This shift has 

ultimately been emblematic of devolved institutions finding more of a voice with respect to defence 

policy and being increasingly willing to criticise the decision making of the MoD. The final common 

theme examined by this chapter is the perception in the devolved nations that the MoD does not serve 

the needs of the different parts of the UK equitably.   

Ministry of Defence: missing in action? 

The final common theme identified in this thesis and discussed here is the devolved nations’ 

relationships with the MoD. Specifically, across all the devolved nations, there is a clear belief that the 

MoD does not understand devolution or how to operate in a post-devolution UK. This section brings 

together these views from across the devolved institutions and from MPs representing Scotland and 

Wales. Despite differences between each nations’ relationship with the MoD, actors in Scotland, 

Northern Ireland, and Wales all allege that the MoD and UK Government fail to (i) fully comprehend 

 
115 Interview with Claire Sugden MLA. 7 January 2019, Belfast 
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devolution and engage with devolved institutions; and (ii) manage the defence estate with due regard 

to the interest of the devolved nations. This section will now take each of these points in turn. 

There is a clear belief among actors from the devolved nations that the MoD and UK Government do 

not fully understand devolution or its impact in relation to defence policy. Specifically, the devolved 

institutions are continuously not seen as legitimate stakeholders in the decision making process. This 

apparent lack of understanding can be inferred from the examination of the proceedings of the devolved 

legislatures, as documented in Chapters Four, Five, and Six. Despite the ability to make these 

inferences, it is not possible to make firm generalisations on the state of relations between the devolved 

nations and the MoD based on these proceedings alone. Subsequently, interview participants were asked 

to evaluate how they thought the MoD managed their relationships with the devolved nations. There 

was a consensus that in the realm of defence policy issues, the MoD and UK Government were unsure 

how to operate within the context of devolution. Paradoxically, however, interviewees from Scotland 

and Wales characterise working relationships as good where those relationships existed. This contrasts 

with Northern Ireland where interviewees suggested that the absence of working relationships damage 

the perception of the MoD.  

When asked about MoD relations with the devolved nations, in respect of Scotland, Scottish 

Conservative, Maurice Corry MSP characterises relations as good116 with Scottish Labour’s Jackie 

Baillie MSP notes that relations between the parties had “not been bad.”117 Similarly in Wales, former 

minister in the Welsh Government, Welsh Labour’s Leighton Andrews notes how discussions and 

consultations between the Welsh Government and MoD  “were usually harmonious and I would contrast 

that with welfare reform which is also reserved where there were often very strong tensions.”118 This 

view was also supported by Welsh Conservative, Darren Millar MS: “I think that it’s widely recognised 

that we’ve [Wales] got very good working relationships with MoD.”119 Although representatives from 

Scotland and Wales were positive about relations with the MoD, all apart from Leighton Andrews were 

subsequently critical of the level of engagement and understanding of devolution from the MoD. 

Specifically, in the context of the implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant, Leighton Andrews 

states that officials in the Welsh Government and MoD would talk on a regular basis and that the MoD 

understood that veterans would be accessing devolved services.120 Although this may present a mixed 

picture on the MoD’s understanding and engagement with devolution, it is first important to note that 

the majority of other interviewees from all the devolved nations contrast this viewpoint. Secondly, the 

type of working relationship described by Leighton Andrews refers to an area in which the devolved 
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institution has a role – the provision of public services to ex-service personnel in the context of the 

implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant.  

The lack of engagement highlighted by representatives from Scotland and Wales is what also shapes 

Northern Ireland’s relationship with the MoD. It is for this reason that this chapter characterises the 

MoD as missing in action across the devolved nations since it is an issue that is shared between them. 

As noted earlier, in Northern Ireland, representatives do not indicate that relations with the MoD are 

good. When asked in interviews, both Doug Beattie MLA and Jim Wells MLA describe relations as 

“strained”.121 122 Despite this characterisation, both MLAs note that the basis of this was usually 

Northern Ireland’s own history and how the MoD subsequently attempts to navigate that, rather than 

devolution itself. In particular, both MLAs express their frustration of not being seen as legitimate 

stakeholders in the MoD decision making process. Jim Wells MLA states:  

“MoD are not used to dealing with local representatives, be them county councillors, be they 

Scottish Parliament or be they London Assembly. They just take the decision at Westminster 

and regard it as a Westminster decision.”123  

Uniquely to Northern Ireland, Sinn Féin’s abstentionism impacts on the type of engagement which the 

MoD is willing to make. As seen in previous chapters, the MoD is willing to engage with MPs when 

dealing with defence issues which may impact their constituency, but that is further complicated in 

Northern Ireland due to Sinn Féin’s abstentionism. This issue is raised by Doug Beattie MLA who gives 

a specific example of how he overcame this challenge when attempting to engage with the MoD: 

“Here in Northern Ireland, we have – on request – the ability of as MLA of the local Assembly 

to be able to link into defence matters. I challenged this about a year and a half ago when an 

individual came to me about a defence issue. He was a veteran, and he was having problems 

with that. His son was also in the army and he was having problems with that. I wrote to the 

Armed Forces Minister and I expressed what the concern was and he wrote back and says “This 

is a non-devolved issue, you need to go through an MP.” I wrote back to him and explained: 

“His MP is Sinn Féin who’s abstentionist and he wouldn’t be happy to go to them.” I got a letter 

back saying, “Okay, we will now work directly with you.”124 

Although this example may suggest that the MoD does see devolved representatives as legitimate 

stakeholders, it is clear that this scenario is based on an informal arrangement that is specific to the 

context of Northern Ireland and abstentionism. It is also telling that another MLA does not refer to this 

procedure when asked the same question. This arrangement is also not raised by any interviewees from 
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Scotland and Wales. The lack of formalised – and indeed informal – mechanisms for the devolved 

institutions to take part in the decision making processes of the MoD has meant that since the advent of 

devolution, the perception exists among representatives from the devolved nations that the MoD has 

been able to abdicate responsibility of fully considering the needs and contexts of the devolved nations 

in their decisions. In turn, this has furthered the belief among actors across the devolved nations that 

the MoD and UK Government do not understand devolution.  

The lack of engagement from the MoD with the devolved institutions was further developed in 

interviews. Some commentary from interviewees was to comment generally on engagement, such as 

Darren Millar MS stating the MoD had a “blind spot in the past”125 with regards to Wales. In Northern 

Ireland, both Jim Wells MLA and Doug Beattie MLA criticise a lack of engagement from the MoD 

over the transfer of housing stock to the Northern Ireland Housing Executive.126 127 Conversely, Jackie 

Baillie MSP noted how the MoD had engaged with local authorities about the impact of the expansion 

of HMNB Clyde.128 Although this is useful to illustrate how effective the MoD is at engaging with the 

devolved institutions, the most discussed topic relating to engagement with the MoD centres on the 

Armed Forces Covenant and the implications of it.  

As discussed in the previous empirical chapters on Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales, the devolved 

administrations are responsible for implementing most of the provisions of the Armed Forces Covenant. 

Although this has not proved controversial outside of Northern Ireland, it is a useful example to illustrate 

the MoD and UK Government’s lack of understanding of how devolution impacts defence policy 

concerns. None of those interviewed in Scotland or Wales view the Covenant as an imposition on the 

devolved institutions; however, as observed by Leighton Andrews, it had come into being without 

paying attention to devolution: “I suspect that the Covenant would have been one of those things drawn 

up on a UK or GB basis with probably England as the default model.”129 This observation is where the 

crux of the problem with the Covenant is. Similarly, despite prior comments on the MoD engaging well 

with local authorities in Scotland, when questioned on how the Covenant can work in a post-devolution 

UK, Jackie Baillie MSP states: 

“You engage in dialogue with all of the different nations so they collectively agree that’s it. So, 

it’s not a question of the UK government imposing. I would think that the UK Government 

should invite that discussion and people collectively agree. You get the buy-in from the Scottish 

Government to actually deliver on this and so that’s how you get that kind of consistency across 
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the board… There are certain common things that I would have thought all the nations could 

agree on - becomes their baseline. I don’t see it as a big constitutional issue.”130  

It is important here not to take Jackie Baillie MSP’s comments out of context as being a specific 

criticism of the way in which the Armed Forces Covenant came about or has been implemented. They 

are illustrative of how cross-UK policies could be implemented. Nevertheless, the process described is 

not what occurs with the advent of the Covenant, once again elucidating further the perception of the 

MoD’s lack of engagement with the devolved administrations. Indeed, this lack of engagement on the 

Armed Forces Covenant has subsequently led to major issues within the politics of Northern Ireland. 

The case of Northern Ireland as it relates specifically to the Armed Forces Covenant reveals even further 

the flaws of the MoD’s approach to devolution. The key problems around the Covenant in Northern 

Ireland were outlined in Chapter Five but it is worth reiterating those points in relation to how they fit 

into the engagement and understanding problem that the MoD is perceived to have. Specifically, the 

Covenant has become something of a lightning rod to nationalist politicians and parties. This point was 

alluded to by supporter of the Covenant and unionist, Jim Wells MLA who noted that “the military 

covenant has simply focused the opposition of nationalism to it.”131 The reaction to the advancement of 

the Covenant is in and of itself evidence of the MoD’s lack of engagement with the devolved 

institutions. When asked about the implementation of the Covenant, Doug Beattie MLA observed:  

“the Armed Forces Covenant was brought in because for political reasons in England between 

Labour and the Conservatives… the Armed Forces Covenant does not match the Belfast 

Agreement. There’s your problem. The Belfast Agreement, and section 75 doesn’t allow for 

anyone to get preferential treatment. The Armed Forces Covenant has a small part of it that 

gives the armed forces preferential treatment”132 

Similarly, Claire Sugden MLA noted how the Covenant sits awkwardly with the history of Northern 

Ireland: “they [UK Government] probably knew what they were doing and all they needed to do is tick 

the boxes in England, Wales, and Scotland.”133 Thus, interviewees note how the experience of the 

Covenant in particular reveals the limited understanding of both politics and the institutions in Northern 

Ireland on the part of the MoD and UK Government. This lack of understanding is compounded by an 

unwillingness to become involved in Northern Ireland. Doug Beattie MLA noted an “intransigence 

from the Ministry of Defence to get involved in anything that’s political.”134 Despite this example being 

specific to Northern Ireland, cumulatively with the cases of Scotland and Wales, it is clear that there is 

a general consensus among elected representatives that neither the MoD nor the UK Government fully 
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understand. Subsequently the MoD could be described as missing in action regarding its decision 

making processes and engagement with the devolved nations.  

The MoD and UK Government’s understanding of devolution was also raised in interviews with MPs 

from Scotland and Wales. Talking in general terms, both former Welsh Labour MP, Madeleine Moon 

and the SNP’s Martin Docherty-Hughes MP agree that the understanding of devolution on the part of 

the MoD is poor.135 136 Neal Stewart, adviser to Martin Docherty-Hughes MP, captures the position, 

stating: “Certainly, from our experience… they’ve not really thought it through very much. And they 

don’t have any real idea of what it means for them.”137 Specifically, linking back to points made earlier 

in this section, it is not just those within the devolved institutions who believe that the MoD does not 

understand devolution; representatives from the devolved nations within Westminster also perceive the 

same. Interestingly, Martin Docherty-Hughes MP notes how devolution should not have changed the 

position with regards to the MoD and Scotland in the realm of public policy:  

“A whole range of areas of Scottish politics prior to devolution would have been dealt with by 

the Scotland Office. Separate education system, separate legal system, separate NHS structure 

since its foundation… So, MoD and defence policy has always had to recognise that and deal 

with those kinds of complications or - some would even say opportunities, about doing things 

differently.”138  

Despite this observation, the key change that has occurred since the establishment of devolution is that 

public policy diverges between all nations, which the MoD – as the case of Northern Ireland highlights 

in particular, as noted in interviews – has not been able to understand or respond to. This trend is not 

unique to the MoD and defence policy, since it can be identified across Whitehall. The lack of 

engagement and consultation is further highlighted Martin Docherty-Hughes MP who is particularly 

critical of the MoD’s engagement with the devolved nations on non-devolved but collective threats:  

“At the Select Committee earlier on, we were talking about hybrid warfare. Scottish 

Government would be involved - all of the departments would be involved in relation to 

resilience. It’s always been the same, it’s just that the type of threats you receive are far more 

different, far more complex that there needs to be a better - more coherent approach across all 

of the administrations… in Westminster, if anything for me, what 20 years of devolution has 

done has allowed defence policy and the MoD to abdicate responsibility for huge tracts of 
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engagement. They’re still living in a pre-devolution age. It’s not the devolved nations who need 

to change, it’s the MoD.”139 [emphasis added] 

Subsequently, via the comments of interviewees, it can be argued that the MoD has an engagement 

problem both in terms of public policy which is devolved, and also in areas which are reserved. Across 

the devolved nations, this all feeds into the sense and belief that the MoD does not understand the 

specific contexts of the nations and thus does not regularly serve their interests, a particularly acute 

belief in terms of the defence estate which will be examined in the next section. The mentality of the 

MoD towards the devolved institutions is encapsulated best by former Welsh Labour MP, Madeleine 

Moon: 

“...an arrogance in all government departments which is that whatever they pronounce on, and 

announce, everyone should just fall in line… they don’t even think of the financial 

consequences, which in terms of devolved administrations is a big issue.”140 

Thus, as has been highlighted in this section, there is a clear belief shared by actors across the devolved 

nations that the MoD and UK Government do not fully understand devolution or its impact on defence 

policy. Additionally, the devolved institutions are not seen as legitimate stakeholders in the decision 

making processes of the MoD. Subsequently, engagements raised by interviewees are predominantly 

superficial in that the policy has already been decided. This trend can be seen across all the devolved 

nations; however, this clearly impacts the MoD’s relationship with each nation differently, with 

relations with Northern Ireland being impacted the most. The perceived lack of engagement can be seen 

further in the management of the defence estate by the MoD. Once again, common through all 

representatives from the devolved nations is the belief that their views and interests are not part of the 

decision making processes of the MoD. 

Management of the defence estate by the MoD is criticised across all the devolved institutions. This 

theme can be identified since the establishment of the devolved institutions, but differs slightly between 

them. In both Scotland and Wales it becomes particularly salient following the publishing of A Better 

Defence Estate in 2016 (Ministry of Defence). Northern Ireland is, however, different, since, as 

discussed in Chapter Five, the Executive has received several parcels of land from the MoD as part of 

the Peace Process and following political agreements. Subsequently, the Northern Ireland Assembly 

discusses issues around the defence estate and military footprint at an earlier stage in comparison to 

Scotland and Wales; thus this section will address Northern Ireland first. 

As highlighted previously in this chapter, the development of former military sites is raised in the 

SDLP’s 2003 Northern Ireland Assembly election manifesto. This is one of the earliest nods to the 
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defence estate in a devolved election manifesto that is couched within the powers and responsibilities 

of the devolved legislature. Indeed, during the time characterised as “ignorance” in this chapter, the 

majority of engagements with defence issues are through the notion of economic development. 

Although the development of former military sites has not proved controversial in and of itself, certain 

actors within the Assembly are highly critical of the way the process has been managed by the MoD. 

To reiterate points made in Chapter Five, the UUP’s Steve Aiken criticises the MoD for transferring 

land to the Executive who then incurred the cost of cleaning up said land141 Jim Wells MLA from the 

DUP argues that the MoD does not take into consideration the views of MLAs in their decision making 

processes142. Finally, Doug Beattie MLA of the UUP states that MoD basing decisions are “not based 

on the social or political climate in Northern Ireland,”143 but rather on security concerns. It is thus clear 

that policy makers in Northern Ireland do not believe that the Assembly or Executive are factored into 

the decision making processes of the MoD. 

The notion that the defence estate is not managed in a way that takes into consideration the views of the 

devolved institutions is also present in Scotland and Wales. Up until late 2016, any limited engagement 

with the defence estate is usually centred on environmental concerns. The publishing of the MoD’s A 

Better Defence Estate policy statement (2016b), however, marks a major reset in the way in which the 

Scottish Parliament and Senedd engage with the defence estate. It is relevant here to revisit the key goal 

of A Better Defence Estate since it provides an explanation for why the devolved nations believe that 

the MoD does not efficiently serve their needs, specifically, the strategy sought to provide 

“infrastructure that is affordable and optimised to enable Defence capabilities, outputs and communities 

both now and in the future.” (ibid, 2016b: 9) In practice, this means that the MoD embarked on a 

programme of base closures as it sought to consolidate its footprint across the UK into fewer specialised 

sites. The outcome of the review is raised in both the Scottish Parliament and Senedd at the time. In 

both cases the Scottish and Welsh administrations make clear that they were afforded no input into the 

decision making process and were not given prior warning about the announcement. 

During a debate in the Scottish Parliament on the MoD’s announcement, the then Cabinet Secretary for 

Economy, Jobs, and Fair Work, Keith Brown MSP outlines the Scottish Government’s opposition to 

the plans and criticises on record “the MOD’s [sic] failure to keep its promise to consult the Scottish 

Government.” (Official Report, 2016e) 

Similarly, in the Senedd, an urgent question was granted, to which the then Cabinet Secretary 

responsible for defence matters answers: “I was not notified by the UK Government ahead of 
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yesterday’s announcement, but given the nature of it, I will be seeking an urgent, early discussion with 

the UK Ministers.” (Record of Proceedings, 2016c) 

What is clear from what has been outlined in respect of the MoD is that it can be argued that they  are  

missing in action when it comes to their understanding of devolution as it relates to the defence estate. 

Although the devolved institutions have no formal legal power over the defence estate, they clearly are 

key stakeholders. The apparent inability to consult and engage with the devolved institutions, as 

highlighted in interviews and parliamentary proceedings, has created a clear sense within the devolved 

institutions and those interviewed for this thesis that the MoD does not serve the interests of the entire 

UK equitably. This view is seen in the following passages from interviews conducted across the 

devolved nations. 

The DUP’s Jim Wells MLA states that he “found it very frustrating having to deal with 

Whitehall and the MoD who basically said: your MP’s in favour of the closure… Took no 

account whatsoever of the fact that there were 200 full time jobs at stake.”144 

Scottish Conservative Maurice Corry MSP thinks that “there’s been too much, in my opinion, 

of civil servants just looking at a map and putting a pin in it: right that one can go, how much 

is that worth?”145  

Darren Millar MS of the Welsh Conservatives notes: “the fact is that we [Wales] contribute 

probably about 10 percent towards the armed forces but we’ve probably got about 5 percent of 

the footprint in Wales.”146 

Not only is there a clear trend of actors in the devolved administrations criticising the MoD for their 

lack of engagement with devolution, interviews with MPs from Scotland and Wales suggest they are 

extremely critical of the strategy behind A Better Defence Estate. Former Welsh Labour MP Madeleine 

Moon and the SNP’s Martin Docherty-Hughes MP both criticise the logic behind the consolidation of 

the defence estate across the UK. Specifically, as raised in Chapter Six, Madeleine Moon MP states that 

the MoD have “no skin in the game”147, pointing to the centralisation of the defence estate in England. 

Similarly, as raised in Chapter Four, Martin Docherty-Hughes MP characterises the consolidation of 

the defence estate as “a complete retreat from Scotland.”148 Clearly, there is a belief shared by 

representatives from the devolved nations that the MoD does consider the needs of Scotland, Northern 

Ireland, and Wales in its management of the defence estate. 

 
144 Interview with Jim Wells MLA. 7 January 2019, Belfast 
145 Interview with Maurice Corry MSP. 26 April 2019, Glasgow 
146 Interview with Darren Millar AM. 16 January 2019, Cardiff 
147 Interview with Madeleine Moon. 26 July 2019, Bridgend 
148 Interview with Martin Docherty-Hughes MP. 2 July 2019, London 



140 

 

Thus, when considering the understanding of devolution and the management of the defence estate in a 

post-devolution UK, it can be argued that the MoD should be characterised as missing in action. As 

discussed in this section, the frustration exhibited by the devolved actors and representatives from 

Scotland and Wales predominantly centres around the MoD’s failure to engage with the devolved 

institutions as legitimate stakeholders. As this section highlights, this lack of engagement and 

consideration can be attributed to how the MoD and UK Government view defence policy decisions as 

being taken by them alone. Yet, as raised throughout this thesis, the devolved institutions have an 

interest in the decision making process and are clearly impacted by decisions taken by the MoD. 

Although dissatisfaction with the MoD can be identified across all the devolved nations, it is important 

to note that the experiences of Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales differ. Thus, it is vital that any 

examination of these cases takes into consideration these differences.  

Final thoughts: same on paper, different in reality  

Although this chapter has brought together trends which can be identified in all the devolved nations, it 

is important to reiterate that Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales all have different stories to tell when 

it comes to defence as a devolved policy concern. As established previously, within all devolution 

statutes there exist specific reservations to the powers of the devolved institutions in respect of defence 

policy and the armed forces. Despite the legal foundations and formal powers of the devolved 

institutions in respect of defence policy being essentially the same, there are key differences in the 

politics of each nation when it comes to defence policy. Although the themes discussed in this chapter 

are useful lenses through which to view defence as a devolved policy concern across the nations, it is 

vital that their own specific contexts are understood and factored into interpretations and explanations. 

Some of these differences have already been highlighted in the previous sections of the chapter; 

however this section will now reiterate the specific contexts of each of the devolved nations to further 

emphasise how they must be seen as individual cases that share similarities, not as the same with slight 

differences.  

Taking Scotland first, as discussed in Chapter Four, this nation is unique in that defence policy issues 

have become a key component of nation-building exercises. Specifically, defence policy issues, both 

where the Scottish Parliament formally takes the lead - such as veterans’ affairs - and ones which are 

the sole responsibility of Westminster - such as the renewal of the nuclear deterrent - have become part 

of broader discussions around Scotland’s constitutional future. Despite the Scottish institutions 

exhibiting ignorance in the early years of devolution, with the mainstreaming of defence policy issues 

occurring after the Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts, the election of an SNP government in 2007, and the 

2014 independence referendum are key in understanding how the devolved institutions engage with 

defence policy. Indeed, policy initiatives such as the Scottish Veterans’ Commissioner, although not 

solely part of the nation-building project, have created an environment where defence policy issues are 

readily discussed within the Scottish institutions. Since Scottish politics has been recast onto a 
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unionist/nationalist axis, discussion of public policy initiatives for the armed forces' community occurs 

in the shadow of what an independent Scotland could do. The fact that Scotland’s constitutional future 

is ever-present in current discussion and engagement with defence issues is unique to Scotland. Thus, 

it is vital that this context is present in any examination of defence policy issues in Scottish devolved 

institutions.  

Secondly, as examined in Chapter Five, defence policy concerns in Northern Ireland are consistent with 

well-established interpretations which see the nation as a case apart. Uniquely to Northern Ireland, 

engagement with defence policy issues are always shaped by the Troubles and legacy issues. Although 

the early Northern Ireland Assembly is unsure of its full role in respect of defence policy, it certainly 

engages with defence policy issues more frequently than the other devolved institutions during the same 

period. It should also be reiterated that although the Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts play a key role in 

the mainstreaming of defence policy issues, they do not have the same impact on mainstreaming defence 

issues here as they do in Great Britain. Although the trends examined in this chapter are identifiable in 

Northern Ireland, it is existing political cleavages which impact engagement with defence policy issues 

most profoundly. The fact that existing political cleavages are the biggest influencing factor over 

defence policy concerns is unique to Northern Ireland. Indeed, these specifics appear to have been 

ignored by successive UK governments and the MoD, further exacerbating the struggle to implement 

policies for the armed forces' community. Subsequently, the established political cleavages of Northern 

Ireland politics cannot be ignored when undertaking investigations into defence policy concerns, but 

also politics more generally.  

Lastly, the story of Wales, as discussed in Chapter Six, sees the nation generally being forgotten entirely 

when it comes to defence policy concerns. Wales’ engagement with defence issues in the early years of 

devolution is the most superficial of engagements with the advent of the Armed Forces Covenant 

appearing to have a clear impact on the understanding of the Senedd’s role in respect of the armed 

forces' community. The mainstreaming of defence policy issues in Wales, and adoption of policies and 

initiatives for the armed forces community does not appear to fit into a broader narrative of nation-

building or pre-existing political cleavages. Key actors in Wales are not unique in believing that the 

nation is underserved by the MoD, but this lack of perception conforms to the broad sense within Welsh 

politics that Scottish and Northern Ireland interests are higher priorities for the UK Government and the 

MoD. The case of defence policy in Wales thus raises issues which are often highlighted in Wales’ 

relationship with the other parts of the UK, and its place in the Union itself. Consequently, an 

examination of defence policy issues in Wales must consider this specific context. 

This section has reiterated the differences between Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales when 

examining defence as a devolved policy concern. Although this chapter has brought together each 

nation’s story into themes which can be observed in all of them, it is vital that the differences between 
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them are acknowledged and centred in any examination of politics across the UK. Although the legal 

basis on which defence is formally reserved is effectively the same across the UK, clearly the politics 

around defence policy are profoundly different. Although the three trends discussed in this chapter are 

useful lenses through which to view defence policy concerns and devolution, they must not be used as 

a way to assume or allege uniformity between the devolved nations. The frameworks evaluated in 

Chapter Two will now be reengaged with and applied to themes discussed in this chapter. 

Approaches to devolution in the UK: a generalisation too far? 

In the following section the frameworks employed by this thesis will be evaluated once more through 

their application to the themes discussed in this chapter. To reiterate, these themes are (i) the lack of 

engagement with defence issues; (ii) the impact of the Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts and subsequent 

advent of the Armed Forces Covenant; and (iii) the devolved nations’ relationships with the MoD. This 

section is commensurate with the arguments made in Chapter Two that most established approaches to 

devolution in the UK are limited in their usefulness because they generalise across all the devolved 

nations. Clearly though, as established by this thesis, the stories of Scotland, Northern Ireland, and 

Wales all differ profoundly. The themes identified in this chapter are useful lenses through which to 

view defence as a devolved policy concern, and thus it is logical to apply the frameworks employed by 

this thesis to these themes. Initially institutionalist approaches such as the WM, historical 

institutionalism, and nested newness will be discussed, followed by federalism and MLG. Ultimately 

this section argues, once again, that a combination of institutionalist approaches is the most useful 

organisational perspective to understanding devolution in the UK, but falls short in providing any clear 

motives behind key actors’ behaviour.  

Institutional approaches  

The first approaches to be applied to the themes discussed in this chapter are institutionalist ones, 

beginning with the WM. As discussed in Chapter Two, the WM is ultimately limited in its usefulness 

due to its overreliance on context, its inability to fully explain the behaviour of actors, and how it has 

shaped the psyche of decision makers in the United Kingdom. Despite these overarching limitations of 

the WM, in the context of the themes raised in this section, a key component of the WM has some 

usefulness in explaining both the ignorance exhibited by the devolved institutions during the early years 

of devolution and the devolved nations’ relationships with the MoD. This component is central to a 

criticism made of the WM in Chapter Two, namely that the WM has created a feedback loop for decision 

makers. The conceptualisation of the UK being a “unitary and centralized [sic] state” (Lijphart, 1999: 

17), which is key to the WM, clearly plays into notions, both within the devolved institutions and within 

the MoD, that the devolved administrations are not to be involved in defence matters. As documented 

in previous sections, on the role and responsibilities of the devolved institutions, and the MoD itself, it 

is clear that UK politics is still operating in the shadow of a unitary and hyper centralised state – as 

described by the WM - which impacts understandings of devolution in ways which are not always 
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measurable. Key assumptions central to the WM clearly impact on decision makers’ views of their role 

in defence policy. The themes discussed in this chapter once again highlight this reality, and call into 

question further the usefulness of the WM as a framework in which to understand devolution and UK 

politics more generally. 

Another approach within institutionalism is that of historical institutionalism. As raised in Chapter Two, 

historical institutionalists view different variables as connected and emphasise the importance of 

context and history over rigid models to explain change. For the purposes of this thesis, critical junctures 

and path dependency are the key approaches within historical institutionalism that are relevant. Both 

approaches were evaluated in Chapter Two, and although it would appear that they are useful for the 

purposes of this thesis, it was concluded that ultimately their limitations in this case outweigh their 

benefits. Firstly, examining path dependency, the tendency to assume a particular logic to policy making 

and the persistence of institutions is not born out with the real-world evidence documented in this 

chapter. Policy making following the mainstreaming of defence policy in devolved politics is ad hoc 

and sits within the specific contexts of each devolved nation. Path dependency does not provide enough 

conceptual space to explain how other factors outside of a critical juncture can also impact on policy 

making. Secondly, critical junctures, as stated in Chapter Two, provide a persuasive argument for the 

mainstreaming of defence policy concerns. This chapter has documented how the Afghanistan and Iraq 

wars and the subsequent advent of the Armed Forces Covenant clearly shift discourse and bring about 

the mainstreaming of defence issues. Thus, it would appear that critical juncture theory is sufficient to 

explain why defence has become a devolved policy concern. This, however, is not the case when it 

comes to the mainstreaming of defence policy. Firstly, to reiterate Peters et al. (2005), the focus on 

critical junctures risks oversimplifying and ignoring other key factors, and paradoxically undermines 

the notion of incremental change. Although this chapter focuses on the influence that the wars in Iraq 

and Afghanistan have on the mainstreaming defence policy, they are not the sole reason behind defence 

policy concerns becoming part of devolved political discourse. Indeed, to argue that they are, ignores 

the devolved institutions’ repeated engagements with defence issues through an economic lens, and the 

impact of the Armed Forces Covenant, for example. It is also worth reiterating how a number of 

interviewees note the work of charities as important in the process of mainstreaming defence policy.149 

150 151 Despite these caveats, it is clear that the Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts do play a major role in the 

mainstreaming of defence policy, but to view this case as the prime critical juncture would ignore 

multiple other events, and indeed actors, that contribute to mainstreaming. Thus, returning to points 

made in Chapter Two, critical junctures are useful as an organisational framework in which to conduct 

investigations, but do not provide a sound basis on which to explain the behaviour of actors. Lastly, it 

 
149 Interview with Leighton Andrews. 13 December 2018, Cardiff 
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is vital that in the process of employing critical junctures as a tool for analysis, a thick description 

approach is taken to ensure the unique stories and characteristics of Scotland, Northern Ireland and 

Wales do not get subsumed into a broader, oversimplified, narrative around defence as a devolved 

policy concern. 

The final institutionalist approach evaluated in this chapter is the concept of nested newness. A feminist 

institutionalist approach, nested newness argues that “no institution – however new or radically 

reformed – is a blank slate.” (Mackay, 2014: 4) Although it is argued by Mackay Mackay (2014) that 

nested newness must be seen as a specifically gendered concept, Chapter Two suggests otherwise, 

making it a useful approach in understanding devolution and contemporary governance in the United 

Kingdom. In particular, nested newness provides the conceptual space needed to investigate how new 

institutions view themselves alongside potential explanations for those perceptions. By making a 

convincing case that structures – both formal and informal – can impact institutions and individual 

actors’ understanding of their roles and responsibilities, it is a useful tool in understanding the earlier 

years of devolution. Indeed, the advent of devolution does not fundamentally change the 

conceptualisation of where power is held in the UK – see previous comments on the WM – thus, it is 

only logical that the new institutions were (for a time) unaware of their role in defence policy. Nested 

newness provides a compelling explanation for why this was the case. Firstly, the institutions were not 

fully cognisant of their roles because of the formal statutory division of power. Secondly, any challenge 

to the accepted norms of defence being reserved was marginalised by key actors within those new 

institutions. This reluctance on the part of key actors can be explicitly seen in the following quotes from 

the Senedd and Scottish Parliament:  

“I suggest that it is sensible for the Assembly to approach with care those matters over which 

we have no jurisdiction, on which we have limited information, and on which Members of 

Parliament are better placed to comment.” (National Assembly for Wales, 1999: 2-3) 

“We [Scottish Parliament] should never mislead the people of Scotland about our power to 

influence.” (Official Report, 2003a) 

As highlighted in previous chapters, there is no legal impediment on devolved institutions discussing 

topics outside of their legislative competence. These examples instead show actors not wanting to 

engage with defence policy issues. Thus, the application of nested newness is vitally important since it 

allows an examination of multiple factors to take place in a holistic fashion, rather than the somewhat 

crude reliance on what is set out in statute. Although nested newness does not provide fully-fledged 

motors for why actors behave the way they do, its nod to preconceived notions of place and formality 

provide useful lenses through which to view young devolved institutions. 

Overall, as discussed by this section, it is clear that there is no perfect institutionalist approach to 

examining defence as a devolved policy concern. That being said, critical junctures and nested newness 
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are able to provide useful tools and perspectives. The empirical examples brought together in this 

chapter from across the devolved nations once again reveal the importance of taking nation-specific 

contexts into consideration and not making generalisations that oversimplify and minimise the 

differences between the nations. As highlighted in Chapter Two, no established approach is currently 

equipped to fully explain devolution in the UK, and thus a combination of approaches must be used to 

create an organisational perspective to support the answering of research questions. Federalism will 

now be applied to the key themes of this chapter and evaluated.   

Federalism 

The second overarching approach which can be applied to the key themes identified in this chapter is 

federalism. Utilising Watts’ (1999: 7) definition, as established previously, the UK is not a federation. 

Arguments on federalism’s application to the UK case are explored in Chapter Two with the subsequent 

conclusion being drawn: the usefulness of applying federalism to the case of defence as a devolved 

policy concern is limited. Despite this limitation, federalism can be a useful organisational perspective 

in evaluating governance in the UK. In particular, the focus on the statute and the division of power 

assists in contextualising aspects of governance in the UK. When applying federalism to the themes 

discussed in this chapter, it is helpful in contextualising the ignorance exhibited by the devolved 

institutions and relations between the MoD and devolved institutions. 

Firstly, regarding ignorance, federalism provides some useful insights into why the devolved 

institutions do not engage with defence policy issues during the early years of devolution. Specifically, 

the fact that the devolved institutions do not have a clearly defined role with respect to defence policy 

prevented engagement. As discussed earlier in this chapter, the devolution statute reserves the armed 

forces to Westminster in respect of Scotland and Northern Ireland, whereas Wales’ devolution statute 

at the time, the GoWA 1998, was necessarily silent on the matter. Subsequently, in the context of new 

institutions coming to terms with their powers and responsibilities, it should not come as a surprise that 

engagement with defence policy was non-existent or superficial. Federalism’s focus on the division of 

power and responsibilities provides a useful basis on which to understand the early unawareness of the 

devolved institutions. 

Despite the apparent usefulness of federalism in providing explanations for the period of ignorance 

observed across the devolved nations, federalism does not have the capacity to explain the 

mainstreaming of defence issues. It is worth reiterating that, although defence policy has become part 

of devolved political discourse, there has been no reinterpretation of the devolution statute, nor has the 

statute been formally amended to grant the devolved institutions powers over defence matters. Indeed, 

the reservations which representatives in the Scottish Parliament and Senedd saw as the basis for 

avoiding engagement with defence issues remain to this day. Rather, devolved institutions realised they 

have policy responsibilities to veterans and the armed forces' community that they were not aware of 



146 

 

previously. Thus, policy initiatives such as the Scottish Veterans’ Commissioner and Veterans NHS 

Wales are seen within the repertoire of the devolved institutions nowadays. Ultimately, the fact that the 

devolved institutions’ roles have changed so much over the past 20 years of devolution - without the 

devolution statute being amended - further supports the argument that viewing defence as reserved (as 

set out in statute) does not accurately capture the reality of policy making and implementation in a 

modern UK. 

At this point, it is worth reiterating the notions of marble cake vs layer cake federalism which were 

raised in Chapter Two. The examples documented previously in this chapter could be construed as 

meaning marble cake federalism presents a compelling framework for the operation of defence policy 

concerns in the UK. To reiterate, marble cake federalism presents a model of governance which notes 

that formal sovereignty is less important, responsibilities are shared, and relationships are not 

hierarchical (Entwistle et al., 2012: 314). This contrasts with layer cake federalism which sees 

responsibilities more clearly divided between central and sub-state units (ibid: 312). Although all three 

themes could be viewed through the lens of marble cake federalism, it does not take into account many 

of the specific complications relating to defence and devolution in the UK. For example, the MoD’s 

relationship with the devolved nations is clearly shaped by presupposed views of hierarchy: devolved 

institutions are not readily consulted, yet they must manage the fallout from MoD decisions. As 

evidenced previously in this chapter, the fact that defence is formally reserved in statute shapes the 

MoD’s interaction and engagement with the devolved institutions. Similarly, the devolved institutions 

construct their own policy offer for the armed forces' community without needing to factor in other 

layers of government. Indeed, the case of defence as a devolved policy concern as examined in this 

chapter arguably sits between marble and layer cake models of federalism. Specifically, the devolved 

administrations have grown into their roles in respect of the public policy offer for the armed forces' 

community, despite the more ambiguous position in devolution statutes. While this has occurred the 

MoD’s engagement and decision making process has continued to be framed by the fact that defence is 

reserved, as will be seen in the following section. Defence policy is more accurately described as a 

policy area which overlaps and interacts with other areas, rather than being a shared policy area.  

Federalism is most useful when evaluating the MoD’s relationship with the devolved institutions. Once 

again, the emphasis on what is formally set out in statute and the division of powers and responsibilities 

is a useful frame in which to understand how the MoD manages its relationships with the devolved 

institutions and views its roles. As documented previously, the sense among interviewees is that the 

MoD neither understands devolution nor takes the interests of the devolved nations and institutions into 

consideration in the decision making process. To reiterate, this view is highlighted by Martin Docherty-

Hughes MP: “they’re [the MoD] still living in a pre-devolution age.” (2019) Federalism is useful in this 

example since it provides a rationale for why the MoD is perceived as having an engagement problem 

with the devolved institutions. Specifically, the fact that power over defence is formally reserved to 
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Westminster clearly influences the way in which the MoD understands its role and responsibilities. That 

being said, the fact that defence is formally reserved in and of itself is not a full explanation for how the 

MoD has managed its relationships and engagement with the devolved administrations. Rather, the 

formal reservation factors into perceptions that are linked to the WM and notions of a centralised and 

unitary UK. 

To summarise, since the UK is not a federation, the application of federalism is somewhat limited in its 

usefulness. Despite this, as this section has documented, federalism has the capacity to be a useful 

organisational perspective in the context of a more decentralised UK. Indeed, more so than in any other 

area, federalism provides a useful basis on which to view the MoD’s relationship with the devolved 

institutions. Nevertheless, on its own, federalism does not provide a fully rounded explanation for 

governance in the UK nor the case of defence policy. As has been highlighted throughout this thesis, it 

is vital to take specific stories and contexts into account when drawing inference. In keeping with the 

comments made in Chapter Two, current established approaches are unable to explain devolution and 

governance in the UK. Subsequently, a combination of approaches is needed to develop an 

organisational perspective. The final approach to be applied in this chapter is MLG. 

Multi-level governance 

The last approach to be evaluated in this chapter is MLG. This approach was initially discussed in 

Chapter Two where it was argued that it is not a particularly useful approach with respect to 

understanding governance and politics in the UK. The criticism is primarily based on the fact that MLG 

has emerged as a way to explain governance in the EU rather than the UK and does not provide motives 

to explain the behaviour of key actors. Although this thesis argues that MLG is not capable of explaining 

governance in the UK, it does provide a useful organisational perspective in contrast to the WM, in 

particular. Regarding the themes brought together in this chapter, MLG is neither applicable to most 

cases nor useful. It is only regarding the Armed Forces Covenant, discussed in the context of the Iraq 

and Afghanistan conflicts that MLG is applicable and adds some limited value to understanding defence 

as a devolved policy concern. 

MLG has some use in its application to the Armed Forces Covenant. Firstly, it is worth reiterating  

Bache and Flinders who note that MLG is useful in conceptualising the actions of UK government “for 

maximising central steering in the emerging multi-level polity.” (2004c: 100) It is this conceptualisation 

which has some use in its application to the example of the Armed Force Covenant. Specifically, the 

Covenant can be understood as an attempt of the UK government to steer policy in an area which is 

devolved: access to public services for veterans and the armed forces' community. As discussed 

previously in this chapter, the idea that the Covenant was most likely based on an England model of 

service provision was brought up in interviews: “I suspect that the Covenant would have been one of 
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those things drawn up on a UK or GB basis with probably England as the default model.”152 Thus, the 

Covenant can be viewed through an MLG lens. Yet, the case of the Armed Forces Covenant once again 

exposes a contradiction inherent to MLG, namely that relationships between different layers of 

government are non-hierarchical and horizontal. Specifically, considering the Covenant was born of 

political priorities in England, and the fact that the devolved administrations were not involved in the 

drafting of the Covenant, the case of the Covenant in fact points to a conceptualisation of UK politics 

that is hierarchical. Although there is no sense of it being imposed in Scotland153 154 or Wales155 156 157 

it plays a key role in the mainstreaming of defence policy in both nations. It should also be reiterated 

how the Covenant has actually been problematic in Northern Ireland. 

In summary, the application of MLG to the themes highlighted in this chapter is limited. As has been 

established, MLG can be useful as an organisational perspective, but does not actually provide a clear 

framework to explain the behaviour of actors and institutions. It is only regarding the case of the 

Armed Forces Covenant that MLG appears to have any relevance. Following this application, 

however, the case of the Covenant in fact highlights flaws within MLG which were explored in 

Chapter Two. This section has further shown that current established frameworks are unable to fully 

explain devolution and governance in the UK. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed the similarities between Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales with respect 

to defence as a devolved policy concern. It has highlighted three common themes that can be identified 

across all the devolved nations, namely, (i) the lack of engagement with defence issues; (ii) the impact 

of the Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts, and the subsequent advent of the Armed Forces Covenant; and 

(iii) the devolved nations’ relationships with the MoD. Initially, this chapter sets out how all the 

devolved institutions are initially unaware of their role regarding defence policy and the armed forces' 

community. This ignorance is evidenced by the superficial engagement with defence concerns and the 

initial focus on economic issues. The reluctance to discuss defence is captured by key actors in the 

devolved legislatures arguing against discussing the issue. Despite the lack of engagement, identified 

across the devolved institutions, the differences between Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales must 

not be ignored. Acknowledgement and understanding of nation-specific contexts is vital to 

understanding defence as a devolved policy concern. The need to understand each nation’s individual 

attributes also emphasises the necessity to employ frameworks which take these contexts into 

consideration and do not therefore make generalisations which reduce key contextual issues into 
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irrelevance. Specifically in the case of the ignorance and reluctance to be involved in defence policy 

concerns, nested newness provides a compelling framework for understanding how new and young 

institutions are not a clean slate. 

The second theme identified by this chapter is how the Afghanistan and Iraq wars and the subsequent 

advent of the Armed Forces Covenant impacts the mainstreaming of defence policy in the devolved 

nations. This trend is identified initially in the way in which the devolved legislatures begin to discuss 

and engage with policy making for the armed forces' community. Through interviews documented in 

this chapter and previously, most key actors state that they believe the fallout from the conflicts play a 

major role in the devolved administrations’ better understanding of their powers and role in defence 

policy. Specifically, the return of injured troops to the UK who would subsequently be accessing public 

services run by the devolved administrations reshape the perception of the devolved institutions’ roles 

with respect to the armed forces’ community. Despite an increased awareness of veterans’ issues as a 

consequence of the Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts, as noted in the previous section, the impact of the 

wars is not the same across the devolved nations, specifically in Northern Ireland. Once again, although 

this chapter has brought together the common trends seen across the devolved nations, it is necessary 

to understand their own specific histories and contexts to fully understand defence as a devolved policy 

concern. The case of Iraq and Afghanistan have thus been portrayed as a critical juncture, of sorts, by 

this chapter. The key caveat on determining these conflicts as a critical juncture is found in the risk that 

by defining them as such, other vital issues are ignored which also contribute to the process of 

mainstreaming defence policy concerns. Indeed, the fact that the Afghan and Iraqi wars create different 

policy responses in Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales further emphasises the need to view each 

nation as a specific unit when conducting research. 

The final trend examined concerns the MoD’s relationship with the devolved institutions. Primarily 

discussed in elite interviews, overall, the relationship between the MoD and devolved institutions can 

be characterised as one where the MoD is missing in action. As noted previously, there is a common 

view among those interviewed that the MoD neither understands devolution nor factors the interests of 

the devolved institutions and nations into their decision making processes. This lack of engagement and 

understanding is more noticeable in how the MoD manages the defence estate, which is raised multiple 

times in interviews. Once again, however, it is vital to note how the MoD’s management of the defence 

estate differs across Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales. As highlighted previously, the way the MoD 

interacts with the devolved institutions can be partly explained by both the WM and federalism. 
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Chapter Eight 

Conclusion 

Introduction 

This thesis has examined how the devolved institutions of Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales engage 

with defence policy concerns. In the process of this investigation this thesis has highlighted how the 

stories of each of the devolved nations differ from one another regarding the case of defence policy. In 

doing so, it has articulated how elected representatives from Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales 

perceive the MoD’s relationship with the devolved institutions. Subsequently, using this case, it is 

argued that current conceptualisations of governance in the United Kingdom are unable to fully provide 

explanations for how a contemporary UK is governed. Specifically, that it is a mistake to rely on the 

overly simplistic devolved/non-devolved heuristic to conceptualise governance in today’s UK. The case 

of defence policy was used to reveal how a nominally reserved policy area in fact overlaps with the 

powers and responsibilities of sub-state legislative bodies in the UK. Furthermore, this thesis has asked 

how governance in the UK can be better conceptualised. It has been suggested that frameworks used to 

understand and examine governance should not be one-size-fits-all in their approach and must take 

historical and contextual factors into consideration. This chapter will now answer the research questions 

before stating the main findings of this thesis. Finally, key reflections on this research project will be 

explored before concluding with possible future areas of research. 

What are the fundamental principles underpinning devolution and constitutional 

reform in the United Kingdom? 

As has been outlined throughout this thesis, there do not appear to be any clear principles underpinning 

the contemporary constitutional development of the United Kingdom. Chapter Two details the 

establishment of the devolved institutions and this apparent lack of strategic thinking in the process of 

reforming of the UK’s constitution. Subsequently, an overly simplistic answer to this research question 

would be to state that there are no fundamental principles underpinning devolution and constitutional 

reform in the United Kingdom. Due to the apparent lack of principles in the development of the 

constitution, it thus becomes important to reiterate the key factors shaping the implementation and 

development of devolution. In attempting to understand why there are no underpinning principles to 

constitutional reform in the UK, it is useful to revisit key reasons why devolution has been a haphazard 

process. Specifically, the next section will highlight how the (i) conceptualisation of the UK as a unitary 

state; (ii) formation and history of the UK; and (iii) the lack of an overarching strategy, all impact the 

basis for and implementation of devolution. 

Firstly, the United Kingdom state, although not a unitary state in the traditional sense, exists in the 

shadow of one. The historic “orthodox view” within British politics has been to conceptualise the United 
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Kingdom as a unitary state (Mitchell, 2009: 5). In Chapter Two the flaw in this conceptualisation was 

set out by highlighting how the Scottish legal system remains separate to that of England as part of the 

1706 Treaty of Union, Wales was acknowledged as distinct in the existence and passage of the Sunday 

Closing (Wales) Act 1881, and Northern Ireland had its own parliament between 1921 and 1972. In 

summary, when taken together, it is the case that the UK has never been a unitary state in the truest 

sense of the term. Devolution has strained this conceptualisation of the UK state even further. Within 

scholarship, the notion of the UK as unitary has long fallen out of favour along with terms such as 

“union state” (Rokkan and Urwin, 1982: 11), and “quasi-federal” (Bogdanor, 2005: 85) being coined 

to explain the complex and evolving UK state. Despite this shift within the field, the notion of the UK 

being a unitary state has been the ““conceptual lens” through which constitutional politics.. [has been].. 

viewed” among decision makers  (Mitchell, 2009: 6). Subsequently, the conceptualisation of the UK 

state within political discourse helps to explain how, on a legal basis, devolution in the UK does not 

challenge the supremacy of the UK parliament. This thesis has made the case that the notion of the UK 

being a unitary state still persists and impacts decision making within the defence policy case. 

Secondly, the formation and history of the UK have also impacted the basis for and implementation of 

devolution. Specifically, it should be reiterated that the way in which the United Kingdom has come 

into being - conquest, monarchical union, and political union - has inevitably created a somewhat 

confusing patchwork of a state. From its foundation, the UK has, to varying degrees, always taken into 

consideration the differences of its constituent parts, as referenced in the previous section. 

Subsequently, there is a logic to the way in which power has been distributed across the devolved 

nations. To reiterate, devolution in the UK is asymmetrical, meaning that the way in which powers are 

devolved, and the powers that are devolved, vary between the different parts of the Union. As will be 

noted in the next section, many of the reforms to the devolution settlements established in the late 1990s 

have taken place in isolation from one another. Nevertheless, as noted in Chapter Two, the way in which 

constitutional reform has taken place “is consistent with Britain’s approach to institutional reform.” 

(Henderson, 2007: 155) Specifically, it is an ad hoc approach which is driven by the circumstances at 

the time, rather than belonging to an overarching narrative about reform. Thus, the asymmetries seen to 

the present day are a symptom of the history and foundation of the United Kingdom.  

Lastly, there has always been and continues to be, a lack of a clear overarching strategy with regards to 

the implementation and development of devolution. As raised in Chapter Two, discussion around the 

evolution and reform of the devolved political institutions happens in isolation from one another. 

Specifically, arguments about how devolution should be deepened and widened almost exclusively deal 

with the internal politics and aspirations of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland - there is little to no 

consideration of the impacts on the broader Union. As noted in Chapter Two, this can be explained 

simply as a symptom of asymmetrical devolution: all the nations are on different paths at different 
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speeds and thus engage with their devolution settlements differently. Yet, the lack of strategic thinking 

from the centre risks creating other problems for the survival of the Union itself. 

To summarise, there are no fundamental principles underpinning devolution and constitutional reform 

in the United Kingdom. Thus, in an attempt to answer this research question it is essential to assess why 

devolution looks the way it does. As has been documented previously in this thesis, and reiterated here 

the (i) conceptualisation of the UK as a unitary state; (ii) formation and history of the UK; and (iii) the 

lack of an overarching strategy have all influenced the way in which devolution has come about and 

matured in the UK. Consequently, each nation’s journey is distinct and the impact of it on the Union as 

a whole varies. The development of devolution thus, as noted by (Henderson, 2007: 155), followed the 

typical British approach to institutional reform. Linking to a key argument within this thesis, the fact 

that there are no traditional underpinning principles to the UK’s constitutional development makes the 

process of trying to apply a one-size-fits-all theoretical approach to governance in the UK more 

challenging. Each part of the UK has its own unique story and context which has influenced the 

development of their devolved institutions. Thus, as has been documented previously, it is vital to use 

a combination of tools and utilise a thick description approach to understand and explain governance in 

the United Kingdom. The next section will examine the second research question answered by this 

research. 

What role do the devolved institutions have with respect to defence policy?  

This thesis has examined the role that the devolved institutions have played thus far with respect to 

defence policy. As has been documented in this thesis, defence is one of the few policy areas which is 

reserved in its entirety to the Westminster Parliament and UK Government - in theory. The formal 

legislative framework on which devolution is based sees the Scotland Act 1998, the Northern Ireland 

Act 1998 and the Government of Wales Act 2006 all reserve defence. Despite what, as of 2021, continues 

to be set out in statute, as has been shown by this research, the defence footprint in fact extends across 

multiple policy areas, many of which are the responsibility of the devolved institutions. The case of 

defence policy has shown how the devolved/non-devolved heuristic which exists in UK politics does 

not actually capture the division of responsibilities or process of policy making in a contemporary 

United Kingdom. In an attempt to answer this research question, this thesis has documented how the 

devolved institutions’ role in defence policy has evolved over time with devolved legislatures, 

executives, and political discourses becoming more aware and involved in defence policy concerns. 

Firstly, it is clear that the conceptualisation that defence policy is reserved in its entirety is not accurate. 

As has been shown, the footprint of defence policy extends over vast swathes of public policy, many of 

which are the responsibility of the devolved institutions. Defence policy captures issues such as the 

deployment of the armed forces to combat zones, the United Kingdom’s nuclear deterrent, military 

bases in the UK, and healthcare for veterans. Subsequently, the case of defence policy is more complex 
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than the formal position set out in the statute suggests. Indeed, as documented in the previous empirical 

chapters on Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales, the devolved institutions are responsible for aspects 

of the defence policy footprint. Where the defence footprint interacts with social policy concerns, such 

as health, housing, or education, it is the responsibility of the devolved institutions to implement policies 

and respond to the needs of the armed forces' community. Despite this understanding now, seemingly, 

being understood across all the devolved institutions and by the different levels of government in the 

UK, this was not always the case. 

Secondly, the role of the devolved institutions in respect of defence policy has evolved over time, 

despite the legislative position not changing. Across all of the devolved legislatures, the majority of 

engagement with defence policy concerns in the earlier years of the new institutions is either superficial 

or primarily concerned with the procurement policies and expenditure of the MoD within their 

respective nation. This trend runs concurrently with the case of senior actors within both the Scottish 

and Welsh parliaments arguing that the devolved institutions should not engage with defence matters 

at all. As has been documented, this type of engagement - and desire to not engage at all - with defence 

policy affairs changes. Nowadays, devolved political parties, legislatures, and executives have all 

adopted an approach to defence policy concerns that acknowledges their respective roles. Specifically, 

as has been argued, events such as the Iraqi and Afghan wars and initiatives such as the Armed Forces 

Covenant have reshaped how defence policy concerns are understood in the context of devolution. It is 

now commonplace for political parties and devolved governments to carve out specific policy offers 

for the armed forces' community. Indeed, as has been noted, despite being a policy initiative from the 

UK Government, the implementation of the Armed Forces Covenant in Scotland, Northern Ireland and 

Wales has in fact been dependent on their separate devolved institutions.  

While the understanding of how the defence footprint impacts on devolved responsibilities has become 

clearer and more well-known, it should also be noted how devolved institutions now engage with 

defence issues which do not directly come into contact with their responsibilities. Although there has 

never been any formal legal reservation within devolution statute to preclude the discussion of, and 

engagement with, a topic that is reserved, as seen previously, discussion of defence issues which do not 

impact the responsibilities of the devolved legislature has, at times, been somewhat taboo. Discussion 

of the UK’s role in the Iraq and Afghanistan wars or the renewal of Trident, for example, were often 

met with criticism since the devolved legislatures had no legal power over said decisions. Although not 

a key aspect of this research, it should be noted that alongside a greater awareness of how the defence 

footprint impacts devolved responsibilities, the Scottish Parliament, Northern Ireland Assembly, and 

Senedd, have all become more confident in expressing their views and being the ‘voice’ of their 

respective nations on matters which they do not control. Subsequently, in answering this research 

question, it is evident that nowadays the devolved institutions have a clear role in both implementing 

policy for the armed forces' community as is related to their powers under the devolution statute, as 
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well as expressing a view on matters which they do not have responsibility for. Although this role can 

be seen across Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales, key differences between the nations must not be 

minimised or ignored. 

Lastly, each of the devolved nations has its own specific story with regards to defence as a devolved 

policy concern. As documented in this thesis, although events such as the Iraqi and Afghan wars and 

the advent of the Armed Forces Covenant have been key to changing how defence policy concerns are 

understood within devolved politics, there are many differences between them. Indeed, the relative 

importance given to defence policy concerns varies between the nations, alongside the policy offer 

between nations varying greatly. These differences must be understood and explored to fully understand 

the devolved institutions' roles in respect of defence policy. For example, the Armed Forces Covenant 

has been uncontroversial in Scotland and Wales, whereas in Northern Ireland it has created its own 

dynamic affecting politics more generally in the region. MoD decisions over the management and size 

of the defence estate have also created different political responses across the devolved nations. 

Furthermore, issues such as the renewal of the UK’s nuclear deterrent create their own specific response 

in Scotland. Although the disparate responses to the same issues could be explained away by virtue that 

there are multiple governments of different political complexions dealing with the same issues, any 

conceptualisation of defence policy concerns which minimises or ignores the role of the devolved 

institutions would not be explaining how the defence footprint actually impacts devolved 

responsibilities. Indeed, alongside these practical examples defence policy concerns themselves fit into 

broader political narratives within each nation. In Scotland, defence policy concerns are a key 

component of nation-building exercises and debates around Scotland’s future constitutional 

arrangements. In Northern Ireland, ever present ethno-cultural cleavages impact on the way in which 

devolved institutions interact with the defence footprint. While in Wales, the devolved institutions act 

upon their responsibilities to the armed forces' community as part of the usual business of government. 

This thesis has thus argued that it is vital to understand the differences between the nations to fully 

understand the devolved institutions’ role in respect of defence policy. 

In summary, despite defence being reserved to the Westminster Parliament and UK Government, the 

devolved institutions all have a role in defence policy concerns in a contemporary United Kingdom. 

The defence footprint, as has been seen, impacts multiple areas of policy which are the responsibility 

of the devolved institutions. Although seemingly unaware of how the defence policy footprint impacted 

devolved responsibilities in the earlier years of devolution, nowadays the Scottish Parliament, Northern 

Ireland Assembly, and Senedd are all aware of how the defence footprint impacts upon their 

responsibilities. This change has not come at the behest of any fundamental change in the legislative 

position, rather it has developed through a growing understanding of how governance actually functions 

in an increasingly decentralised United Kingdom. It should be noted how each nation has interacted, 

and continues to interact, with defence policy in its own specific way. Regardless of these differences, 
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in answer to this research question, the devolved institutions now have a role developing and 

implementing policy for the armed forces' community. Alongside this predominantly functionary role, 

the devolved legislatures, as the devolved institutions have matured, have also increasingly made their 

voice heard on defence matters which do not relate to their devolved responsibilities. The following 

section will answer the final research question of this thesis. 

How do representatives from Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales perceive the 

Ministry of Defence’s relationship with devolved institutions?  

A key theme articulated through this thesis is how representatives from the devolved nations perceive 

relations with the MoD. Considering that defence remains one of the few policy areas nominally 

reserved in its entirety to the Westminster Parliament, the MoD is one of the handful of UK Government 

departments which theoretically does not have to consider the implications of its decisions on the 

devolved administrations. Nevertheless, as this thesis has shown, the case of defence policy is not as 

simple as falling into the devolved/non-devolved heuristic. Thus, how representatives from Scotland, 

Northern Ireland and Wales view the relationship between the MoD and devolved institutions is helpful 

in examining defence as a devolved policy concern in the round. As has been documented in this thesis, 

on the whole, representatives from the devolved nations are critical about the state of relations with the 

MoD. Specifically, representatives think that the MoD neither fully understands devolution nor engages 

with stakeholders in the devolved nations. 

Firstly, as examined closely in Chapter Seven, representatives feel that the MoD does not understand 

devolution or the implication it has had on governance in the United Kingdom. This theme can be 

witnessed in the parliamentary proceedings of all the devolved legislatures, and was also discussed in 

contemporary interviews conducted as part of this research. Whereas the devolved institutions have 

developed an understanding of their role where the defence footprint interacts with their responsibilities, 

the perception exists that the MoD does not understand how its decisions impact devolved 

responsibilities. Although working relationships were described as “good” by some interviewees, 

representatives pointed to initiatives such as the Armed Forces Covenant as an example of how policy 

making and decisions were taken by the MoD without considering how they impacted devolution. 

Representatives feel that despite devolution having been an integral part of governance in the UK for 

over two decades, the MoD does not understand it. 

Secondly, there is a sense among representatives that they are not adequately engaged with the decision 

making processes of the MoD. This opinion is particularly acute with regards to the management and 

rationalisation of the defence estate. As detailed in Chapter Seven, the restructuring of the defence estate 

continues to be particularly controversial in both Scotland and Wales. At the time of the publishing of 

the MoD’s A Better Defence Estate, governments in both Scotland and Wales criticised the lack of 

engagement from the MoD. Similarly, in Northern Ireland representatives directly criticised the 
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perceived lack of willingness on the part of the MoD to engage with them. Indeed, the one example 

given in Chapter Seven contrasting this view should be seen within the context of the MoD initially 

refusing to interact with the MLA, with the arrangements that subsequently exist remaining informal 

and not widely known. Although representatives do not believe that relations between the devolved 

institutions and the MoD are fundamentally or irrevocably poor, there is a shared sense that the devolved 

nations are underserved by the MoD. 

To summarise, representatives from across the devolved nations share a sense that the MoD does not 

understand devolution. Alongside this lack of understanding is the perception that the MoD does not 

adequately serve the interests of their respective nation. Although this thesis has not sought to fully map 

the relationship between the devolved institutions and MoD, the perception noted by representatives 

aligns with how the devolved/non-devolved heuristic and belief in Westminster supremacy shapes 

political discourse within the UK. Subsequently, in answer to this research question, representatives 

from Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales, of multiple different political hues, share a frustration about 

the state of relations between the MoD and devolved institutions. 

Main findings 

In total there are six central findings of this thesis. Of these six, five fall into the empirical category 

with the final one being conceptual. The first empirical finding is that defence policy concerns are not 

the sole responsibility of the MoD and UK Government. This thesis has argued that the defence footprint 

extends into areas which are the responsibility of the devolved institutions. The second, third, and fourth 

empirical findings all deal with each nation’s specific story around how the defence footprint impacts 

on them and how defence policy concerns have become mainstream within their politics. The last 

empirical finding of this thesis relates to the impact the Iraq and Afghanistan wars and the subsequent 

advent of the Armed Forces Covenant has on the understanding of defence policy within the devolved 

institutions. Alongside these empirical conclusions is the final key conceptual finding. The final 

conceptual finding is that the non-devolved/devolved heuristic that exists predominantly in political 

discourse does not accurately capture the reality of policy making and implementation in today’s United 

Kingdom. This section will now elaborate on these key findings. 

Firstly, empirically, this thesis has shown that the MoD and UK Government are not solely responsible 

for managing the defence policy footprint. Defence policy concerns engage multiple areas which are 

the responsibility of the devolved institutions. Decisions taken by the MoD in a range of areas - from 

troop welfare to the defence estate - cut across the powers and responsibilities of the devolved 

legislatures and governments. As has been documented throughout this thesis, many of the decisions 

taken by the MoD require a policy response from devolved governments. The Armed Forces Covenant, 

which has been a focal point of this research, elucidates clearly how the defence footprint extends 

beyond the sole purview of the MoD. As a policy initiative curated by the MoD, it has in fact fallen on 
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the devolved institutions to implement much of its content. This implementation role stems from the 

fact that the vast majority of public services are devolved and thus it is always a devolved policy 

dimension when a serving member of the armed forces or a veteran comes into contact with public 

services in Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales. Defence policy concerns are thus not the sole 

responsibility of the MoD and UK Government. 

The next three empirical points deal with each of the devolved nations’ stories. Although they share 

multiple commonalities, each one is distinct and contains its own nuances. Beginning with Scotland, 

this thesis has shown how the 2003 invasion of Iraq has a profound impact on the devolved institutions’ 

understanding of the defence policy. Although noted as a critical juncture that is applicable to all the 

devolved nations, and the UK as a whole, the 2003 invasion has played an acute role in the 

mainstreaming of defence policy concerns in devolved Scottish politics. Alongside this finding, as 

argued previously, in Scotland, defence policy issues increasingly have a nation-building and 

constitutional element. That is to say, that within debates on defence issues which both relate and do 

not relate to the current responsibilities of the Scottish Parliament, the prospect of what an independent 

Scotland could do differently looms large. 

The third empirical argument made deals with Northern Ireland. Specifically that, like many policy 

areas in the region, ethno-cultural cleavages present in Northern Ireland’s politics frame all 

consideration of defence policy concerns. This trend can be seen from the beginning of the Northern 

Ireland Assembly in the late 1990s and, if anything, defence policy concerns have become an 

increasingly divisive issue. Indeed, between 2017 and 2020, the implementation of the Armed Forces 

Covenant was a key issue preventing the formation of an executive. While not a novel point, the case 

of defence policy in Northern Ireland is commensurate with previously existing conceptualisations of 

the region being a case apart. 

Fourthly, among representatives from Wales there is a broad perception shared by actors of all political 

hues that Wales’ interests are not a priority for the MoD, with Wales generally being forgotten about. 

Indeed the perception of Wales being forgotten corresponds with other literature on Wales’ place in the 

Union. 

The final empirical point shown by this thesis is that the Iraqi and Afghan wars, alongside the advent 

of the Armed Forces Covenant, fundamentally shift the understanding of the defence footprint across 

the devolved nations. Although the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan did not bring about broader 

understandings of the defence footprint in the devolved nations, the consequences of war did. As 

documented throughout this thesis, the return of injured troops to the UK brought into sharp relief the 

state’s role with respect to the injured and veterans. This realisation was witnessed across the UK, but 

for the purposes of this research can be conceptualised as a critical juncture. The shift in understanding 

caused by the consequences of the Iraqi and Afghan wars would subsequently be solidified with the 
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advent of the Armed Forces Covenant. Although a key empirical point, uniformity of this critical 

juncture should not be assumed. Nevertheless, it must be noted that the legislative framework in which 

devolution and defence policy exist has not changed since the establishment of the devolved institutions 

in the late 1990s. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, with the subsequent Armed Forces Covenant, have 

been key to changing how the Scottish Parliament, the Northern Ireland Assembly, and the Senedd 

understand the defence policy footprint. 

Finally, and conceptually, this research has shown how the devolved/non-devolved heuristic does not 

accurately capture the reality of policy making and implementation in today’s United Kingdom. 

Subsequently, and somewhat empirically, this thesis has shown how this heuristic, which is ever present 

within political discourse, oversimplifies how governance actually works in the UK. By conceptualising 

defence policy as a footprint which interacts with devolved responsibilities, it has been shown how 

framing conceptualisations of governance exclusively through what is formally set out in statute is 

overly simplistic and minimises the role of the devolved institutions in policy areas which are nominally 

understood as reserved. Thus, it is vital that the devolved/non-devolved heuristic is not used as the sole 

basis on which to conceptualise contemporary governance in the UK. The following section will now 

highlight the broader contributions to research this thesis has made. 

Research contribution 

This thesis has made a number of more general contributions to research on British politics and 

governance. These contributions fall into empirical, conceptual, and theoretical categories. At the time 

of writing no studies have examined defence policy and how it relates to devolution in the United 

Kingdom. Alongside this key contribution, as a whole, this research adds to contemporary research on 

governance in the UK. 

Empirically, this thesis has documented the process by which defence policy concerns have become 

integral parts of the devolved politics of Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales. In the process of doing 

so, it has explored an area of governance which has not been the subject of scholarship before.  

Theoretically, this thesis has made the case that existing approaches to explain and analyse governance 

in a contemporary UK are limited in their usefulness. Subsequently, it has been argued that a 

combination of approaches should be employed to create the conceptual space in which to undertake 

comprehensive studies of governance in the United Kingdom. As set out in Chapter Two and argued 

throughout, this thesis has found that attempts to apply approaches such as the WM, federalism, and 

MLG are not able to fully explain governance in the UK. Indeed, as examined previously, these 

approaches are not designed with the case of an increasingly decentralised United Kingdom with 

multiple layers of government in mind. Rather, they are approaches which have been designed to serve 

a specific purpose and have subsequently been applied to the UK example. As a consequence of this 

argument, this thesis employs concepts such as nested newness and critical junctures as a way of 
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creating a framework in which to examine the multitude of factors which impact on governance in the 

UK. This combination has allowed for a comprehensive and detailed description of governance to be 

curated which has then been explained and analysed. In following this approach, it is also argued that 

thick descriptions based on single case studies are preferable, since they intuitively enable a fully-

rounded and holistic view of political phenomena. 

Lastly, as noted in the previous section highlighting the main findings of this research, this thesis has 

sought to move away from the devolved/non-devolved heuristic that predominates political discourses 

around governance, and features as a prominent framework in which contemporary UK governance is 

conceptualised. By using the case of defence policy it has been shown how the notion of powers and 

responsibilities being exclusively reserved, and thus solely within the purview of Westminster and the 

UK Government, is inaccurate. Furthermore, this conceptualisation of governance is relevant beyond 

just defence, but also for policy issues such as abortion policy in the UK (Moon et al., 2019). As a 

contribution to scholarship, this argument provides a new framework and emphasis in which to conduct 

research into governance in the UK as a whole.  

Future research 

Arising from this research are multiple other opportunities for investigation and scholarship. These 

opportunities seemingly fall into two broad categories. Considering that this thesis has been primarily 

concerned with governance in a contemporary United Kingdom, further research stemming from this 

undertaking will likely be within the study of British politics and governance more generally. 

Taking the field of British politics first, this study has documented the evolution of the devolved 

legislatures in a policy area which has commonly been perceived as the sole responsibility of 

Westminster and the UK Government. Subsequently, further research could be conducted into other 

areas which are conceptualised as being exclusively the responsibility of the UK Parliament and 

Government. Such case study driven research projects would further highlight aspects of government 

in the UK where the devolution angle is rarely present. Examples of this include topics such as foreign 

policy and monetary policy. Indeed, in the context of Brexit, a closer examination of relationships 

between the devolved institutions and the EU since the UK’s actual departure from the bloc would 

further develop key arguments around the devolved/non-devolved heuristic set forth in this thesis. 

Questions such as whether those relationships still exist and what role, if any, the UK Government plays 

as a gatekeeper naturally arise from such a topic. Beyond just looking at how decisions taken in 

nominally non-devolved areas impact the devolved administrations, further research can be undertaken 

to examine how decisions taken within the devolved institutions subsequently impact UK-wide 

institutions. In simple terms, further study could be conducted which essentially flips the framework 

utilised in this study to highlight aspects of government in Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales, where 

the role and involvement of the UK Government is not clear. The following specific questions come to 
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mind: what role does the Westminster Parliament and UK Government have in the decision making 

processes of the devolved government in areas which are normally considered as entirely devolved? 

How do MPs perceive their relationship with the devolved institutions? Cumulatively, what these topics 

could elucidate is that governance in a contemporary United Kingdom is far more complex and 

complicated than widely accepted in political discourse. 

Secondly, further research questions emerge from this thesis related to governance more generally. As 

has been argued, in many cases, current tools used to conceptualise and explain governance in the UK 

are not always best equipped to do so. Subsequently, this thesis has dismissed the WM, MLG, and 

federalism as exclusively effective ways of analysing governance. Although useful as an organisational 

perspective, they are ill-equipped to actually explain governance. Thus, a key research project stemming 

from this thesis is the development of a fully-fledged theory of how governance in the UK actually 

functions. Within this context it should also be noted that stepping away from the devolved/non-

devolved heuristic can support this future research since the devolved/non-devolved conceptualisation 

is based primarily on the formal legislative positions. Questions which a theoretical model could support 

the answer to include: what are the motors behind actor behaviour? What, if any, logic exists, for the 

current institutional makeup of the United Kingdom? How does the existence of multiple governments 

- regardless of the formal powers - impact governance in the UK? Indeed, it may prove to be a fruitless 

task, but considering that the devolved institutions have existed for over two decades, and the 

uniqueness of the UK example, a model created specifically to understand the contemporary governance 

in the UK would be of great value to the field. 
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