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What is a major military power? 

A major (or great) power is a state that is recognised as having the ability to exert its 

influence on a global scale. Great powers characteristically possess military and 

economic strength, as well as diplomatic and soft power influence (the UK is 

currently first in terms of soft power!), which may cause small powers to consider the 

great powers opinions before taking actions of their own. 

 

What about the rise of new powers around the world? 

There is no reason why the rise of new economic powers should lead to a loss of 

British influence in the world, and neither is there any reason why British military 

power should be diminished. 

What assets does the UK actually have? 

The armed forces of the United Kingdom consist of three professional service 

branches: the Naval Service (including the Royal Navy, Royal Marines and Royal 

Fleet Auxiliary), the British Army and the Royal Air Force. The forces are managed 

by the Ministry of Defence and controlled by the Defence Council, chaired by the 

Secretary of State for Defence. The Commander-in-Chief is the British monarch, 

Elizabeth II, to whom members of the forces swear an oath of allegiance. 

The British Armed Forces are charged with protecting the UK and its overseas 

territories, promoting the UK’s global security interests and supporting international 

peacekeeping efforts. They are active and regular participants in NATO, including the 

Allied Rapid Reaction Corps, as well as the Five Power Defence Arrangements, 

RIMPAC and other worldwide coalition operations. Overseas garrisons and facilities 

are maintained in Ascension Island, Belize, Brunei, Canada, Cyprus, Diego Garcia, 

the Falkland Islands, Germany, Gibraltar, Kenya and Qatar. 

Royal Navy 

The Royal Navy is a technologically sophisticated naval force, consisting of 79 

commissioned ships and around 170 aircraft. The United Kingdom’s nuclear 

deterrent is carried aboard the navy’s Vanguard-class of four nuclear ballistic-missile 

submarines. The surface fleet consists of helicopter carriers, destroyers, frigates, 

amphibious assault ships, patrol ships, mine-countermeasures, and miscellaneous 

vessels. A submarine service has existed within the Royal Navy for more than 100 

years. The service possessed a combined fleet of diesel-electric and nuclear-powered 



submarines until the early 1990s. Following the Options for Change defence review, 

the Upholder class diesel-electric submarines were withdrawn and the attack 

submarine flotilla is now exclusively nuclear-powered. 

The Royal Navy is building two Queen Elizabeth class aircraft carriers, embarking an 

air-group including the advanced fifth-generation multi-role fighter, the F-35B. 

Seven Astute class nuclear-powered attack submarines have been ordered, with two 

completed, and four under construction. The Astute class are the most advanced and 

largest fleet submarines ever built for the Royal Navy, and will maintain Britain’s 

nuclear-powered submarine fleet capabilities for decades to come. The recently built 

Type 45 destroyers are the most technologically advanced air-defence destroyers at 

sea. 

Royal Marines 

The infantry component of the Naval Service is the Corps of Royal Marines. 

Consisting of a single manoeuvre brigade and various independent units, the Royal 

Marines specialise in amphibious, arctic, and mountain warfare. 

Royal Fleet Auxiliary 

The 19 commissioned ships of the Royal Fleet Auxiliary primarily serves to replenish 

Royal Navy warships at sea, and also augments the Royal Navy’s amphibious warfare 

capabilities through its three Bay-class landing ship dock vessels. 

British Army 

The British Army is made up of the Regular Army and the Territorial Army. The core 

element of the Army is the 50 battalions (36 regular and 14 territorial) of regular and 

territorial infantry, organised into 17 regiments. The majority of infantry regiments 

contains multiple regular and territorial battalions. Modern infantry have diverse 

capabilities and this is reflected in the varied roles assigned to them. There are four 

operational roles that infantry battalions can fulfil: air assault, armoured infantry, 

mechanised infantry, and light role infantry. 

 

 



 

Royal Air Force 

The Royal Air Force has a large operational fleet that fulfils various roles, consisting 

of both fixed-wing and rotary aircraft. As of January 2012, the RAF operates around 

827 aircraft. The Royal Air Forces operates multi-role and single-role fighters, 

reconnaissance and patrol aircraft, tankers, transports, helicopters, unmanned aerial 

vehicles, and various types of training aircraft. Ground units are also maintained by 

the Royal Air Force, most prominently the RAF Police and the Royal Air Force 

Regiment. 

Conclusion 

According to the Royal United Services Institute, current “planned levels of defence 

spending should be enough for the United Kingdom to maintain its position as one of 

the world’s top military powers, as well as being one of NATO-Europe’s top military 

powers. Its edge – not least its qualitative edge – in relation to rising Asian powers 

seems set to erode, but will remain significant well into the 2020’s, and possibly 

beyond.” 

 

The UK has the fourth largest defence budget in the world, and remains one of only a 

handful of countries with the military, technological and logistical means to deploy 

serious military force around the world. It is a major military power. 

 


