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The UK plays a leading role in European se-
curity. Together with France, it is the premier 
military power in NATO Europe and the EU. 
While some critics have argued that the UK 
no longer “punches above its weight” and 
is increasingly irrelevant in world affairs, 
most would agree that the country remains 
a key security and defence actor in the Euro-
Atlantic area. 

In NATO, only the US spends more on 
defence overall. The UK is the only member 
that simultaneously spends 2 per cent of GDP 
on defence, invests 20 per cent or more of 
defence expenditure on major equipment, 
and spends 0.7 per cent of GDP on develop-
ment aid. The UK is one of only three nuclear 
powers in the Alliance ‒ alongside the US and 
France ‒ and its armed forces have a reputa-
tion for being well-equipped, experienced 
and highly professional.

CONTINUITY AFTER BREXIT
This will most likely remain the case for the 
foreseeable future. The UK is in the process 
of leaving the EU, which is scheduled to be 
completed by March 2019, but it wants to 

•	 The JEF is a flexible and NATO-
compatible national British contin-
gency force incorporating contribu-
tions from eight smaller allies and 
partners.

•	 It was conceived as part of the UK’s 
post-Iraq and post-Afghanistan stra-
tegic reset, to rebuild a contingency 
force and maintain relations with the 
smaller countries the British forces 
had operated in conjunction with.

•	 Initially focused mainly at opera-
tions outside Europe, the JEF has 
since 2014 also prepared for larger 
operations in the European theatre 
to re-assure allies and deter Russia.
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The UK and eight partner nations have developed a force capable of conducting a 
full-spectrum of operations. The JEF reinforces the close ties between this group of 
northern European states in order to meet the challenges of uncertain times.
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https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/nov/13/britain-irrelevant-world-transatlantic-brexit
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/04/sunday-review/britain-identity-crisis.html
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2017_03/20170313_SG_AnnualReport_2016_en.pdf
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2017_03/20170313_SG_AnnualReport_2016_en.pdf
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remain a close friend and ally by building “a 
deep and special partnership” with the EU on 
trade, security and defence. 

British leaders have stressed that while 
the UK may be leaving the EU, the country 
will not withdraw from the world nor turn its 
back on European security. The British gov-
ernment has used the phrase “Global Britain” 
to describe its ambitions for a post-Brexit 
foreign policy, but this is mainly a branding 
exercise. For the most part, the UK will seek 
continuity in its foreign, security and defence 
policy.

The Joint Expeditionary Force (JEF) is 
a concrete manifestation of the UK’s con-
tinuing commitment to transatlantic and 
European security in general and to Britain’s 
allies and partners in northern Europe in 
particular. It complements NATO and rein-
forces the UK’s existing relationships with a 
select group of European countries. It also 
complements, and in some ways resembles, 
the bilateral Anglo–French Combined Joint 
Expeditionary Force (CJEF), which predates 
the JEF.

The JEF partner nations include three 
“old” NATO allies (Denmark, Norway, and 
the Netherlands), three “new” NATO allies 
(Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania), and two mil-
itarily non-aligned EU countries (Sweden and 
Finland). The common denominator among 
them is that all have strong diplomatic and 
military ties to the UK, their militaries hav-
ing fought and trained regularly together in 
operations and exercises. These northern 
European states are regarded as “like-mind-
ed” countries with a shared understanding of 
risks and threats.

THE EVOLUTION OF THE JEF
Following the end of the Cold War, the UK 
adopted an expeditionary defence strat-
egy, codified in the 1998 Strategic Defence 
Review. The strategy was underpinned by the 
conviction that it was better to “be prepared 
to go to the crisis, rather than have the cri-
sis come to us”. At the heart of this strategy 
was the Joint Rapid Reaction Force (JRRF), 
a national contingency force able to quickly 
deploy to almost anywhere in the world. 

The JRRF was dimensioned to enable the 
210,000-strong British Armed Forces to de-
ploy up to 30,000 troops in two concurrent 
operations.

During the UK’s simultaneous wars in 
Afghanistan and Iraq in the 2000s, the JRRF 
evaporated. For almost a decade, nearly all 
available British forces were continuously 
committed to ongoing operations. This re-
sulted in considerable overstretch. 

In 2009, the operational tempo began to 
drop as the UK withdrew from Iraq. In 2012, 
a gradual withdrawal and end of combat op-
erations in Afghanistan were announced, for 
completion by the end of 2014. In the 2010 
Strategic Defence and Security Review, the 
British Government aspired to be “more se-
lective” in the use of force in the future, end 
overstretch and “rebuild the strength and 
restore the capability of our Armed Forces”.

The JEF, first publicly discussed in 
December 2012, was part of this post-Iraq 
and post-Afghanistan strategic reset. The 
UK would concentrate now on rebuilding a 
national contingency force. A major differ-
ence between the JRRF and the JEF was that 
the latter was to be “international by design”. 
While the JEF could operate as a sovereign 
UK-only force, it would normally seek to in-
corporate forces from like-minded, willing 
and capable allies. 

By incorporating other countries’ forma-
tions in the JEF, the UK would improve both 
the influence and combat power it could 
bring to bear in a crisis. The JEF was to be a 
very flexible and scalable force, somewhat 
smaller than the JRRF. British leaders com-
monly suggested a size of “up to 10,000 
troops”. The active strength of the British 
Armed Forces stood at 152,000 troops in 
2017.

THE MISSION OF THE JEF
The JEF will be capable of the full spectrum 
of operations, from high-intensity war-fight-
ing to deterrence missions and humanitarian 
assistance. The JEF is designed to comple-
ment NATO by enhancing the participating 
states’ ability to cooperate militarily in a 
crisis and thereby increase their contribu-

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/24079/070329_uk_letter_tusk_art50.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/24079/070329_uk_letter_tusk_art50.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/10/world/europe/obama-at-his-final-nato-summit-meeting-acknowledges-challenges.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/10/world/europe/obama-at-his-final-nato-summit-meeting-acknowledges-challenges.html
http://bfpg.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Conservative-2017-Manifesto-Foreign-Policy.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmfaff/780/780.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmfaff/780/780.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-and-france-launch-rapid-deployment-exercise
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-and-france-launch-rapid-deployment-exercise
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20121018172816/http:/www.mod.uk/NR/rdonlyres/65F3D7AC-4340-4119-93A2-20825848E50E/0/sdr1998_complete.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20121018172816/http:/www.mod.uk/NR/rdonlyres/65F3D7AC-4340-4119-93A2-20825848E50E/0/sdr1998_complete.pdf
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/8026136.stm
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/dec/19/david-cameron-afghan-withdrawal-april
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/dec/19/david-cameron-afghan-withdrawal-april
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/62482/strategic-defence-security-review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/62482/strategic-defence-security-review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/chief-of-the-defence-staff-general-sir-david-richards-speech-to-the-royal-united-services-institute-rusi-17-december-2012
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/chief-of-the-defence-staff-general-sir-david-richards-speech-to-the-royal-united-services-institute-rusi-17-december-2012
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/492800/20150118-SDSR_Factsheets_1_to_17_ver_13.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-led-joint-force-launched-to-tackle-common-threats
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-led-joint-force-launched-to-tackle-common-threats
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tion to transatlantic burden-sharing. While it 
adheres to NATO standards, it is institution-
ally agnostic. It can be deployed under the 
auspices of NATO, the UN, the EU, as a coali-
tion of willing states, or as a sovereign British 
force.

Having been conceived and developed 
in the pre-Ukrainian crisis era, the JEF was 
initially focused on dealing with situations 
in the Middle East and the Persian Gulf. 
Following Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 
2014 and in keeping with new British and 
Alliance priorities, increased emphasis was 
placed on larger operations in the European 
theatre. 

The UK’s 2015 Strategic Defence and 
Security Review further underlined this shift 
by identifying Russian behaviour, intentions 
and capabilities as a key security challenge 
to the UK and its allies. Britain’s commitment 
to NATO’s collective defence and security 
was re-emphasised. Within a NATO frame-
work, the JEF could be assigned to function 
as a component of an allied operation, but it 
could also be deployed as part of a non-NATO 
coalition force.

The JEF framework is both very flex-
ible and scalable, allowing for very rapid 
political and military decision-making by 
a close-knit group of countries. While the 
September 2014 NATO Wales summit decla-
ration stressed its ability to carry out larger 
high intensity operations, the example most 
often cited as a model of how the JEF would 
operate is the smaller, British-led, 2014 non-
combat operation to contain the Ebola virus 
epidemic in Sierra Leone. 

While the JEF had not been formed at the 
time, the UK reached out to partner countries 
Norway, the Netherlands and Denmark, who 
respectively provided a transport aircraft, a 
support ship, and a virus disease treatment 
unit. The operation provides an example of 
how Britain and its JEF-partner nations fur-
thered their common security by having the 
partner nations quickly decide to support a 
British-led action, mission or operation.

THE COMPOSITION OF THE JEF
The JEF is not a standing force, but a force 
pool consisting of high-readiness forces from 
nine different countries. It includes land, air 
and maritime forces, with most of the troops 
in the pool – around 80‒90 per cent ‒ being 
British. The UK is the framework nation, pro-
viding both the most rapidly deployable force 
elements and the command and control (C2) 
arrangements. 

The JEF force pool will inevitably vary 
over time. The Netherlands has said it will 
contribute naval and amphibious forces, 
Denmark a battalion, Norway air and 
maritime forces, and the Baltic States small 
company-sized land units. Joint exercises and 
training by the various JEF country forces are 
intended to improve interoperability, encour-
age doctrinal similarity and foster a shared 
mind-set.

However, while states commit forces to 
the JEF force pool, they still retain full sover-
eign authority over their forces. A key objec-
tive of the JEF framework is to make it easier 
and quicker to  join a British-led operation, 
but partner nations still retain the option to 
decline.

The most likely command arrangement of 
the JEF in an active operation would be to de-
ploy the Standing Joint Forces Headquarters 
(SJFHQ) based at Northwood, presently com-
manded by a two-star British general. SJFHQ 
can rapidly deploy abroad to command up to 
a division-sized JEF of approximately 10,000 
troops. However, other command arrange-
ments are also possible. The size and com-
position of the JEF will be highly mission-
dependent.

PARTNER NATIONS’ INTEREST  
IN THE JEF
By incorporating forces from the eight part-
ner nations in the JEF, the UK reinforces its 
relations with these nations and bolsters 
its capacity to influence and bring military 
power to bear in a crisis. But what is in it for 
the partner nations?

https://rusi.org/system/files/East_of_Suez_Return_042013.pdf
https://rusi.org/system/files/East_of_Suez_Return_042013.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/5335d904-2f98-11e4-87d9-00144feabdc0
https://www.ft.com/content/5335d904-2f98-11e4-87d9-00144feabdc0
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/555607/2015_Strategic_Defence_and_Security_Review.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/555607/2015_Strategic_Defence_and_Security_Review.pdf
https://www.nato.int/cps/ic/natohq/official_texts_112964.htm
https://www.nato.int/cps/ic/natohq/official_texts_112964.htm
https://doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2017.1307690
https://doi.org/10.1080/14702436.2017.1307690
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The eight partner nations all enjoy very 
close diplomatic, economic and security rela-
tions with the UK, relations they all desire 
to maintain or strengthen. With the possible 
exception of the Netherlands, all are unequiv-
ocally small states. Unlike the UK, they do not 
aspire to be able to act autonomously, but 
only in concert with allies and partners. 

They generally share the perception that 
the world has become less safe and more 
unpredictable over the past few years. In par-
ticular, Russia’s illegal military intervention 
in Ukraine and annexation of Crimea in 2014 
has had a profound and lasting impact on 
their perceptions of their security situation. 
Five JEF partner nations (Norway, Finland, 
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania) share a land 
border with Russia, and two (Sweden and 
Denmark) are Baltic Sea states. 

The JEF partners seek to counter these 
growing security challenges in three ways: 1) 
by increasing their national defence and se-
curity efforts; 2) by strengthening their ties 
with key allies and partner countries, such as 
the UK, and 3) by supporting multinational 
institutions. Norway can serve as a good ex-
ample.

NORWAY’S INTEREST IN THE JEF
During the Cold War Norway worked hard to 
“nail” its most important allies to the defence 
of NATO’s Northern Flank, seeking to get “a 
hook in the nose” of their militaries. Oslo’s 
decision to join the JEF should be viewed, at 
least in part, as a continuation of this policy.

In its 2016 Long Term Defence Plan and 
2017 White Paper on foreign and security 
policy, Norway assigns clear priority to de-
fence cooperation with a select group of al-
lies deemed to be of particular relevance in 
terms of reinforcing Norway in a security cri-
sis or armed conflict. These allies are the US, 
UK, Germany, France and the Netherlands. 
The UK JEF is clearly considered to be part of 
this context. As the 2015 Expert Commission 
on Norwegian Security and Defence Policy 
put it: “The JEF can be relevant for early de-
ployment to Norway during a crisis”.

As Norwegian leaders stress, the NATO 
Alliance remains the bedrock of the country’s 

security. However, they are also aware that, 
in a crisis, decisions will have to be made 
swiftly, something they readily concede 
would be challenging for a “consensus-based 
organisation such as NATO, with 29 member 
states”.

NATO’s primary reinforcement forma-
tion, the brigade-sized Very High Readiness 
Joint Task Force (VJTF), can only be deployed 
following a decision of the full 29-member 
North Atlantic Council. This could take time. 
During the intervention in Libya in March 
2011, the most capable and willing allies – 
the US, UK and France – led the way. It took a 
whole week until NATO became involved.

Norway, a committed NATO member, sup-
ports efforts to adapt and streamline Alliance 
decision-making. Norway also cultivates alli-
ances within the Alliance. Whether to deploy 
the JEF is a sovereign British decision, but 
one which could be made very rapidly by the 
British Prime Minister or cabinet.

CAPABLE ALLIES AND LIKE-MINDED 
STATES
In any case, only a few Allies would be ca-
pable of lending rapid and effective military 
aid to Norway. The five key allies mentioned 
above account between them for more than 
85 per cent of NATO military spending.

American, British, German and Dutch 
troops exercise and train regularly alongside 
Norwegian troops in Norway, especially in 
winter, and are therefore both interoperable 
and effectively able to operate in Norway’s 
challenging topographic and climatic condi-
tions. American, British and Dutch amphibi-
ous forces are of particular interest since 
they are among the few land forces that are 
capable of rapidly reinforcing NATO’s north-
ern flank in a crisis.

The UK and Norway, along with the US, 
are also preoccupied with strengthening the 
maritime presence and revitalising the col-
lective defence capacity of the Alliance in the 
North Atlantic. The US, UK and Norway share 
a common awareness of the challenge posed 
by Russia’s air and maritime forces in the 
region and are rebuilding a North Atlantic 
maritime-surveillance network to counter it.

https://brage.bibsys.no/xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/99267/1/DSS0110.pdf
https://brage.bibsys.no/xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/99267/1/DSS0110.pdf
https://books.google.no/books?id=F9rLCgAAQBAJ&pg=PA64&lpg=PA64&dq=A+hock+in+the+nose+of+the+US+air+force+Norway&source=bl&ots=Y4xRI3fisM&sig=EYUbqTFYZTB0G3AH_kELa1gEJ8Y&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiAttf6qsTZAhWJkSwKHX4tB60Q6AEIPjAH#v=onepage&q=A%2520hock%2520in%2520the%2520nose%2520of%2520the%2520US%2520air%2520force%2520Norway&f=false
https://books.google.no/books?id=F9rLCgAAQBAJ&pg=PA64&lpg=PA64&dq=A+hock+in+the+nose+of+the+US+air+force+Norway&source=bl&ots=Y4xRI3fisM&sig=EYUbqTFYZTB0G3AH_kELa1gEJ8Y&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiAttf6qsTZAhWJkSwKHX4tB60Q6AEIPjAH#v=onepage&q=A%2520hock%2520in%2520the%2520nose%2520of%2520the%2520US%2520air%2520force%2520Norway&f=false
https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/a712fb233b2542af8df07e2628b3386d/no/pdfs/prp201520160151000dddpdfs.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/0688496c2b764f029955cc6e2f27799c/en-gb/pdfs/stm201620170036000engpdfs.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/0688496c2b764f029955cc6e2f27799c/en-gb/pdfs/stm201620170036000engpdfs.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/departementene/fd/dokumenter/unified-effort.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/globalassets/departementene/fd/dokumenter/unified-effort.pdf
https://www.defensenews.com/outlook/2017/12/11/norways-defense-minister-the-path-to-the-next-nato-summit/
https://www.defensenews.com/outlook/2017/12/11/norways-defense-minister-the-path-to-the-next-nato-summit/
https://www.defensenews.com/outlook/2017/12/11/norways-defense-minister-the-path-to-the-next-nato-summit/
http://www.statewatch.org/news/2007/oct/uk-consult-war-treaties.pdf
http://www.statewatch.org/news/2007/oct/uk-consult-war-treaties.pdf
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2018_03/20180315_SG_AnnualReport_en.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/en/aktuelt/its-time-to-boost-natos-maritime-profile/id2468769/
https://www.regjeringen.no/en/aktuelt/its-time-to-boost-natos-maritime-profile/id2468769/
https://rusi.org/publication/whitehall-papers/nato-and-north-atlantic-revitalising-collective-defence
https://rusi.org/publication/whitehall-papers/nato-and-north-atlantic-revitalising-collective-defence
https://www.defensenews.com/digital-show-dailies/surface-navy-association/2017/01/08/northern-triangle-us-uk-and-norway-s-expanding-alliance/
https://www.defensenews.com/digital-show-dailies/surface-navy-association/2017/01/08/northern-triangle-us-uk-and-norway-s-expanding-alliance/
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Beyond its home region, Norway shares 
many of the UK’s wider security priorities, 
including stabilising fragile and failing states 
in Europe’s neighbourhood and preventing 
the erosion of the current international or-
der.

For Norway, the JEF represents a group of 
willing and capable allies, but they are also 
seen as like-minded states. As the previous 
British defence secretary Sir Michael Fallon 
put it in 2017: “This is a Force of Friends”. 
The JEF is intentionally designed as a vehi-
cle for maintaining and reinforcing defence 
relationships within a group of northern 
European countries that have shared opera-
tional experiences and overlapping national 
security outlooks.

CONCLUSION
The UK remains – alongside France – NATO 
Europe’s most capable military power. By 
integrating eight partner nations into its na-
tional contingency force, the UK seeks to bol-
ster its international influence and military 
power. 

The partner nations in turn seek to 
strengthen their security by deepening their 
ties with Britain and with one another. The 
JEF provides a flexible NATO-attuned frame-
work allowing these countries’ armed forces 
both to train regularly and rapidly undertake 
operations together. 

Providing both political and military 
benefits to the participating countries, it 
represents a welcome example of British 
leadership. In a less secure and more unpre-
dictable world, small European states ‒ such 
as Norway ‒ feel a growing need to stay close 
to their friends. The JEF is one instrument 
through which to achieve this. As former 
defence secretary Fallon put it when Sweden 
and Finland joined the JEF in June 2017: “We 
help each other. [You are] not alone”.

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/sweden-and-finland-join-uk-led-response-force
http://www.worldaffairsjournal.org/blog/elisabeth-braw/europe%E2%80%99s-northern-group
http://www.worldaffairsjournal.org/blog/elisabeth-braw/europe%E2%80%99s-northern-group
http://www.kaleva.fi/uutiset/kotimaa/defence-secretary-of-the-uk-jef-forces-ready-to-assist-finland-finland-is-not-alone/764031/
http://www.kaleva.fi/uutiset/kotimaa/defence-secretary-of-the-uk-jef-forces-ready-to-assist-finland-finland-is-not-alone/764031/


The UK Joint Expeditionary Force (JEF)

© Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies, Oslo 2018. ISSN 1894-4795

IFS Insights 5/2018 6

IFS INSIGHTS

IFS Insights aims to provide a flexible on-
line forum for articles, comments and wor-
king papers within the fields of activity of 
the Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies. 
All views, assessments and conclusions are 
the author’s own. The author’s permission 
is required for any reproduction, wholly or 
in part, of the contents.

Editor: Anna Therese Klingstedt

 
INSTITUTT FOR FORSVARSSTUDIER
The Norwegian Institute for Defence 
Studies (IFS) is a part of the Norwegian 
Defence University College (FHS). As an in-
dependent university college, FHS conducts 
its professional activities in accordance with 
recognised scientific, pedagogical and ethi-
cal principles (pursuant to the Act pertai-
ning to Universities and University Colleges, 
section 1-5).

Director: Kjell Inge Bjerga

Norwegian Institute for Defence Studies
Kongens gate 4
P.O. Box 890 Sentrum
N-0104 OSLO
Email: info@ifs.mil.no
ifs.forsvaret.no/en

SECURITY AND DEFENCE IN 
NORTHERN EUROPE (SNE)
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