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This contribution examines the history and present-day status of a phenomenon long held dear by those who govern
the United Kingdom – the special intelligence relationship (SIR) with the United States. It questions the assumption
that the SIR was a Cold War phenomenon, and considers the implications of the Brexit debate. It argues that the SIR
rose and then fell, and that the key to partial redemption may be found in Britain’s relationship with the European
Union (EU).

Trust and the Origins of the SIR Concept

Cooperation has been a prominent feature of secret intelligence – it allows the pooling of efforts and resources. Here,
trust is an important element. The British-American intelligence relationship was the dominant example of
international trust and cooperation in matters of espionage in the twentieth century, and we know it as the special
intelligence relationship, an intelligence relationship like none other on the planet.

The concept of the SIR originated with Winston Churchill, even if the practices of the SIR predated his years as
prime minister. Churchill introduced the term ‘special relationship’ in his Fulton, Missouri speech of 1946, in which he
announced that an ‘iron curtain’ had descended across Europe.[1] He discreetly made no mention of the special
relationship’s intelligence dimension on that occasion, but he was an intelligence enthusiast, and its inclusion was
implicit.

Cold War Genesis Debunked

Does the iron curtain context of the Churchill’s rhetoric mean that the special relationship was a distinctly Cold War
phenomenon? That would have ominous implications for the health of the relationship post- Cold War. In fact, the
future of British and American intelligence agencies, whether or not they cooperated, did look bleak for a while in the
1990s. Senator Daniel P. Moynihan led a serious campaign for the abolition of the CIA.[2] The intelligence agencies
cast about for new missions in the period between the collapse of European communism and the emergence of the
international terrorist threat. In the U.K., for example, MI5 seized control of Northern Ireland security and the war
against serious organized crime. With the future of individual agencies uncertain, the prospects for liaison were not
bright, either – you can’t have a special relationship without the other.

But while the Cold War may have had a unifying effect on American and British intelligence, it was not the
quintessential cement. The U.K. and the USA had had a special intelligence relationship before 1946. For example,
in the Spanish-American War of 1898, Britain gave material assistance to the US Secret Service when it broke up
Spain’s spy ring centred in Montreal, while in World War I, the English novelist Somerset Maugham spied on
Bolshevik Russia and received half his salary in dollars. After the Cold War, too, the notion of the special relationship
survives, and that includes its intelligence dimension. Senior figures in the UK intelligence community still cling to the
SIR like a dog with a favourite old bone.

Cryptographic Tensions
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The special intelligence relationship has nevertheless been problematic from its beginning, and I would argue that
since the 1960s the difficulties have become more acute. The problem was evident in the vital realm of codebreaking.
Britain had a start on America in both world wars. In World War I, Room 40 cryptographers intercepted German
cable and radio messages. Provocatively, these Admiralty whizz-kids refused to pass on to their American
counterparts decryption expertise, making available only the translated decodes.

At first, history repeated itself in World War II. Early in the war, Prime Minister Churchill asked, ‘Are we going to throw
all our secrets into the American lap? If so, I am against it. It would be much better to go slow, as we have far more to
give than they.’[3] However, the sharing of cryptographic secrets in World War II did take place and was the pinnacle
of the special intelligence relationship. In part because of the computerisation of codebreaking, the Americans now
began to pull ahead. The United Kingdom-United States of America (UKUSA) signals intelligence (SIGINT)
agreements that followed in the wake of Churchill’s Fulton speech tied together the ‘Five Eyes’ white Anglophonic
nations, Canada, New Zealand and Australia being the other signatories. America now held the trump cards.

Post-1960s, a trajectory of periodic, confidence-sapping SIGINT let-downs set in. When Ted Heath failed to toe the
Henry Kissinger line on European integration, the United States threatened to cancel its intelligence and nuclear
agreements with the U.K.[4] The flow of information from NSA and CIA to their British counterparts temporarily
slowed down. Memories of this event were still vivid enough to haunt the government of John Major. In the course of
the Bosnian conflict of the 1990s, there was U.S. displeasure at British policy. It again appears to have resulted in an
effort at intelligence starvation. The BBC journalist Sheena McDonald asserted that in late 1994 the ‘supply of
intelligence to the British was temporarily cut off, causing panic in Whitehall.’[5]

In 2000, the incoming Bush administration warned Tony Blair to cool his plans for a European Union Army. Its
spokesman John Bolton said such an artifact would be ‘leaky’. He said the ‘unique bilateral relationship is coming
under intense strain.’ He added, ‘The special U.S. U.K. relationship in intelligence rests fundamentally not on
architecture, but on trust.’[6] That word ‘trust’ again.

The Impact of Betrayals and Demographic Change

In spite of frequent professions of faith in the SIR, it was no longer what it used to be. Since the 1960s, it had become
apparent that the UK was not the intelligence partner of old. The British Empire was dying. The Cambridge spy ring –
Kim Philby et al – all but destroyed trust in British reliability in clandestine matters.[7] In American discourse, one
heard less and less about the special relationship. Writing about it in the early 1990s, the political journalist John
Dickie noted ‘the term is rarely heard in Washington – even in the British Embassy.’[8]

America was becoming less Anglo-Saxon, and more oriented to the Pacific. According to a survey in September
2011, only 38% of Americans felt the EU as a whole – let alone the UK – was important to their national interests,
while more than half of those polled saw Asian countries as important.[9] As for British public opinion, the Observer
commissioned a comparison of attitudes in 1963 and 2013. In 1963, 36% of those polled thought the UK should have
very close ties with the USA. The 2013 figure was 14%.[10] All this was well before the Donald Trump fracas.

The Brexit Complication

When I was writing In Spies We Trust , the first edition of which came out in 2013, I thought that the solution was for
the USA to pursue its revised relationships across the globe while remaining friendly to the UK, and for the UK to look
to enhancing intelligence cooperation within the European Union. In The Hague there was Europol, brilliantly led by
Rob Wainwright, and a model of international cooperation in the fight against serious organized crime and terrorism.
In Brussels, there was the European Council’s Situation Centre (known as SITCEN), an embryonic intelligence
analysis unit. France brought to the table its satellite launching capability, an alternative to the American Global
Positioning System (GPS) with its inbuilt intelligence capabilities. Could the assets of Government Communications
Headquarters (GCHQ) be thrown into the European Union mix?

The Brexit episode clearly complicated the issue. At first sight, the SIR with the United States seemed to be on the
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point of redemption, if only by default. President Trump said his relationship with Prime Minister Theresa May was
‘the highest level of special.’[11] Yet, ‘America First’ Trump and his National Security Advisor John Bolton were not
reassuring figures. It was becoming apparent to a widening circle that the SIR of old was no longer a reality. There
has been a dawning realization that the E.U. offers an option, irrespective of the nature of the economic relationship
between the U.K. and the E.U.[12] After all, the twentieth-century intelligence relationship that Britain had with
America was never dependent on a customs union.

Conclusion

The SIR was more than a Cold War phenomenon, and in spite of serious erosion it is reasonable to expect its
continuation in some form. Yet the argument for ever-closer U.K.-E.U. intelligence cooperation remains strong.
American intelligence is credible compared with its equivalent in undemocratic societies, but in the interest of
objectivity still needs to be challenged. If a second large democratic bloc such as the E.U. were to have the capability
of making independent, sometimes competitive, estimates based on its own intelligence, it would be healthy for the
wider world. Such an arrangement need not and should not preclude continuing U.K. intelligence cooperation with the
United States. In fact, it could redeem it, by allowing British intelligence to speak to America with resourced and
independent wisdom, and without subservient dependency.
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