Keir Starmer’s national security stance undermines Labour’s credibility on defence spending
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In his inaugural address during last year’s General Election campaign, Keir Starmer posed a question designed to address the deep-rooted concerns of swing voters regarding the reliability of the Labour Party: “Do I trust them with my money, our borders, our security?” His affirmative response, claiming to have irrevocably transformed Labour, now seems naïve in light of his recent handling of national security issues, raising significant doubts about his leadership.
The past 48 hours have seen alarm bells ringing. Starmer, who positioned himself as a stabilising force compared to Jeremy Corbyn, is now confronted with the uncomfortable truth that Labour continues to falter on security matters. Defence Secretary John Healey's assertion that the UK's minimum defence spending should reach 3% of GDP was swiftly undermined by Treasury officials claiming it was merely an ‘ambition’. Starmer’s own dismissal of any immediate financial commitment has many questioning his government’s seriousness about defence, with his cautionary words appearing more like evasion.
Unlike Corbyn, whose foreign policy views, albeit misguided, stemmed from genuine conviction, Starmer's fluctuating stance presents a concerning lack of resolve. His rhetoric about threats from Russia and China sounds robust, yet it is undermined by his hesitance to translate words into actionable commitments. Recently, he described the geopolitical landscape as a ‘generational challenge’, yet when pressed to articulate a serious defence strategy, his efforts have emerged as muddled and tentative.
This vacillation is particularly worrying against a backdrop of increasing global threats. The 2025 Strategic Defence Review aims to recalibrate military readiness in the face of significant threats posed by Russia and China, including plans for a sizeable expansion of the Royal Navy and investment in modern warfare technologies. However, critics are right to question how this ambitious programme will be funded, especially given the inevitable consequences for other critical public services.
With Starmer's announcement of a potential £68 billion investment to modernise the armed forces, the implications are stark: an aim to elevate the UK’s nuclear submarine fleet to twelve and construct new munitions factories. This retrogressive approach hints at a Cold War-era mentality while lacking the detailed funding timeline that military experts insist is essential for public confidence.
The glaring absence of a coherent, funded strategy has not gone unnoticed. By painting a picture of vague threats without presenting a decisive plan, Starmer risks emboldening adversaries who will inevitably scrutinise the UK’s readiness to respond assertively to aggression. His call to action rings hollow amidst uncertainties about funding, potentially projecting an image of Britain as hesitant and indecisive in the face of rising hostilities.
This pivotal moment could redefine both Starmer’s leadership and his claims of having transformed Labour. He committed to prioritising national security in his manifesto, promising a comprehensive Strategic Defence Review. However, the absence of a definitive funding timeline raises troubling questions of political credibility, suggesting that Labour’s reassurances on security may merely be empty promises.
As political dynamics shift, the perception of the Labour Party’s capacity to safeguard national interests is increasingly under scrutiny. The stakes have never been higher, not just for Starmer or Labour, but for the UK’s geopolitical stature. It remains to be seen whether he can re-evaluate this critical aspect of his leadership at a time when resolute action is essential against the backdrop of international instability.
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