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UK POLICY OPTIONS AND 
THE SOUTH ATLANTIC

Martin Robson1

Introduction

 The true value of history is to provide a relevant backstory for the 
contemporary world. With regards to policy and strategy there are two as-
pects to this: 1) analysis how we got to where we are and 2) if we can make 
some recommendations, based upon that analysis, as to where we might and 
should be going. If history does not have something to say to the contempo-
rary world then it is just stuff that has happened. Yet we should not overstate 
the case. Neither history or theory can provide us with a crystal ball to predict 
the future. But it can provide us with a starting point, and perhaps, at best, 
a few handrails as to long-term trends that allow us to start to formulate and 
then implement reasoned policy. Understanding the past is the necessary 
foundation for effective analytical tools (such as SWOT2 and DIME3), which 
are the precursor for effective scenario planning. That is very much a case of 
assessing most likely / least likely or best case / worst case to the question of 
‘if we do this what might happen?’ (Ringland 2006) Scenario planning has 
utility for the academic, trying to scope out how policy decisions taken might 
play out over the long term (Oliver and Williams 2016). So while this article 
is specifically about contemporary UK policy options in the South Atlantic4, I 
plead some indulgence as a historian to explain how I commenced thinking 
about the subject.

Some of my previous work assessed Britain’s relationship with South 

1 Martin Robson is a professor in Strategic Studies at the University of Exeter. PhD from the 
Department of War Studies at King’s College London. E-mail: m.robson@exeter.ac.uk.

2 Strengths / Weaknesses / Opportunities / Threats.

3 Diplomatic / Information / Military / Economic.

4 Based around a timescale of presentation as a conference paper in late 2016 and writing it 
up in spring 2017.
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America, particularly British political decision making at a time when Brit-
ish goods and trade were largely excluded from Europe due to Napoleon’s 
Continental Blockade (Robson 2010). That attempt to deny the markets of 
Europe to British trade led to the controversial, at times, forcible, opening 
up of new markets in South America to compensate for the trade lost with 
Europe. British exports to areas in the Americas outside of the USA jumped 
from £7.8 million in 1805 to just over £16.5 in 1808. South America, in DCM 
Platt’s view, provided ‘the main outlet for new trade during a period in which 
the important European and North American markets were particularly lean’ 
(Platt 1972, 28, Table 1). At a time of uncertainty over the nature of BREXIT, 
such historical analogy prompted me to assess the potential importance of 
Latin America to British trade post-BREXIT.

An initial consideration was if that was a realistic proposition, given 
that the world today is so different from that of two centuries ago but also, 
within the scope of a conference assessing ‘South Atlantic Security: Actors, 
Interests and Strategies’ what exactly were the options for the UK as an actor 
with vested national interests? What are the policy options and what strategies 
can be implanted to achieve national interests in the South Atlantic? 

BREXIT: The elephant in the room?

 In June 2015 the UK Office for National Statistics highlighted the fact 
that UK trade with the EU had been declining in importance over a number 
of years, compared with non-EU trade. It concluded that ‘strong economic 
growth in many developing economies outside the EU has resulted in non-
EU economies growing in importance to UK trade, with the proportion ac-
counted for by the EU falling consistently since 1999, despite the value of EU 
trade increasing’. So in that sense maybe BREXIT was actually part of a longer 
economic trend with non-EU trade becoming more important, a process that 
is likely to be continued after BREXIT (ONS 2015).

Yet, Europe does remain important as UK trade figures for 2015 show. 
UK imports from the EU in that year were £290,621m with imports from the 
rest of the world of £229,245m. Exports, on the other hand, were £259,955m 
with the Rest of the World and £230,031 with the EU. Within the EU Brit-
ain’s largest trading partner is Germany, with an imbalance caused by the UK 
importing £70.4bn and exporting £48.5bn worth of trade. The UK imports 
more from Germany than it does from the USA, with imports from the USA 
at £59.3bn yet the UK exports £96.4bn worth of trade to the USA. Clear-
ly, for the UK to maintain a prosperous economy it must maintain its trade 
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with the USA and with EU countries like Germany. In context, UK trade with 
China once again produces a deficit, with imports at £38.4bn and exports at 
£16.7bn. Trade with South America is, by comparison, small fry in pure eco-
nomic terms though since 2011 the UK has maintained a trade surplus with 
South America. The key economic relationship is with Brazil, which accounts 
for 69.1 per cent of the UK trade with South America. Trade with Brazil pro-
duces a modest surplus with exports of £3.8bn set against imports of £2.5bn. 
Brazil is by far the most important UK trading partner in South America, with 
Colombia (imports £0.7bn, exports £0.6bn), Argentina (imports £0.7bn, ex-
ports £0.6bn) and Chile (imports £0.7bn, exports £0.7bn) all with largely 
similar figures for 2015. Globally, Brazil sits as the UKs 27th largest export des-
tination and in return Brazil is the 32nd largest import partner (ONS 2017,1). 
Moreover, Brazil is a destination for UK investment, with assets held by UK 
investors in Brazil between 2010 and 2011 doubling from £6.4bn to £14.1bn. 
UK investment in Brazil in 2014 was £14.7bn (ONS 2017, 2).

More up to date figures show the UKs top 10 trading partners in Janu-
ary 2017 are largely the same countries that were in the top 10 in January 2016 
before the BREXIT vote of 23 June: USA, Germany, France, Netherlands, Irish 
Republic, China, Belgium, Italy and Spain with Switzerland appearing on the 
list of top ten export destinations and Norway on the top ten of UK imports. 
Between January 2016 and January 2017 have Non-EU exports increased by 
£4.1bn or 35 per cent for a monthly total of £15.5bn for January 2017. Non-
EU imports have also grown over the year with a growth of 28 per cent up 
to £18.6bn worth of imports in January 2017. For EU exports the increase 
has been £2.3bn (22 per cent) over the same timescale to a monthly total of 
£12.8bn for January 2017. Over the same year, EU imports increased by 17 per 
cent (£2.8bn) to a monthly total of £19.5bn (HMRC 2017).

Taking a slightly longer view, UK exports to the EU have fallen from 
54.8% in 1999 to 44.6% in 2014. This in part may be down to the EU’s fall-
ing share of global GDP, 30% in 1993 to 24% in 2013, in turn caused by the 
fast developing Brazilian, Russian, Indian and Chinese economies (Office for 
National Statistics 2015) So while the UK has been increasingly trading with 
emerging and advanced economies from outside the EU, in 2016 nearly 50% 
of exports went to six countries the United States, Germany, France, Neth-
erlands, Republic of Ireland and China with over 50% of the UK’s imports 
of goods coming from 6 countries: Germany, China, United States, Nether-
lands, France and Belgium (ONS 2017, 3).

The point is, BREXIT can be seen as part of a longer trend in chang-
ing global economics, but within that there remains some certainty about the 
UK’s vital trading relationships. So, what might BREXIT really mean for the 
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UK?

What has not changed?

Whatever the future character of the UK’s relationship with the EU it 
is still a P5 member of the UN and a key player in the NATO Alliance. His-
torically, when the UK has been isolated from Europe in hard security terms 
it has looked overseas for security. That was the case, at least in terms of eco-
nomic security, with British interest in Latin America already noted above. In 
1940-45 it was to the United States that the UK looked, for hard security in 
the sense of the military alliance when both powers signed the ‘Declaration 
by United Nations’ on 1 January 1942 at the ARCADIA Conference, and then 
in economic terms with the beginning of the Lend-Lease programme. The 
linkages between economics and security have been enshrined into UK poli-
cy. As the 2015 UK National Security Strategy and Strategic Defence and Security 
Review made clear in the foreword from the Prime Minister David Cameron: 
‘Our national security depends on our economic security, and vice versa. So 
the first step in our National Security Strategy is to ensure our economy is, 
and remains, strong’ (HMSO NSS/SDSR 2015, 5).

Post BREXIT the UK will still have some kind of trading relationship 
with its major European trading partners, Germany being particularly impor-
tant. But it will also look to expand UK trade with other key trading partners 
beyond Europe; here the UKs membership of the G20 – alongside Brazil and 
Argentina – may prove immensely valuable (ONS 2016). If, however, enhanc-
ing UK trade links with South American countries is to be a post-BREXIT part 
of British policy then there are some challenges to be addressed.

 

UK trade
 

 The raw figures of UK trade with South America have been noted 
above, but the UK lags behind other nations in trading with the region. With 
Brazil accounting for nearly half of South America’s GDP and the major prize 
for enhancing British trade, signs are not promising. Up to 2010 the USA was 
Brazil’s major trading partner, since then China has led the trade, account-
ing for around 18% of Brazilian exports and imports, with the US coming 
second and then in terms of exports, Argentina, and imports, Germany (UN 
data 2015). The situation has been fully recognised in the UK with Robert 
Capurro, Chief Executive of Canning House, noting in August 2016 that the 
UK was ‘terribly far behind our European, Chinese and American competi-
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tors….We’re punching well below our weight’ (Yeomans 2016). With the USA 
and China now locked in scramble for Latin American markets, the UK risks 
being caught between those two trading superpowers; both of which will be 
integral to making a success of Brexit. 

One key question for UK policy makers has to be whether to rein-
force success by focussing on Brazil or diversifying and adding resilience to 
UK trade by enhancing economic links with other South American countries. 
The former could possibly build upon existing bilateral relations with Brazil, 
the latter would inevitably involve some kind of discussion about the role of 
Southern Common Market, MERCOSUR5. Here the UK would be entering 
into direct competition with the EU which sees Mercosur as an important 
trading partner. Since 2010 the EU has been progressing with negotiations to 
implement a free trade agreement with MERCOSUR, and which post-BREX-
IT the UK would be excluded. Yet, this wider approach has not stopped the 
EU from engaging in bilateral partnership and cooperation agreements with 
the key MERCOSUR countries of Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay. 
For those countries within the MERCOSUR context, the EU is the most im-
portant trading partner accounting for 21% of trade. So not only will the UK 
be in competition with the USA and China for key South American markets, 
it will also be in competition with the EU. In 2015 the EU exported €46bn and 
imported €42bn from MERCOSUR and exported ό20bn of commercial ser-
vices while investing €387bn in the region, making the EU the largest foreign 
investor in MERCOSUR (European Commission 2017).

If the UK was to enhance non-Brazilian trade then Argentina seems 
a logical choice. Figures from Oxford Economics for the Fourth Economic 
Quarter of 2016 show the Argentine economy was finally growing after a 
deep recession in 2015, with a continued forecast of GDP growing by 2.5% 
in 2017, mainly due to the domestic economic policies of President Macri 
(Oxford Economics 2016). Yet, as I noted before, there is more to national 
interests than just economics. Trade and finance must be contextualised with 
political and strategic challenges – they cannot be separated out. The future 
of the UKs economic interests in South America will be been shaped by some 
harsh realities.

The UK and the South Atlantic: The strategic reality

 The UK has major political and strategic commitments in the South 

5 Member countries: Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay, Venezuela. Associate Members 
Countries Bolivia, Chile, Peru, Colombia, Ecuador and Suriname.
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Atlantic that entail risk in future policy making. Of course, risk is a multifac-
eted concept and involves opportunity as well as threat. The UK’s wider polit-
ical and strategic commitments in the South Atlantic involve more than just 
the Falkland Islands, there are the Overseas Territories (OT) of Saint Helena, 
Ascension & Tristan da Cunha and South Georgia and the South Sandwich 
Islands. In 2015 the UK government reiterated its commitment to the OTs: 

The people of the Overseas Territories have a right to safety, security and 
self-determination. They are free to maintain a constitutional link if this is 
their choice. The UK stands ready to protect the Territories from external 
threats, ensuring their self-determination. In particular, the UK supports 
the efforts of the peoples of Gibraltar and the Falklands Islands to deter-
mine whether to remain a British Overseas Territory (UK Government 
2015).

BREXIT may have altered some aspects of the debate but it has not 
changed this basic element of UK policy. Alongside the OTs the UK also has 
responsibility for British Antarctic Territory as well as strong links with six 
African members of the Commonwealth of Nations with South Atlantic coast-
lines: Sierra Leone, Ghana, Nigeria, Cameroon, Namibia and South Africa. 

If the UK is to formulate and enact effective policy then UK interest 
in the South Atlantic needs to be made and delivered with an understanding 
and in a context far broader than thinking about trade, politics and strategy. It 
needs a more wholistic view, perhaps more akin to Brazilian thinking about 
its relationship with the South Atlantic and its community of nations. This 
approach is particularly important for Brazil, as the regional leader, with re-
gard to its reliance upon maritime oil and gas, and the unexplored bonanza 
that may exist in the pre-salt deposits and its continental shelf; a subject also 
of immense interest to countries like Nigeria (Brozoski and Padula 2016, 99-
100) I am not suggesting the UK slavishly follows the Brazilian approach 
to the South Atlantic as a maritime environment enshrined in the concept 
of the ‘Blue Amazon’, launched by the Brazilian Navy in 2004 and formally 
trademarked in 2010 (Wiesebron 2013, 102). Nor does the UK just require a 
structural / ideological view as encapsulated in the 2013 Brazilian led recon-
stitution of the Zone of Peace and Cooperation of the South Atlantic (ZPCSA) 
which outlines maritime cooperation in the South Atlantic between signato-
ries (Duarte 2016, 99).

Instead the UK requires a wholistic concept of the South Atlantic and 
the UKs interests in the region beyond the compartmentalised focus on the 
three distinct parts: the OTs, primarily the Falkland Islands, Antarctica and 
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West Africa. In essence, they are the same. So while the UK is opposed to 
ZPCAS, at least in its treaty form, that does not mean to say that such an 
approach does not have utility for thinking about UK interests and options. 

The UK as a South Atlantic actor

 So while it is easy, from a structural sense, to look at those three areas 
individually all three are inherently linked physically, by the sea, but also eco-
nomically, culturally and politically. For example, the UK’s overseas territories 
naturally encompass relations with Argentina, and Brazil as the regional lead-
er with a huge interests in the maritime domain. Involving Brazil also means 
the inclusion of those shared West African interests. UK interests cannot be 
seen in isolation from Argentine and Brazilian interests – strategy is, after all, 
relative – other stakeholders have an interest and are acting on the same stage. 
That is why the UK requires a conceptual wholistic view of the South Atlantic. 
In that context a number of questions are not readily answered. What kind of 
actor does the UK want to be in international politics? What type of actor can 
the UK be? What roles does it want to fulfil and what can it fulfil?

In terms of the UK’s role as an actor on the European stage, that is 
currently undergoing renegotiation due to BREXIT and played a part in the 
2017 UK General Election. This has all impacted upon the range of identity 
and policy options available. So while the BREXIT referendum result cannot 
be ignored, and Article 50 has been triggered, discussion continues about 
what might cause a volte-face in the UK’s approach to BREXIT. Whatever the 
outcome of BREXIT the UK will still have some kind of relationship with Eu-
rope, through NATO and through bilateral trade. It is easy, especially for the 
mainstream media, to paint all this in absolute terms; we just need to think 
of the terminology of BREXIT – leave or remain – but it is far more complex 
than that. What might be more useful is if we can identify discernible patterns 
or role orientation. For example, since the end of the Cold War the UK, as a 
Western Liberal Democracy and a member of the United Nations Security 
Council P5 has tended to view its intervention in the affairs of another state 
in (some, but not all) humanitarian crises in the sense of being a ‘force for 
good’ in the world. The UKs apparent desire to intervene for humanitarian 
reasons has produced a pattern of behaviour. In fulfilling this desire was the 
UK acting out its role, or has ad-hoc intervention created a role for the UK? 
Why has it not intervened in all humanitarian crises that it could have done? 
If it does have a role as a ‘force for good’ then policy/strategy/public opinion/
parliament have exerted influence to stop that role being enacted, compare 
intervention in Libya in 2011 with non-intervention in Syria in 2013. 
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In relation to the subject under discussion here, there are patterns to 
UK involvement in the South Atlantic and such roles are important. From 
the late 1960s through the 1970s the UK assumed that while, following a 
process of decolonisation, it retained some colonial interests, there would be 
no need to defend its overseas territory without help from allies, in particular 
the USA. Instead, British role orientation was as a good ally within the con-
struct of NATO. That involved investing in nuclear deterrence, the British 
Army of the Rhine and anti-submarine warfare in the North Atlantic. There 
would be no need for a military capacity for global power projection as the UK 
did not envisage it playing such a role. This process culminated in the 1981 
Defence White Paper (the so called Nott Review) to further configure the UK 
armed forces for the perceived role (McCourt 2014, 138). The consequence 
was that the UK was signalling that not only did not envisage playing a role 
in the South Atlantic, it was removing its military capability to do so. That, 
at least, was how it was read in Buenos Ayres, adding to the frustration felt 
by the Argentine Junta at the lack of progress in a negotiated settlement in 
line with United Nations General Assembly Resolution 2065 (Freedman and 
Gamba-Stonehouse 1991, chapter 1).

Revisiting the events in the run up to and of 1982 is beyond the scope 
here. But what is important for UK policy options in the South Atlantic is how 
the UK’s interests and capabilities are viewed in that region. Here the UK 
House of Commons Public Administration Select Committee’s publication 
Who does UK National Strategy? Further Report, noted in 2011 that ‘strategic 
aims cannot be set out or adjudicated without an articulated account of who 
‘we’ are and what we believe both about ourselves and the world’ (HoC PASC 
2011, 4) The thinking in that report was partly addressed in chapter 1 of the 
2015 National Security Strategy and Strategic Defence and Security Review 
entitled ‘Our Vision, Values and Approach’ (HMSO NSS/SDSR 2015, 9). The 
question is how does the UK project a vision of itself and its values in the 
South Atlantic now and for the foreseeable future?

Role theory and its utility for analysis of foreign policy can be traced 
back to the early 1970s (Holsti 1970) Time and space prevent a detailed his-
toriography of the subject (Gaskarth 2014, 1). Perhaps of best utility here are 
Margaret Hermann’s roles and drivers (Hermann 1987, 134).

Table 1: Margaret Hermann’s Foreign Policy roles and drivers

Policy Role Policy Driver

Expansionist Power

Active independent Autonomy
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Influential Influence in the intl system

Mediator/integrator Solutions to problems

Opportunist Popular approval

Developmental Development of the state

Isolate Isolation

In this sense, status is key; in other words the status of a country on 
the international stage. For those nations aspiring to play the great power 
role that involves a duty / desire to mediate / influence international events. 
For example, in 1945 the Great Powers created the United Nations Security 
Council and concept of the Permanent Members of the council, the USA, 
Russia, China, France and the UK. That probably did reflect global power, 
now the determinant of great power status is somewhat more diffuse than 
just membership of the P5. Is, for instance, the EU a great power based upon 
its economic strength?

This is important for, as James Gaskarth has noted, role orientation: 
‘represents the highest order of strategic thinking in foreign policy’. He asks 
that question for the UK set against economic constraints and pressures and 
rival power. Much debate in the literature centres on the ability, or not, of 
policy makers to make conscious decisions to change roles. Gaskarth uses the 
example of the United States which, given its global trade and interactions, 
would struggle to follow an isolationist policy. What is possible, however, is 
the ability for policy makers to make a strategic choice as to which role ori-
entation they can adopt to further national interests in a given context. As 
Gaskarth argues, while there are limitations, ‘there exists the scope for Brit-
ish foreign policy makers to examine the range of potential role orientations 
available to a state such as the UK and explore the likely benefits and costs of 
each’ (Gaskarth 2014, 2; 45-8).

While Gaskarth applies this to the role orientation of the UK exerting 
influence in the international system in a somewhat general manner, this is 
of much utility in focussing in on tangible UK interests, in this case in the 
South Atlantic, and which roles might best further them. 

Role scenarios 

Role theory allows the identification of how states interact on the inter-
national stage through relations with other states and membership of interna-
tional organisations which produces norms in how a state acts and communi-
cates. Gaskarth uses the example of how membership of an organisation like 
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NATO prescribes a state the role of ‘reliable ally’ (Gaskarth 2014,1). Knowl-
edge of this allows the student to identify action scripts which predict, in the-
ory, the policy or strategy enacted in a given context. For example, Article V of 
the North Atlantic Treaty states that ‘an armed attack against one or more of 
them in Europe or North America shall be considered an attack against them 
all’ (NATO 1949) The event, an armed attack, produces an action script for 
all members of the alliance as they are all ‘reliable allies’ by being part of the 
alliance. Without the action script the alliance would lack credibility. 

With referenced to the UK in the South Atlantic, this was discussed 
in 1982 in terms of the UK response to the Argentine invasion. Admiral Sir 
Henry Leach, the First Sea Lord in 1982, was asked by Prime Minister Mar-
garet Thatcher that if the islands were captured by Argentina, ‘do you really 
think that we can recapture them?’. Leach’s response has entered naval folk-
lore but also points to his perception of the UK’s role in the world and there-
fore production of an action script and is worth repeating here:

…my reaction was that yes, we could recapture, it would be a high-risk ven-
ture, but I then stuck my neck out (which was beyond my terms of refer-
ence really) and said, ‘And we should’. She was on to that like a hawk and 
said, ‘Why do you say that?’ so I said, ‘Because of we do not, if we muck 
around, if we pussyfoot, if we don’t move very fast and are not entirely suc-
cessful, in a very few months’ time we shall be living in a different country 
whose word will count for little’. She gave me a very cold look and then 
cracked into a grin, because it was exactly I think what she wanted to hear 
(Falklands War 2002, 29; Griffin 2005, 135).

Leach’s view does still have some relevance to the way the UK views 
itself acting on the world stage today, but the emphasis recently has been on 
the Falkland Islanders who voted on 10-11 March 2013 to retain their status as 
a British Overseas Territory. After providing the islanders with the opportuni-
ty to express their wishes, the UK government now has a fundamental duty 
of care to look after their interests, security and economic development. This 
will have increasing importance as the UK approaches BREXIT. The EU is 
the most import trading partner of the Falkland Islands, valued around £180 
million per year. That is 70% of the Falkland Islands GDP (Benwell and Pink-
erton 2016, 11). Moreover, trading with the EU and being a part of the EU as a 
British Overseas Territory has provided an element of support to the islands, 
with the EU remaining neutral in the light of the Argentine claims. 
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Isolate

The first potential role option is that of Isolation. Given the outcome of 
and debate following the BREXIT referendum of 2016 the UK could be seen 
as taking a more isolationist stance with regard to Europe. While that might 
be true, to some degree, in a political sense, in an economic sense the UK will 
continue to trade heavily with European nations. So if BREXIT is not really 
isolationism, then we cannot expect an isolationist approach to other parts of 
the world. 

It is fair to say that the UK gave appearances or signals of an isolation-
ist approach to the South Atlantic during the years prior to 1982 when the 
region was not in British strategic thinking. Sir John Nott, Secretary of State 
for Defence in 1982, later told a witness seminar in 2002 ‘As for deterrence in 
the Falkland Islands, I never ever thought about it. I didn’t even know, frankly, 
where the Falkland Islands were!’ (Falklands War 2002, 18). For Lord Carring-
ton, the Foreign Secretary in 1982, ‘The Falklands represented no vital stra-
tegic or economic interest for Britain’ (Freedman and GAmba-Stonehouse 
1991, 14). Given the legacy of 1982, UK investment in defence of the Falkland 
Islands since then and the 2013 referendum it is fair to say that the islanders 
enjoy a far higher profile in the UK than in 1982. With the islanders choosing 
to continue to look to the UK in 2013, any isolationist policy from the UK in 
the South Atlantic would in effect signal a withdrawal from UK national in-
terests in the region and its Overseas Territories. That might be an attractive 
option for a UK government looking to make quick savings to the defence 
budget. The UK has withdrawn from expensive overseas defence commit-
ments before. In the late 1960s the Wilson Government enacted a decision 
to withdraw, in a strategic sense, British defence commitments from East of 
Suez as part of a longer assessment of Britain’s changing role in the world 
(Dockrill 2002). Then there was the highly visible handover of Hong-Kong in 
1997. So the UK has ‘withdrawn’ from overseas commitments before and to 
do so in the South Atlantic might lead to enhanced standing in Latin America 
for the UK as a post-colonial power, perhaps leading to economic benefits in 
trade relations with the MERCOSUR countries. 

On the other hand, such a policy would carry immense domestic polit-
ical risk for any government considering such a move. Proposed withdrawal 
from the South Atlantic would raise serious concerns from the Falkland Is-
landers, UK media, the Armed Forces and sections of the public regarding 
the security of the Falkland Islands (Swinford 2015). Moreover, such a retreat 
could only be seen as encouragement for Argentine claims in the region 
which also includes Antarctic territory. There would also be the danger of a 
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domino effect with other contested UK territories, such as Gibraltar, coming 
under renewed scrutiny where Brexit has clearly given impetus to Spanish 
belligerence over the ‘Rock’ (Clegg 2016, 552).

Another factor at play here is the wider South Atlantic strategic con-
text where the challenges range from transnational crime, narcotics, piracy, 
smuggling to climate change and resource extraction (Abdenur and Souza 
Neto 2013, 7). These are global challenges, not just related to any one region 
or nation, and as such will require cooperative solutions. Moreover, as a Per-
manent Member of the UN Security Council and with strong links to a num-
ber of West African countries, the UK cannot afford to not have an interest 
in the South Atlantic. In that sense the UK hopes to have influence in the 
international system to maintain the rules based international order (HMSO 
NSS/SDSR 2015, 20). That means the UK must have faith in the international 
systems which oversee that order, in particular the United Nations. Here, of 
course, there is an ideological conflict between the actions and intent of the 
Committee of 24 (Special Committee on Decolonization) whose object is the 
obtaining of independence for what it terms colonial countries and peoples 
and Article I of the UN Charter, which states ‘respect for the principle of equal 
rights and self-determination of peoples’ (UN 1945). That latter aspect is what 
the Falkland Islanders expressed during the 2013 referendum. The UK could 
be accused of only upholding international norms in areas of self-interest.
That charge could, however, also apply to Brazil’s request to the UN to expand 
its Continental Shelf by 900,000km2 to include possession of any natural 
resources to be found under the sea bed (Duarte 2016, 98).

Opportunistic Partner

UK foreign policy has and, to a degree, remains, about preserving the 
status quo, but that does not really help solve any of the challenges faced in the 
South Atlantic. That is not a strategy of passive detachment, of isolation. What 
this approach does do is grant UK policy makers the ability to wait and see, 
a strategy of opportunism, which is a strategy of sorts. Moreover, it has had 
some benefits, especially with regard to Argentina. The Falkland Islands have 
been depicted as a strategic gateway for the UK (Dodds 2012:1, 6), an open 
wound souring UK relations with South America (Dodds 2012:2) or a frozen 
conflict akin to the situation in Cyprus or Kashmir (Mitchell 2014, 190). None 
of these analogies are really particularly insightful for the strategist. Instead, a 
recent thawing of relations between the UK and Argentina have been largely 
due to changes in Argentine domestic politics, specifically the fall of Cristina 
Kirchner and election of President Mauricio Macri set against the context of 
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the UK willingness to take advantage of that change following BREXIT to 
develop economic and diplomatic links. If that is the case, the problem for 
British policy is that Argentina could (though the evidence seems to suggest 
it will not in the short term) once again engage in economic sparring with the 
UK in order to obtain political leverage over the Falkland Islands especially if 
the domestic political makeup changes in Buenos Aires once again.

Under the leadership of first Néstor then Cristina Kirchner, the years 
2003-2015 witnessed a war by other means over the Falkland Islands, with 
every opportunity utilised to raise the Argentine claim. Moreover, this peri-
od included some novel/bizarre publicity stunts alongside diplomatic efforts 
through the UN and economic warfare against the islanders (Dodds 2012:2). 
All aspects of state power short of military action were used to try and change 
the political status quo. Argentine unwillingness to take the military option 
during these years may be more reflective of the poor state of Argentine mili-
tary forces after years of neglect than a desire to act more responsibly domes-
tically and internationally than the military junta in 1982 (IISS 2017). With 
Argentina and Brazil both reliant upon a globalised trading environment and 
set against a declining Brazilian economy with which Argentina is heavily de-
pendent upon, a return to the economic warfare policies towards the Falkland 
Islands seems unlikely under President Macri. With regard to offshore hydro-
carbons, Argentina cannot go it alone, and there remains scope for revenue 
sharing between the Falkland Islanders, the UK and Argentina in line with 
the Joint Declaration on Cooperation in Offshore Activities in the South West 
Atlantic which was signed in 1995 and from Argentina withdrew in 2007. 
This withdrawal from collaboration was also evident in Buenos Aires pulling 
apart the 1999 Joint Statement which outlined cooperation over access, air 
travel and fishing. 

Such collaborative initiatives are now back on the table, with the UK 
and Argentine governments issuing a new Joint Statement on areas of mutu-
al cooperation on 14 September 2016 (UK Govt 2016:1). It is worth reiterating 
that this has less to do with BREXIT and more to do with changes in Argen-
tine domestic politics. In May 2016 Lord Price, the UK Trade and Investment 
Minister, led the first UK trade mission to Argentina for a decade stating that: 
‘The growing economies of Latin America offer huge opportunity for British 
business’ (UK Govt 2016:2). Faced with possible exclusion from European 
markets, is this British economic opportunism akin to the period 1806-1808? 
It seems so, and it is more than just words. Lord Price’s trade mission laid the 
foundations for a visit to Argentina in September 2016 by Foreign and Com-
monwealth Office Minister Sir Alan Duncan. Talks were productive with both 
governments agreeing to work towards lifting restrictions that have inhibited 
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the exploitation of oil and gas, the free passage of shipping and fishing around 
the islands. Also discussed were other areas of possible cooperation including 
much needed foreign investment into the Argentine economy, science and 
technology, as well as approaches to tackling corruption and organised crime 
(UK Govt 2016:3).

While the sovereignty of the Falklands Islands was not discussed, with 
both the UK and Argentina keen to talk on areas of collaboration, the issue 
of the Argentine claim will not go away written as it is into the Argentine po-
litical constitution. In March 2016 the UN Commission on the Limits of the 
Continental Shelf (CLCS) placed the Falkland Islands in expanded Argentine 
waters. This, as the UK government pointed out, did not impinge in any way 
upon sovereignty, over which the CLCS has no jurisdiction, while pointing 
out the UN had recognised that in considering the Argentine submission for 
an expanded continental shelf it did consider this to include claims relating to 
the Falkland Islands (UK Govt 2016:4). On 16 October 2016 Argentina com-
plained about planned UK military exercises in the Falkland Islands while 
President Macri backtracked from a claim he had discussed ‘sovereignty’ with 
UK Prime Minister Theresa May (Goñi 2016). Set against that in November 
2016 the Argentine Foreign Minister Susana Malcorra was reported as stating 
‘we can’t deny the existence of the Malvinas inhabitants with whom we have 
been distanced for too long’,  thereby starting to recognise that under the UN 
the Falkland Islanders do have the right to self-determination (MercoPress 
2016). This had always been denied by Argentina. 

So while there are areas of continued disagreement, what is clear with 
the Macri regime is that mutually beneficial Business can be done around the 
issue of the Falkland Islands. This will become more important post BREXIT, 
given the fact that 70 per cent of Falkland Islands GDP depends on access to 
the EU markets. With the Falkland Islands recognised as a UK Overseas Ter-
ritory, BREXIT has the potential to leave the islanders weakened but clearly 
the UK government have been acting to strengthen the position of the island-
ers as part of a wider approach to UK-Argentine relations. What this means 
is that while the UK Overseas Territories in the South Atlantic do have the 
potential to impinge upon the UK being seen as a regional partner, the UK 
is actively aware of this and is focussing on economic collaboration to foster 
closer links with Argentina. 

In a political sense, there will be no dialogue on sovereignty unless the 
Falkland Islanders want it. This is in stark contrast to thinking in the run up 
to 1982 where the concerns of the islanders hardly counted. Now, at least from 
a UK perspective, the Falkland Islands do not have to dominate the UK-Ar-
gentina relationship, an understanding that also seems to be driving policy in 
Buenos Aires. This can only be welcomed by all.
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According to Oliver Williamson, in an economic sense opportunism 
‘refers to a lack of candor or honesty in transactions, to include self-inter-
est seeking with guile’ (Williamson 1975, 9). Political realists would certainly 
agree with that as would many writers on strategic studies. The object of poli-
cy and strategy is to achieve self (national) interest using all the lever of power, 
including some aspects of guile. If ‘a lack of candor or honesty in transactions’ 
drives UK policy in the South Atlantic, or it is seen to be, then a blossoming 
relationship with Argentina will fall apart amid cries of British colonialism / 
imperialism and the memories of British intervention and informal empire 
during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. So the UK has to be genuine, 
even in transactional relationships. Supporting Susana Maclorra’s failed bid 
to become the UN Secretary General can be seen as part of being a credible 
partner, as can UK support for Argentina’s bid for presidency of the G20 in 
2018.

Whatever the character of BREXIT, once there is clarity to Britain’s 
economic and political relationship with Europe, the South Atlantic offers 
much promise for the UK. Clearly, achieving UK interests in the South Atlan-
tic involves a good working trading relationship with Brazil and Argentina. 

Here Antarctica and West Africa come in as areas for further or new 
collaboration or normalisation between the UK and Brazil and Argentina be-
yond the Falkland Islands.  So while the Falkland Islands have been seen as 
a strategic gateway into the region, the posit here is that the UK Overseas 
Territories in the South Atlantic cement the UK not as an external actor, but 
instead as an actor with direct, tangible interests in the South Atlantic. This is 
important when we come back to the fact that for the UK economic interests 
in the South Atlantic are mainly focused on Brazil and that country is the lead-
ing regional power with ambitions beyond the South American continent. 

Hence while the UK has had a tendency to focus on the Argentine 
relationship, viz-a-viz the Falkland Islands, that also cannot be separated from 
Argentine-Brazilian relations and UK-Brazilian relations. They are all part of 
the same context and important because actors and roles are relative to con-
text and to other actors. If we consider Brazil playing a role encompassing au-
tonomy from global powers (evidenced by ZPCAS), as a regional leader, and 
as an influential power (upholder of the rule of law) – it all gives Brazil much 
in common with the UK. Both are keen to uphold an international rules based 
order, to be good global citizens and to respect the sovereignty and rights of 
peoples. 

Brazilian capacity building in West Africa can be seen as a derivative of 
ZPCAS, to minimise the presence and need for external actors to enhance Af-
rican security. Here the UK also has an interest in those six African countries 
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with African coastlines of which South Africa (along with India and Brazil 
form IBSA) and Namibia have strong links to Brazil (Goldoni and Nazareth 
Ciribelli 2016, 195-8). Moreover, existing Brazilian security architecture, such 
as India-Brazil-South Africa Maritime exercises, includes two commonwealth 
countries. Opportunities for British involvement here are limited, with the 
UK Royal Navy light on resources for the South Atlantic and Antarctic Patrols 
with just HMS Clyde and HMS Protector deployed. Despite that the UK has 
been involved in an ad-hoc basis with humanitarian crises in West Africa, 
such as the Ebola outbreak of 2013-2016 where the UK deployed 1,500 mili-
tary personnel. Without a sustained presence and enhanced capacity, further 
opportunities for collaboration with the powers of the South Atlantic will be 
limited to ad-hoc responses.

For Brazil the biggest issues are non-state such as, transnational crime 
including the narcotics smuggling, possible threats to oil supplies and piracy. 
But Brazil, with its proposed changes to the continental shelf, has also been 
taking a realist, power centric approach to resources, to guarantee exclusive 
access to untapped maritime resources in the South Atlantic. The means have 
been applications to the UN about the continental shelf, the reconstitution of 
ZPCAS and working with other southern hemisphere powers such as South 
Africa and India. So Brazil, while possessing an ambitious (perhaps over-am-
bitions) defence strategy is also looking to exercise power through interna-
tional security architecture to promote national interests and to deter the in-
fluence or involvement of external other powers including the USA, NATO, 
UK but also China and Russia. Brazil clearly sees itself leading South Atlantic 
Security. That is important as many non-state security concerns overlap be-
tween Brazil and Argentina, for example the Bolivian drug route. 

So in this environment what can the UK do to further its national inter-
ests? ZPCAS itself and some South Atlantic countries are not keen on formal 
UK involvement in the region, but there is certainly scope for enhanced bilat-
eral and informal links between the UK and Argentina and Brazil in terms of 
knowledge sharing, best practice and capacity building to deal with security 
concerns. Of value here is the UK Defence attaché network promoting shared 
education, research, teaching, best practice, applied strategic thinking, doc-
trinal understanding and the presence of Brazilian and Argentine officers on 
Professional Military Education courses in the UK.

This all raises the issue of a renewed UK interest in soft power, which 
was the subject of the House of Lords Committee on Soft Power and the UK’s 
Influence appointed in May 2013 to report on the subject. This chimes with 
the Brazilian approach, as Mr Roberto Jaguaribe, the Brazilian Ambassador 
to the UK, noted in evidence to the Committee ‘Brazil has perhaps been oc-
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casionally recognised as the first big soft power because we do not have hard 
power’ (House of Lords 2015, Q.187). Mr Jaguaribe went on to tell the Com-
mittee:

Brazil has had the opportunity over the past 30 or 40 years to consolidate 
the perception of being among the leading countries of the emerging, de-
veloping world. That generates a lot of positive benefits, such as hosting the 
Olympic Games or the World Cup. We were chosen because we generate 
good will in the people who are choosing. The candidates from Brazil tend 
to be elected. Brazil tends to be elected in all multilateral elections. All that 
has an effect…(House of Lords 2015, Q.195)

Interestingly the UK has ramped up its soft power initiative with Bra-
zil. In October 2015 both countries confirmed the that the Newton Fund, to 
tackle global challenges including infectious and neglected diseases, sustaina-
ble agriculture, issues on water, waste and energy across Brazil, will be funded 
to the value of £45million by each partner. Enhanced academic links between 
UK and Brazilian educational institutions to share knowledge, provide staff 
and student educational visits and to formulate and deliver collaborative re-
search projects are already in place to address global issues that impact upon 
both countries and areas of mutual concern, like the South Atlantic. This is 
crucial work for the benefit of all, and the UK and Brazil can lead the way in a 
manner that UK does not link in currently with Argentina. There the election 
of President Macri is further evidence of a move in South American politics 
from the left towards the centre ground (IISS 2016, 245-7).

Conclusion 

When set against the UK leaving the EU through BREXIT and uncer-
tainty over the future economic relationship with the USA, it is timely for the 
UK to look to South America. Business and economic benefit are the driving 
forces and the UK is clearly on the right tack, but UK policy makers need 
to think about how they can do more in many areas with the countries and 
peoples of South America. That is because a failure to act will not only harm 
the UK’s strategic perspective on its interests in the South Atlantic, others, 
such as the USA, China and Russia, will, and indeed, are acting to secure 
lucrative trade. So while a policy based around the concept of upholding the 
status quo might be sensible in terms of hardnosed realism that does not 
necessarily mean doing nothing. Issues of dispute can be worked around, or 
even worked through to the benefit of all involved, the key being to focus on 



Martin Robson

159

areas where all interested parties can benefit. If that sees the UK taking on 
the role of an opportunistic actor, then so be it. But out of that there is some 
certainty. Maintaining a strong relationship with Brazil will be essential for 
the UK’s interests in the region in a post BREXIT world, as will forging closer 
economic links with Argentina.
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ABSTRACT
This article assesses the utility of International Relations ‘role theory’ for understanding 
the United Kingdom’s policy options in the South Atlantic, with specific reference 
to UK-Argentine relations. The article does not ignore the geo-strategic realities of 
Anglo-Argentine relations, but posits that recent interactions in the economic sphere 
can be seen as the beginning of a normalisation process. The cause of this economic 
rapprochement, it is argued, is less to do with UK policy and instead is due to changes 
in domestic Argentine politics which have offered a window of opportunity for the 
UK.
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