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While the term ‘Remote Warfare’ may trigger images of unmanned drones and
secretive special forces, intelligence sharing has become an essential aspect of
this form of engagement. As with other methods of remote warfare, intelligence
support to international allies and local partners who are involved in frontline
fighting allows the UK to engage in conflicts without having to place large
numbers of British boots on the ground.

Unlike some other aspects of remote warfare, Parliamentary oversight has
strengthened for intelligence sharing since reforms of the Intelligence and
Security Committee (ISC) in 2013, which enhanced its mandate to
independently oversee the British intelligence services. In fact, this committee
has been so significant in offering a model for external oversight over highly
sensitive information that we have previously argued that a similar model
should be set up for the UK’s special forces. However, when it comes to
transparency over the costs of the UK’s intelligence support to partners in
conflict, there is still a lot to be done when it comes to ensuring that there can
be effective scrutiny and government accountability for these actions.

Why does it matter?

Estimating the cost of intelligence sharing’s role in contemporary theatres is
important for several reasons. Firstly, at a time of austerity and Government-
wide budget cuts, the agencies and departments responsible for intelligence
sharing are among few to have seen significant budgetary increases in recent
years. The Single Intelligence Account (SIA), which is a shared account between
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the three Intelligence Agencies distributed by parliament, will see a significant
increase in their budgets of 33% from 2011-2020.

While Defence Intelligence (DI) – which is different from the rest of the
Intelligence Agencies in that it is not an independent organisation, but an
integral part of the MOD - will not see the same kind of exponential rise in its
budget, complicated funding structures mean that in real terms they are also
likely to see significant growth in their budget through such funds as the
National Offensive Cyber Programme. DI can also access funds from the Joint
Security Fund, a fund that will hold £1.5bn by 2020.  As the Ministry of Defence
struggles to find sufficient funds to address its Modernising Defence
Programme, it would therefore be pertinent for independent organisations to be
able to effectively  scrutinise the cost and cost-efficiency of one of the only
areas with a rising budget.

In addition, intelligence support to partners involved in conflict appears to be
an important pillar of contemporary British engagement overseas, which means
that we should probably understand it better. In Yemen for example, British
intelligence officers have had a long presence in the country, and  British
intelligence has reportedly fed directly into airstrikes which have targeted
leaders of al-Qaida but have also caused civilian casualties. Parliamentary
scrutiny around such incidents, which have been echoed across the MENA
region, remains minimal. Ministers are currently able to use the fact that the
British contribution to some of these campaigns is intelligence-led to insist that
“we’re clearly not going to get involved in military action itself”, even when
there appears to be a link between British intelligence and targeting decisions.
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WarPod Ep #20 |
Incorporating the Protection of
Civilians into UK Policy

Questions for the Integrated
Review #3: How Should the UK
Measure Success?

Most read

The Role of Youth in
Peacebuilding: Challenges and
Opportunities

Making Bad Economies: The
Poverty of Mexican Drug
Cartels

ORG's Vision

Remote Warfare: Lessons
Learned from Contemporary
Theatres

https://b1cba9b3-a-5e6631fd-s-sites.googlegroups.com/a/independent.gov.uk/isc/files/2016-2017_ISC_AR.pdf?attachauth=ANoY7crYeknQbkgVAf4zpQIZegEVcvDrQDzuy9Q0wrQGC_ufxJSLMEcbtB7PRuAlF6ojjAbhTWcS4Abm234rQrfBAu12ghNtHs4KmJDAG-g6rSNkPqM5xi1cMgHqc-W08MELz9R7GcCg7znOvmN7ixPGSaBIdwsWuyeCttrSokOsLl7lh9lKwJW-em7pRklvSpYOaQ7wniYkDPBYHKP4BOqiGUAQ_YR0WIZc8CibLuMAmOg0f4qWD_E%3D&attredirects=0
https://b1cba9b3-a-5e6631fd-s-sites.googlegroups.com/a/independent.gov.uk/isc/files/2016-2017_ISC_AR.pdf?attachauth=ANoY7cr7URgxmf_H0uD6Br5_uy4xUVBcY4xGqv3wDIeDQplKs4ydEPGeX8rK9oMkIOHxmGOs22X4bf8WsB1ov-YcpgNWR20LwZ2CWyDGlHJgVhm390cv-BlmXPHaMrieWaJZvt0Htz-P5AhcmGrXoH4sA5V4Id32LVuzkwVHOJ6MfnQ560jdlW60MyTnWn6iHd1oG68AtCproTwu6EiEBZz-dNR1PFXpu-XVP8L3by23a9a7BetRNnI%3D&attredirects=1
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Impact-of-the-Strategic-Defence-and-Security-Review-on-the-Equipment-Plan.pdf
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/there-s-no-more-money-hammond-tells-cabinet-vj9kx6tq9
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/modernising-defence-programme-public-consultation
https://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=7b5ff59c-c84c-425c-bc6b-e901212e913e
https://news.vice.com/article/britains-covert-war-in-yemen-a-vice-news-investigation
https://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=4026f48e-df60-458b-a318-2a3eb4522ae7
https://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=d8ca7ac6-d32b-4d71-b7b9-1233b3288a6f
https://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/warpod-ep-20-incorporating-the-protection-of-civilians-into-uk-policy
https://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/questions-for-the-integrated-review-3-how-should-the-uk-measure-success
https://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/Blog/the-role-of-youth-in-peacebuilding-challenges-and-opportunities
https://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/Blog/making-bad-economies-the-poverty-of-mexican-drug-cartels
https://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/orgs-vision
https://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/remote-warfare-lessons-learned-from-contemporary-theatres


11/30/2020 The Cost of Intelligence Sharing and the Value of Transparency | Oxford Research Group

https://www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/Blog/the-cost-of-intelligence-sharing-and-the-value-of-transparency 4/7

The cost of this form of British involvement in overseas theatres is obfuscated
by a lack of transparency around intelligence spending and confusing funding
streams. 

The main fund for the three intelligence agencies (MI5, SIS also known as MI6,
and GCHQ) is the Single Intelligence Account, which had an annual budget of
£2.8bn in 2015. While each agency produces annual accounts, these are not
released to the public for national security reasons. This has been questioned
by the Intelligence and Security Committee (ISC), who challenge statements by
the heads of the intelligence agencies when they claim that budgetary
information would offer too much information to enemies.

The ISC argued in their 2016/2017 annual
report that the benefits in accountability of
releasing the information would be far greater
than any risks that might be attached to
releasing more information about defence
spending. Without baseline budgets, it is
impossible to get a real sense of the scale of
British intelligence involvement overseas.
Instead, we just have to assume that reports
such as MI5 spending 64% of their funds on
international counter-terrorism in 2016/2017 might include activities designed
to support allied or partner combat operations, and that the fact that this
accounted for over half of the budget might indicate that this is a significant
area of activity for the British intelligence agencies.

Releasing baseline budgets for the different agencies would be a good start.
However, as the agencies and DI also receive funds from various funding
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streams, it may not be enough to ensure proper accountability over this form of
remote warfare. Other sources of funding include the Conflict, Stability and
Security Fund (CSSF), which lacks effective M&L mechanisms and real
accountability, as we recently wrote about. Even DI, which is the most
transparent financially and releases its annual MoD allocation (£315.5m in
2015/2016), does not release its final full budget accounting for other funding
streams. The ISC report simply reports that “in addition to this, [Defence
intelligence] spent a further £***m provided by the National Offensive Cyber
Programme.” This makes it difficult to establish the cost of even the most
transparent intelligence unit. Such funding streams even makes it difficult to
the very committee that is meant to offer classified scrutiny of the Agencies’
spending – the ISC – who report that boosts to the budget throughout the year
makes it “…very difficult to monitor the financial performance of the
Agencies…”

Lessons from the UK’s allies

The UK’s lack of transparency on its Intelligence agencies budget is not
inherent to running an effective Intelligence service. In Australia, for example,
there is focus on balancing the need for public accountability with the need for
agency operations. This approach is reflected in the amount of information
available on the public on the Australian intelligence agencies. In their annual
report, the Parliamentary Joint Committee on Intelligence and Security outline
the budgetary appropriation for each agency and how this compares to
previous years. The review goes further and also outlines any other streams of
funding that have entered each of the agencies and how any boosts to budgets
will affect each agency. Finally, they outline any deficits in agency budgets and
how they will be addressed.
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If British intelligence agencies and departments were to release similar
information, as recommended by the ISC, think tanks could offer real scrutiny
and accountability of the cost efficiency of intelligence sharing. There is nothing
to say from the Australian experience that such transparency would increase
the risk facing the agencies, and as British intelligence contributions to allied
and partner military operations continue, it is important that we have more
clarity on the costs of this form of remote warfare.

Image credit: Ashley Van Haeften/Wikimedia. 
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