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Dear Mr Hender, 
 
Thank you for your email dated 8 October 2018 to the Rt. Hon Gavin Williamson MP, 
Secretary of State for Defence. I have been asked to respond. 

 
The decision to retire the Harrier, as well as the Tornado, was not taken lightly. It was, 
however, concluded that retaining a fleet of four fast jet types over the next decade would 
have been unsustainable, and that retiring Harrier and Tornado would deliver greater savings 
than running two smaller fleets. As such, the Strategic Defence and Security Review 2010 
determined that the Ministry of Defence would transition to a two-platform fast jet fleet 
consisting of Typhoon and F-35.  
 
The F-35 will employ cutting edge technologies and capabilities to keep up with emerging 
threats, which the Harrier would not be able to deliver. The F-35 is a fifth-generation aircraft 
that represents a significant improvement in capability compared to the third-generation 
Harrier. Unlike the Harrier, it is an all-weather stealth aircraft with an autonomous 
intelligence-gathering capability, has significantly greater range and speed, and can also 
carry a larger payload of more advanced weapons.  

It is important to note that the F-35 programme is run on a Government-to-Government basis 
as a collaborative arrangement via a series of multilateral and bilateral Memoranda of 
Understanding; the UK is not ‘purchasing’ the F-35 from the US, for example through a 
Foreign Military Sale (FMS). There are nine partner nations within the programme (US, 
Australia, Canada, Denmark, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Turkey and the UK), and three 
FMS customers (Israel, Japan and South Korea).  

The F-35 programme is the world's single largest defence programme and the UK has 
played a major role from the outset. We are driving down costs with every purchase and 
British industry benefits from an orderbook of over 3,000 jets. The economic impact of this is 
greater than if we were building 100% of the 138 aircraft we intend to buy. 

 
The UK currently owns 16 F-35B aircraft, nine of which are already in the UK. Flight trials 
from the Queen Elizabeth Class aircraft carriers are now under way and the UK programme 
remains on track to meet its initial operating capability milestone in December 2018.  
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The F-35 will be part of the UK’s combat air capability for decades to come and the 
Department is confident that it will enable us to respond effectively to the threats of the 
modern world. 
 
Yours sincerely,  
 
DE&S Secretariat Parliamentary 


