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                                                                                                                   Challenger 130mm  

  Last August, reports emerged that the British Army was planning to scrap its ageing fleets 

of Challenger 2 main battle tanks and Warrior infantry fighting vehicles in advance of the 

upcoming Integrated Security and Defense Review. Immediately, these reports set off a firestorm of 

debate within the British defense and security community. Senior military leaders, including 

Defense Secretary Ben Wallace and General Sir Mark Carlton Smith, the Chief of the General 

Staff, pitched the plan as part of a wider shift away from traditional ‘sunset capabilities’ in favor of 

newer ‘sunrise capabilities’ such as cyber and electronic warfare capabilities and unmanned 

weapon systems. They argued that the threat posed by conventional forces was diminishing in 

modern warfare and that the British Armed Forces should instead focus on countering irregular and 



  

 

  

hybrid threats as well as operations in the emerging space and cyber domains.1 Other proponents of 

the plan, such as renowned military historian Sir Max Hastings, pointed to the increasing 

vulnerability of heavy armored vehicles to drones, attack helicopters and anti-tank guided missiles 

as proof of their obsolescence on the modern battlefield.2 

  Detractors of the plan to scrap Britain’s tanks attacked the proposal as ‘cost cutting 

masquerading as strategy’ and argued that if implemented, it would leave the British Army without 

a crucial heavy armor capability to counter aggression by near-peer adversaries.3 Professor Paul 

Cornish, a former tank commander and senior associate fellow at the Royal United Services 

Institute, asserted that “relinquishing [heavy armored vehicles] would place [the UK] in military 

terms behind the likes of Germany, Poland, France and Hungary.”4 Similar concerns were raised by 

Nicholas Drummond, an ex-British Army officer and defense industry analyst, who wrote in a 

Twitter post that cutting MBTs and IFVs from the Army would mean that Britain would not be able 

to participate in high-intensity conflicts and would therefore be seriously detrimental to Britain’s 

credibility as a NATO ally.5 These sentiments were echoed by a number of retired senior military 

officers, including General Lord Dannatt, the former Chief of the General Staff, who warned that 

 

1 Jonathan Bale, “British Army could axe ageing tanks as part of modernization plans,” BBC News, 

August 25, 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-53909087.  

2 Max Hastings, “Nobody should be sentimental about the weapons of war,” The Times, August 25, 

2020, https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/nobody-should-be-sentimental-about-the-weapons-of-war.  

3 Jamie Dettmer, “Feeling the Crunch: Will Britain Say Goodbye to the Battle Tank,” Voice of 

America, September 5, 2020, https://www.voanews.com/europe/feeling-crunch-will-britain-say-

goodbye-battle-tank.  

4 Paul Cornish, “Why Britain cannot afford to surrender its tanks,” The Telegraph, August 28, 2020, 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/men/thinking-man/britain-cannot-afford-surrender-tanks/.  

5 Nicholas Drummond, Twitter post, August 24, 2020, 8:51 a.m., 

https://twitter.com/nicholadrummond/status/1297879082328350720.  

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-53909087
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/nobody-should-be-sentimental-about-the-weapons-of-war-8j8dbgcdp?region=global&wgu=270525_54264_15983653512542_3c6ad1ed9f&wgexpiry=1606141351&utm_source=planit&utm_medium=affiliate&utm_content=22278
https://www.voanews.com/europe/feeling-crunch-will-britain-say-goodbye-battle-tank
https://www.voanews.com/europe/feeling-crunch-will-britain-say-goodbye-battle-tank
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/men/thinking-man/britain-cannot-afford-surrender-tanks/
https://twitter.com/nicholadrummond/status/1297879082328350720


  

 

  

mothballing Britain’s tank fleet while Russia is building up its own heavy armored forces would be 

‘misguided’ and ‘very dangerous’.6   

  So far, the pro-tank faction appears to have won the debate over whether to retain heavy 

armored vehicles in the British Army inventory, as the proposal to retire the Challenger 2 without 

replacement looks to have been dropped from the latest defense review.7 However, the question 

remains as to how Britain should modernize its inventory of armored fighting vehicles given the 

obsolescence of the Challenger 2 and the Warrior. Neither platform can be maintained in service in 

the long term due to the closure of the production lines for these vehicles and a lack of export 

customers to recoup the costs of an upgrade. Therefore, it is necessary for the British Army to 

procure replacements for these aging designs within the next decade.  

 

RBSL-Challenger-2-LEP_01 Photo Credit: European Defense Review Online 

 

6 Lucy Fisher, “General Lord Dannatt: ‘Dangerous’ to scrap tanks in face of Russia threat,” The 

Times, August 25, 2020, https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/dont-mothball-our-tanks-while-russias-

on-the-warpath-says-ex-army-chief-gwq2z2mz7.  

7 Lucy Fisher, “£80bn boost for military to arm it with new tanks, warships and ‘kamikaze drones’,” 

The Telegraph, March 12, 2021, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2021/03/12/80bn-equipment-

revealed-defence-review-tanks-jets-drones-hovering/.  

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/dont-mothball-our-tanks-while-russias-on-the-warpath-says-ex-army-chief-gwq2z2mz7
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/dont-mothball-our-tanks-while-russias-on-the-warpath-says-ex-army-chief-gwq2z2mz7
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2021/03/12/80bn-equipment-revealed-defence-review-tanks-jets-drones-hovering/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2021/03/12/80bn-equipment-revealed-defence-review-tanks-jets-drones-hovering/


  

 

  

A recent report by the Royal United Services Institute outlines two potential options for 

how the British Army could acquire a modern main battle tank to replace the Challenger 2.8 The 

first option, which the Ministry of Defense looks set to pursue, would be to develop an indigenous 

successor to the Challenger 2, referred to by the MoD as the Life Extension Program (LEP) and the 

authors of the report as the Challenger 3. This design would not simply be a modernized Challenger 

2 (as the MoD designation seems to suggest) but an entirely new design, sharing only the chassis 

and hull with its predecessor. According to the report, building the Challenger 3 would enable 

Britain to regenerate the relevant expertise needed for the production of modern AFVs. It would 

also allow the UK to develop its own proprietary intellectual property which could facilitate its 

participation in multinational projects such as the Main Ground Combat System (MGCS) program. 

However, given the complexity of the project, which would involve developing and testing a 

multitude of new components and subsystems, it is unlikely that the first examples of the 

Challenger 3 would enter service any time before the 2030s. By then, the MGCS program would be 

close to completion, thus cutting short the service life of the Challenger 3 to 10 years or less. 

 

                                                                                               Leopard-2-A7-KMW-002 

 

8 Jack Watling and Nick Reynolds, “Assessing the Options for Modernizing the UK’s Heavy 

Armour,” RUSI Newsbrief 40, no. 10 (2020).  



  

 

  

The second option, which the authors of the report recommend, would be to procure the 

latest variant of the Leopard 2, a German design which has become the de facto standard across 

Europe and elsewhere due to its superior reliability, protection and firepower. Because the Leopard 

is used by many of Britain’s NATO allies, its acquisition would enable British Army units stationed 

along NATO’s eastern flank to better interoperate with partner forces from continental Europe and 

Canada. Furthermore, thanks to the reliability of the design and the widespread availability of spare 

parts, the Leopard 2 is projected to have a cheaper life-cycle cost than the Challenger 3. 

Additionally, because the production line remains open, a British version of the Leopard 2 could be 

brought into service by the mid-2020s, if not earlier, and could thus provide a credible and modern 

heavy armor capability for Britain while MGCS is being developed. Moreover, despite its age, the 

Leopard 2 possesses plenty of growth potential regarding its design and can integrate a multitude of 

new and emerging systems, including hard-kill active protection systems such as the Trophy and 

the Rheinmetall ADS. On the other hand, Britain would lose the opportunity to develop its 

manufacturing expertise and intellectual property. However, this would not have as detrimental an 

effect on the British defense industry as some may expect, since Krauss-Maffei-Wegmann, the 

manufacturer of the Leopard 2, has pledged to establish a factory in the United Kingdom and to 

integrate UK-made components into any Leopards produced for the British Army should the MoD 

choose to order the design.9  

 

9 Jack Watling and Nick Reynolds, “Assessing the Options for Modernising the UK’s Heavy 

Armour,” RUSI Newsbrief 40, no. 10 (2020).  



  

 

  

 

                                                                                                            Boxer-ct40-2 

While the Challenger 2 looks set to continue in service for at least another few years, the 

Ministry of Defense has unveiled plans to phase out the Warrior from 2022 onwards as part of its 

2021 Integrated Review.10 There are two potential replacement options for the Warrior, each 

derived from one of the two families of medium-weight AFVs that have been procured by Britain 

over the past decade.11 The first option would be a turreted IFV configuration of the Boxer 8x8 

wheeled multi-role armored vehicle, which is set to enter British service starting in 2023. Similar 

Boxer configurations are already in service with Lithuania and Australia and have been evaluated 

by Germany. A Boxer IFV would offer greater operational mobility than the tracked Warrior as 

well as a lighter logistic burden since it would be able to travel long distances by itself rather than 

have to be moved by heavy equipment transporters. It would also provide superior protection to the 

Warrior, having met or surpassed the highest STANAG 4569 ballistic and mine protection ratings 

 

10 Lucy Fisher, “£80bn boost for military to arm it with new tanks, warships and ‘kamikaze 

drones’,” The Telegraph, March 12, 2021, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2021/03/12/80bn-

equipment-revealed-defence-review-tanks-jets-drones-hovering/.  

11 U.K. Parliament. House of Commons Defence Committee, Obsolescent and outgunned: the 

British Army’s armoured vehicle capability, Session 2019-2021, March 14, 2021, 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmdfence/659/65902.htm.  

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2021/03/12/80bn-equipment-revealed-defence-review-tanks-jets-drones-hovering/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2021/03/12/80bn-equipment-revealed-defence-review-tanks-jets-drones-hovering/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmdfence/659/65902.htm


  

 

  

(Level 6 and Level 4 respectively) for light and medium armored vehicles. Furthermore, given the 

modular construction of the Boxer design, which consists of interchangeable mission modules 

installed on a common drive module, it would be relatively easy to reconfigure Britain’s existing 

orders of Boxer armored personnel carriers as IFVs by simply swapping out the mission module. 

However, since the Boxer is a wheeled vehicle, its tactical mobility may be reduced compared to 

the Warrior and other tracked AFVs.  

 
                                                                                                     Ajax Recon Vehicle 

The second option would be an IFV variant of the Ajax family of medium tracked armored 

vehicles, which itself is derived from the ASCOD infantry fighting vehicle in service with Austria 

and Spain. The principal advantage of an Ajax IFV over the Boxer would be its greater growth 

potential in terms of gross vehicle weight (up to 42 t compared to 38.5 t for the Boxer), which 

means that it would be able to support a higher level of add-on armor protection as well as heavier 

armament. It would also likely have superior tactical mobility as a tracked vehicle compared to the 

wheeled Boxer. However, in terms of operational mobility and logistics, it would be at a significant 

disadvantage since it would have to be moved by heavy equipment transporters in order to travel 

long distances. Moreover, the Ajax design is not as modular and adaptable as the Boxer and would 



  

 

  

require substantial modification to produce an IFV variant. As such, the development of an Ajax-

based IFV would consume significantly more time than that of an IFV module for the Boxer.  

In any case, despite initial MoD plans to abandon heavy armored vehicles to concentrate on 

developing novel capabilities in emerging domains, Britain looks set to revitalize its armored forces 

in the coming decades as the Challenger 2 and Warrior are replaced in service by newer, more 

modern designs. Like other European powers, the British seem to have realized the continued 

importance of traditional armored fighting vehicles in an age of renewed great power competition. 

Even with the emergence of new technologies such as unmanned aerial systems and space, cyber 

and electronic warfare capabilities, heavy armor will remain a vital component of any serious 

military force.  



  

 

  

 

  

  

  

  

    


