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FOULKES MP

You wrote to me on 23rd August about decisions taken by

the Government at the time of the Fzlklanés conflict.

Your guestions reflect a number of fundame

gbout the situation in the South Ztlantic i z Z I am

enclesing, as an’ annex)X to this letter, z statement of the position
which should clear up these misconceptions, and remove any doubts
in your miné about the reasons for tions.
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5 To put the matt briefly ZEef=torshac aisackps

énd invaded Britis territory; despite intense ang continuing diplomati:
efforts, Argentina refused to comply with & mandatory resolution of
Security Council to withdraw its forces; with
né ¥n exercise of our inherent right of self-
51 of the UN Charter, the British Government
South Atlantic; by 2né May the Task
strung o llnerable, had azlready been attacked by
Argentine aircraf . there were clear and uneguivocal indications
ther threat from a pincer movement by Argentine
warships, including the cruiser 'General Belgrano' and the aircraft
carrier '25 de Mayo!. The then Argentine Operations Commander,
South Atlantic, has since confirmed publicly that his warships had
indeed been ordered to attack. No Government with a proper sense of

responsibility could have refrained from taking appropriate measures
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to counter the threats to the Task Force, and to ensure its
safety to the maximum extent possible. Risks could not be taken
especially when hostilities had been so clearly embarked upon

by the Argentines.

4, On your questions about the Argentine aircraft carrier,

the decisions which Ministers took on 30th April, after the most
careful consideration of the legal, military and political issues,
permitted our forces to attack the '25 de Mayo' outside the

Total Exclusion Zone in circumstances in which it posed a military
threat to the Task Force. A warning that Argentine warships
threatening the Task Force would meet with an appropriate response
had already been delivered to the Argentine Government on 23rd April;
and Ministers concluded that no further warning was needed. There
is no truth in the suggestion that the Foreign Secretary and the
Attorney General opposed or dissented from the decision to attack
the Carrier. But on 1st May, the day he left for Washington, the
Foreign Secretary raised agaim the need for a further warning to
the Argentine Government. The matter had been taken no further,
however, when the general situation changed completely: first, with

yor T St btiwa
the attacks which the Argentine Air Force launchedlon the Task Force

on 1st May and second, with the clear and unequivocal indications
which became available that weekend that the Argentine Navy was

seeking to take hostile action against the Task Force.

5. You asked whether a Polaris submarine was deployed as described

in the New Statesman article. There was no change in the standard

deployment pattern QG our Polaris submarines during the conflict.
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Moreover, the Government gave a categorical assurance at the time
that nuclear weapons would not be used in the Falklands War (see
the statement made by Viscount Trenchard in the House of Lords on
27th April 19§2 - Hansard Vol 429, Col 778).

s

6. I have given you as full an account of these matters as is

consistent with national securityuZ\I must make it clear that it

would be, and will remain, quite wrong for me to disclose all the
material that was available to Ministers at the time. To do so
would still risk irreparable damage to national security and

could put lives at risk in the future.

7 Those who seek to criticise the Government's actions
(including people outside this country who have every reason to
discredit the Government of the United Kingdom) are not subject

to the same constraints and have felt free to make a large number
of assertions. I have already explained why I cannot make public
everything which would make it possible to discuss whether those
assertions are true or false. In these circumstances, I must
emphasise the central point. On the basis of all the material that
was available to Ministers at the time, my colleagues and I were
satisfied that we took the right decisions in order to protect the
lives of our forces. Nothing that has since been put forward - and
I can assure you that it has all been examined with the utmost care
- has led me or any of my colleagues to have any doubts that we

were right.




Vs The threats which faced the Task Force at the end of
April and the beginning of May 1982 can only be appreciated
in the light of the situation in the South Atlantic at that

time.

21 On znd April 18982, the process of diplomatic negotiztions

over tne Falkland Islands was abruptly interrupted by Argentina's

unprovoked armed invasion of the Islands. Having obtained
contrel of the Islands, the Argentines then refused to comply

with mandatory Resolution 502 of the United Nations Security

Council, which demanded an immedi ithé:awa*’?fff*?j?‘fqrggg.:::izzz

5. In exercise of the inherent right of self-defence under

Article 51 ofi the United Nations Charter, and in parzllel with
ultimately

intense butLunprbductiﬁ% Ciplomatic activity, the British

Force was despatched at the becinning of April, with all-

support, following Arcentina's action, which was wholly inconsistent

with international law and the UN Charter. 28,000 British Servicemen

an@ civilians eventually sailed in the Task Force; it was the fore-

most and continuing duty of the Government to take such decisions

és were necessary to protect them as the events of the moment

demanded.

4. On 7th April, the Defence Secretary had announced the establish-
ment, as from 12th April, of a 200 nautical mile Maritime Exclusion Zone
around the Falkland Islands; but it was made clear in the announce-

ment that this was 'without prejudice to the right of the United




?‘géom te take whatever 1t 2 may be needec in
exercise of its richt of ] ) Ing Article 51 of
the Unitec Netions Charter'. Mr Nott told the House of Commons
that if it became necessary, the British Government would use
force to achieve the objective of securing Argentine withdrawal.
He added: 'We hope” that it will not come to that. We hope that

Ciplomacy will succeed. Nevertheless, the Argentines were the

irst to use force of arms in order to establish their present

control of the Falklands ....'°

5 In late April 198z the Task Force was stirung out between
Ascension Islan né the Fzlklands and vulnerable to zttack.

On 23rd Zpril 1982, the Government accordingly sent z message to the

-— " b -_—-:—:“
” o - . . . . e e e ——— i —
Ercentine Government reminding them that the establishment of &

the Maritime Exclusion Zone had been without prejudice to Britain's
right to take whatever additional measures might be needed in exercise

of its right to self-defence, and making it explicitly clear that

any epproach by Argentine warships or military eircrzft which could

amount to threat to interfere with the mission of British forces
South Atlantic would encounter the appropriazte response.

It was clear that this applied outside the Exclusion Zone as well

as within it. This message was notified to the United Nations

Security Council and circulated accordingly on Z4th April. It was

also released publicly. CM M._E)Wk’ the l{‘;&?
6. On 28th April 1982 the Government announced the establishment of a 200
nautical mile Total Exclusion Zone around the Falkland Islands,

effective as from 30th April, which would apply to all Argentine ships-

and aircreft. The announcement again stressed that 'these measures

i M.




re witnout prejudice to the right of the United Kingdom to
teke whatever additional measures may be needed in exercise

of its right of seli-defence, under Article 51 of the UN Charter'.

threats to the Task Force, as perceived in London and by
Force Commander, were explained in tli tter of 4th April

Prime Minister to Mr Denzil Davies.

B. On 1st May 198z the Task Force came under attack for the
first time irom the Argentine airforce, operating from the mainland.
As the Defence Secretary said in the House of Commons on 4th May:

'On 1st May the Argentines launched attacks on our ships, during

— —‘-————-:

most of the daylight hours. The at acks Dy }rﬁéﬁtthc Mirage “gng e—

Cenberra aircraft operating from the mainlané were repulsed by

British Sea Harriers. BHad our Sea Harriers failed to repulse

the attacks on the Task Force, our ships could have been severely

-

amagec¢ or sunk. In fact, one entine Canberra and one Mirage
were shot down and others were We believe that another
age was brought down by Argentine anti-azircraft fire. One of our
tes ffered splinter damage as a result of the air attacks
and there was one British casualty whose condition is now satisfactory.
211l our aircraft returned safely. On the szme day, our forces

located and attacked what was believed to be an Argentine submarine

which was clearly in a position to torpedo our ships. It is not

known whether the submarine was hit. The prolonged air attack on
our ships, the presence of an Argentine submarine close by, and 2ll

other information available to us, left us in no doubt of the dangers
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British units were

to our Tesk Force m I ction'. All
on meximum alert to al with any naval or air attacks.
As Acmiral Woodward h explained "Early on the morning of
gll the indications were that the '25
and a group of escorts had
forwaré SSN barrier to the north, while the cruiser Generzl Belgrano
attemptgng to complete the pincer movement from
The Arcgentine

&né her escortswere

the south, still outside the Total Exclusion Zone."

on the .B3C

Operations Commander in the South Atlantic at the time, Admiral Juan
Panorama

Jcse Lombardo, confirmed without hesitation
ni the Arcentine Navy, as we
—_— - ——— — w———___’ 1
‘_ﬁ-—;. i ——
movement against the

‘2 sk

in & pincer
in the north

to complete

the

movement from

lgrezno for the first time on

As wes further exp

Congueror had ted tl
in response to the threat to the Task Force,

On 2nad

sought a change to the Rules of Engagement to
enable Conqguerocr ck the Belgrano outside the Exclusion Zone.
On the basis of all the informztion available to the Government

the Belgrano constituted a real and direct threat, to the Task
Own rdnn e
s the Byprece—ecwesl of their

Ramiral Woodwarad

-
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Force ané those sailing with it.
most senior military advisers, Ministers therefore agreed the proposed::

u
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.change in the Rules of Engagement at about 1pm London time on

2nd May. Orders changing the rules were sent immediately to

HMS Conqueror, which attacked the Belgrano at 8pm London time.

;o 18 After the decision by Ministers to change the rules of
engagement Conqueror reported at 3pm London time what the position
of the Belgrano had been at 9am London time that morning and what
her current position then was. This report showed that although
the ship had reversed course, she was still operating close to
the Exclusion Zone and could have altered course again and closed
on elements of the Task Force. Nothing had occurred which changed
the clear and unequivocal indications of the hostile intent of
Argentine naval forces against the Task Force. In this situation,
the precise position and course of the Belgrano at any one time
were irrelevant. For these reasons Ministers were not told at

the time of the Conqueror's report. Moreover, since then no
evidence has at any time become available to the Government which

would make Ministers change the judgement they reached on 2nd May

that the Belgrano posed a threat to the Task Force. In the
Panorama interview which is referred to earlier, Admiral Lombardo
stated that the decision to sink the Argentine cruiser had been
tactically sound, and one which he too would have taken had he been
in Britain's position. It is, of course, the case that after the
sinking of the Belgrano major Argentine warships remained within

12 miles of the Argentine coast and took no further part in the

campaign.

5
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125 Attention has been focussed on inaccuracies in the statement
made by the then Defence Secretary, Mr Nott, in the House of
Commons on 4th May. It should be borne in mind that this statement
had to be prepared in fast-moving and sometimes confused
circumstances while Ministers were also preoccupied with continuing
threats to the Task Force. It would have been inappropriate to
have given details about the circumstances in which Conqueror
detected and tracked the Belgrano and other aspects of the
engagement since these could well have provided information valuable
to the Argentine Navy. As was made clear in the "letter to

Mr Denzil Davies, it hag:ggen possible to give further information
and to correct earlier statements which were made in good faith,

beecausethese events—have now lost some-of their originat

operationmat—sigmificance. ]

13 The need to do everything we could to protect the lives of
10,000 /British personnel - Service and civilian™then in the

Task /Force and at risk from the Argentine Navy, was the sole reason

for/ the attack on the Belgrano. No other consideration entered

thé calculations of the Ministers concerned, and in particular

tdere was no question of taking the action in order to undermine peace

proposals
/pF forward by the President of Peru)ﬁ As has been frequently made

|
glear, the first indications
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roposals did not reach Lonéon irom Washington until’

.15pm Lonaon time on zné May - over three hours zfter the

o the Belcgrano - and from Lime until 2am London time

on 3rd May.

15y Diplomatic action was, however, also pursued vigorously.

Every efiort wes made to secure by diplometic means the objective

of the witharawal of the Argentine forces. As the Prime Minister

said in the House of Commons on 29th Zpril 1982, it was the British
Government's earnest hope that this objective could be achieved by

a negotiatec settlement. But by 29th April, the initiztive of the

US Secretary of State, Mr Baig, haé foundered on Argentine obcuracy.

11, he announced that the_United Stztes—Sovernmen{—hages—=
to hope that the Uniteé Kingdom would consider a
settlement on the lines of the second set of proposals formulated by
the US Government; but the Arcentine Government had informed the
Americans on 29th ApriT that they could not accept it. As
explicitly admitted in an interview with
, Argentine domestic political opinion made it
impossible for the Junta to agree to a2 solution that would entail

the withdrawal of Argentine forces. The British authorities by

contrast, continued the search for a negotiated settlement until

17th May.

15? The measures taken E Britigh Tack ?u;vg

in late April and early May 1982 were designed clearly and exclusively

Eu&-&? e thrcats—to—wnicir T t—vwcs :Z‘.(ﬂ» to safeguard
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the lives of those serving with our forces, by responding to the

threat posed to our ships in order to ensure, in particular, the

safety of our two aircraft carriers on which the protection of the

Task Force ultimately depended. There was no question of any

attempt to destroy the prospects for a negotiated settlement.




