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The 1936 London Naval Treaty
Davip CHEssuM

The 1936 London Naval Treaty (LNT36), signed on 25
March 1936, tied the Bntish Empire, the United States,
and France to a set of quantitative limits which covered all
classes of major warships. Italy acceded to LNT36 m 1938}
and Russia and Germany entered bilateral naval agreements
with Britain on 17 July 1937, which broadly mirrored the
LNT36 restrictions, leaving Japan alone among the major
naval powers outzide the LNT36 framework.

A key feature of the treaty was the introduction of a “no-
construction zone™ whereby before 1 January 1943, no capital
shipz could be laid down with a standard displacement of less
than 17,500 tons, or with a main armament of less than 10-inch
guns,® and no cruisers could be laid with a displacement of
more than 8,000 tons, or with a gun of more than 6.1-inchs
in caliber? The objective of these restrictions was to protect
the qualitative limits agreed for cruizers—otherwise vessels
could have been built which by definiion could have been
categorizad as capital ships but which were, in reality, superior
cruisers.*

In order to extend the LNT36 framework even further,
Britain initiated a senes of bilateral negotiation: with the
leszer naval powers of Europe. Within days of the signing
of LNT36, the Bntish representatives imm Netherlands,
Denmark, Norway, Spain, and Sweden were being asked
to discuss the potential for general adoption of the terms of
LNT36 with their host governments * and over the ensuing
months and vears before the outbreak of World War II
bilateral negotiations along similar line: were also held with
the Governments of Yugo:lavia, Greece, Turkey, Poland,
and Finland. The negotiations eszentially took a standard
form—the bazic text of LNT36 was adapted for each
proposed agreement and the comresponding nation invited
t0 sign up to eszentially identical terms as all of the other
participants in the process.

Britain raised the proposal to negotiate bilateral naval
agreements with the delegation: of the four Scandinavian
nations:—Sweden, Norway, Denmark and Finland—
in Geneva in mid-1936,° and talks were convened at
the the Brinsh Foreign Office in September 1936. The
major warships of the principal Scandinavian navies had

traditionally been coast-defence battleships; relatvely slow
ship: approximately the size of a cruiser with a few heavy
guns. All four Nordic nations presented requirements for
replacement ships that fell within the “no- construction zone™
articulated in LNT36.” Finland reported the two Jimarinen
class shipz built in 1930 were too slow, and might want the
next ships built to have a speed of 28 knots and be fitted with
guns of only 8 inches. Denmark did not want to build ships
as fast as cruizers, but 10-inch guns were too big, and 6-inch
guns were too small for Danish requirement:. Norway was
propozing building four replacement ships of less than 8,000
tons with 8-inch gun:, and Sweden was reserving the right
to build ships as large as 10,000 tons with guns of between 8
and 10 inches in caliber.

The Scandinavian claims to be able to build ships: that were
clearly best suited to their requirement: had considerable
merit and were difficult to refuse. Existing vessels were
no match for conventional battleship: emploved by the
major navies, and by themselves had little impact on the
overall balance of naval power. But the threat existed the
next generation of Scandmnavian coast-defenze battleships
might be faster vessels that could prompt Germany and/or
Russia to build further ships of the “pocket battleship” type
and bring about a serious rupture in the global qualitative
limitation regime Britain was attempting to establizh.

Britain offered a compromise propozal, whereby the
Nordic nations would be able to build a limited number
of non-conformant ships during the life of LNT36 (ie.
before 1943). If ships were limited to 8,000 tons and armed
with guns of 10 or 11 inches, then the inherent trade- offs
associated with naval design would ensure the resulting
ships would be slow and best suited to coastal operations.
However, the Britizh insisted if the ships were only armed
with 8-inch guns, they should be speed limited to 25 kmots
in order to differentiate them from cruisers.® The initial
meetings held from 15-17 September produced the propozed
limits summansed in Table 1, although Sweden recorded
a reservation in respect of a forthcoming commission into
naval armaments ?

Sweden had significant concems about the speed
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restricion—specifically arizsing from the intention of the
Soviets to build as many as seven heavy cruisers anmed
with 7.1-inch guns. The speed limit was ultimately
rejected by the Scandinavians, and they continued to press
for an exemption clause to allow the building of 8,000-
ton ships with guns of between 8-10 inches. Such a clause
was effectively a license to build heavy cruisers,™ and this
was unacceptable to Britain Britain therefore stalled the
negotiation: until after Anglo-Soviet and Anglo-Genman
agreements had been ratified. On 18 January 1938, the final
meeting endorsed a new formula which allowed each of the
Nordic countriez to build 24,000 tons of armored zhip: of
8,000 tons or less, and ammed with guns of between 8 and
10 inches.** A further deviation from the terms of LNT36
allowed the Scandinavian countries to convert old armored
ships into submarine or destrover depot ships, after which
they could be classified as auxiliary vessels in spite of their
retention of armor plating *

Although the agreement was :till unsigned, when Chile
attempted to order 8,700-ton 8-inch gun cruisers from
Finland and/or the Netherlands in 1938, the draft was used
by the British to put considerable pressure on Finland to
prevent a Finnizh shipvard from constructing the proposed
ships, and on Sweden to prevent Bofors from constructing
8-inch guns: for the ships proposed for construction in the
Netherlands **

The US, France, and Gemmany approved the draft text
of the agreement just before Munich;*¢ however the Soviets
raised an issue with the agreement making no provision for
Britain to inform all nations with which Britain had entered a
similar treaty should any of the Scandinavian nations inform
Britain they were exercizing their night to build vessels
exceading the treaty limit for light cruisers during the term
of the Treaty. The Soviets were concerned information on
heavy cruizers it provided to the United Kingdom under
the Anglo-Soviet Naval Agreement might be passed on to
the Scandinavian nations without reciprocation, however
Britain gave the requested assurance this would not occur.’”

The final agreement was signed on 21 December 1038,
and ratified by Norway.** In the Danish Parliament, the
agreement was criticized by the pro-German Conszervative
Party spokesman on the grounds it imposed on Scandinavian
countries a quantitative restriction, without imposing any
comresponding obligation on the part of Great Britain**
Sweden decided against ratification in 1939 using the
German denunciation of AGNA3S as a pretext, ™ and in May
1939 the Swedish Parliament voted to build two new coast
defenze ships.* Bntain belatedly concluded strengthening
the Swedizh Navy, rather than dizanrmament, was in Britain’s
best interests, and the matter wa: quietly dropped. =

Notwithstanding the demise of the Treaty, Scandinavian
building plans prior to the outbreak of World War II appear
to have conformed to its intent. In 1939, Denmark was
planning two ships of 5,730 tons armed with four 10-inch
guns and a speed of 20 knots* while the new Swedizh
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vessels ordered in 1939 were of 8,000 tons, armed with four
10-inch guns, and would have had a speed of 23 knots >
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