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PREFACE

The role and future of tactical nuclear weapons in 
Europe are subjects that sometimes surprise even ex-
perts in international security, primarily because it is 
so often disconcerting to remember that these weap-
ons still exist. Many years ago, an American journalist 
wryly noted that the future of the North Atlantic Trea-
ty Organization (NATO) was “a subject that drives 
the dagger of boredom deep, deep into the heart”—
a dismissive quip which would have remained true 
right up until the moment World War III broke out. 
The same goes for tactical nuclear weapons: compared 
to the momentous issues that the East and West have 
tackled since the end of the Cold War, the scattering of 
hundreds (or in the Russian case, thousands) of battle-
field weapons throughout Europe seems to be almost 
an afterthought, a detail left behind that should be 
easy to tidy up.

Such complacency is unwise. Tactical nuclear 
weapons (or NSNWs, “non-strategic nuclear weap-
ons”) still exist because NATO and Russia have not 
fully resolved their fears about how a nuclear war 
might arise, or how it might be fought. They represent, 
as Russian analyst Nikolai Sokov once wrote, “the lon-
gest deadlock” in the history of arms control. Wash-
ington and Moscow, despite the challenges to the “re-
set” of their relations, point to reductions in strategic 
arms as a great achievement, but strategic agreements 
also reveal the deep ambiguity toward nuclear weap-
ons as felt by the former superpower rivals. The num-
bers in the 2010 New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty 
(New START) are lower than at any point in history, 
but they are based on leaving each side a reliable abil-
ity to destroy up to 300 urban targets each. Inflicting 
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this incredible amount of destruction is, on its face, a 
step no sane national leader would take. But it is here 
that tactical weapons were meant to play their danger-
ous role, for they would be the arms that provided the 
indispensable bridge from peace to nuclear war. Thus, 
the structures of Cold War nuclear doctrines on both 
sides remain in place, only on a smaller scale. 

How did we get here?

As Major General William Burns notes in his intro-
duction to this volume, the history of the Cold War is a 
nuclear history, centered around each side’s efforts to 
convince the other of a readiness for a war that neither 
wanted. Tactical nuclear weapons were crucial to this 
effort, because they were the link between conven-
tional war in Europe and a central nuclear exchange 
between the superpowers. The Soviets were unlikely 
to believe that the President would risk New York and 
Chicago for the people of Europe, which was the cen-
tral premise of the short-lived and poorly conceived 
strategy of “Massive Retaliation.” A threat to leap to 
Armageddon because of a scuffle between the Soviets 
and the West Germans was on its face incredible, to 
Moscow as much as to us. 

Tactical nuclear weapons provided the solution, 
such as it was. The West abandoned any hope of match-
ing Warsaw Pact conventional forces man for man or 
tank for tank, and instead placed nuclear weapons in 
Europe, many of them directly in front of the assumed 
axes of Soviet advance where they would assuredly 
be overrun or employed. This warned the Soviets, in 
effect, that if Europe were invaded, the choice to use 
nuclear arms would be forced upon NATO by the suc-
cesses of the Red Army. Western commanders, faced 
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with imminent defeat, would fire their tactical arms 
in desperation at advancing Soviet units, commit the 
whole matter to God, and retreat with as much order 
and bravery as they could muster while hoping either 
that the Soviet offensive would collapse or that the 
United States and its allies could force a cease-fire be-
fore things spiraled completely out of control.

This was a terrifying but effective strategy. As we 
now know, the Soviet High Command wrestled with 
this dilemma, since taking a Europe in ashes defeated 
the whole point of invasion in the first place. They 
worked out their own plans for first-use of tactical 
nuclear arms, for massive use of tactical arms, and for 
nuclear retaliation. All of the options led to the same 
dead end of escalation, strategic retaliation, and ca-
tastrophe. Combat along the Central Front probably 
would have decayed into a nuclear war sooner rather 
than later, with unimaginable consequences.

Today, the Central Front is gone. The inter-Ger-
man border where NATO and the Warsaw Pact were 
poised for war has been erased, as has the Warsaw 
Pact itself. Former Soviet satellites are now free par-
ticipants in the Atlantic alliance. A Russian dash to in-
vade Europe is no longer physically possible; the suf-
focation of Berlin, which would have taken only hours 
by Soviet troops in the city, would now require battle 
across hundreds of miles of allied Polish and German 
territory. Even if the Russians, for some unfathom-
able reason, wanted to invade Poland or Germany 
once more, they would have to march across 50 mil-
lion independent Ukrainians to get there, only to find 
themselves at war with another 26 European nations 
and two North American powers. Tactical nuclear 
weapons make no sense in this environment, and yet 
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hundreds of U.S. weapons (and thousands of Russian 
battlefield arms) still remain in Europe as dangerous 
souvenirs of Cold War preparation for a showdown 
in Europe. 

This volume is the result of the collaboration of 
scholars and security experts from many disciplines 
and nations who have come together to tackle ques-
tions that are long overdue for an answer. 

•  What role is left, if any, for tactical nuclear 
arms?

•  What are the strategic implications of their 
presence—or their removal?

•  How have U.S., Russian, and European views 
evolved on this issue, and how much opportu-
nity is there to bring them into a coordinated 
agreement?

•  What does it mean for NATO to be a “nuclear 
alliance?”

•  Should arms control processes like the Strategic 
Arms Reduction Treaties (START) or conven-
tional arms control include NSNWs, or are tac-
tical nuclear arms so outdated that they should 
be removed from the agenda and reduced uni-
laterally?

Our authors do not claim to resolve all of these 
dilemmas, but we are hopeful that this analysis is an 
important step toward the further reduction of weap-
ons whose role is no longer clear. NATO has never 
enjoyed such strategic depth and stability so far to its 
East, but the weapons that were meant to help U.S., 
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European, and Russian leaders climb Herman Kahn’s 
famous escalatory ladder from crisis to catastrophe are 
still deployed across Europe and still ready for battle.

We are not out of the woods yet.

  

  Tom Nichols
  Professor, National Security Affairs
  Naval War College
  Newport, RI
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TACTICAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS AND NATO:
AN INTRODUCTORY REMINISCENCE

Major General William F. Burns, USA, Retired

Only since World War II has the United States in-
volved itself—contrary to the advice of leaders begin-
ning with George Washington—in foreign alliances in 
peacetime. This book does not address this question 
in particular. However, it does consider one of the 
keystone strategies that serve as the basis for the cohe-
sion of our longest peacetime alliance, the North At-
lantic Treaty Organization (NATO). The deployment 
of tactical nuclear weapons was a major decision not 
reached lightly by ourselves and our allies and con-
tinues to be a point of concern to this day. As a pre-
liminary to the chapters to follow, I want to address 
the issues surrounding the deployment and potential 
use of tactical nuclear weapons within NATO from a 
users’ perspective.

My experience coincides roughly with the history 
of NATO. I took my first oath under the Constitu-
tion—as an ROTC cadet—when Harry Truman was 
President and General Dwight Eisenhower was the 
first Supreme Allied Commander in Europe. Now in 
my 80th year, I can look back over the decades and see 
the evolution of the Alliance and its strategies. Prin-
cipal among these strategies was the employment of 
nuclear weapons in defense of Europe. While strate-
gists at high levels debated the “should” and “could” 
arguments, we at the battery and battalion levels of 
the U.S. Army and the squadron level of the U.S. Air 
Force were more interested in “whether” and “how.”

As a rather junior first lieutenant of field artillery, 
I took command of my first battery at Fort Sill, OK, 
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in 1957 with orders to move to NATO-Europe. Our 
armament was the eight-inch howitzer, a decades-old, 
multi-ton, towed behemoth newly capable of firing a 
nuclear projectile almost 10 miles. Following closely 
on the deployment of the original “atomic cannon” 
that moved rather clumsily and had been designed 
specifically to fire a nuclear projectile, the eight-inch 
howitzer retained its conventional capability. This 
complicated our work at battery level since we were 
required to provide conventional fires on call from VII 
Corps which we supported, and at the same time be 
prepared to fire our nuclear rounds on very short no-
tice. All this, in the Army’s wisdom and during the 
lean years of the 1950s, was to be achieved without 
any special personnel augmentation. 

A further complication was that the eight-inch 
nuclear round required careful assembly in the field 
right before firing. This process of about an hour was 
critical to accurate detonation and required the unit 
to undergo numerous inspections over the year from 
six or seven higher headquarters. Training for these 
inspections and potential use took up about one third 
of the battery’s time—and there was no augmentation 
in time, either!

Computation of firing data also took about an hour 
in the pre-computer era. In order to cause the projec-
tile to detonate in the air over a target, careful mea-
surement of data was necessary. To insure accuracy, 
two white phosphorous “spotting” rounds were fired 
to check data and make corrections. Although these 
were not fired over the actual target, it is safe to say 
that the Soviet side would see such firing as a warning 
of imminent nuclear attack. And we in the firing bat-
tery wondered about and speculated on the ultimate 
utility of our nuclear burden.
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Security was an additional problem. Long before 
the McNamara era’s permissive action links (PAL) 
and NATO-centralized nuclear weapons storage sites, 
each nuclear-capable field artillery battalion stored its 
atomic weapons more or less as it saw fit. There were 
few economies to be found under this system, and the 
security costs to an already overburdened unit were 
high, but suffice it to say that no weapons were com-
promised during this period.

I explain all this simply to highlight the complexity 
of NATO’s decision to adopt a strategy of tactical nu-
clear weapons deployment to offset a perceived con-
ventional forces disadvantage against the Soviet army 
and its allies. There were recognized costs involved 
that limited conventional capabilities in the area of fire 
support. However, NATO’s bet on the utility of tac-
tical nuclear weapons as a deterrent apparently paid 
off.

After returning to the United States in the early 
1960s, I found myself undergoing the routine field 
artillery officer’s training and assignments. After the 
Command and General Staff Course at Fort Leaven-
worth, KS, we received a “prefix 5” to our military 
skill identification number, meaning that we were a 
qualified nuclear weapons fires planner equipped to 
analyze a target and deliver a nuclear explosive de-
vice according to prescription: maximize target dam-
age, minimize collateral damage, and do not make it 
too difficult for friendly forces—because of tree blow-
down or radiation contamination, for example—to 
traverse the damaged territory in a future advance.

The Army then went to Vietnam, Europe was left 
with field artillery units stripped of its officers and key 
noncommissioned officers, and the nuclear mission 
lost its priority. For those who believed—and perhaps 
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still believe—that the then Soviet Union was simply 
awaiting the opportunity to strike effectively, the nag-
ging question should arise, why not then? 

After returning from Vietnam, I was sent to pur-
sue an advanced degree. During this process, I was 
assigned for the summer of 1968 on temporary duty 
to the Office of the Secretary of Defense’s Nuclear 
Planning Group, my only higher staff assignment up 
to that time. I was immersed in the burning tactical 
nuclear weapons argument of the day: In the event of 
hostilities, should we fire our first nuclear round as 
a warning—as we said, for demonstrative use—and 
not aim at an enemy target? Various NATO partners 
had different ideas of a demonstration—the United 
Kingdom wanted a round fired at sea, West Germany 
wanted a round fired high in the sky by an air defense 
missile, etc. Wisely, in my opinion, the United States 
declined to jump on the demonstrative-use bandwag-
on, seeing it as a sign of weakness rather than a dem-
onstration of strength.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, I commanded 
two nuclear-capable field artillery battalions, both in 
the United States. Times were lean for nondeployed 
units at the time, but we continued to maintain our 
nuclear readiness. 

After graduation from the Army’s institution of 
higher learning—you might have read of the U.S. 
Army War College in Carlisle, PA—I was assigned to 
the faculty and for a few years had little to do with 
nuclear issues. Counterinsurgency was the relevant 
strategy even as the war in Vietnam was winding 
down. Some, however, raised questions regarding 
how technical innovation was changing the battle-
field and how this in turn would affect tactical nuclear 
weapons. This re-look grew in importance as the Army 
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embraced lessons learned from the 1973 Arab-Israeli 
War and developed new tactics to counter a possible 
Warsaw Pact attack. 

In the mid-1970s, I returned to Europe as a field 
artillery brigade commander. Three of my four battal-
ions were nuclear-capable, and two of those—Lance 
missile units—were given a conventional capability 
while I was in command. The third nuclear battal-
ion—an eight-inch howitzer unit—had the same rath-
er cumbersome nuclear projectile that I was cursed 
with in the 1950s! The Lance battalions were equipped 
with advanced technology and nuclear explosive de-
vices that required little or no assembly and mainte-
nance. Also, peacetime storage of nuclear weapons 
was centralized. I had the added responsibility for 
NATO Nuclear Site 4 in Giessen, Germany, at which 
were stored several hundred nuclear weapons from a 
variety of units. In an alert, even in peacetime, these 
weapons were generally required to be evacuated to 
delivery units, adding an additional complication to 
route planning and timing.

In the late 1970s, I was assigned for 2 years to head 
our liaison office to the Bundeswehr in Cologne. This 
was an exciting time, during which a number of steps 
were taken to insure cohesion and interoperability 
between the West German and U.S. forces. I came 
to understand the deep-seated wariness of German 
leaders concerning tactical nuclear weapons and their 
employment, even though some German units were 
equipped to deliver U.S.-controlled nuclear devices. 
Not too many years before this, the U.S. Army had 
abandoned its Atomic Demolition Munitions when 
military planners came to appreciate more fully that 
these devices, intended to be implanted in the path 
of advancing Soviet forces and detonated at the ap-
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propriate time, all had to be buried on West German 
soil. As this realization sank in, such weapons were 
quietly retired.

In 1981, after returning to the United States and be-
ing selected for promotion to brigadier general, I was 
heading a Department of the Army task force at Fort 
Sill, to determine the requirements for a replacement 
for the Lance battlefield missile. A call from the Army 
Chief of Staff ended all this, and I found myself just 
after Thanksgiving across the table from Major Gen-
eral Yuri Lebedev, my Russian opposite number for 
several years in nuclear arms negotiations.

In 1978, NATO had become alarmed over the be-
ginning of deployment of a new “medium range” mis-
sile by the Soviets—the SS-20. This missile delivered 
three nuclear warheads fairly accurately to a range of 
some 4,000 kilometers, a vast improvement over its ag-
ing predecessors, the SS-4 and SS-5. NATO’s response 
in 1979 was to offer the Soviet side a choice—either 
abandon the SS-20 deployments or NATO would ask 
the United States to deploy in Europe a countervail-
ing force. The history of our negotiations is of great 
interest but not truly relevant to the present discus-
sions except in one aspect: It demonstrated that the 
Soviet Union was quite competent to play the deter-
rence game but recognized the advantage that NATO 
would have if the United States could maintain de-
ployment in Europe of a nuclear delivery system of 
advanced technology and superior to anything the 
Soviet side could develop. This insight I gleaned from 
many hours of discussion with General Lebedev and 
my own experiences in Europe in earlier decades.

I retired from the Army in 1988 to assume the di-
rectorship of the U.S. Arms Control and Disarmament 
Agency at the invitation of President Ronald Reagan. 
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I learned here of some of the deep divisions in the po-
litical world concerning tactical nuclear weapons. Af-
ter I left the government in 1989, decisions were made 
to withdraw most of the U.S. tactical nuclear weapons 
from Europe and virtually to eliminate U.S. Army 
participation in nuclear armaments. I was called back 
in 1992 to initiate negotiations with the new Russian 
Federation over U.S. help to that fledgling govern-
ment in eliminating stocks of former Soviet nuclear 
weapons and the nuclear explosive material they 
contained. This has been an eminently successful pro-
gram in which three of the former nuclear states of the 
Soviet Union have become non-nuclear nations under 
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Moreover, the 
Russian Federation has greatly reduced its stocks in a 
more or less transparent fashion. 

Those members of my generation have seen the rise 
and demise of the Cold War and the ushering in of a 
new phase of world history that has thus far not been 
christened with a capital-letter name. Nuclear arma-
ments within NATO played an important role in the 
Cold War, and NATO owes a debt of gratitude to the 
soldiers of a number of nations who provided a safe 
and secure tactical nuclear deterrent over the decades. 
The question now is the one for political leaders that I 
broached tentatively at the beginning of my remarks: 
Can NATO retain a tactical nuclear capability for the 
foreseeable future? More importantly perhaps is the 
question, Should it?
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CHAPTER 1

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Richard Weitz

The questions to be discussed include: Why and 
how did we develop tactical nuclear weapons (TNWs) 
and associated doctrines? How have the weapons de-
veloped as well as the associated strategies for deter-
rence and extended deterrence? What meaning does 
this have for the future?

Dr. Tom Nichols of the U.S. Naval War College 
noted in the Preface that the meanings, importance, 
purposes, and consequences of nuclear weapons can 
vary with time and context while the weapons them-
selves remain unchanged. He argued that since nu-
clear weapons have never been used since 1945, the 
most important question is what their functions are 
in peacetime: How do different classes and deploy-
ments of TNWs affect the psychology and politics of 
friends and potential enemies? TNWs are a subclass of 
military assets intended to reduce adversary military 
confidence and increase friends’ reassurance that they 
would not be the object of attack. 

Nichols described the doctrinal malaise associ-
ated with the entire class of TNWs. He argued that 
the weapons’ effects—both military and political—
were their most important characteristics, and that 
the West and the Soviets drew different distinctions 
between them. Whatever their specific characteris-
tics, Nichols argued, nuclear gravity bombs delivered 
from a bomber or fighter-bomber platform from thou-
sands of miles away are more of an offensive strategic 
system than a “tactical” weapon. Many would argue 
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that a nuclear detonation is a strategic event, politi-
cally and militarily, regardless of the yield or the de-
livery means. Nuclear weapons have an inherent po-
tential for rapid and dramatic destruction, shock, and 
death—regardless of whether they yield one megaton 
or 20 kilotons. Distinguishing between “strategic” and 
“tactical” in that sense is more or less academic. As 
Thomas Schelling once opined, their enormous value 
is in the pure violence that they signal.

Both the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) and the Soviets developed doctrines for lim-
ited or graduated nuclear war. The intent was to make 
nuclear war sufficiently costly that local aggression 
would not be worthwhile, but not automatically so 
terrible that any threatened countries or allies would 
shrink from using atomic weapons to defend them-
selves. NATO saw nuclear weapons simultaneously 
as tools of deterrence, defense, and denial. NATO 
planners soon lost enthusiasm for scenarios involv-
ing limited nuclear weapons use, but Soviet planners 
came to see them as just another weapon that could 
facilitate Soviet military operations. Soviet and, re-
cently, Russian military exercises typically involved 
the use of some nuclear weapons. 

Paul Schulte of Kings College and the Carnegie En-
dowment has reviewed the history of theater nuclear 
weapons in Europe, with a focus on the evolution of 
NATO and Soviet operational policies. He argued 
that the significance and strategic meaning of TNWs 
changed over time. From 1953 onwards, the growth 
of U.S. TNWs in Europe was rapid. In December 1957, 
the North Atlantic Council agreed to stockpile nuclear 
warheads in Europe, and a decade later that stockpile 
peaked at 7,000. There were deliberate attempts to 
construct a public understanding of nuclear weapons 
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as just another kind of military option for warfighting. 
But despite much talk of “massive retaliation” in the 
1950s, practical policy reflected a much more flexible 
attitude. Meanwhile, Henry Kissinger, Herman Kahn, 
and other strategists developed elaborate scenarios 
for nuclear use short of mutual assured destruction. 
Forward-based ground TNWs were seen as enhanc-
ing deterrence through their “use-it-or-lose-it” qual-
ity. But for the most part, TNWs became a substitute 
for strategy since their low cost made it easy to simply 
acquire more of them.

During the 1960s, this house of cards began to fold. 
Government officials and civilian strategists increas-
ingly questioned the credibility of using TNWs and 
of the entire doctrine of limited nuclear war. By 1957, 
after exercises like Sagebrush, the U.S. Army had con-
cluded that TNWs did not favor the defense. In addi-
tion, NATO exercises made clear that Germany would 
be devastated through the effects of blast and fallout 
following even the limited employment of nuclear 
weapons. NATO governments, experiencing differ-
ent strategic anxieties from their different geostrategic 
circumstances, disputed when and how to use—or 
threaten to use—these TNWs. U.S. officials generally 
wanted options, firebreaks, and bargaining time; Ger-
many sought to avoid any increase in the possibility 
of any war occurring on German territory by insisting 
that NATO threaten the early use of nuclear weapons. 
TNWs, designed as instruments of reassurance to gov-
ernments, became symbols of anxiety to large sections 
of their publics. 

By 1960, Kissinger and other analysts had noted the 
failure of the services to develop a coherent doctrine 
for TNWs, fundamental disagreements within NATO 
over them, and the problems for NATO strategy that 
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resulted from the Soviet nuclear buildup. Indeed, the 
Soviets were beginning to introduce their own TNWs. 
Soviet leaders believed that TNWs added to the over-
all East-West correlation of forces, whose imbalance 
in their favor could exert pressure, threats, and even 
blackmail. Most Soviet strategists fell into “nuclear 
romanticism,” a form of delusional thinking, we now 
see, regarding how nuclear weapons would allow for 
decisive victory in a war with NATO. 

But they still saw them as weapons of mass de-
struction and likely sources of escalation to all-out 
exchanges, which could not be used precisely against 
military targets separated from the civilian popula-
tion. Rather than reducing the need for manpower, 
Soviet experts believed that the prospects of further 
nuclear exchanges required even larger conventional 
forces for use as replacements and reserves for those 
killed or incapacitated. They also noted the desirabili-
ty of preemption but could never be certain that Soviet 
forces could accomplish this, due partly to the large 
number of NATO TNW targets.

The doctrine of “Flexible Response” developed in 
the John Kennedy/Robert McNamara era was a way 
to reduce reliance on nuclear weapons by fielding 
credible levels of conventional forces. The correspond-
ing new NATO MC 14/3 plan intended to raise the 
threshold of nuclear war by deemphasizing nuclear 
weapons and by increasing reliance on conventional 
forces and making conventional defense more feasible. 
Flexible Response essentially confined nuclear weap-
ons to only two roles: deterring a Soviet initiation of 
nuclear war and serving as weapons of last resort, if 
conventional defense failed, to persuade the aggressor 
to terminate the conflict on acceptable terms. But am-
biguity was the essence of Flexible Response: without 
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it, the Allies were unlikely to agree in peacetime over 
the role and timing of TNW use. France’s withdrawal 
from NATO’s integrated military structure, the estab-
lishment of the Nuclear Planning Group (NPG), and 
the incorporation of precision-guided munitions into 
NATO plans also facilitated inter-allied agreement. 

Meanwhile, popular opposition cancelled the pro-
posed U.S. Enhanced Radiation Warheads (“neutron 
bombs”), which might have increased the utility of 
TNWs against Soviet armored forces. The Soviet-NA-
TO détente of the 1970s enabled mutual reductions in 
nuclear weapons, and the NATO governments chose 
to relinquish much of their TNW capacity in order to 
lubricate the prospects of modernizing their interme-
diate nuclear forces (INF) in response to a comparable 
Soviet INF modernization effort, and later to improve 
relations with a rapidly changing Russia. The Decem-
ber 1979 NATO foreign and defense ministers meet-
ing decided to deploy 572 American ground-launched 
cruise missiles (GLCMs) and Pershing 2 intermediate-
range missiles, while undertaking arms control nego-
tiations with the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
(USSR). They unilaterally withdrew 1,000 U.S. TNWs 
from Europe. At their October 1983 Montebello meet-
ing, the NPG announced that, without a breakthrough 
in the INF talks, the deployments of Pershing 2 and 
the GLCMs would proceed, but announced that an-
other 1,400 American tactical warheads would be 
withdrawn.

The INF Treaty of December 1987 banned all U.S. 
and Soviet ground-based ballistic and cruise missiles 
with ranges of 500 to 5,500 kilometers (km). NATO Su-
preme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR) General 
Bernard Rogers recommended that NATO implement 
the second half of the 1983 Montebello decision and 
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modernize its remaining short-range nuclear forces 
(SNF). It never happened, largely due to West German 
opposition. The Follow On To Lance (FOTL) and the 
U.S./United Kingdom (UK) Tomahawk anti-ship air-
to-surface missile (TASM) were cancelled.

The United States and Russia unilaterally elimi-
nated many TNWs after the Cold War ended, but the 
NATO cuts were much deeper. Soon after Soviet forc-
es and all nuclear systems were withdrawn to Russia, 
NATO removed most of its remaining 4,000 U.S. war-
heads, leaving only “several hundred” gravity bombs 
of the B-61 Type II. The resultant TNW asymmetry in 
Moscow’s favor is now long established and hard to 
eliminate. Another asymmetry is in NATO and Rus-
sian planners’ views of their remaining TNWs. NATO 
leaders have declared TNWs as weapons of “truly 
last resort” that should ideally be eliminated through 
negotiations with Russia, though some analysts, in-
cluding Nichols, would be willing to relinquish them 
unilaterally. But Russian policymakers seem to see 
continuing political and military uses of their own 
TNWs. 

According to Schulte, present-day NATO doctrine 
and statements offer many possible reasons for retain-
ing TNWs, but the arguments are all contestable:

•  Mechanisms for sharing nuclear functions and 
responsibilities (but with countries that find 
nuclear weapons increasingly distasteful);

•  Signaling devices in crises (but which would 
be hard to use given present NATO procedures 
and processes);

•  Reaffirming the transatlantic relationship at a 
time when the United States is shifting its stra-
tegic attention to the Pacific (but intra-allied 
disputes whenever TNW issues become promi-
nent weaken alliance solidarity);
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•  Assets for future arms control talks (which the 
Russians resist holding);

•  Weapons category (which might undermine 
NATO investments in more usable capabilities, 
and that might not be sustainable without re-
newed commitment to modernize dual-capable 
aircraft (DCA);

•  Reassurance for new East European members 
of NATO (but the alliance TNWs are not locat-
ed in these countries, and could not be moved 
there without provoking a major crisis with 
Russia);

•  Symbols of the continuing U.S. nuclear commit-
ment to its NATO partners (Professor Bunn’s 
Wedding Ring Analogy: it does not matter 
whether or not you wear a wedding ring, but it 
does matter a lot if you wear it and then take it 
off); and,

•  Means of deterring Iran (but many more op-
erationally plausible nuclear assets exist for 
this, and NATO-wide ballistic missile defense 
(BMD) is becoming the preferred response).

Schulte maintained that, although the nuclear 
weapons complexes cost the United States and the 
Soviet Union trillions of dollars, TNWs specifically 
spared NATO countries the enormous costs of main-
taining large standing conventional armies. The com-
pounded economic effects of this have been one factor 
in higher western European living standards. And, 
while contributing to the security dilemma through-
out the Cold War, TNWs were not in themselves a ma-
jor cause of instability: they improved the correlation 
of forces from the NATO perspective and did not lend 
themselves to “bolt from the blue scenarios” because 
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they were embedded in easy-to-monitor conventional 
forces. 

Elbridge Colby focused on the history of TNWs in 
U.S. strategy toward Asia. At first, the Pentagon saw 
TNWs as a cheap and readily available means of en-
hancing U.S. regional military power in possible wars 
in Asia. TNWs were integrated as tightly with U.S. 
forces in Asia as they were in Europe. These forces 
were not able to fight a conventional war of any dura-
tion without the use of TNWs. These weapons were 
seen as a U.S. advantage over the Soviet bloc and as 
helping deter or defeat Soviet aggression and avoid-
ing another unhappy experience like the protracted 
war in Korea. For example, they were seen as essential 
for countering a People’s Republic of China (PRC) at-
tempt to occupy Taiwan. Lacking long-range ballistic 
missiles, the Pentagon placed TNWs on land as well 
as on forward-based ships and bombers, establishing 
a network of U.S. military bases throughout the world.

Even so, the Kennedy and subsequent U.S. admin-
istrations refrained from using them in the Vietnam 
War. In time, the improving accuracy and effective-
ness of U.S. conventional weapons, combined with 
the growing nuclear arsenals of the Soviet Union and 
China, reduced U.S. reliance on TNWs. Today, unlike 
in Europe, U.S. nuclear weapons in Asia are no longer 
relied upon for strictly military purposes. They are de-
signed as means of reassuring key U.S. allies in Asia 
and for deterring Chinese and North Korean threats 
while discouraging the further proliferation of nuclear 
weapons to other Asian countries.

Colby offers several hypotheses as to why the U.S. 
approaches to TNWs have differed in Europe com-
pared to Asia. First, the regional security environ-



11

ments are dissimilar. Whereas Europe has the unitary 
multinational NATO alliance, the United States has to 
manage a diffuse hub-and-spoke alliance system in 
Asia, which makes it more difficult to pool individual 
national military forces into an integrated collective 
asset. 

Second, NATO’s formal role in shaping U.S. nu-
clear weapons policy, including its dual-key arrange-
ments for forward-based shared TNWs, and the NPG, 
considerably constrained Washington’s nuclear poli-
cies. In contrast, the absence of such an alliance in the 
Asia Pacific region allowed the United States much 
more discretion in determining its nuclear weapons 
policy in the Pacific. The Japanese and other allies 
benefiting from U.S. nuclear deterrence guarantees 
declined to probe too deeply into these arrangements 
to avoid highlighting this nuclear dimension to their 
nuclear-allergic publics.

Third, the regional geography is dissimilar. The 
Asia Pacific theater is much larger, and U.S. allies 
are located on the periphery rather than on the Asian 
mainland, thus allowing defense by U.S. air and naval 
forces. In contrast, the United States needed to base 
an enormous conventional force in central Europe to 
defend its NATO allies from the feared Warsaw Pact 
ground attack. The network of U.S. bases in the Pacific 
also made a forward-based strategy relying on stand-
off air and sea power effective in defending them. 

Fourth, the United States enjoyed a more advan-
tageous conventional balance in Asia than in Europe. 
U.S. naval superiority has meant that the United States 
does not need to rely on nuclear weapons to protect 
most Asia Pacific countries, with the major exception 
of South Korea during the Cold War period. In con-
trast, the United States did not enjoy conventional su-
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periority in Europe during the Cold War, so it lacked 
credible conventional deterrence options and had to 
rely on extended nuclear deterrence guarantees.

Fifth, the prospects of further nuclear weapons 
proliferation is much greater in Asia than in Europe. 
India, Pakistan, and North Korea have been the most 
recent states to acquire nuclear weapons, joining Rus-
sia, China, and the United States. Japan, South Korea, 
and Taiwan also have the means to acquire nuclear 
weapons fairly easily if they want. Even Burma was 
feared until recently to be considering nuclear weap-
ons options. 

Colby notes how changes in the Asian scene are 
moving it closer to the European pattern. TNWs have 
recently achieved renewed prominence in the defense 
debates in South Korea and Japan. Seeking to balance 
the provocative actions of nuclear-armed North Korea 
and the growing military power of China, strategists 
in both South Korea and Japan are openly discussing 
whether nuclear weapons, either U.S. or possibly in-
digenous ones, can help them manage both threats. 
The United States has sought to reassure both coun-
tries by affirming that the United States will defend 
them against external aggression, including the use of 
nuclear weapons if necessary. 

Although U.S. TNWs no longer play the central 
role in military planning in Asia that they did in the 
1950s, Colby argued that they do have an important 
and possibly growing role in reassuring allies and de-
terring adversary aggression. He also worried that the 
United States would be at a disadvantage in local con-
flicts if its adversaries were prepared to use nuclear 
weapons while the United States was not.
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CHAPTER 2

TACTICAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS IN NATO 
AND BEYOND: 

A HISTORICAL AND THEMATIC 
EXAMINATION

Paul Schulte

INTRODUCTION

Tactical Nuclear Weapons (TNWs) are a U.S. in-
vention deriving from research and development 
decisions taken around 1947-49, and accelerated by 
ominous adversarial moves such as the Soviet nuclear 
test in 1949 and the Korean War in 1950. They became 
the characteristic, and eventually cheaply mass-pro-
duced instrument of U.S. deterrence in Europe and 
the Korean Peninsula. The Soviet Union also came 
to deploy large numbers of TNWs with quite differ-
ent operational concepts. From their peak numbers in 
the late 1960s to early 1970s, NATO TNWs declined 
due to doctrinal reevaluation of their utility, the ap-
pearance of conventional alternatives, and, in Europe, 
anti-nuclear political feeling which prevented their 
modernization or replacement and portrayed them as 
an obstacle to political change. They remain an impor-
tant part of the Russian nuclear arsenal.

DEFINITIONS

TNWs pose serious definitional problems. The 
most cited criteria involve a short range (under the 
500 kilometer [km] lower limit established by the In-
termediate Nuclear Forces [INF] Treaty of 1987) and a 
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low yield. The first TNWs deployed to Europe in 1953-
54 were American gravity bombs, as are the only re-
maining U.S. TNWs, the variable-yield B-61s. Modern 
fighter-bombers can potentially deliver them across 
hundreds of kilometers—distances overlapping with 
those of weapons previously referred to as Theater 
Nuclear Forces. The only nuclear weapons ever used 
in combat, over Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan, had 
TNW-like yields of only about 15 kilotons (kt), but ob-
viously with a decisive strategic effect.1 

A widely employed alternative term for TNWs is 
non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNWs), defined as 
all nuclear weapons unaddressed by current nuclear 
arms control arrangements. For example, this defini-
tion would exclude U.S. and Russian strategic nuclear 
weapons (SNWs) covered by the various Strategic 
Arms Reduction Treaties and U.S. or Russian nucle-
ar and conventional ground-launched ballistic and 
cruise missiles with intermediate ranges, between 500 
and 5,500 km, which are prohibited by the INF Treaty. 
Additional weapons could fall into this category if, as 
is frequently called for, TNWs were brought into U.S.-
Russian arms control negotiations or perhaps covered 
by multinational arms control measures. In newly nu-
clear-capable states such as Pakistan, India, and North 
Korea, and, perhaps soon, Iran, almost all nuclear 
weapons, even with a short range and restricted yield, 
are regarded as “strategic” due to their strategic intent 
to deter superpower intervention and drive regional 
security developments and due to their unique status 
within a country’s nuclear arsenal.

Yet another formulation is that TNWs are those 
nuclear weapons which are incapable of reaching key 
homeland targets of the Cold War superpowers. How-
ever, this would redefine all NATO low-yield gravity 
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bombs in Europe as strategic weapons—which is why 
Moscow often favors this definitional approach. 

In view of the lack of consensus on what consti-
tutes TNWs, I propose the following working defini-
tion as derived from the military functions expected of 
their deployment by NATO, the United States, Britain, 
France, and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
(USSR)/Russia since the 1950s. TNWs are defined as:

nuclear devices and delivery systems with relatively 
short range and low yield by contemporary standards, 
which are intended for employment against conven-
tional, or nuclear, ground, naval, air targets or trans-
port assets, on the battlefield, or across the theater, to 
contribute to total conventional and nuclear campaign 
capability, yet which are not expected to inflict strate-
gically decisive damage to enemy military, economic, 
or regime targets, but whose use would nevertheless 
be an unmistakable signal that the stakes in a crisis 
were regarded as serious enough to transform it into, 
or continue it, as a nuclear conflict, and so, unavoid-
ably, to risk possible escalation to a strategic level.2 

CONCLUSIONS AND SCOPE

The main proposition of this chapter is that nuclear 
weapons experience significant change in their strate-
gic purpose and their political and cultural meanings, 
depending on time and historical context. This has 
been true even with little change in the design, pro-
duction, deployment, maintenance, storage, training 
routines, and targeting of the weapons themselves. 
Their purposes, strategic implications, and political 
meanings have steadily evolved over the decades. 
TNWs have been subject to changes of international 
thinking and national feeling about nuclear weapons, 
and tidal fluctuations in the acceptability and avoid-
ability of early nuclear use. 
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This chapter concentrates on Europe, with a focus 
on the evolution of NATO operational policies, but 
considers some connected developments in the War-
saw Pact and the Russian Federation, and analogous 
developments on the Korean Peninsula, the other area 
where TNWs have played a strategic role. The chapter 
attempts to suggest useful periodicities, but bounding 
dates should not necessarily be taken as indicating im-
mediate discontinuities, except perhaps for 1989-90. 
Unsurprisingly, history shows early precursors of cur-
rent policy disputes and intra-Alliance debates, while 
providing illustrations for a wide range of contem-
porary judgments. Let us proceed with our historical 
and thematic examination of TNWs using the follow-
ing six periods as our historical frame of reference: I. 
1945-1953; II. 1953-1963; III. 1963-1967; IV. 1968-1983; 
V. 1987-1990; and VI. 1991-2012.

I . 1945-1953. U.S. TNWS TO MEET THE SOVIET 
EXPANSIONARY THREAT: THE  
TRUMAN-STALIN YEARS

The Early Strategic and Moral Promise of TNWs.

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, further nuclear 
research led to smaller and smaller weapons, reducing 
average warhead weight from 10,000 to 1,000 pounds 
by 1954.3 Opponents of the development of a fusion 
device, such as Robert Oppenheimer, favored small 
bombs which could be delivered via aircraft, artil-
lery, or missiles for battlefield effect. It took well over 
10 years after Hiroshima before the future shape of 
nuclear strategy began to clarify. There were expecta-
tions—perhaps prompted by moral aspirations—that 
nuclear weapons could develop, in line with previous 
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experiences of war, in a less morally paradoxical di-
rection, which would not favor the attacker and not 
necessarily involve the destruction of cities.4 This 
uncertainty about how exactly TNWs would be em-
ployed in war (or, more accurately, how wars involv-
ing TNWs would turn out) has meant that develop-
ment and deployment of TNWs has been marked by 
various reports and officially endorsed strategies at-
tempting to impose rational order on their use. Such 
doctrines have over time been forced to accept that 
control may be impossible in the nuclear spiral which 
would follow TNW use—and that their deterrent role 
is probably stronger as a result.5 

In 1949 General Omar Bradley speculated that 
“the A Bomb in its tactical aspect may well contribute 
towards a stable equilibrium of forces since it tends 
to strengthen the defensive army.” Oppenheimer 
similarly hoped that “battle would be brought back 
to the battlefield.” The U.S. Air Force’s Project Vista, 
conducted in 1951, predicted that synergies between 
battlefield weapons and small conventional forces 
would work to defend Europe against overwhelming 
Soviet forces. 

These calculations were later repeatedly discon-
firmed by exercise experiments and analytical work, 
but the efficacy of TNWs was over-estimated owing 
to a number of factors. Staring into the dawning Cold 
War, American strategists concluded in the far-reach-
ing National Security Council (NSC) Paper NSC 68 
that there was no alternative to achieving a “prepon-
derance of power”6—both conventional and nuclear—
to back the strategy of containment which would oth-
erwise be simply a bluff. Truman signed NSC 68 into 
policy in September 1950. Achieving and maintaining 
this preponderance would require maximum use of 
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the anticipated long-term, though not permanent, 
U.S. advantage in nuclear weapons of all ranges and 
yields. Among U.S. allies still slowly recovering from 
World War II, there was an appetite for reliance upon 
the marvelous and cost-free guarantee of U.S. nuclear 
firepower. 

The Imperative of the Apparent Soviet  
Military Threat.

In the years after 1945, the Soviet challenge had 
seemed essentially political and economic, but by Au-
gust 1949, just before the North Atlantic Treaty had 
entered into force, the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) 
expressed deep pessimism to British counterparts 
about whether a Soviet offensive against Western Eu-
rope could be defeated, or even whether the planned 
strategic bombing offensive against Russian cities 
could force an early end to such war.7 The need for 
bolstering Western conventional forces seemed ur-
gent and obvious.8 In 1949, the first-ever NATO strat-
egy document to receive ministerial endorsement, DC 
6/61, included two major propositions fateful for Al-
liance strategy and the role of TNWs. NATO would 
plan a forward defense of its territory rather than ma-
neuver to trade space for time in the response to a So-
viet attack. Second, NATO would “ensure the ability 
to carry out strategic bombing promptly by all means 
possible with all types of weapons without excep-
tion.” The persisting sense of acute conventional in-
feriority meant that NATO would be “loud, stubborn, 
and explicit”9 in its rejection of any No First Use of 
Nuclear Weapons (NOFUN) undertaking. Compared 
with the repeatedly emphasized, if unverifiable, Sovi-
et No First Use pledge, this rejection created a sinister, 
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Strangelovian image for NATO in the eyes of peace 
and antinuclear movements, which the USSR was not 
slow to exploit. It also established a political distaste 
for TNWs among several European NATO publics 
which remains today, and is increasingly significant 
for the weapons’ future.

The Imperative of Forward Defense.

Forward defense seemed the indispensable foun-
dation for a large, resilient, and cohesive Alliance, 
given traumatic recent European memories of Nazi 
occupation, coupled with the apparently irrevocable 
consequences of forced assimilation into the Soviet 
bloc. Moreover, Berlin, Germany, a symbolic outpost 
of the Cold War, remained indefensible by conven-
tional means.10 Maintaining the credibility of such an 
inflexible military strategy against larger Soviet and 
East European (after 1955, Warsaw Pact) forces, made 
additional capabilities, such as the nuclear-bolstering 
which TNWs would provide, seem absolutely essen-
tial. 

Korea and Rearmament.

The first Soviet nuclear test in 1949, the outbreak of 
the Korean War in 1950, and a growing perception of 
armed Soviet expansionist ambitions created anxieties 
which led to the establishment and rapid growth of 
NATO. In February 1952, a NATO meeting in Lisbon, 
Portugal, set 96 divisions as a force goal. This ambi-
tious conventional force level subsequently proved 
unachievable, due to a combination of cost and inef-
ficiency.11 



The shock of the Korean War led to plans for the 
rapid deployment of large numbers of U.S. TNWs into 
Europe during 1953-54 (although the first U.S. nucle-
ar weapons deployed to the European theater seem 
to have gone to Morocco in 1953, because there they 
could contribute to the Strategic Air Command [SAC] 
Emergency War Plan untrammeled by Alliance or the-
ater considerations12). But production limitations im-
posed temporary delays, with the U.S. SAC insisting 
on first access to fissile materials to build up its stocks 
of weapons for the all-out strategic attack on Soviet 
cities which would be the first response to the feared 
Warsaw Pact invasion. 

The Soviet Union lagged in nuclear weapons tech-
nology and could not set aside nuclear weapons for 
tactical purposes during this period. Even so, Soviet 
leaders could not ignore the nuclear aspects of NATO’s 
growing capability. While Stalin publicly blustered 
about the relative insignificance of new technology 
compared to the “Permanently Operating Factors” of 
war, he was unrelentingly determined to build up the 
USSR’s own nuclear capabilities and acutely aware of 
the slow growth of the Soviet stockpile. Stalin never 
in fact ordered a war plan for invasion of Western Eu-
rope, despite the West’s anxieties about surprise at-
tack which stimulated NATO’s expansion and nucle-
arization.13 Therefore, the decision to build up nuclear 
deterrent capabilities may not have helped deter a se-
rious military threat in the early Cold War, although it 
may still have been psychologically essential to main-
tain Western European confidence without crippling 
cost to the postwar recovery.14

20
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II. 1953-1963. U.S. STRATEGIC SUPERIORITY: 
EISENHOWER OPTS FOR 
“MASSIVE RETALIATION.” 

 
After assuming office in early 1953, the adminis-

tration of former General Dwight Eisenhower raised 
U.S. and NATO dependence on nuclear weapons to 
a new level. As a fiscal conservative, Eisenhower saw 
nuclear weapons as a strategically acceptable and de-
cisively cheaper alternative to conventional forces. He 
believed in planning for the long competition between 
liberal democracy and communism by balancing se-
curity and solvency. Increasing reliance on the much 
more cost-effective firepower provided by TNWs was 
consequently a key aspect of Eisenhower’s New Look 
strategy, which developed out of U.S. NSC Paper NSC 
162/2 of October 1953.15 (The U.S. doctrine was also fre-
quently referred to as “Massive Retaliation,” although 
Eisenhower himself disliked the term.) Eisenhower 
also judged—probably, it now seems, wrongly—that 
his threats of nuclear use if the peace talks continued 
to stall in Korea had been decisive in persuading the 
Chinese and North Koreas to agree to armistice terms 
a few months later. 

TNWs and the Economics of Massive Retaliation.

When Eisenhower took office, the United States 
had only about 1,000 nuclear weapons. Massive re-
taliation needed far more. Orders were placed for 
the weapons with the Atomic Energy Commission at 
enormous cost. By the time outlays reached their peak 
during the Eisenhower era, the Commission was con-
suming some 10 percent of the total federal budget. 
By the mid-1950s, a “nuclear production complex” 
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U.S. electrical power.16 Nonetheless, building up such 
a huge nuclear capability cost only a fraction of what 
maintaining large conventional forces would have. 
Since no escape could be negotiated from the huge 
costs of the global competition between the Soviet and 
NATO blocs, the defense economics of the New Look 
seem convincing in retrospect, especially considering 
the civilian spinoffs from military research and devel-
opment 17 

The long-term effects of lower military expendi-
ture and smaller conscript armies helped generate the 
economic and cultural buoyancy which was such a 
Western competitive advantage in the Cold War.

NATO Takes on the New Look.

Eisenhower’s successor as NATO’s Supreme Com-
mander Europe (SACEUR), General Matthew Ridg-
way, commissioned a study of the effects of TNWs 
on force requirements. The study controversially con-
cluded that NATO would prevail if it had many more 
TNWs than the Russians and more troops to absorb 
the higher loss rates, and if SACEUR had pre-delegat-
ed authority for immediate nuclear use if war broke 
out. The study raised all the questions that would 
dominate NATO TNW debates through the Cold War: 

•  Could theater nuclear weapons be used on Eu-
ropean territory without destroying the societ-
ies they were intended to protect?

•  Could the military requirements for early re-
lease of nuclear weapons be reconciled with 
the politicians’ desire to wait until events made 
release unavoidable?

22
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•  For what political purposes might nuclear 
weapons be used, and what would determine 
“victory” in a nuclear exchange?18

The incorporation of massive retaliation in NATO 
doctrine and stockpiling was nevertheless immediate 
and encountered little resistance. The North Atlan-
tic Council (NAC) agreed in the autumn of 1953 that 
“special attention should be given to the continuing 
provision of modern weapons of the latest type [i.e., 
TNWs].”19 The following year, Field Marshal Bernard 
Montgomery, Deputy SACEUR, declared, “We at 
SHAPE are basing all our planning on using atomic 
or thermo nuclear weapons in our defence. . . . It is 
no longer ‘they may possibly be used,’ it is very defi-
nitely: they will be used if we are attacked.”20 There 
were deliberate attempts to construct a public under-
standing of nuclear weapons as just another kind of 
military option for warfighting. Official references 
to nuclear response, without differentiating between 
strategic and battlefield use, were designed to increase 
nuclear deterrence by blurring distinctions. The first 
U.S. nuclear artillery pieces arrived in Kaiserslautern, 
Germany, in 1954. The buildup of TNWs accelerated 
after 1956, so that “before long NATO was looking like 
a nuclear porcupine,21 having by 1960 amassed some 
3,000 nuclear weapons.”22 Forward-based ground 
TNWs, despite their short ranges and low yields, were 
seen as particularly enhancing deterrence through 
their “use-it-or-lose-it” quality, and because, with the 
introduction of nuclear shells (“battlefield nuclears”), 
all dual-capable artillery, especially of the widely 
available 155-mm class, would have to be regarded as 
nuclear assets. 



24

The NAC approved MC 14/2 in July 1954 (the MC 
14 series set out the overall strategic concept) and MC 
48/2 (the MC 48 series addressed the measures to 
implement that concept) in 1957. Together, they rep-
resented a refined version of the Eisenhower/Dulles 
doctrine of massive retaliation, worded as follows 
(per MC 14/2): 

A. We must first ensure the ability to carry out an in-
stant and devastating nuclear counteroffensive by all 
available means and develop the capability to absorb 
and survive the enemy’s onslaught. . . . 

D. Concurrently and closely related . . . we must de-
velop our ability to use our land, sea and air forces for 
defense of their territories and sea areas of NATO as 
far forward as possible to maintain the integrity of the 
NATO area counting on the use of nuclear weapons 
from the outset.23

This was the high point of NATO doctrinal reli-
ance upon TNWs. It seems to have supported a tempo-
rary policy of U.S pre-delegation of very short-range 
battlefield nuclear weapons, including Atomic Demo-
lition Munitions (ADMs), especially on the Central 
Front in Germany.24 Under European pressure, MC 
14/2, MC 48/2, and MC 70 (which followed in 1958) 
were soon reinterpreted by the next SACEUR, Gen-
eral Lauris Norstad, to allow for more differentiated 
reactions than automatic nuclear retaliation. The Hun-
garian uprising in 1956 showed the need to include 
a local defense scenario, in which nuclear weapons 
would not be used, provided no Soviet forces were di-
rectly involved in the border clash.25 These confiden-
tial planning moves towards differentiated responses 
paved the way towards the greater flexibility debated 
in the early 1960s and publicly adopted in 1967. The 
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widely heralded move to flexible response may have 
been less of a change in practice than is commonly as-
sumed.26 

National Attitudes to TNWs.

Quite unlike strategic nuclear forces, TNWs, by 
their forward-based physical presence and likely use 
in defensive combat on or over Allied territory, con-
front members of alliances like NATO with very con-
crete choices over potential use. Europeans responded 
in different ways to the deployment of TNWs and the 
dilemmas posed by timing and conditions of their 
employment. For most NATO allies, the inescapable 
choice was between the binary risks of entanglement27 
(being caught up, if deterrence failed, in a nuclear 
war, perhaps starting far from Europe and escalating 
faster than they would have chosen) or abandonment 
(being left exposed through “decoupling” to the pros-
pect of Soviet intimidation, conquest, or convention-
ally irreversible seize-and-hold occupation should 
the Americans fall short on their nuclear guarantees). 
The recurrent disputes on Alliance nuclear posture in-
volved cycling between these poles of anxiety. For the 
United States, the concomitant problem of extended 
nuclear deterrence was, and remains, “simply the 
international political problem of credibility of retali-
ation with potentially suicidal consequences against 
serious, but not inevitably fatal, threats.”28 Reaching 
agreement on the timing and circumstances of the Al-
liance’s response with TNWs inevitably focused atten-
tion on this dilemma, which was logically insoluble, 
yet had to be—and has been—politically managed, 
very largely by creating a common deterrence culture 
within which joint planning for nuclear contingencies 
could be conducted and normalized.
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Determinants of national attitudes vary. Geopoliti-
cal exposure has been critical, with those states most 
directly in the front line of the East-West conflict see-
ing a clear need for nuclear deterrence. Geography in-
teracted, sometimes unstably, with historically deter-
mined national strategic cultures and different degrees 
of determination to preserve national independence.

Britain.

The United Kingdom (UK), facing major financial 
problems after World War II, but anxious to main-
tain a leading military role in the Alliance and glob-
ally, favored nuclear deterrence with tactical as well 
as strategic weapons.29 London constantly sought to 
preserve a special relationship with the United States, 
especially its economically rewarding nuclear cooper-
ation. British possession of a national nuclear strategic 
capability meant the UK was less directly affected by 
decisions regarding TNWs, but London was prepared 
to act as a mediator within the Alliance to prevent di-
visive differences over their employment, and to resist 
any possibility of strategic decoupling. 

France.

France was located well behind the NATO-Warsaw 
Pact frontline, but Paris prioritized nuclear acquisition 
because it had a large army in Germany and was de-
termined to regain its status in the world and prevent 
a repetition of the traumas of 1870, 1914, and 1940. 
Deploying nuclear weapons to ensure that the French 
homeland would never be subject to occupation again 
appealed to all sectors of French political opinion.30 
This hardened into a fixed official national pro-nu-
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clear sentiment for the Alliance and an insistence on 
achieving and maintaining independent national ca-
pability. As a later French nuclear theorist recently en-
capsulated it: “Every French village displays a memo-
rial to the failure of conventional deterrence.”31 The 
insistent logic of this position, articulately formulated 
and largely unchallenged by the political class, was to 
pursue independent strategic and intermediate-range 
nuclear capability first, but then to begin working on 
French TNWs (tactical bombs and a mobile surface-
to-surface missile [SSM], Pluton). A few years after its 
first nuclear test in 1960, France was emphasizing an 
independent and unconstrained “pre-strategic” use 
of its national TNWs, using gravity bombs, surface-
to-surface missiles, and later air-to-surface missiles, 
to give a last warning before resorting to the use of 
France’s national strategic forces.

Germany.

West Germany was the fulcrum and decisive prize 
of the Cold War confrontation, and faced the most 
politically complex set of choices. Its geopolitical pre-
dicament as a narrowly truncated country right up 
against the East-West fault line of the inner-German 
border, left it reliant on the threat of early use of U.S. 
intermediate-range and strategic-range nuclear forces 
to prevent loss of national territory and widespread 
devastation, preferably by avoiding any war. This idea 
clashed with German strategic culture which, mindful 
of the wry observation that “the shorter the (nuclear) 
range, the deader the Germans,” was skeptical and 
fearful of nuclear provocation or mistakes, yet which 
also rejected non-nuclear alternatives such as fixed 
fortifications and barrier defenses because they would 
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present obstacles to eventual German reunification. 
The Third Reich experience left a strong residue of 
antimilitarism, which mutated into fears of “a global 
Auschwitz” or “Atom-Fear.”32 Moreover, it combined 
with left-wing suspicions of U.S. motives and thereby 
increased receptiveness to the peace and antinuclear 
movements. Since both Germanys would be the ma-
jor battlefield in a third World War and the target for 
TNWs from both sides, Germany’s atomic allergy 
merged with the conviction that Germany should not 
be victimized.33 Yet, Konrad Adenauer’s new Fed-
eral Republic of Germany resisted Soviet expansion, 
worked for eventual reunification, and insisted on 
forward defense of its narrow country at the inner-
German border if war came. Adenauer sought a Politik 
der Starke (position of strength) from which to pursue 
reunification.34 From this perspective, he considered 
TNWs as “practically normal weapons.”35 

The resulting controversy led to the signing of the 
Göttingen Manifesto by leading scientists, which crys-
tallized a lasting aversion to nuclear weapons in Ger-
man universities. Franz Josef Strauss, the German De-
fense Minister, determined to force through German 
nuclear rearmament, told an American audience that 
these weapons are “the symbol and even the character-
istic aspect of the decisive criterion of sovereignty.”36 
But due to persistent pressure from the Soviet Union 
and other countries, Germany was denied a national 
nuclear weapons option, and even from inclusion in 
the proposed Multilateral Nuclear Force (MLF), which 
the State Department proposed to create in the hope 
of giving European allies shared control over nuclear 
weapons as an alternative to their creating individual 
national nuclear forces.
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Nevertheless, Germany understandably contin-
ued to seek to exercise control over nuclear decisions 
within the Alliance that could affect how a war was 
fought on German territory.37 Germany demanded 
that it should not be “singularized,” that there should 
be no zones of differential security, that an attack on 
any member of the Alliance must trigger an automatic 
and immediate reaction from all others, and that other 
measures be adopted to avoid any increase in the pos-
sibility of war occurring on German territory. To these 
ends, it insisted that NATO threaten the early use of 
nuclear weapons. German officials often acted in a “si-
lent but positive partnership” with the British within 
the Nuclear Planning Group,38 but TNWs (which due 
to their short range allowed for the possibility of a 
nuclear war being fought only on German territory) 
remained a more anxiety-provoking but inevitable ir-
ritant for Germany than for other Alliance members.

Smaller Nations.

Smaller, exposed countries faced their own partic-
ular nuclear difficulties and sought to maintain char-
acteristic choices within the Alliance. Norway repeat-
edly rejected proposals to station nuclear weapons on 
its soil in peacetime, as well as refusing permanently 
stationed foreign troops and restricting Allied exer-
cises in the border region, as a reassurance strategy to 
manage its relations with the Soviet Union. However, 
Norway still participated in preparations and train-
ing for Snowcat, the TNW-driven, all-out air offensive 
scenario which dominated NATO air force planning. 
This was an example of an ally pursuing policies of 
both integration and screening: maximizing the Alli-
ance’s security guarantee through close cooperation, 
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while limiting the extent of Allied presence or in-
fringement.39 Similarly, Denmark, while resisting Rus-
sian pressures for neutrality, also refused to accept the 
stationing of TNWs in peacetime.40 

The USSR.

Like Eisenhower, Nikita Khrushchev emphasized 
nuclear rather than conventional forces, viewing them 
as modern, decisive, and cheap. Unlike Joseph Stalin, 
Khrushchev determined that Soviet forces should 
develop extremely detailed offensive nuclear war 
plans.41 As they began to acquire their own TNWs, 
Soviet leaders believed that they naturally added to 
the overall East-West correlation of forces, in which 
an advantageous overall balance would almost au-
tomatically and “scientifically” produce aggregating 
psychological effects, thus undermining the influence 
of “warmongering” factions in the West, increasing 
inducements for them to accept the legitimacy of the 
Central European Communist states, and generally 
encouraging them to seek accommodation with Soviet 
positions.42 But the Soviets still saw TNWs as weapons 
of mass destruction and likely incitements to escala-
tion which could not be used precisely against mili-
tary targets separate from the civilian population, and 
which could not plausibly be held back in any limited 
nuclear war. Rather than reducing the need for man-
power, Soviet experts judged that the high attrition 
rates produced by nuclear exchanges would require 
even larger conventional forces as replacements and 
reserves. Despite the USSR’s ritually repeated NOFUN 
pledge, “Soviet strategic thought placed considerable 
emphasis on preemption; if the Soviet Union was sure 
that the enemy was about to attack, it should strike 
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first in order to break up his forces.”43 The growth of 
NATO TNWs did not cause the Soviet General Staff 
to abandon its underlying belief that only a ruthless 
military offensive could secure victory for the USSR. 
Revelations after the fall of communism, Warsaw Pact 
exercises, and doctrine indicate that Soviet Marshals 
fell into a state of “nuclear romanticism,”44 consis-
tently planning on the assumptions that early (but 
never, they insisted, even to themselves, first) nuclear 
strikes of intermediate-range missiles and tactical 
weapons, combined with mass conventional air at-
tack and armored offensives, would cancel out NATO 
TNWs, shatter Alliance cohesion, and carry Warsaw 
Pact forces to the Channel before the Americans could 
send over sufficient forces to stop them. This seems 
in retrospect delusional. While the nuclear emphasis 
later became diluted in favor of paralyzingly rapid 
conventional advances, not until 1987 did the Warsaw 
Pact adopt a military doctrine that clearly excluded 
any nuclear attack option.45

The Consequences of Projected Full-Scale Tactical 
Nuclear Use in Europe during the Cold War.

East German papers from the military archive doc-
umenting Command Post Exercise Buria in October 
1961 reveal the huge scale, rapidity, and destructive-
ness of the anticipated nuclear war. It was the first ma-
jor command post exercise carried out under nuclear 
conditions and is consistent with the highly influential 
reference work Military Strategy published in 1962 by 
Marshal V. D. Sokolovski. Warsaw Pact officers were 
assigned an exercise scenario based on the assump-
tions that, if the Soviet Union signed Khrushchev’s 
threatened peace treaty with the German Demo-
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NATO would try to advance to West Berlin and, when 
blocked, would launch a nuclear first strike. All-out 
Warsaw Pact reprisal attacks would then follow to es-
tablish a favorable balance of forces. Soviet operational 
calculations of the results of TNW employment were 
grimly similar to those in previous NATO exercises. 
The Exercise Buria scenario postulated a Warsaw Pact 
force numbering over one million men, with more 
than 350 SCUD and FROG launchers, 1,500 fighter 
planes, and 1,000 bombers and fighter-bombers. Of 
these aircraft, 100 were nuclear-capable. The NATO 
force had 682,000 troops when combat commenced, 
including 300 nuclear-capable artillery pieces and 334 
missile launchers (Honest Johns, Lacrosses, Corporal/
Sergeants, and Redstones); air forces of 1,314 fighters, 
1,550 bombers, and fighter-bombers (800 nuclear-ca-
pable, with 36 air-launched nuclear cruise missiles). It 
assumed that more than 2,200 nuclear weapons would 
be employed, 1,000 by the Soviets, 1,200 by NATO, 
though total megatonnage would be about the same.46 
Here quoted at length is Matthias Uhl’s depiction of 
the unfolding campaign’s horrendous results:

In their first “strategic” nuclear strike, Warsaw Pact 
forces would attack a total of 1,200 stationary NATO 
targets (422 in West Germany) within 30 minutes with 
approximately 400 nuclear attacks on mobile targets 
such as troop concentrations or nuclear weapons. The 
political and military leadership of the Federal Repub-
lic would be paralyzed for 8 to 10 days. 70% of TNW 
and 90% of the radar stations and airfields in West 
Germany would be immediately destroyed. Nuclear 
weapons would kill or incapacitate 40% of the troops 
they were used against. Losses of weapons and equip-
ment would be up to 60%. NATO would detonate 68 
surface explosions of nuclear weapons behind War-

32
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saw Pact lines to interdict strategic reserves. Overall, 
140,000 km² would suffer radiation of at least 100 
Roentgens per hour. Enormous numbers of dead, in-
jured and radiation diseased civilians would confront 
military and civilian medical services with insoluble 
problems. Nevertheless, after this decisive initial ex-
change, Warsaw Pact troops would storm on to Paris 
and reach Calais on the 10th day.47

OPERATION SNOWCAT

Similar operational calculations would likely have 
been made in NATO, but there are no detailed declas-
sified scenario casualty calculations. An indication of 
similarly extraordinarily high anticipated loss rates 
can however be gained from the high-intensity air 
operations scenario for the opening of nuclear war in 
Europe, which required coordination of the Alliance’s 
non-nuclear aircraft across the theater. This was des-
ignated SNOWCAT: “Support of Nuclear Opera-
tions with Conventional Attacks.” It would also have 
taken into account the Alliance’s considerable con-
ventional and tactical nuclear naval air capabilities. 
(The SNOWCAT plan still exists, but its details are 
classified and it is probably now planned on a much 
smaller scale.) Winning the initial nuclear exchange in 
SNOWCAT took priority over air defense of national 
territory, so that, for example, non-nuclear Norwegian 
fighter-bombers were expected to be held back to at-
tack enemy air control systems throughout the north-
ern Warsaw Pact so as to assist NATO nuclear strikes, 
even though SNOWCAT missions in the early 1960s 
had been privately predicted to be “suicidal” by the 
Commander in Chief Allied Forces Northern Europe 
(CINCNORTH).48 
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Nuclear Command and Communication Chaos.

Communications problems would have added to 
the difficulties on both sides of the nuclear battlefield 
because of jamming, fears of near instant identifica-
tion and location by enemy direction finders, and ex-
tensive Electromagnetic Pulse (EMP) effects after each 
nuclear explosion, which would endanger communi-
cations over a wide area. All this would interfere with 
requests for nuclear release and arrangements for se-
cure dispersal and controlled delegation. Even as late 
as 1987, NATO had “failed to develop a comprehensive 
system integrating conventional and nuclear C3 . . . 
that would tie together major headquarters, respon-
sible political officials, and the relevant military com-
manders down to at least the divisional level.”49 Com-
mand and control in the Warsaw Pact is unlikely to 
have been any more efficient under nuclear conditions 
(except that communications were more standard-
ized), but since their plans rested on rapid offensive 
movement, the physical obstacles created by nuclear 
strikes would have been even more significant.

TNWs in Early Atomic Crises.

The impact of the threat of TNW use, or lack of it, 
can now be traced in some of the nuclear crises which 
characterized the early antagonisms of the Cold War. 
The French, secretly and much too late, requested U.S. 
TNW strikes to save Dien Bien Phu, Vietnam, in 1954 
which were rejected.50 The Eisenhower administration 
later openly—and riskily—threatened their use in 
1954-55 if the Chinese Nationalist-held islands of Que-
moy or Matsu were invaded by Communist China, 
and again in 1958 to deter any invasion of Taiwan.51
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The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
(DPRK) had no nuclear capability or firm allied nucle-
ar commitment to back any renewed aggression on its 
part after 1953, but levels of hostility remained high 
and U.S. TNWs were introduced into the Republic of 
Korea (ROK) around 1957-58. The buildup which fol-
lowed, as in Europe, was part of the global forward 
deployment of nuclear weapons implied by the mas-
sive retaliation doctrine. By the end of the 1960s, the 
number of TNWs in the ROK reached approximately 
900, including 100 Lance surface-to-surface missiles, 
alongside 100,000 U.S. troops. Repeated consideration 
was given to nuclear use against North Korea, China, 
and Russia. According to Peter Hayes: 

For most of the Cold War, nuclear deployments in Ko-
rea were primarily aimed at the Soviet-Chinese bloc, 
initially treated as a single set of targets in the sixties; 
and later, with the deepening Soviet-Chinese antago-
nism . . . aimed primarily at the former Soviet Union, 
and only secondarily against North Korea itself.52

During the 1961 Berlin crisis, President John Ken-
nedy called on his countrymen to learn what to do 
to protect their families in case of nuclear attack and 
announced a major increase in the U.S. defense bud-
get and a call-up of the reserves.53 Intelligence reports 
reaching Khrushchev from the Russian secret police 
(KGB) lent weight to this public signaling. They indi-
cated that if the access routes to Berlin were blocked, 
the NATO allies intended to respond robustly, using 
economic and military measures “that could threaten 
the security of the Soviet Union.”54 A report from East 
German intelligence was more detailed and alarming. 
It stated that if conventional forces were unsuccessful 
in reopening the access routes to West Berlin, NATO 
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would use TNWs.55 This seems to have been a reflec-
tion of discussions between officials from the three oc-
cupying powers, which had not yet crystallized into a 
military plan, but was entirely in line with Kennedy’s 
sentiments.56 It seems that the disclosure of NATO dis-
cussions of TNW use in a territorially circumscribed 
crisis, involving a highly symbolic location to which 
a U.S. President had tied his credibility, had a sober-
ing and stabilizing effect. Although Soviet forces had 
been intermittently blocking the autobahns to Berlin 
in August 196157 when Khrushchev backed Walter Ul-
bricht, the leader of the GDR, in building the Berlin 
Wall, he gave up his ultimatum for the Allies to sign a 
peace treaty with the GDR and end the special status 
of Berlin. The paradoxically stabilizing effect of the 
unintended transparency of NATO nuclear plans and 
deployments to Warsaw Pact espionage networks, 
however, continued for years.

In September 1962, Khrushchev sent to Cuba 80 F 
KR1 nuclear cruise missiles, with an anti-ship range 
up to 150 km, nine warheads for Frog/Lunar battle-
field missiles, plus six atomic bombs for short-range 
Ilyushin-28 bombers, to support the 40 intermediate-
range ballistic strategic missiles already secretly intro-
duced into Cuba. The military purpose of the TNWs 
seems to have been to strike possible U.S. invasion 
forces, or to attack the U.S. naval base at Guantána-
mo, as the crisis deepened. The TNWs were neither 
announced nor detected at the time by U.S. intel-
ligence, prompting a shocked response from former 
Defense Secretary Robert McNamara when told of 
their deployment decades later, that if the U.S. forces 
had come under attack from TNWs, the likely result 
would have been general nuclear war. General Issa 
Pliyev, the senior Soviet commander in Cuba, was not 
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given release authority by the Soviet General Staff,58 
but it is unknowable whether they or he would have 
ordered the launch of TNWs had he faced being over-
run by the Americans, given the still-enormous Soviet 
inferiority in overall nuclear capability. Yet keeping 
these TNWs secret, presumably because of the highly 
clandestine nature of the whole deployment, also de-
prived the Soviets of any stabilizing deterrent effect 
in territorial protection. The TNWs remained in Cuba 
until early December despite Khrushchev’s assur-
ance that all nuclear weapons had been removed from 
Cuba in November. “Had U.S. intelligence uncovered 
this fresh deception, the crisis might have restarted 
amid irresistible pressure for an invasion.”59 

This incident also emphasizes the sheer difficulty 
of detecting (and therefore verifying) TNWs, even 
during the most intense local surveillance. Russia has 
since frequently emphasized its opposition to the de-
ployment of any country’s nuclear weapons on the ter-
ritory of other countries. Potentially the most serious 
failure of crisis management during the Cuban affair 
was the unauthorized U.S. depth-charging of Soviet 
submarines near the U.S. quarantine line. The Ameri-
cans did not know that those submarines had nuclear-
tipped torpedoes aboard and conditional authoriza-
tion to use them. It was only much later revealed that, 
but for the intense personal intercession of 2nd Cap-
tain Vasily Arkhipov, the commander of B59 might 
have used a nuclear torpedo against an American 
destroyer.60 At the height of the Cuban crisis, on Oc-
tober 27, 1962, a U.S. U-2 reconnaissance aircraft from 
Alaska accidentally strayed into Soviet airspace over 
the Chukotski Peninsula and radioed for assistance. A 
USAF F-102, armed with a nuclear air-to-air missile,61 
was scrambled from Alaska and headed towards the 
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Bering Sea, while Soviet MiGs took off to intercept the 
U-2. Fortunately, it managed to exit Soviet airspace 
without shots being fired.62 In these three widely 
separated cases, TNWs came close to unauthorized or 
unexpected firing in fast-moving, unanticipated, un-
planned, and unrehearsed situations. Their use would 
have surprised the other side and threatened the tight 
central control that both Washington and Moscow at-
tempted to exercise during the Cuba crisis.

British Tactical Nuclear Out-of-Area Deployments.

Alongside the United States, the UK provided 
extended nuclear deterrence in behalf of the Central 
Treaty Organization (CENTO) from 1955 to 1979, cov-
ering the Middle East. Canberra and later Vulcan air-
craft of the UK Near East Air Force, equipped with Red 
Beard and later WE177 bombs, based on the sovereign 
base areas in Cyprus from about 1961 until 1975, were 
tasked with missions primarily in the USSR’s Central 
Asian Republics. 

Similar arrangements applied in the Far East. Can-
berras with Red Beards (later, WE177s) of the UK Far 
Eastern Air Force were deployed in Tengah, Singa-
pore, from the early 1960s until the British withdrawal 
from east of Suez in 1970-71. Their task was to provide 
support for the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization 
(SEATO, 1954-77), primarily against possible Chinese 
aggression. By October 1963, with the intensification 
of the Second Indochina Conflict, the Americans be-
gan asking the British to “take on targets in Burma, 
adjacent parts of China and in Hainan.” Naval aircraft 
from UK carriers in the Indian Ocean would have 
been fully integrated into nuclear strike planning.63 
These nuclear deployments were kept secret from the 
Cypriot and Singaporean government at the time.64 
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III. 1963–1967. EMERGING DOUBTS 
CONCERNING TNWS—PROMULGATION 
OF FLEXIBLE RESPONSE 

During the late 1950s, doubts about reliance on 
TNWs began to accumulate. Soldiers, officials, and 
civilian strategists increasingly questioned the cred-
ibility of using TNWs and the feasibility of theories 
which relied on them for graduated or limited war.65 
By 1957, after exercises like Sagebrush, the U.S. Army 
had concluded that TNWs did not favor the defense. In 
addition, NATO exercises Carte Blanche in 1955 and 
Lion Noire in 1957 confirmed that Germany would be 
devastated through the effects of blast and fallout fol-
lowing even implausibly limited employment of nu-
clear weapons. Partly because the conclusions reached 
in these exercises were publicly leaked in the West, 
NATO TNWs became objects of anxiety to significant 
sectors of Western public opinion.

During the 1960 U.S. presidential election cam-
paign, Kennedy criticized Eisenhower for the inflex-
ibility and riskiness of massive retaliation. Kennedy 
evinced a willingness to push for higher conventional 
Alliance spending in the interests of strategic stabil-
ity. McNamara made repeated visits to NATO to 
persuade allies of the desirability of increasing con-
ventional forces to more credible levels so that early 
recourse to TNWs could be avoided and overall de-
terrent strengthened. He stressed the need to give the 
President nuclear options, firebreaks, and bargaining 
time.66 His message was not warmly received because 
it both called for increased expenditures, and could 
be interpreted as a prelude to U.S. decoupling from 
the allies. NATO debates in this period were particu-
larly vexing, because the State Department persisted 
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in pushing its cherished MLF proposal in the face 
of Russian and French opposition until 1965. French 
President Charles de Gaulle’s very different attitude 
towards nuclear strategy was causing problems for 
intra-alliance consensus, culminating in France’s exit 
from the integrated military structure and joint nucle-
ar planning in 1966.

The limited pre-delegation of nuclear release for 
certain forward-deployed and vulnerable U.S. TNWs, 
which seems to have been allowed at the end of the 
1950s, was reversed by McNamara’s insistence on 
centralized control. In a similar vein, the United States 
also began to apply great efforts to ensure that secure-
ly coded Permissive Action Links (PALs) were fitted 
to all U.S. nuclear weapons throughout the Alliance.67 
(As nearly 50 years of further technical ingenuity have 
now been devoted to the development of PALs, it 
must be doubtful whether the B-61s, which have been 
extensively reworked and redesigned as America’s 
sole remaining TNWs, could be detonated if seized by 
terrorists or special forces.)

Flexible Response: MC 14/3.

The eventual 1967 compromise adaptation of flex-
ible response was as much an exercise in creative 
ambiguity as a way to raise the threshold of nuclear 
war by finally fielding credible levels of conventional 
forces which would enable the Alliance to respond to 
any attack at an appropriately calibrated level. NATO 
would no longer plan to use its nuclear weapons 
for fighting a war, but for war termination. The aim 
would be to drive home to the Soviet leadership the 
seriousness of the situation so they would halt their 
offensive. Ambiguity had to be the essence of flexible 
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response: without it, the Allies were unlikely to agree 
in peacetime over the role and timing of TNW use. 
Here, Sir Michael Quinn describes the tactic of delib-
erate ambiguity:

NATO’s public declarations were carefully worded 
for Soviet consumption. . . . We rightly believed Soviet 
intelligence would obtain accounts of the policy dis-
cussions that had taken place behind closed doors, so 
we tried to ensure that two key messages got through 
to Moscow—first, NATO had faced up to the tough 
issues of nuclear use; and second, NATO would not 
take provocative or hasty action.68

General Hans Steyning von Sandrart, Commander 
of NATO Central Front, elaborated: “We had one great 
advantage. . . . Despite all its knowledge of NATO, the 
Soviet General Staff could never be certain of the exact 
circumstances in which we would ‘go nuclear’ for the 
simple reason that the members of NATO themselves 
did not know.”69 The convenient official formulation 
was to say that NATO would use TNWs “as late as 
possible, but as early as necessary.”70 This was deter-
rence as much by default as design.71

Creation of the NATO Nuclear Planning Group.

The Nuclear Planning Group (NPG) grew out of 
the McNamara Special Committee on Nuclear Con-
sultation in 1965-56.72 Its major prospective advan-
tage was Soviet acquiescence. The Soviet Union had 
indicated that, unlike its strenuous objections to Ger-
many’s membership in the MLF, Moscow would not 
object to Germany’s accessing nuclear decisionmak-
ing through the NPG, and would therefore not use 
this issue to block negotiations on the Nuclear Non-
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Proliferation Treaty (NPT) then being drafted.73 The 
NPG’s charter was initially confined to planning, but 
it was to become the main generator of NATO’s com-
mon nuclear deterrence culture. 

The NPG oversaw the development of NATO 
nuclear-sharing arrangements, which were initially 
secret and remained so during the negotiation of the 
NPT, which was completed in 1968. Under NATO’s  
nuclear-sharing arrangement, the nuclear weapons 
that the United States provides to allies remain under 
U.S. ownership, secured in peacetime by U.S. special 
weapons custodial forces (numbering at their maxi-
mum 10,000 to 25,000 troops) until, in war or extreme 
crisis, a presidential order passes their command to 
the relevant NATO commanders and the necessary 
operating codes are given to allies.74

Historically, the shared nuclear weapon delivery 
systems covered most forms of U.S. TNWs, including 
very large numbers of tactical bombs and U.S. 155 mi-
limeter (mm) nuclear artillery rounds. Surface-to-sur-
face missiles such as Corporal, Sergeant, Honest John, 
and Lance were widely shared. Greece, Italy, Tur-
key, Belgian, Dutch, and Greek forces also operated 
nuclear-tipped Nike-Hercules missiles. Canada had 
both Bomarc nuclear-armed anti-aircraft missiles and 
the AIR-2 Genie nuclear-armed air-to-air missile. The 
UK, although a nuclear power in its own right, used 
U.S. surface-to-surface missiles and nuclear artillery 
until 1992. Since all NATO states are NPT members, 
NATO nuclear-sharing arrangements involve giving 
conditional access to nuclear weapons to countries 
that have accepted the official legal status of Non-
Nuclear Weapons States (NNWS) under the NPT (i.e., 
all NATO members except Britain, France, and the 
United States). The nonaligned movement and vari-
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ous arms control groups argue that this violates Ar-
ticles I and II of the NPT and have applied diplomatic 
and legal pressure to terminate these agreements.75 
NATO remains adamant that nuclear-sharing was le-
gally “grandfathered” in the drafting of the NPT. Its 
position is that control of the nuclear weapons would 
not be transferred to the NATO NNWS until an actual 
conflict occurred, at which point the NPT is no lon-
ger a constraint, and that nuclear-sharing is a valuable 
barrier to nuclear weapons proliferation in behalf of 
which pressures might otherwise build up within the 
industrially advanced member states of the Alliance.76 

IV. 1968-1983. TNWS DURING DÉTENTE AND 
NATO-SOVIET WEAPONS MANEUVERING AS 
PRELUDE TO THE SOVIET COLLAPSE

Improving political relations between NATO and 
the Warsaw Pact generally raised European public 
skepticism about the strategy of nuclear deterrence, 
of which TNWs were the most concrete, local, and 
targetable symbols. The peace movement, which had 
existed since the 1950s, became an increasingly impor-
tant factor for NATO governments to consider. The 
activists developed and promulgated a critique claim-
ing that the superpowers had “overdosed” on deter-
rence, which had in turn “poisoned their relationship. 
. . . [Yet] they interpreted the tensions and crises that 
followed as evidence of the need for even more deter-
rence. . . . The strategy of deterrence was self-defeat-
ing; it provoked the kind of behaviour it was designed 
to prevent.”77 From this perspective, nuclear-depen-
dent flexible response was almost as objectionable as 
massive retaliation. Another implication of improved 
East-West relations for TNWs was the new promise 
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and possibility of arms control in Europe. Bloc-to-
bloc Mutual and Balanced Force Reductions (MBFR) 
negotiations to reduce conventional military forces in 
Central Europe to equal but significantly lower levels 
began in Vienna in October 1973. Despite being hailed 
by West Germany leader Willi Brandt as “a proving 
ground for détente,”78 the talks were stultified by nu-
merous disagreements, especially over actual num-
bers. No substantive progress was made, although the 
process itself, despite its protracted frustrations, was 
judged by many to have been worthwhile in facilitat-
ing strategic dialogue between East and West and lay-
ing some of the ground for the subsequent and more 
successful Conventional Armed Forces in Europe 
(CFE) Treaty.

To break the deadlock, NATO made an offer, Op-
tion 3, in December 1975 as a sweetener to its earlier 
proposals, offering to withdraw 1,000 nuclear war-
heads, 54 F-4 nuclear-capable aircraft, and 36 Persh-
ing short-range ballistic missile launchers in exchange 
for withdrawals of Soviet armored forces. This offer 
achieved no greater success than any other proposal 
within the MBFR process, which was formally termi-
nated in 1989. However, it was the first suggestion that 
NATO could envisage its TNWs becoming counters to 
be thrown into a reciprocal process intended to reduce 
military numbers and suspicions on both sides. It also 
indicated that the NATO stockpile was large enough 
to accommodate large reductions without significant 
military risk. 
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Why Did NATO Keep So Many TNWs For So 
Long?

The U.S. stockpile size was maintained within the 
7,000 to 8,000 range during most of the 1970s.79 Crit-
ics like Richard Rhodes see this as simply a failure of 
strategic imagination in the long stalemate of the Cold 
War because, once the massive U.S. nuclear weap-
ons production complex had been built, U.S. nuclear 
weapons became relatively cheap, eventually drop-
ping in price to $250,000, “less than a fighter bomber, 
less than a missile, less than a patrol boat, less than 
a tank.”80 In September 1967, McNamara, soon after 
his Vietnam-induced retirement as Defense Secretary, 
also denounced the “mad momentum” of nuclear 
weaponry: “If something works . . . there are pressures 
from all directions to acquire those weapons out of all 
proportion to the prudent level required.”81 

By 1983, studies by the RAND Corporation con-
cluded, 

One thing is certain: the present stockpile is primar-
ily a legacy of the weapon systems and warheads 
accumulated in the largely haphazard manner in the 
1950s and 1960s and while the result may not be in-
compatible with the requirements of flexible response, 
it has not been tailored to meet the specific needs of 
the strategy.82

 Incremental TNW additions seemed to add to se-
curity, if only by dissuading the other side from ex-
pecting that it could achieve any decisive advantage 
through a nuclear buildup. The TNW component of 
the correlation of forces remained stable, even if at con-
stantly higher levels, but this meant that the numbers 
grew because NATO and the Warsaw Pact each had 
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to anticipate a huge immediate nuclear counterforce 
duel, in which nuclear assets and command systems 
throughout Europe would be targeted by convention-
al air attack and TNWs. The huge number of nuclear 
assets, and the unthinkable scale of the consequent 
destruction if they were ever used, became in itself a 
source of reassurance. TNWs were also an emblem of 
U.S. commitment:

The stockpile size for land-based weapons was pegged 
at “around 7,000 warheads” by McNamara in 1966 
and “was maintained within the 7,000 to 8,000 range 
by policies of retirement and progressive replacement 
during most of the 1970s” since the stockpile level it-
self became a political symbol of American coupling 
and the political sign of multilateral participation in 
nuclear use planning and decision-making, the most 
important of Alliance functions.…Regardless of 
NATO’s military requirements, the nuclear weapons 
stockpile could not be reduced without appearing to 
diminish political commitment to the Alliance.83

Development of a Shared NATO Nuclear Culture.

The NPG with its subordinate committee, the High 
Level Group (HLG), became an instrument which the 
United States used to persuade Europeans of the im-
peratives of nuclear strategy and which Europeans 
used to persuade the Americans to give them more 
information regarding the deployment and contem-
plated use of these weapons on their own territory. 
NATO’s notorious security leakiness made American 
caution understandable, but it had originally applied 
even to bilateral contacts at the highest level. When 
de Gaulle returned to power in 1958, the French 
President asked the SACEUR whether U.S. forces in 
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France were equipped with nuclear weapons. When 
Norstad replied that to his very great regret, he could 
not answer, de Gaulle responded icily, “That is the 
last time . . . a responsible French leader will allow 
such an answer to be made.”84 His humiliation and an-
ger contributed to his 1966 decision to turn all foreign 
forces out of France.85 In 1962, the West Germans did 
not even know how many U.S. nuclear weapons were 
deployed on their soil, nor at the end of the year, when 
atomic demolition munitions (ADMs) were furnished 
to Europe, especially on the Central Front, were the 
Germans told what the U.S. plans were for these 
ground-burst weapons with their extremely high fall-
out and contamination potential.86

Thanks to necessary American tolerance of “an 
impressive degree of anti-hegemonic behavior on 
the part of its Allies,”87 this situation changed mark-
edly over the next years. U.S. nuclear deployments 
in peacetime were by 1987 “governed by a series of 
closely held bilateral agreements, known as Programs 
of Co-Operation,” between the United States and indi-
vidual Allied governments:

At the minimum . . . the agreements cover 3 areas: a 
general statement on the exchange of classified infor-
mation about weapons; an agreement specifying the 
numbers and types of warheads that the US will be ear-
marking for the Allies forces; and the stockpile agree-
ment covering storage for national use in any other 
storage on national soil for other NATO forces. All are 
subject to scrutiny by the US Congress. In 1967, fol-
lowing Flexible Response and French withdrawal, the 
US agreed to provide an annual deployment report to 
each host country. The Defense Minister of each coun-
try is thus officially aware of the type, quantity, yield, 
location, and appropriate and projected delivery sys-
tems for weapons stored in national territory . . . also 
general control and security procedures at each site.88
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Provisional Political Guidelines (PPGs) for the 
Initial Defensive. 

Tactical Use of Nuclear Weapons. Preliminary Anglo-
German operational studies presented in the Healey-
Schröder Report to the NPG in May 1969 considered 
draft guidelines for employment of TNWs within the 
flexible response framework. The report concluded 
that most existing alliance doctrine on TNWs was 
politically unacceptable and militarily unsound, that 
it would not be possible for NATO to gain the mili-
tary advantage by using them, and that their initial 
use should therefore be essentially political, that is, to 
re-create a state of deterrence by convincing the ad-
versary of the risks of continued military action. The 
report essentially saw NATO TNWs as having a po-
litical signaling function rather than being designed 
to assure a battlefield victory. Compromise formula-
tions accepting this were agreed to at the NPG meet-
ing in Washington in September 1969. But there was 
no agreement about follow-on use.89 

Nuclear Softening. Further NATO studies followed, 
leading to slow amendments of Alliance doctrine as 
assisted by the further development of conventional 
alternatives to nuclear weapons use. By about 1973, 
“due above all to German pleading,” NATO gave up 
the option of inflicting ground bursts on NATO terri-
tory, thus contributing to the elimination of ADMs in 
the early 1980s. The maximum yield of weapons that 
might be used above NATO territory was limited to 
10 kiloton (kt). In 1974 SACEUR Goodpaster was in-
structed that all NATO nuclear targets should be mili-
tary, with their selection “based on the twin criteria of 
achieving essential military objectives while minimiz-
ing civilian casualties and collateral damage.”90 This 
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slowly changing deterrence ethos was a politically 
irreversible move away from the stern nuclear war-
fighting assumptions of the 1950s.

Hidden Consequences of Nuclear Disillusion within 
the Warsaw Pact. There was no equivalent ferment 
within the Warsaw Pact, where all nuclear weapons 
were retained under the direct control of KGB detach-
ments, and where the nearest to an alliance debate 
was a single Czechoslovak request in 1983 for an un-
precedented Warsaw Pact training schedule devoted 
to an actual Warsaw Pact defense—before practicing 
the inevitable counteroffensive in Exercise Shield 84.91 
But there were slow, intangible, and sometimes covert 
consequences for planning exchanges of weapons as 
fateful as TNWs in such an atmosphere. The intensely 
risky offensive orientation which Russian strategies 
imposed led to a demotivated and fatalistic view 
among minor Warsaw Pact allies, aware of the inevi-
table scale of losses in the scenarios for which they 
trained. One Polish officer in Warsaw Pact headquar-
ters, Colonel Ryszard Kuklinski, became a defector-in-
place (later called “the First Polish Officer in NATO”) 
partly because of his concern over the ruthless and 
entirely offensive nature of Warsaw Pact plans, which 
would unhesitatingly sacrifice Polish blood on “a Red 
Altar.” NATO’s conventional inferiority would force 
it to respond to a Warsaw Pact invasion with TNWs, 
which would leave Poland a wasteland.92 To avert that 
future, he became an immensely valuable early west-
ern intelligence source on the strategy of deep opera-
tions which the Soviets began planning from the late 
1970s to mid-1980s. His revelations, along with those 
provided by the equally disillusioned Russian Gen-
eral Dmitri Polyakov, were crucial to NATO’s early 
recognition of and answer to that strategy.93
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Mini-Nukes and Enhanced Radiation Weapons: 
The Strengthening Veto of Public Opinion.

The NATO TNW stockpile had become an estab-
lished, though largely classified, part of the strategic 
landscape by 1968. It changed little, except by uni-
lateral reductions, until 1983. Political attention and 
agitation focused instead on proposed new techni-
cal developments. The first such development was 
the possible introduction of “suppressed radiation 
weapons,” that is, small “clean” warheads which 
could destroy hard targets while reducing collateral 
fall-out damage. The largely hypothetical prospect of 
U.S. development and introduction of “mini-nukes” 
was discussed at a NATO conference, then leaked and 
denounced in 1973 as threatening to blur the bound-
ary between conventional and nuclear weapons. This 
resulted in a mini furor indicating an increased public 
sensitivity to newly enhanced tactical nuclear warf-
ighting capabilities.94 

It further complicated President Jimmy Carter’s 
abortive attempt 4 years later to introduce TNW En-
hanced Radiation Weapons (ERW). These would have 
replaced existing nuclear rounds in artillery shells and 
were designed to offset the Warsaw Pact’s armored 
advantage by eliminating tank crews through instant 
doses of radiation, while causing less collateral dam-
age than other nuclear devices. The Germans, at great 
political cost, 95 had given qualified support to their 
deployment, but the story was prematurely leaked in 
Washington, and ERW were relabeled as the “Neu-
tron Bomb,” and denounced as “the ultimate capitalist 
weapon” that would kill people but leave buildings 
standing. The neutron bomb dispute further incited 
and strengthened Europe’s antinuclear movement 
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through widespread protests, openly supported by the 
Soviet government and clandestinely backed by KGB 
“active measures,” such as the tacit financing of peace 
movements and the provision of disinformation to 
the Western news media. President Carter capitulated 
to multiple pressures and delayed the ERW program 
indefinitely, though secretly ordering production of 
components that could be assembled in 48 hours and 
airlifted to Europe.96 The conclusion drawn from this 
affair by one scholar was that determined leadership 
within NATO (usually the United States) is indispens-
able for making such decisions since the “moderniza-
tion of nuclear weapons in Europe cannot be managed 
by a pluralist approach to decision making.”97

TNWs and the Euromissile Crisis, 1977-1987. The 
ERW debacle raised still further the political costs of 
any NATO nuclear modernization. The Intermediate 
Nuclear Forces (INF) crisis is a separate and complex 
subject, but had important interactions with TNWs. 
The anxieties over the multiple independently targe-
table reentry vehicled (MIRV) Soviet SS-20s, capable 
of striking anywhere in Europe from within the Soviet 
Union, were very much connected with the risk that 
the immediate escalatory response option represented 
by SS-20s would negate NATO use of TNWs, then still 
its main deterrent capability against a Warsaw Pact at-
tack. This prospect would create not only a military 
weakness but resultant possibilities of intimidation 
during periods of tension short of war. The crisis that 
followed focused all of NATO’s political attention as 
the Soviets continued to deploy SS-20s while NATO 
committed itself to a dual-track decision to deploy 
new, intermediate-range systems while attempting 
to negotiate reductions with Moscow, despite intense 
political opposition.
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In general, NATO calculations of the strategic bal-
ance in Europe were carried out largely as part of a 
military “net assessment” process. The judgments of 
the Soviet leadership involved more complex corre-
lation of forces analysis based on the psychological 
and political impacts of nuclear deployments. By the 
1970s, NATO allies began to realize that the Soviets 
were not seeking a stable military balance to facilitate 
further détente, but instead were exploiting East West 
rapprochement as a means of undermining support 
among Western Alliance members for its defense poli-
cies, especially as to nuclear weapon types, holdings, 
and doctrine.98 But while Soviet calculations were 
more sophisticated and multidimensional, their theo-
ries turned out to be inadequate empirical guides to 
achievable politico-military outcomes.

The politics of this so-called targets crisis brought 
the first significant change to the TNW stockpile, 
flowing from the 1979 NATO ministerial decision in 
Brussels, Belgium, to introduce two INF systems, the 
Pershing IIs and the Gryphon ground-launched cruise 
missiles (GLCMs), while simultaneously seeking an 
arms control agreement that would limit the overall 
INF category. Equivalent numbers of U.S. Pershing 
1As and Nike Hercules were withdrawn, together 
with 1,000 surplus U.S. Honest John warheads, de-
creasing the NATO nuclear stockpile to around 6,000, 
certainly a less politically significant number.99 

The use of TNWs as symbols of good faith, the lu-
bricating small change of nuclear arms control, was 
repeated in Montebello in October 1983, when NATO 
Ministers reaffirmed their determination to persist 
with the dual-track decision, despite Soviet obduracy 
in the Geneva talks, which would close in the next 
month. This time NATO opted to give up 1,400 TNWs, 
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although it decided that the remaining short-range 
systems, as well as conventional forces, should be 
modernized. The Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact 
would soon collapse, ending the Cold War, so this de-
cision was never carried out.

NATO-Soviet Doctrinal Jousting. The long-term 
background process which made it militarily accept-
able to withdraw so many TNFs was NATO’s even-
tual improvement of its conventional capabilities that, 
spurred by Warsaw Pact equipment improvements 
and doctrinal innovations, resulted from Western 
technical and, especially American, electronic advan-
tages. While continuing to expand their theater nucle-
ar capabilities, the Soviet General Staff, led by Marshal 
Nikolai Ogarkov, seems to have concluded in the late 
1970s that their most effective option against NATO 
would be conventional but extremely rapid deep op-
erations conducted, after massive aerial surprise at-
tacks, by operational maneuver groups. A tactical nu-
clear exchange could only slow this offensive down, 
as well as carrying the obvious risk of total nuclear 
war. As Catherine Kelleher described the Soviet per-
spective, “Ogarkov knew that many in NATO doubt-
ed that their political leaders would agree quickly to 
use nuclear weapons.”100 The Soviets would fight and 
pace “the war in such a way as to delay NATO taking 
the decision to use nuclear weapons until it was too 
late for them to be able to influence the outcome of 
the war.”101 Ogarkov advertised the forces developed 
for this strategy as part of the military propaganda 
surrounding Exercise Zapad 1981, by which time of 
course NATO had to take account of the additional 
inhibitive effect of the SS-20s discussed earlier.

NATO sought to frustrate that Soviet strategic vi-
sion, whose operational details had been fully trans-
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mitted to the Alliance by Kuklinski and Polyakov by 
1981. The subsequent NATO revolution in military af-
fairs, implemented through programs such as the Con-
ventional Defense Improvement Initiative (CDI) and 
the Conceptual Military Framework (CMF), involved 
the introduction of widespread precision-guided and 
“assault breaker” bomblet munitions coordinated in 
a “reconnaissance strike complex.” The U.S. AirLand 
Battle concept adopted in 1981 involved integrated 
conventional and nuclear air attacks on second and 
third echelon targets. High-technology and improved 
tactical concepts culminated in NATO’s non-nuclear 
Follow-On Forces Attack (FOFA) concept adopted in 
1985—“an intellectual framework in which the latest 
American technology could be adapted to the reali-
ties of European battlefield.”102 FOFA’s expected effec-
tiveness very largely negated the Soviet conventional 
option, thus introducing the necessity for agonizing 
NATO ministerial decisions on when and whether to 
employ TNWs. The newly arrived enhancements of 
NATO forces were deliberately shown off to Warsaw 
Pact observers in Exercises Bold Sparrow and Certain 
Strike in 1987.103 The case for large TNW numbers also 
diminished as a result.

TNWs and the Able Archer Scare of 1983.

In notable contrast to the preceding years of dé-
tente, President Ronald Reagan’s election in 1980, his 
fierce anti-Communism, and the huge military build-
up that he initiated, led to sharply increased tensions 
with the Soviet Union, which some observers at the 
time labeled the Second Cold War. At the height of the 
Euromissile crisis, the Soviet leadership began to fear 
a surprise U.S. nuclear attack (code-named Ryan) to 



55

be concealed by the regular annual NATO November 
command post exercise, Able Archer. Key Warsaw 
Pact units went on heightened alert as the exercise 
approached. NATO was unaware of these fears until 
informed later by the British spy, Oleg Gordievsky, a 
senior KGB officer in London. The seriousness of the 
incident remains unclear, but it caused an unnerving 
shock within NATO over the unsuspected risk of in-
advertent war. 

What we have since learned, however, is that Sovi-
et military intelligence was not concerned. Soviet and 
East German agents regularly drove round Western 
Europe looking for warning indicators. Consequently, 
as Ogarkov’s deputy explained in later interviews:

We had confidence in our knowledge of when NATO 
was preparing to launch nuclear weapons. We would 
detect mating of warheads to missiles and upload-
ing of nuclear bombs and artillery. We listened to 
the hourly circuit verification signal and believed we 
would recognize a release order.104 

In this case, any crisis based upon fears of surprise 
attack using aircraft and short-flight-time missiles 
within Europe would have been ill-founded. The size 
of the NATO TNW infrastructure (estimated in the 
later 1980s at around 100 nuclear storage sites in at 
least seven European countries105) and its openness to 
Warsaw Pact espionage made it impossible to conceal 
large-scale attack preparations, and so represented in 
fact an unavoidably stabilizing and confidence-build-
ing factor. 

Filling in the Blanks: NATO’s General Political Guide-
lines, 1986. During the decade after the PPGs, intra-
Alliance differences had made it impossible to achieve 
consensus on “follow-on use.” The Glenneagles meet-
ing of the NPG in October 1986 finally approved the 
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General Political Guidelines (GPGs), which stated that 
initial use of nuclear weapons would occur mainly on 
the territory of the aggressor, viz., the Soviet Union. 
The principal purpose would be to signal NATO re-
solve to escalate to the strategic level if necessary. The 
GPGs shifted the weight of targeting options from the 
battlefield itself toward deep strikes on Warsaw Pact 
territory, thus abandoning any notion of demonstra-
tive use as mentioned in the PPGs. It was now accept-
ed that the initial signal had to be militarily effective. 
But the NATO allies did not resolve the difference be-
tween the persistent U.S. preference for battlefield use 
of TNWs to achieve well-defined military objectives 
while limiting escalation, on one hand, and the West 
German insistence on deep strikes precisely to empha-
size the risks of escalation. The GPGs were described 
as shifting further towards signaling and away from 
warfighting, but they covered every contingency and 
ruled out none.106 However, within a very few years 
these disputes over the development of flexible re-
sponse would be obsolete.

TNWs in Korea. On the Korean Peninsula, the 
worldwide reduction of U.S. nuclear weapons was 
especially complicated. The serious direct threat from 
reckless DPRK aggression, as well as China’s military 
buildup, promoted interest on the part of U.S. allies 
in achieving their own independent nuclear weapons 
capability, which Washington opposed. 

TNWs could be used as a signal and a reminder of 
deterrent realities. In 1975, when DPRK leader Kim Il 
Sung appeared to be emboldened by the U.S. weak-
ness apparently demonstrated by the fall of Saigon, 
U.S. Defense Secretary James Schlesinger decided that 
“we had to stop him in his tracks. I broke a long-estab-
lished practice and declared we had nuclear weapons 
in South Korea and would use them if necessary.”107
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However, concerned by the post-Vietnam percep-
tion of U.S. unreliability, the rapidly industrializing 
ROK is understood to have examined the possibility of 
acquiring its own nuclear weapons in the early 1970s 
after Richard Nixon withdrew 24,000 U.S. troops from 
South Korea and recognized the People’s Republic 
of China (PRC). (Discovery of this ROK interest also 
seems to have strengthened Kim Il Sung’s determi-
nation to achieve a DPRK nuclear capability.108) But 
ROK President Park Chung Hee was dissuaded by 
Kissinger’s direct threat to withdraw U.S. forces com-
pletely and terminate the ROK-U.S. alliance if South 
Korea pursued its own nuclear weapons. South Korea 
consequently acceded to the NPT in April 1975 and 
signed a full-scope safeguards agreement with the 
International Atomic Energy Agency later that year. 
Concerns over the terms of the ROK-U.S. alliance were 
soon revived when President Carter subsequently an-
nounced a nearly complete withdrawal of TNWs (and 
troops) from South Korea in 1977. This announced 
withdrawal was reversed by 1978, largely because 
South Korea could plausibly threaten to resume its 
own nuclear weapons program. 

V. 1987-1990. TNWS AND THE WARSAW PACT 
COLLAPSE: THE AFTERMATH

Mikhail Gorbachev’s arrival as General Secretary 
unfroze the U.S.-Soviet arms control talks, leading to 
the signing of the INF agreement in December 1987. 
This treaty banned all U.S. and Soviet ground-based 
ballistic and cruise missiles globally with ranges of 
500-5,500 km. The Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) 
also gave up its 72 Pershing 1 missiles. The agreement 
was denounced by retired SACEUR Bernard Rogers 
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as removing NATO’s qualitative deterrent edge and 
so helping the USSR “to intimidate, coerce, blackmail, 
and neutralize Western Europe without calling troops 
out of barracks.” He therefore called—and in this was 
representative of wider opinion—for the rapid imple-
mentation of the second half of the 1983 Montebello 
Accords, i.e., the modernization of short-range nuclear 
forces (SRNF). Those plans envisaged that some older 
systems like artillery munitions and Lance would be 
withdrawn, but a number of possible new TNW sys-
tems under development would be introduced, in-
cluding better nuclear artillery shells with increased 
range, the Follow On To Lance (FOTL), an improved 
surface-to-surface missile which could be fired from 
existing NATO Multiple-launch rocket systems, and 
a supersonic Tomahawk anti-ship air-to-surface mis-
sile (TASM) to improve the penetrability of tactical 
aircraft (some 389 had been planned to be placed in 
vaults in European airfields).109

Political opposition made this proposed modern-
ization impossible. Anti-nuclear campaigners discov-
ered NATO plans more rapidly than at previous TNW 
decision points and were able to mount effective op-
position in the news media, denouncing the proposed 
package as “like trading in 2 pistols for an assault rifle 
and calling it arms reductions.” The plans needed 
to be resisted particularly strongly at that historical 
moment, according to the antinuclear campaigners, 
because “by keeping alive the traditional NATO doc-
trine of flexible response, the TASM could slow the 
process of change in Europe.”110 The Cold War was 
not yet conclusively over, and after visiting Europe, 
the new U.S. Secretary of State, James Baker, had con-
cluded that “modernization [of SNF] would indeed 
show the Alliance’s resolve, yet it would simultane-
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ously create a public and, above all, nuclear symbol 
that the Kremlin could use with Western European 
people against their governments.”111 German politi-
cal resistance was also predictably adamant, and the 
modernization never occurred.

Negotiations in Vienna, Austria, began to move 
toward signing of the CFE Treaty, aimed at introduc-
ing transparency and confidence-building measures, 
and eliminating many of the most threatening offen-
sive combat assets. The CFE (signed in November 
1990) greatly reduced future dangers of surprise con-
ventional attack. In the summer of 1990, the political 
necessities of securing German reunification involved 
promises to Mikhail Gorbachev to conduct a compre-
hensive strategy review, and as the NATO summit ap-
proached, a package of measures which would signal 
reduced nuclear reliance within the Alliance (while 
still resisting No First Use), and also signal a general 
move away from early nuclear use. NATO nuclear 
weapons would “truly become weapons of last re-
sort.” This wording was initially challenged by French 
President Francois Mitterrand and British Prime Min-
ister Margaret Thatcher, but, after intense debate at 
the NATO heads of government meeting in London 
on July 5, 1990, the wording was preserved. U.S. pro-
posals to eliminate all nuclear artillery shells from 
Europe were accepted, and it was agreed that there 
would be reviews to consider new strategic principles 
replacing forward defense and flexible response. The 
London Communiqué, according to Michael Wheeler, 
represented the end of Cold War nuclear strategy.112
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VI. 1991- 2012. THE RUSSIAN PREPONDERANCE 
IN TNWS: POLITICAL STASIS

In 1991 and 1992, Presidents George H. W. Bush 
and Boris Yeltsin both announced unilateral though 
unverified TNW reductions. These parallel reduc-
tions, which came to be known as the Presidential 
Nuclear Initiatives, were seen as preludes to nego-
tiations aimed at elimination of TNWs after the Cold 
War ended. Those negotiations never occurred, and 
would have posed enormous verification problems 
even if they had. Soon after Soviet forces withdrew 
to Russia with all their nuclear weapons, NATO re-
moved most of its remaining TNWs, leaving only 
“several hundred” B-61 gravity bombs. The United 
States proceeded to eliminate nuclear artillery and 
short-range surface-to-surface nuclear missiles from 
its global stockpile. (It has removed all TNWs from 
the ROK). The 2010 Nuclear Posture Review explicitly 
sought to reduce the salience of U.S. nuclear weapons, 
and President Barack Obama is a vigorous supporter 
of Global Zero. 

For various reasons the Russian Federation has not 
found it expedient to make comparable TNW reduc-
tions.113 The resultant TNW asymmetry in Moscow’s 
favor is now long established and probably impossi-
ble to eliminate in the near term, particularly because, 
in view of its shrunken military capabilities, the Rus-
sian Federation has abandoned the Soviet Union’s  
NOFUN posture. Its military doctrine seems to rely 
significantly upon the deterrent provided, especially 
at sea, by its remaining TNWs, which may number in 
the low thousands. In its 1991 Strategic Concept, NATO 
gave up forward defense as a defining principle and 
flexible response as a nuclear strategy. Alliance lead-
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ers have repeatedly reemphasized that NATO re-
gards all nuclear weapons as truly weapons of last 
resort, though always adding that NATO will remain 
a nuclear Alliance as long as nuclear weapons exist. 
NATO has sought to treat Russia as a partner rather 
than a potential antagonist, but the Russian govern-
ment has found NATO membership enlargement into 
former Warsaw Pact countries and the former Soviet 
republics threatening, and insists on the continuing 
necessity for deterrence as a basis of the relationship. 
In such ambiguous political circumstances, the role of 
NATO TNWs cannot be expected to clarify.

CONCLUSION: THE CONTESTED AND 
CONTRADICTORY SIGNIFICANCE OF NATO 
TNWS IN 2012

The foregoing examination of the historical back-
ground of TNWs reveals the complexities underly-
ing current disputes over NATO’s nuclear posture. 
Arguments for and against continued deployment of 
TNWs mostly involve crosscutting themes and dis-
agreements recurrent in the historical record.

The present combination of U.S. B-61 bombs and 
dual-capable aircraft (DCA) seems to represent:

•  Devices to signal commitment during tension, 
which appear to have been stabilizing in some 
past crises but which could be hard to use in 
the future, since “available evidence does not indi-
cate that consultation will be smooth or timely.”114 
The difficulties in obtaining consensus within 
NATO on nuclear weapons can be expected 
to increase now that the NATO countries in 
the frontline of potential military threats have 
become fewer and smaller, while the fear of 
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entanglement is growing stronger than fear of 
abandonment among the now geopolitically 
sheltered allies.

•  Weapons arrangements that do not lend them-
selves to permanent territorial occupation by 
an attacking force and imposition of an alien 
regime. Thus those arrangements do not pose 
such a degree of risk that a side would be will-
ing to accept horrendous casualties and de-
struction in order to avoid that risk.

•  Affirmative symbols of moral burden-sharing 
based on common values—the schiksalsgemein-
schaft,115 or shared community of fate—within 
the transatlantic relationship, this at a time 
when the United States is announcing its shift 
of strategic attention to the Pacific (but Alliance 
solidarity may be further weakened by the pre-
dictable intra-allied disputes which have been 
seen to occur whenever TNW issues become 
prominent).

•  Devices for sharing nuclear functions and re-
sponsibilities, but with countries that find 
the prospect of an injection of what Thomas 
Schelling called “pure violence,”116 which is 
the distinctive, irreducible, strategic function 
of nuclear weapons, increasingly distasteful 
within their national strategic cultures. So, at 
worst, Alliance nuclear-sharing may become 
less the proudly-displayed wedding ring of a 
happy couple than the suspiciously indiscern-
ible band of gold of an increasingly ill-matched 
NATO marriage.

•  A class of weapons that was introduced largely 
because of the extreme cost effectiveness of its 
firepower, and the powerful deterrence it was 
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judged to generate (but which may now disap-
pear from Europe because the costs of mak-
ing minor aircraft modifications to make them 
nuclear-capable will be financially vetoed by 
parliaments).

•  Bargaining chips for future comprehensive 
arms control talks, which NATO has repeated-
ly sought (but which the Russians have repeat-
edly insisted could include TNWs only if all 
U.S. TNWs were first withdrawn from Europe).

•  A strategically high-visibility, but politically 
high-maintenance weapons category that is 
internationally and—in many countries do-
mestically—controversial (and which might 
therefore detract from the urgency of NATO 
improvements in more usable conventional ca-
pabilities). TNWs will not be indefinitely sus-
tainable without governmental willingness to 
modernize DCAs in the face of parliamentary 
opposition. The abandonment of these weap-
ons might seem to some a tempting reassur-
ance strategy to improve Alliance or bilateral 
national relationships with Russia.

•  Important emblems of reassurance for new 
East European members of NATO, which prob-
ably fear, but do not publicly speak of, aban-
donment in crisis from European allies and 
resent any move which might appear to reduce 
U.S. defense commitments (yet the history of 
NATO expansion means that neither American 
nor U.S.-supplied Alliance TNWs are located 
in these countries, and could not be moved 
there without provoking a major dispute with  
Russia).
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•  Symbols of the continuing U.S. nuclear com-
mitment to its NATO partners117 (any changes 
in nuclear posture theoretically relevant only 
to those military crises serious enough to make 
nuclear use imaginable—albeit hypothetical 
and unlikely—would rapidly feed back into 
current political atmospherics within the Alli-
ance and the perceptions of neighbors).

•  A means of deterring historically novel poten-
tial threats from a reckless nuclear Iran and an 
unstable, proliferation-prone Middle East (but 
this anxiety has not entered official public dis-
course; Turkey, which would be most closely 
affected by it, prefers to avoid any official men-
tion of it; many operationally plausible U.S. 
strategic nuclear assets exist to offset it; and 
NATO-wide ballistic missile defense is becom-
ing at least the publicly preferred Alliance re-
sponse).
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While U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe have long 
been an object of intense study and scrutiny, the role 
of U.S. nuclear weapons in Asia has received less at-
tention. Yet U.S. nuclear weapons have played an im-
portant and at times central part in U.S. strategy and 
in the history of the East Asian region.1 Largely driven 
by the nature of Washington’s overarching strategy in 
the region and its perception of the military balance, 
the United States has relied on its nuclear forces to ex-
tend deterrence on behalf of its allies and partners and 
to assure those allies of the effectiveness of that de-
terrence. This has ensured that U.S. nuclear weapons 
have continued to play a continuing foundational role 
in Washington’s strategic posture in the region since 
their introduction in the 1940s, even as their relevance 
has waxed and waned. As the strategic environment 
in East Asia grows more uncertain and potentially 
dangerous for the United States and its allies, it is 
likely that U.S. nuclear weapons will reemerge as a 
consideration for Washington and its allied capitals. 
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U.S. NUCLEAR WEAPONS POLICY IN EAST 
ASIA

The roots of U.S. nuclear weapons policy in East 
Asia lie in Washington’s decisions of the early years 
of the Cold War to commit to the defense of select 
nations in maritime and littoral East Asia. Follow-
ing a period of hesitancy after World War II regard-
ing the extent of its global commitments, a series of 
perceived Communist aggressions culminating in the 
Communist victory in the Chinese Civil War and the 
North Korean invasion of South Korea in June 1950 
persuaded the U.S. Government that the Communist 
bloc was mounting a coordinated global effort to un-
dermine the “free nations,” an effort that appeared to 
Washington to require a vigorous and comparably co-
ordinated response on the part of the anti-Communist 
world. This shift catalyzed a major militarization of 
U.S. policy against Communist ambitions around the 
world, but especially in Europe and Asia. As a con-
sequence, over the course of the late 1940s and 1950s, 
Washington committed to the defense of Japan, South 
Korea, Taiwan/Republic of China (ROC), Australia, 
New Zealand, the Philippines, and Thailand.2 Other 
countries, such as South Vietnam and Singapore, re-
ceived more implicit security guarantees. U.S. defense 
expenditures turned sharply upward as Washington 
dispatched hundreds of thousands of U.S. troops to 
repel the Communist invasion of South Korea, de-
ployed naval forces to protect the Nationalists on 
Taiwan from invasion by the Chinese People’s Libera-
tion Army (PLA), and, more broadly, decided that an 
assertive, engaged military posture was necessary to 
protect U.S. interests in the Far East, even as Washing-
ton also committed to the defense of Europe through 
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the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and 
to parts of the Middle East through the Baghdad Pact. 

The tremendous growth in requirements on U.S. 
military forces implicit in these new obligations co-
incided with the early stages of the nuclear revolu-
tion, and the combination of these factors led to the 
thoroughgoing integration of nuclear weapons into 
the U.S. military posture in Asia and throughout the 
world. Judging that the Communist bloc possessed a 
superiority in manpower and a steely willingness to 
suffer casualties to achieve its objectives, an assess-
ment fortified by the Communists’ prolongation of the 
war in Korea, the United States elected to employ its 
advantages in the size and technology of its nuclear 
arsenal to balance the mass and fervor of the Commu-
nist bloc. Beginning in 1953, the Dwight Eisenhower 
administration, in order to ensure the conservation 
of the United States as a free market society, further 
accentuated U.S. emphasis on nuclear weapons as it 
sought to reduce the burden of military expenditure 
and to avoid enmeshment in costly conventional 
ground wars like Korea.3 These decisions were en-
abled by the fact that, beginning in the early 1950s, 
nuclear weapons were becoming plentifully available 
to the U.S. military.4 In combination, these factors led 
to a dramatically increased reliance on nuclear forces 
by the United States, with the result that the United 
States deployed nuclear weapons on a large scale, in-
tegrating them into nearly every facet of U.S. military 
doctrine and with U.S. forces throughout the world.5 
The U.S. public posture and warfighting doctrine also 
reflected reliance on nuclear weapons, as throughout 
the Eisenhower administration the United States held 
to a policy of “massive retaliation,” both threatening 
and planning to escalate to a massive nuclear strike 
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against the Communist bloc in response to Commu-
nist aggression.6 

In light of this policy, U.S. naval forces deployed 
with nuclear weapons aboard in the Western Pacif-
ic, and U.S. ground and air elements based nuclear 
weapons onshore in South Korea, the Philippines, and 
Taiwan, as well as components for nuclear weapons 
delivery in Japan.7 U.S. ground, air, and naval forces 
all planned to employ nuclear weapons as a matter of 
course in the event of war with the Communist bloc. 
During the First Taiwan Straits Crisis in 1954 over 
the Nationalist-held islands off mainland China, U.S. 
Pacific Command’s forces slated to defend Taiwan 
were prepared for the execution of a war plan involv-
ing the use of nuclear weapons. Indeed, to a large ex-
tent U.S. forces designated for the defense of Taiwan 
were incapable of conducting sustained non-nuclear 
operations. This situation remained true during the 
Second Taiwan Straits Crisis in 1958, when U.S. forces 
delayed even preparing a non-nuclear option for de-
fense of Taiwan until several months into the crisis.8 
The same held true in Europe, where, if the Warsaw 
Pact blockaded or attacked Berlin, Germany, U.S. 
forces intended to attempt a conventional relief using 
a relatively small conventional force. If this failed, the 
United States planned to “resort to general war.”9 

This thoroughgoing reliance on nuclear weapons 
also played a major role in shaping the nature of the 
alliances and political relationships into which Wash-
ington entered and in determining the footprint of the 
U.S. military presence abroad. Because in the early 
Cold War era U.S. military power relied primarily 
upon nuclear weapons and especially upon the threat-
ened implementation of a general nuclear attack, the 
requirements of nuclear command and control and 
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delivery exercised a dominant influence on the for-
mation of the U.S. global basing network in Asia and 
throughout the world.10 Due to the range and other 
technical limitations of the U.S. military systems of the 
era, U.S. bases were constructed around the world as 
necessary to support the execution of the U.S. nuclear 
war plan against the Soviet Union and China. U.S. 
bombers, for instance, required forward bases from 
which to stage or refuel, or to recover to in the wake of 
a strike; similar range constraints dictated the need for 
deployment of U.S. missiles and basing of U.S. vessels 
nearer to the Soviet Union and China than U.S. terri-
tory could provide.11 

However, in the 1960s, this policy of overween-
ing reliance on nuclear weapons began to change. 
The “massive retaliation” doctrine’s threat to resort to 
nuclear weapons early and inflexibly in response to 
a whole range of provocations always seemed some-
what suspect at the lower level of escalation. But the 
looming advent of an assured Soviet strategic-range 
nuclear capability and increasing attention to the diffi-
culties of controlling escalation in a nuclear war began 
to make such heavy reliance on nuclear weapons seem 
unconscionably dangerous and decreasingly credible 
during the later 1950s and 1960s, and a resort to mas-
sive retaliation seem potentially suicidal. As a result, 
calls grew louder to focus more on the strengthening 
of non-nuclear forces, especially in light of the relative 
neglect such forces had suffered during the 1950s.12 

With the entry of the John Kennedy administration 
to office in 1961, this shift away from nuclear weapons 
became U.S. policy. U.S. strategy in all theaters there-
fore began a gradual transition from declared reliance 
on nuclear weapons towards emphasis on non-nuclear 
forces, though nuclear forces remained central in U.S. 
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strategy throughout the Cold War, especially in areas 
where the United States and its allies perceived them-
selves as weaker than their Communist adversaries. 
Indeed, due to the nature of the strategic balance in 
Asia and the character of the threat in the region, the 
shift away from reliance on nuclear forces progressed 
more rapidly and completely in Asia than in Europe. 

One reason for this swifter and fuller shift was 
that in Asia, unlike Europe, the United States faced 
potential conflicts more evidently suitable only for 
conventional warfare than in Europe, where any con-
flagration seemed likely to involve nuclear weapons. 
Asia, rather, presented the challenge of dealing with 
so-called “brushfire” conflicts, limited struggles for 
which it was becoming broadly accepted that nuclear 
use was wholly inappropriate. This principle was am-
ply demonstrated during the war in Vietnam, when it 
became clear that the United States would almost cer-
tainly not use nuclear weapons in situations short of 
imminent catastrophe, a point proved in particular by 
the decision not to use nuclear weapons to break the 
siege of Khe Sanh, Vietnam, in 1968.13 Short of general 
war with the Soviet Union or China, by the 1960s it 
was becoming increasingly apparent to U.S. decision-
makers that U.S. military forces needed to fight better 
conventionally, above all in Asia. This placed substan-
tial downward pressure on the requirements for U.S. 
nuclear weapons in the region. 

The particular geographical nature of the Pacific 
theater and the strategic balance in the region also en-
abled the move away from reliance upon nuclear forc-
es. On the European continent, the United States and 
its allies were consistently outmatched at the conven-
tional level, necessitating an uninterrupted reliance 
on nuclear weapons to compensate for Warsaw Pact 
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conventional strength.14 In the Pacific, however, the 
United States enjoyed the conventional upper hand.15 
This advantage stemmed from the combination of its 
substantial superiority over its Communist rivals in 
naval and air power with the geographical situation of 
U.S. allies, which were mostly island and peninsular 
nations. As a consequence, throughout the Cold War 
and after, U.S. naval forces could operate with near 
impunity throughout the Pacific Basin. Thus, even 
as U.S. Communist opponents in China, Vietnam, 
and the Soviet Union generally held the advantage in 
ground forces in Asia, these forces were of no import 
against U.S. allies in Japan, Taiwan, the Philippines, 
and Singapore absent some method of projecting force 
across large bodies of water, a capability the Commu-
nists effectively lacked through most of the Cold War. 

The failures of U.S. land forces in successfully pro-
jecting sustained power deep into the Eurasian land-
mass—as with the fate of U.S. aid to the Kuomintang 
before 1949, the repulsion of United Nations (UN) 
forces from the Yalu in 1950-51, and the outcome of 
the war in Vietnam—thus had a limited impact on the 
security of insular and peninsular U.S. allies because 
within its main defense perimeter encompassing mar-
itime East Asia, the United States was able to mini-
mize reliance on ground forces. The only significant 
exception to this rule was the U.S. ground presence in 
South Korea. Moreover, U.S. air and maritime conven-
tional superiority in Asia became even more secure 
when China left the Soviet camp just as Soviet naval 
forces appeared to begin to pose a serious threat to 
U.S. power in the Pacific. This superiority meant that, 
once the United States began to seek ways to reduce 
its reliance on nuclear weapons, conventional military 
power could responsibly assume a greater role in the 
Pacific than it could in Europe.16
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This trend towards greater reliance on non-nuclear 
forces was accentuated and enabled by the marked 
qualitative improvements in U.S. conventional forces 
that began in the early 1970s with the so-called “Rev-
olution in Military Affairs.” The exploitation of this 
sea-change in technology promised to arm U.S. and 
allied conventional forces with capabilities in: preci-
sion delivery of munitions; command and control of 
forces and weapons; and, intelligence, surveillance, 
and reconnaissance that would vastly improve the 
lethality and effectiveness of non-nuclear forces, con-
siderably narrowing the missions for which nuclear 
weapons would be required.17 To illustrate, 1950s- and 
1960s-era U.S. technology had suffered from delivery 
accuracies too modest for conventional weapons, and 
had thus required the destructive radii of nuclear 
weapons to destroy targets, especially but not exclu-
sively at longer ranges. With advances in technology, 
however, weapon accuracies greatly improved, allow-
ing military missions previously allocated to nuclear 
forces to be replaced by highly accurate and therefore 
much less destructive conventional munitions. These 
advances allowed the United States to reduce its reli-
ance on nuclear weapons to a degree not widely an-
ticipated in the 1950s. 

Thus, beginning only gradually in the 1960s and 
then progressing more rapidly through the 1970s and 
into the 1980s, U.S. forces in the Pacific theater outside 
of Korea sought to dispense with nuclear weapons as 
a planned warfighting tool in contingencies short of 
large-scale war with the Soviet Union or the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC). As a result, the arsenal of 
U.S. nuclear weapons in the Pacific theater decreased 
by over half, from a peak of 3,200 in the late 1960s to 
1,200 by the late 1970s.18 While U.S. forces maintained 



83

the capability to employ such weapons, and contin-
ued storing them aboard naval vessels and with air 
wings and ground formations, the weapons’ salience 
declined significantly in these decades. Even in South 
Korea, where U.S. strategy dictated continuing reli-
ance on tactical nuclear weapons in the face of the still 
formidable North Korean threat, the numbers of such 
weapons declined by approximately 80 percent from 
their peak in the late 1960s to their mid-1980s level.19 
Combined with the steady advances in technology 
that enabled U.S. nuclear weapons and their delivery 
platforms to operate at considerably greater ranges—
and thus from U.S. territory—these reductions also 
enabled the United States to withdraw the great bulk 
of its nuclear forces from allied territory, with signifi-
cant implications for the complexion of the U.S. for-
ward military presence in Asia. Thus, from a posture 
in which nuclear weapons had been stored at bases 
throughout Asia in the 1950s and 1960s for a great va-
riety of contingencies, by the 1970s these weapons had 
been withdrawn from storage at bases in the Philip-
pines, Taiwan, and Japan and, with the exception of 
South Korea, consolidated on U.S. territory.20 

Thus, by the latter stages of the Cold War, while 
U.S. forces in Asia retained a substantial nuclear 
weapons capability, their salience had receded consid-
erably from the peak of their importance in the 1950s. 
U.S. nuclear weapons had evolved from an integral 
and invaluable component of U.S. warfighting plans 
in the 1950s to a means by the late 1980s which the 
United States could normally use to deter adversar-
ies from exploiting any seams in deterrence created by 
the unwillingness of the United States to resort to gen-
eral nuclear war. While U.S. strategic nuclear forces 
deterred escalation to general war, U.S. forward-de-
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ployed tactical nuclear weapons in particular offered 
U.S. forces the option of at least putatively selective 
and restrained employment of nuclear weapons in a 
limited conflict. While U.S. planners struggled in Asia 
as much as they did in Europe to develop plausible 
and sensible limited-strike options, the ability to use 
nuclear weapons in a relatively tailored and militar-
ily effective fashion was seen to add to deterrence 
because such strikes were viewed as more plausible 
since they were at least notionally more proportional 
to the stakes and intensity of a limited conflict.21 

Even as their military role declined, however, U.S. 
nuclear weapons grew in importance as methods for 
assuring allies. This role became increasingly salient in 
the 1970s as Washington grew more concerned about 
the problems posed by the proliferation of nuclear 
weapons even as South Korea and Taiwan, motivated 
by Washington’s insistence that allies shoulder more 
of their defense, explored acquiring nuclear weapons 
capabilities of their own.22 Forward-deployed forces, 
including nuclear weapons, were seen to help allay 
allied concerns about abandonment that could drive 
them to acquire nuclear weapons of their own. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union dramatically ac-
celerated the U.S. military’s shift away from reliance 
on nuclear weapons. Already diminished in their sa-
lience by the growth of Soviet nuclear forces and the 
strengthening of U.S. conventional forces, U.S. nu-
clear weapons were essentially marginalized in U.S. 
planning for strictly military purposes by the collapse 
of the only nation that had threatened U.S. preten-
sions to global military preeminence. In response to 
these developments, the George H. W. Bush admin-
istration sharply cut the arsenal and curtailed the 
modernization of U.S. nuclear forces, eliminating all 
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ground-launched short-range nuclear weapons, ceas-
ing deployment of nuclear weapons on naval surface 
vessels and attack submarines, and withdrawing the 
vast bulk of U.S. weapons from Europe and all U.S. 
nuclear weapons from South Korea.23 While U.S. stra-
tegic nuclear forces on ballistic missile submarines 
and at missile and air bases in the United States still 
covered targets in Asia, these steps had the effect of 
completely removing U.S. nuclear weapons from vis-
ibility in Asia. 

In the years following 1991, U.S. nuclear weapons 
played only the most subdued role in Pacific secu-
rity dynamics. Other than North Korea, which could 
threaten the United States and its allies only through 
asymmetric methods and by exploiting the leverage 
it enjoyed because it had so much less to lose than its 
prospering rivals, the United States and its allies faced 
no serious near-term threat in Asia during the 1990s 
and 2000s. Especially after the U.S. armed forces’ per-
formance in Operation DESERT STORM, U.S. military 
superiority was so evident in the 1990s and the 2000s 
that there was no plausible contingency in Asia in 
which the United States would need to rely on nuclear 
weapons for strictly military purposes. The overarch-
ing deterrent effects of nuclear weapons could be sus-
tained, in the meantime, by the strategic forces of the 
United States.24 

In the latter half of the 2000s, these trends began to 
abate, if not reverse. North Korea’s persistent pursuit 
of a nuclear weapons capability and advanced mis-
sile programs, and its aggressive and provocative be-
havior in sinking the South Korean ship Cheonan and 
shelling Yeongbyeong Island, rattled both Seoul and 
Tokyo. Meanwhile, capitals throughout the Western 
Pacific, above all Tokyo, were becoming increasingly 
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unsettled by the rapidity, sophistication, and scale of 
China’s military buildup. These concerns intensified 
in 2009-10 as China brazenly flexed its muscles, brow-
beating Japan over the disputed Senkaku Islands and 
becoming increasingly assertive about its territorial 
claims in the South China Sea. At the same time, the 
less stellar outcome of the second war with Iraq and 
the economic slump that afflicted the United States af-
ter the financial crisis of 2008 began to sap confidence 
in the solidity of the American security guarantee. 

Even as the United States pledged under both 
the Bush and Barack Obama administrations to seek 
ways to reduce its reliance on nuclear weapons still 
further by fielding advanced conventional weapons 
and missile defenses, these anxieties led to a rejuvena-
tion of interest in nuclear deterrence, including tacti-
cal nuclear weapons, among key U.S. allies.25 In South 
Korea, some credible voices began calling for the rein-
troduction of U.S. nuclear weapons on the peninsula 
to menace North Korea and provide a bargaining chip 
in negotiations on Pyongyang’s nuclear program.26 In 
Japan, meanwhile, the threat posed by North Korea 
and, ultimately more importantly, by a rising China 
strengthened the cohort calling for an independent 
Japanese nuclear weapons capability, though such 
voices continued to encounter substantial opposition 
from the prevailing anti-nuclear sentiment in Japa-
nese public life.27 While these recommendations were 
not heeded, Asian allied governments did make clear 
that they still regarded the nuclear guarantee as cen-
tral and indispensable and pressed Washington to re-
double its nuclear umbrella guarantees.28

By the early 2010s, then, while U.S. nuclear weap-
ons had receded to the background of active U.S. se-
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curity policy in Asia, and U.S. military planning and 
coercive diplomacy came to rely predominantly on 
non-nuclear capabilities, these weapons nonetheless 
continued to play a foundational and elemental role in 
U.S. and allied strategy in Asia, providing a basic de-
terrent against significant escalation, assuring allies, 
and generally backstopping U.S. conventional power, 
which appeared to be less herculean in its ability to 
shape strategic outcomes than some had envisioned in 
the aftermath of the Cold War. 

U.S. NUCLEAR WEAPONS POLICYMAKING 
IN EAST ASIA

The history of U.S. nuclear weapons policy in East 
Asia did not take place in a political vacuum, howev-
er. Rather, the history of U.S. nuclear weapons in the 
region has also been a history of U.S. nuclear weapons 
policymaking. Indeed, this latter history is in impor-
tant respects considerably more distinctive than the 
actual policy itself, which has generally been of a piece 
with broader trends in U.S. defense policy. It is partic-
ularly illuminating to compare policymaking on these 
matters with the situation in Europe, the other region 
in which U.S. nuclear weapons have been brandished, 
but where nuclear policymaking was markedly differ-
ent. 

As a rule, U.S. nuclear weapons policy in Asia has 
been substantially more subject to U.S. discretion, 
within certain bounds, than it has been in Europe. 
Indeed, until very recently, there has existed no for-
malized mechanism for allies’ participation or input 
regarding nuclear planning decisions, and U.S. nucle-
ar operations and deployments have been conducted 
far more opaquely than has been the case in Europe.29 
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During the Cold War, U.S. allies such as Japan and 
South Korea were effectively excluded from any sig-
nificant role in U.S. nuclear policy and deployment 
decisions that directly affected them. Indeed, Japanese 
and Korean governments were often unaware even of 
the disposition of U.S. nuclear weapons within or near 
their territory. In one particularly notorious example, 
the Ronald Reagan administration authorized U.S. 
negotiators on the disposition of U.S. and Soviet inter-
mediate nuclear forces in Europe to propose that the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) simply shift 
all their threatening SS-20 intermediate range ballistic 
missiles (IRBMs) beyond the Urals—right into range 
of U.S. allies in Northeast Asia. Only after angry pro-
testations at high levels by the Japanese government in 
particular did Washington revise its negotiating posi-
tion.30 In effect, as long as U.S. nuclear forces were not 
openly visible to Asian populations—an objective that 
most Asian allies and the United States came to share 
during the Cold War—there were few constraints on 
U.S. policy on nuclear weapons in Asia. 

This set of relationships differed markedly from 
U.S. relations on nuclear weapons policy with its allies 
in Europe, where the United States dealt with its highly 
advanced and developed allies through NATO, a mul-
tilateral alliance operating—often cumbersomely—on 
the basis of consensus. Though the United States was 
the primary power in Western Europe, it operated in 
a highly constrained context, one in which U.S. nu-
clear weapons policies received significant scrutiny 
from its allies. Moreover, European allies were pro-
gressively integrated into NATO nuclear planning, 
and serious consideration was even given during the 
middle of the Cold War to the creation of a Multilat-
eral Force and to deliberate proliferation to NATO al- 
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lies.31 At the strategic and political level, mechanisms 
such as the NATO Nuclear Planning Group (NPG) en-
sured allied participation in U.S. nuclear policy deci-
sions, and, given NATO’s integrated structure, allied 
military officers participated conjointly in the NATO 
Supreme Allied Commander’s nuclear planning and 
deliberations. At the operational level, NATO allies 
were expected to deliver U.S.-owned tactical nuclear 
weapons as part of NATO’s war plans. No such collec-
tive decision mechanisms or programs of cooperation 
existed in Asia. 

The primary reason for the far more unilateral na-
ture of U.S. nuclear weapons policymaking in Asia 
lay in a pair of broader factors relating to the power 
balance and to Washington’s perception of its allies 
in Asia: to wit, Washington could retain discretion 
over its policy in Asia in a way that was infeasible in 
Europe; and Washington also thought it needed to do 
so in light of U.S. policymakers’ deep concerns about 
its East Asian partners as “rogue allies.” As a result, 
U.S. alliance relations in Asia as a whole developed 
in a considerably more hierarchical fashion, arranged 
in a hub-and-spoke model in which Washington dealt 
bilaterally and from a position of strength with each 
allied government rather than collectively through a 
single multilateral alliance.32 This decisively shaped 
the nature of U.S. relations with these allies on nuclear 
weapons issues. 

A basic reality characterizing the development of 
U.S. relations with its allies was the stark power im-
balance between them. In the wake of Japan’s total 
defeat and the collapse of the European Asian colo-
nial empires, not a single strong indigenous govern-
ment remained in the Far East. Infant or simply weak 
governments in Seoul, Korea; Taipei, Taiwan; Manila, 
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the Philippines; Singapore; Bangkok, Thailand; and 
Saigon, Vietnam could not deal with the behemoth 
United States as anything like equals, and the occu-
pied government in Tokyo had little leverage or de-
sire to pursue a more independent military course.33 
Largely impoverished, struggling for legitimacy, and 
challenged by internal and external threats, primarily 
Communist in nature, these governments were in no 
position to gain insight into or influence over an issue 
as sensitive as Washington’s nuclear weapons policy. 
Moreover, there was little sense of cohesion among 
the nations of East Asia, and in some cases outright 
hostility prevailed, as between South Korea and Ja-
pan. Individual allies were also situated in markedly 
different geographies, sharply distinguishing their 
perceptions of the nature of the threat.34 These factors 
prevented meaningful cooperation among U.S. allies 
in the region, but even collectively they would have 
been outweighed by the United States at the zenith 
of its relative strength. Washington thus enjoyed tre-
mendous leverage over its Asian allies, and could eas-
ily ward off attempts to influence matters as sensitive 
as its nuclear weapons planning.35 

But the rationale for Washington’s policy of pre-
serving discretion did not lie simply in its ability to 
conduct such a policy. Rather, unlike in Europe (with 
the exception of Germany), Washington saw many of 
these putative allies as not only weak and vulnerable, 
but also as very possibly dangerous and thus requiring 
restraint if they were to receive potentially embolden-
ing security guarantees. For much of the Cold War, 
Washington feared that Seoul or Taipei might, for pa-
rochial reasons of their own, provoke large conflicts 
which the United States strenuously wanted to avoid; 
Washington also feared Tokyo’s ambitions in the im-



91

mediate postwar period. Washington’s response was 
to seek to restrain these allies. With Tokyo, Washing-
ton’s response was to ensure the substantial demilitar-
ization of the nation, with the United States assuming 
responsibility for Japan’s security interests beyond its 
immediate territory. Though after the beginning of the 
Korean War, Washington did encourage the develop-
ment of the Japanese Self-Defense Forces to aid in the 
defense of the Home Islands. As Japan enthusiastically 
embraced its pacification, concerns about a belligerent 
Japan receded but the model held, convenient for both 
parties. With often truculent South Korea and Taiwan, 
the United States sought to retain sufficient control 
over their military activities to ensure that they did 
not provoke an unwanted war in Asia. To this end, the 
United States, in Victor Cha’s description, “fashioned 
a series of deep, tight bilateral alliances with Taiwan, 
South Korea, and Japan to control their ability to use 
force and to foster material and political dependency 
on the United States.”36 Ensuring exclusive U.S. con-
trol over nuclear weapons policy was of a piece with 
this larger approach. 

But the approach was not purely a product of 
Washington’s insistence. Rather, Asian allies did not 
challenge and in some respects even insisted on the 
maintenance of a hierarchical alliance relationship 
with Washington. The case of Japan is illustrative, 
where the “see no evil, hear no evil” posture of the 
Japanese Government with respect to U.S. nuclear 
weapons became as much a consequence of Tokyo’s 
preferences as Washington’s. In the wake of the devas-
tating war with the United States that had concluded 
with incendiary and atomic attacks on the Home Is-
lands, Japan elected to pursue the “Yoshida Doctrine” 
of unitary focus on economic growth and unswerving 
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forbearance of any significant military development. 
Relying on the protection of the American security 
umbrella, Japan could pursue growth without any 
serious investment in military forces, a policy that 
satisfied both the material ambitions and idealistic 
impulses in the Japanese body politic. Security was 
effectively outsourced to the United States, relieving 
Japan of the economic, political, and moral burdens 
of providing it for itself.37 With this background, it is 
little surprise that successive governments in Tokyo 
continued to tolerate a highly unequal security ar-
rangement with the United States, one in which they 
willfully overlooked the entry of U.S. warships car-
rying nuclear weapons to Japanese ports, a practice 
Tokyo governments publicly decried but privately 
tolerated.38 Indeed, at key junctures Japan appears to 
have knowingly forsworn deeper involvement and in-
sight into defense and nuclear planning so as to avoid 
further implication in U.S. security alliance member-
ship.39 South Korea, meanwhile, remained weak and 
acutely threatened throughout the Cold War, while 
Taiwan, of course, had little choice but to cleave to the 
United States, especially once Washington shifted its 
diplomatic recognition to Beijing. 

The upshot of this environment was that, for the 
duration of the Cold War, the United States could 
and was actually expected to maintain a freer hand 
in Asia, including but not exclusively in the nuclear 
weapons field, than it was permitted in Europe. Thus, 
despite the Japanese public’s neuralgia over the pres-
ence of nuclear weapons in Japan and public commit-
ment by the Japanese government to refuse to allow 
U.S. nuclear weapons into the country, Tokyo turned 
a blind eye towards the transit through and docking 
in Japan of U.S. naval forces carrying nuclear weap-
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ons throughout the Cold War and adopted a similar 
approach towards indications of U.S. nuclear-related 
activities on Okinawa in the 1960s and early 1970s.40 
In the Republic of Korea (ROK), meanwhile, only the 
nation’s president knew where U.S. nuclear weapons 
were located in the country, and open discussion of 
U.S. nuclear weapons on the peninsula was consid-
ered potentially seditious.41 As Army Chief of Staff 
General Edward Meyer rather impoliticly remarked 
about planning for limited nuclear operations while 
in Korea in January 1983, “It’s far simpler here than 
in Europe where consultations have to be made with 
fifteen different sovereign nations.”42 Consequently, 
policies such as the U.S. intention to reduce its reli-
ance on nuclear forces could proceed with far less ob-
struction in Asia than in Europe, where the initiative 
ran headlong into the Europeans’ vocal fear that the 
Americans were simply seeking to make superpower 
war safe for the European continent. 

In Asia, therefore, governments have historically 
been far less interested in seriously challenging U.S. 
nuclear weapons policy, remaining largely unaware 
of actual U.S. planning and deployments, and until 
relatively recently, lacking the wherewithal to bring 
pressure on Washington. Moreover, even despite the 
narrowing of the power imbalances between Wash-
ington and its Asian allies, the fundamentally hierar-
chical nature of U.S. alliances with its Asian partners 
has persisted. Indeed, U.S. Asian allies have at times 
continued to insist in important ways that such a hi-
erarchical relationship endure. The right-leaning Lee 
Myung Bak administration in Seoul, for instance, in 
2010 successfully pressed to delay implementation of 
the plan to withdraw South Korean forces from war-
time U.S. control in a peninsular war, a totemic issue 
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that the left-wing government of Roh Moo-Hyun had 
trumpeted.43 Successive governments in Japan, mean-
while, have resisted building up their military forces 
to take a more equal role in the alliance and have thus 
far refused to alter the alliance treaty to commit Japan 
to the defense of the United States, leaving the rela-
tionship a unilateral commitment by Washington to 
defend Japan. 

CONTEMPORARY ISSUES FOR U.S. NUCLEAR 
WEAPONS POLICY IN ASIA

The Asian nuclear landscape is changing, how-
ever.44 Allies such as Japan, South Korea, and Austra-
lia are pressing to gain greater insight into and even 
influence on the U.S. nuclear weapons policymaking 
process and, ultimately, posture. In recent years, the 
Japanese government, for instance, has broken from 
its hands-off tradition on U.S. nuclear weapons policy 
to importune the United States to reaffirm the nuclear 
element of its security umbrella both during the Con-
gressional Strategic Posture Commission of 2008-09 
and during the Obama administration’s Nuclear Pos-
ture Review of 2009-10, specifically—though unsuccess-
fully—pushing for the retention of the nuclear variant 
of the Tomahawk land attack missile (TLAM-N) for 
attack submarines.45 The Lee administration in South 
Korea, meanwhile, insisted that the United States em-
phasize the nuclear aspect of its security guarantee to 
the ROK after the resurgence in provocative North 
Korean behavior that began in 2009.46 In response the 
United States has jointly established bilateral commit-
tees with Japan and South Korea on nuclear weapons 
and related strategic issues, and has sought to institu-
tionalize trilateral and quadrilateral forums on these 
matters, though with less success.47
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These shifts are the products both of the changing 
threat perception among Asian allies and of the great-
er wealth, strength, and stature of the Pacific nations. 
The failure of efforts to restrain North Korea’s nuclear 
weapons and ballistic missile programs and its ag-
gressive behavior in recent years has resulted in Seoul 
and Tokyo cleaving closer to Washington and press-
ing harder for a strong stance against the Kim regime. 
More significantly, especially for Japan, Australia, and 
the Philippines, the rise of China, its rapid and barely 
concealed military buildup, and its more assertive 
behavior since the financial crisis of 2008 have stoked 
fears of a domineering behemoth. This more muted 
but deeper and more substantial anxiety, now more 
openly discussed, was leading allied governments in 
Tokyo; Canberra, Australia; Manila; and elsewhere to 
look to a strengthening of the U.S. strategic position 
in the region, and to a greater degree of insight into 
and influence over Washington’s decisions in this re-
gard.48 Greatly adding to this pressure is the fact that 
East Asia is now acknowledged to be the cockpit of 
global economic growth. U.S. allies like South Korea 
that were impoverished agrarian societies in the 1950s 
are now first-world economies at the forefront of glob-
al socio-economic development. Washington thus no 
longer retains anything like the degree of leverage it 
enjoyed in the early 1950s, when these alliances were 
formed. 

The confluence of these pressures and the recogni-
tion of Asia’s central role in the future of the global 
economy began to tell on U.S. policy particularly in 
2010 and 2011, when Washington, responding to ag-
gressive Chinese movements on a variety of territorial 
disputes in the East and South China Seas, embarked 
on a policy to reinvigorate its position in the Pacific.49 
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In the conventional military arena, among other ef-
forts this took the form of the joint U.S. Navy-Air 
Force AirSea Battle effort, designed to develop cred-
ible conventional military plans and capabilities to 
defeat the anti-access/area-denial threat becoming in-
creasingly available to potential U.S. adversaries, and 
of a very public U.S. commitment to station Marines 
in Darwin, Australia.50 At the nuclear level, even as 
it reaffirmed its nuclear umbrella over its Asian allies 
and acknowledged the continued foundational role 
of nuclear weapons in U.S. extended deterrence guar-
antees, Washington hoped to continue the post-1950s 
trend towards reducing reliance on nuclear weapons 
despite facing significant military challenges in the 
Western Pacific.51

Yet the rise of China; the continuing, accumulative 
proliferation of nuclear weapons, ballistic missiles, 
and advanced conventional weaponry; and the stern 
budgetary austerity likely to follow from the economic 
constraints the United States faced in the early 2010s, 
make such aspirations to maintain the striking U.S. 
advantage in non-nuclear arms look, if not hubristic, 
then at least inordinately ambitious.52 The U.S. posture 
in the Pacific, which has traditionally relied on the es-
sentially unchallenged operation of U.S. naval and air 
forces throughout maritime Asia, seems increasingly 
under strain as China builds what will be a daunting 
array of capabilities to target U.S. ships, bases, aircraft, 
satellites, and other systems, and as North Korea and 
other rogue countries seek to exploit seams in the U.S. 
approach to warfare.53 Of course, the United States 
and its allies are not helpless—their efforts to shore 
up their conventional forces can mitigate, if not en-
tirely relieve, this pressure. But the most influential 
determinants will be the growth of Chinese military 
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power and the proliferation of nuclear and advanced 
conventional weaponry in the hands of potential U.S. 
adversaries. Barring the abrupt cessation of China’s 
military buildup, this trend looks certain to make U.S. 
conventional naval and air operations in the Western 
Pacific at the very least more contested and perhaps in 
certain contexts prohibitively difficult.54 

These dynamics point to the likelihood that U.S. 
nuclear weapons, while still generally absent from 
overt policy consciousness and deliberation in East 
Asia in the early 2010s, will grow in salience in the 
coming years. U.S. extended deterrence commitments 
are fundamentally highly ambitious, encompassing 
most of maritime Asia. In an era of technologically 
and politically unchallenged U.S. military supremacy, 
such commitments could safely be wholly entrusted 
to the purview of U.S. conventional military forces. 
As U.S. conventional military superiority comes un-
der increasing challenge, however, the United States 
and, more insistently, its allies will be compelled to 
choose between appeasing those rising powers that 
enjoy leverage gained from the diminishment of U.S. 
conventional superiority, on one hand, and threaten-
ing to impose unacceptable costs upon an aggressor 
that seeks to exploit such leverage, on the other hand. 
If it is to be the latter, the threat to resort to nuclear 
escalation is the logical terminus and the most doubt-
lessly formidable rung on the ladder of such threats.
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CHAPTER 4

RUSSIAN PERSPECTIVES ON TACTICAL 
NUCLEAR WEAPONS

George E. Hudson

The principal question the panel was assigned to 
address concerned the current force structure, doc-
trine, and strategy for the use of tactical nuclear weap-
ons (TNWs). Discussion, however, ranged beyond this 
topic to others that concerned the historical, political, 
and geographical contexts of the Russian perspective 
on TNWs. A matter of concern became the definition 
of what constitutes TNWs, since there is no commonly 
accepted definition.

As became clear from the presentations on the Rus-
sian perspective, even the term “tactical nuclear weap-
ons” is not the one that the Russians prefer. Rather, 
the term “non-strategic nuclear weapons” (NSNWs) 
far better fits the Russian conception of this category 
of weapons, reflecting a difference in how the Rus-
sians view them compared especially to an American 
perspective. But as one participant put it during the 
discussion, all NSNWs are “strategic” in the sense that 
they will wreak destruction and radiation damage 
on a wide scale among populations and urban cen-
ters just as a larger weapon would. Some have yields 
much larger than the bombs dropped on Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki, Japan. Generally, Russians believe that 
NSNWs are those nuclear weapons not covered in the 
New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (New START) 
and those that are dismantled or on the verge of be-
ing dismantled. Given the power of these devices, 
participants wondered whether it would make sense 
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for Russians to consider using them at all in a future 
conflict, since they might have to be used on Russian 
soil, particularly in a possible conflict with China, or 
could have effects on the Russian populations living 
near “tactical” nuclear strikes in Eastern Europe.

THE RUSSIAN MILITARY-STRATEGIC 
PERSPECTIVE

Perceived weakness in the conventional military 
balance in Europe conditions Russian thinking about 
NSNWs in part. Russia is faced with a panoply of 
conventional assets from the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) side, including conventional 
precision-guided munitions (PGMs). The result is 
that Russia wishes to keep its huge superiority of 
NSNWs—there is a ratio of about 3,000-6,000 Russian 
NSNWs, a portion of which are deliverable now, to 
about 180 NATO NSNWs that could be employed 
in the European theater—to counterbalance NATO’s 
conventional superiority. In other words, the Russian 
perspective on NSNWs stresses the deterrent utility 
they possess and, therefore, the existing threat, how-
ever remote, that they could actually be used in a con-
flict. 

The objective military balance in Europe may place 
Russia in one of two positions, according to partici-
pants. The first is stasis. Some Russians believe that 
the situation as it exists currently is acceptable for the 
time being. During an undetermined period, Russia 
will be able to hold off any real military threat from 
nations of the West just by possessing NSNWs and 
using them as deterrents until such time as Russia is 
able to develop its own alternatives to them, particu-
larly the construction of PGMs and drone aircraft. The 
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Russian Navy would be particularly happy with this 
situation—especially in the Northern theater—since 
it relies so much on NSNWs as part of its weapons 
cache. Moreover, to the extent that the small stockpile 
of U.S. NSNWs in Europe keeps the United States 
linked to NATO and therefore ensures a more predict-
able NATO decision structure and U.S. stake in Euro-
pean affairs, Russia will want to keep its own NSNWs 
to ensure a stable “balance” of these weapons and to 
make the United States aware that any military ag-
gression against Russia resulting from a NATO deci-
sion would produce a Russian strategic strike on U.S. 
soil. NSNWs are a kind of “crutch” that the Russians 
are leaning on until reforms, somewhere in the future, 
can take place. This status quo position, purposely or 
not, adds a Cold War veneer to their arguments and 
rhetoric.

The second position appears more active and re-
formist, involving the pursuit of arms control talks 
while seeking quicker change in the structure of the 
Russian armed forces. Like the first view, it desires 
an eventual transformation to PGMs in the future, 
but is more willing to accede to negotiations both to 
buy time for Russian military reform and to link a 
number of issues to negotiations on the reduction of 
NSNWs. In other words, there is a greater potential 
in this position for reducing NSNWs in the near to 
medium term than in the first.1 NSNWs become a bar-
gaining chip, used to exact concessions on issues that 
Russia believes the United States ignores in assessing 
Russian security concerns. Thus, Russians taking this 
stance would like to link discussions about the reduc-
tion of NSNWs to other outstanding issues, such as 
the reduction of conventional forces in Europe, par-
ticularly a renegotiation of the Conventional Forces in 



112

Europe (CFE) agreement; ballistic missile defense; and 
the inclusion of all states possessing nuclear weapons 
in the negotiation forum, instead of just a U.S.-Russia 
bilateral format. Moreover, the resumption of talks 
could lead to confidence-building measures (CBMs) in 
the short term to reduce the military threat and to re-
duce political tensions in Europe. CBMs could include 
greater transparency, among other matters, resulting 
in a final resolution of just how many NSNWs NATO 
and Russia possess.

THE RUSSIAN POLITICAL PERSPECTIVE

Arms control talks are, of course, as political as 
they are military. Merely pursuing arms control talks 
with the United States can have political payoffs in-
ternationally and domestically by reaffirming the im-
portance of Russia as a key player in the international 
system. President Vladimir Putin, for instance, pur-
sued strategic arms reduction with the United States, 
resulting in the Treaty of Moscow (also known as the 
Strategic Offensive Reduction Treaty or SORT) in May 
2002, in part as a way to score a foreign policy victory 
early in his term. 

There are also a number of important political-eco-
nomic-demographic issues that influence the Russian 
perspective on NSNWs. These include key domestic 
elements, such as the elimination of corruption in the 
military modernization process, which stymies rapid 
progress toward reform; the efficient allocation of re-
sources to develop PGMs; the production of sufficient 
oil and gas to generate income in the face of declining 
oil and gas prices and projected declining production 
of oil and gas; and the numerical decline of the Russian 
population, which simultaneously means fewer work-
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ers to produce income from Russian foreign trade and 
to make high-tech weapons for the Russian military.

International factors overlay these domestic ones 
in helping to determine Russian perspectives on 
NSNWs. One of the most important factors concerns 
relations with China, what some might refer to as the 
“elephant in the room,” when it comes to dealing with 
NSNWs in the European theater. The Russian view 
may be labeled uniquely “Eurasian,” using the term 
of one colleague, having to take simultaneous account 
of Russia’s security situation in both Europe and 
Asia. No other nation is so positioned and so poten-
tially vulnerable. With huge population discrepancies 
across the Russian-Chinese border, the modernization 
of China’s military, and China’s possession of long-
range nuclear weapons, it makes sense that Russia 
would rely on NSNWs to deter a Chinese conventional 
attack. Their use would be limited because of potential 
damage to Russia and its population. In an actual war, 
they might use three or four NSNWs before launching 
strategic weapons on China. This helps to underline 
the limited utility they have, should they actually be 
used, and reinforces the notion that Russia needs to 
develop PGMs as quickly as possible—weapons that 
could actually be used somewhat more liberally with-
out excessive collateral damage to Russia itself. 

Another international factor, which has a signifi-
cant domestic component to it, is somewhat spectral: 
Russia’s place in the international system and how 
Russian political elites conceive of it. This element 
is extremely hard to measure as it relies so much on 
subjective judgment, but the recognition that other 
nations give to Russia’s power and the prestige that 
Russian elites feel thereby are in a sense the starting 
point for Russian willingness to engage in negotia-
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tions about what to do with their NSNWs. Thus Rus-
sia’s self-image can and does have an impact on many 
other aspects of military thinking.

CONCLUSION

While Russia’s perspective on NSNWs deals sig-
nificantly with military questions, then, it also has to 
take account of important political factors. Of those, 
elite perceptions are very important, because it is elites 
who make foreign and military policies.2 Although 
Russia’s political system, by design and by culture, 
is more centralized than most declared democracies, 
it still matters to Russian leaders what their populace 
thinks of them—the only explanation for why leaders 
go so far out of their way to engage the public in dis-
cussion or draw the public’s attention to their coura-
geous exploits. With approval ratings of between 88 
percent and 57 percent since 2008—at least prior to the 
recent highly publicized popular protests—both for-
mer President Dmitry Medvedev and newly elected 
President Putin possess significant political capital to 
spend on Russian foreign and military policies.3 As the 
Russian presidential election of March 2012 recedes, it 
is well to remember that the Russian leader will lead 
from his domestic strength.

ENDNOTES - CHAPTER 4

1. Most participants agreed that no negotiations could com-
mence until after the U.S. presidential elections, putting off efforts 
to 2013 at the earliest. 

2. In most nations, including in the United States, the audi-
ence for foreign and military policies is much smaller than that 
for domestic policies. 
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3. These are the results of polls of the Levada Center, the last 
one of which was taken in October 2011. Since September 2008—
the height of public euphoria over the Georgian-Russian war—
the tendency has been downward for both leaders, but no lower 
than 57 percent for Medvedev and 61 percent for Putin. These are 
figures most current Western politicians would be envious of. See 
www.russiavotes.org/president/presidency_performance_trends.php 
#190 and www.levada.ru/08-11-2011/reitingi-odobreniya-pervykh-lits 
-polozheniya-del-v-strane-elektoralnye-predpochteniya.
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CHAPTER 5

RUSSIAN DOCTRINE ON TACTICAL NUCLEAR 
WEAPONS:

 CONTEXTS, PRISMS, AND CONNECTIONS1

Jacob W. Kipp

The attention given to tactical or non-strategic nu-
clear weapons (NSNWs) has undergone a rather rapid 
metamorphosis since November 2011. Up to that time 
discussions of reductions in tactical nuclear weapons  
(TNWs) were tied to progress towards Global Zero 
and seen as a logical follow-on to the U.S.-Russian 
strategic arms reduction treaty (START III) agreement 
reducing strategic nuclear offensive systems.2 Russia 
was demanding the withdrawal of U.S. TNWs—the 
B-61 bombs—from Europe as part of a campaign to 
bring all TNWs back within the states that own them. 
At the same time, Russia was demanding that the 
United States provide “legally-binding statements” 
that the European missile defense system being de-
veloped by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) to deal with the ballistic missile threat from 
certain rogue states would not evolve into a system 
threatening Russian offensive ballistic missiles and 
undermine deterrence. Rose Gottemoeller, Assistant 
Secretary Bureau of Arms Control, Verification, and 
Compliance, had laid out the U.S. position on nego-
tiations on TNWs, calling for Russia to provide an 
inventory of its arsenal prior to the start of such ne-
gotiations, a position rejected by the Russian Foreign 
Ministry.3
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TACTICAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS AND THE 
FEAR OF A NEW NUCLEAR ARMS RACE

What has changed is, first, the collapse of U.S./
NATO and Russian conversations on missile defense. 
On October 21, 2011, Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, 
speaking on the radio station Golos Rossii (Voice of 
Russia) said that Russia saw no evidence of progress 
on NATO-Russia cooperation on European missile 
defense because the United States had declined to 
provide any legally binding statement on the Euro-
pean missile defense system disavowing deployment 
against Russia.4 For the next 10 days, the Russian gov-
ernment in one forum or another repeated its warnings 
about lack of progress on a Russia-NATO agreement 
on European missile defense. On October 25, Robert 
Bridge reported that President Dmitri Medvedev had 
warned that failure to make a deal on missile defense 
would lead to a new arms race: “In the coming decade 
we face the following alternatives. . . . Either we reach 
agreement on missile defense and create a full-fledged 
joint mechanism of cooperation, or . . . a new round 
of the arms race will begin.”5 A week later Lavrov re-
peated his statement that no progress had been made 
on Russia-NATO cooperation in missile defense. 
Within the next few days, the Russian press was full 
of accounts of the beginning of that very arms race. 
Lavrov declared: “The situation is serious and we will 
certainly raise this question during the coming con-
tacts on the level of presidents of Russia and the U.S. 
and the leaders of the leading NATO member states.”6

Medvedev’s arms race view became common 
knowledge just a day before Lavrov’s statement. It 
began with a story out of the United Kingdom (UK) 
carried by The Guardian, which proclaimed that a new 



118

nuclear arms race was already underway. The Brit-
ish government as part of its austerity program has 
been cutting defense spending while trying to find the 
means to maintain its nuclear submarine launched bal-
listic missile (SLBM) forces. As an essential element of 
the assessment process, the British American Security 
Information Council (BASIC) had created the Trident 
Commission to provide input on the debate about UK 
nuclear weapons policy, specifically, Trident renewal. 
The BASIC Trident Commission enjoyed the support 
of former senior defense experts from all major British 
parties. Its first working paper by Ian Kearns called at-
tention to the accelerated expenditures of other nucle-
ar powers. The United States and Russia plan to spend 
$700 billion and $70 billion, respectively, on nuclear 
weapons and delivery systems over the next decade. 
The report also made the key point that some powers, 
notably Russia and Pakistan, were shifting their nu-
clear posture and strategy toward weapons and deliv-
ery systems that went beyond strategic deterrence and 
into warfighting. Others, especially the United States, 
were pursuing conventional deep-strike strategic sys-
tems.7 Kearns declared that a new nuclear arms race 
was already underway: “If anything, the evidence 
points to new nuclear arms races and a huge amount 
of money (hundreds of billions of U.S.$) being spent 
over the coming decade.”8

The Russian news media picked up the report im-
mediately after its release. One day after the appear-
ance of press coverage of the BASIC report, the Rus-
sian press was already analyzing the report’s message 
to conclude that the world had embarked upon a new 
round of the nuclear arms race, with the United States 
leading the race because of its planned investment 
in such armaments over the next decade. Looking at 
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Russia’s anticipated spending of $70 billion over the 
next decade, the author pointed to investments in new 
mobile, solid-fueled missiles of the Lars class and in 
naval strategic nuclear systems, especially develop-
ment of the Bulava solid-fueled missile and the Lainer 
liquid-fueled, heavy missile, and construction of eight 
Borei class ship submersible ballistic nuclear subma-
rines (SSBNs). The author further noted the long-range 
development of the Russian PAK DA nuclear-capable 
bomber, and a major investment in nuclear-capable, 
short-range Iskander missiles, which will number 10 
brigades by 2020.9

Recent articles have explored other aspects of this 
new nuclear arms race. On November 1, 2011, Lenta.
Ru addressed the reasons for the British report, plac-
ing it in the context of defense austerity and the ris-
ing costs of maintaining Britain’s own triad of nuclear 
forces. The article examined the six major conclusions 
contained in Kearn’s paper: first, the trend toward 
reduction in nuclear arsenals, which began in the 
1980s, has stopped and members of the nuclear club 
are now increasing their arsenals; second, long-term 
modernization programs are leading to a new nuclear 
arms race; third, all the states that have strategic nu-
clear arms see these as the necessary and vital means 
to achieve national security; fourth, the programs of 
other nuclear powers are driving the modernization 
programs of others such as Russia, with U.S. ballistic 
missile defense and conventional global strike sys-
tems pushing Russian nuclear modernization; fifth, 
the greater attention given to non-strategic nuclear 
forces by states with weaker conventional forces is a 
means of compensation for such weakness; and sixth, 
START III was a significant diplomatic achievement 
by the United States and Russia, but it did not resolve 
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a host of issues and will not serve as a brake on the 
developing nuclear arms race. The author concluded 
that Kearn’s report contained no surprises, but it did 
address the main trend lines in force development 
among the nuclear powers.10

Victor Litovkin reported on the BASIC Trident 
Commission paper but then added comments from 
Aleksei Arbatov, which put a very different interpre-
tation on the nuclear arms race. Arbatov characterized 
both U.S. and Russian policy as modernization of ar-
senals of reduced size and stated that China was the 
only state with the economic and technological means 
to radically recast and expand its nuclear arsenal. 
Litovkin did note that the British debate was about ex-
tending the life of the U.S. Trident D5 missiles on Brit-
ain’s four SSBNS, which was a form of international 
cooperation on ballistic missile development. Litovkin 
asserted that Britain and U.S. cooperation put them 
in violation of the “International Code of Conduct 
against Ballistic Missile Proliferation.”11 Litovkin fol-
lowed this article with a second 2 days later. This time 
Arbatov’s observations were nowhere to be seen, and 
the title emphasized a race in nuclear warheads. Now 
Litovkin stated that the British specialists had asserted 
that many members of the nuclear club were engaged 
in a race to perfect new nuclear weapons and delivery 
systems. Litovkin did see the United States and Russia 
as the leaders in nuclear force modernization and out-
lined what each was doing to extend the life of their 
existing arsenals and to add new nuclear capabilities. 
Litovkin called attention to new ballistic missiles in In-
dia, China, and Israel. The British report about foreign 
nuclear developments was supposed to contribute 
to Britain’s own debate over Trident renewal, which 
depended on U.S. and UK cooperation.12 The nuclear 
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arms race was on, and TNWs would be an important 
part of the Russian response.

On November 17, General Nikolai Makarov, the 
Chief of the Russian General Staff, speaking before 
Russia’s Public Chamber on the condition of the armed 
forces, warned about “the sharp rise” in the threat of 
armed conflicts along Russia’s borders, which could 
turn into a real nuclear war: 

The possibility of local conflicts practically along the 
whole periphery of our borders has increased sharply. 
. . . Under certain conditions I do not exclude the pos-
sibility that local and regional armed conflicts could 
turn into major wars, including the employment of 
nuclear weapons.13

The response of Moscow’s mass media to these re-
marks was, to a certain degree, hysteria: “The General 
Staff is preparing for nuclear war.” Such reporting 
took Makarov’s remarks out of context and missed his 
point entirely, which was the progress being made in 
the modernization of the Russian armed forces and the 
challenges that remained.14 The conclusion of this arti-
cle on Moscow’s media response to Makarov’s speech 
was a pledge from the paper’s editors: “Our paper has 
stated many times that without the support of civil so-
ciety no reform, including those in the area of defense, 
can avoid failure. On this position we stand now.”15

Viktor Baranets, the defense correspondent for 
Komsomol’skaia Pravda (Komsomol Truth), had exactly 
that understanding of Makarov’s remarks as expressed 
by the editors of Nezavisimoevoennoeobozrenie (Indepen-
dent Military Survey). There was nothing new about 
the possibility of nuclear war along Russia’s borders. 
That has been a part of Russian military doctrine. But 
Makarov had given the prospect a different context by 
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referencing the progress made on the modernization 
of Russia’s conventional forces under the “New Look” 
reforms undertaken after the Russo-Georgian War, 
which, as George Hudson and Evgeny Buzhinsky ex-
plain in their chapter in this volume, had revealed so 
many deficiencies. At the same time, Makarov called 
attention to the obsolete or obsolescent Soviet equip-
ment still used by the Russian armed forces and noted 
the inferiority of new Russian-built equipment in 
many areas to models produced abroad. He called at-
tention to new structures that would ensure greater 
coordination in the Russian military-industrial com-
plex. Noting the shortage of conscripts fit for military 
service, Makarov said that the armed forces would 
be staffed by contract soldiers. “We will conduct this 
matter in such a way so that our army will gradually 
become professional.”16

On November 23, President Medvedev issued 
a sharp statement on the lack of progress towards a 
NATO-Russia agreement on a joint approach to Eu-
ropean missile defense, complaining that the hopes 
stimulated by President Barack Obama’s initiatives 
in 2009, which had prepared the stage for the reset 
of U.S.-Russian relations and laid the foundation for 
START III, had come to naught. Medvedev outlined a 
series of measures that Russia would take in response 
to the U.S. failure to provide a legally binding dec-
laration that the system was not intended to under-
mine the combat stability of Russian offensive nuclear 
forces. These Russian measures included putting the 
air and missile defense radar complex in Kaliningrad 
Oblast on alert status; investment in a system of ae-
ro-space defense to protect strategic nuclear forces; 
improvement of Russian land and sea-based ballistic 
missiles to penetrate missile defenses; improved war-
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heads; and improved capacity to use radio-electronic 
warfare to disrupt information systems supporting 
missile defense forces. If these measures are not suf-
ficient, Russia will deploy to the west and south side 
of the country modern strike systems, including mov-
ing Iskander missiles to Kaliningrad. If no progress is 
made in dealing with the U.S. missile defense system 
in Europe, Russia will abandon all efforts at arms con-
trol and even leave START III.17 Some commentators 
treated the statement as mere pre-election posturing 
and saw little effect on long-term relations.18 Highly-
placed sources in the Kremlin and the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs have confirmed that the tough line in 
relations with the United States will continue if Wash-
ington does not make any concessions. The next step 
would be for Vladimir Putin, as President of Russia, to 
refuse to attend the NATO Summit in Chicago, IL, on 
May 20, 2012, although he would attend the parallel 
G8 Summit, also being held in Chicago.19 This source 
did not seem to appreciate the irony of speaking of 
“President” Putin’s actions before he had been elected 
President.

The combination of the BASIC Trident Commis-
sion paper, the hysteria over Makarov’s remarks 
in Russian mass media, and Medvedev’s statement 
about measures to counter the U.S.-NATO missile de-
fense system, created a high degree of anxiety among 
the policy elite in Russia. In response to this situation, 
several commentators were quick to applaud Medve-
dev’s moves as measured and intended to exert pres-
sure but not to break off relations. Andrei Kokoshin, 
the former First Deputy Minister of Defense, judged 
them “completely adequate” to the current situation, 
but warned that further developments in the area of 
missile defense would need close watching and could 
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demand additional actions of a political-military and 
military-technical nature. At the same time, Kokoshin 
asserted that Russia is willing, as in the past, to seek a 
“constructive resolution of problems if the other side 
will be prepared to do so.” He put the current problem 
over missile defense in the context of many decades 
earlier when missile defense periodically complicated 
U.S.-Russian relations.20 He was clearly saying that 
this crisis would also pass.

Tactical nuclear weapons figured prominently in 
Medvedev’s rhetoric. Unlike missile defense, they 
have not, however, been an intense topic of negotia-
tions between the United States and Russia until re-
cently. At the end of the Cold War, both sides made 
pledges to reduce their tactical nuclear arsenals. In 
1987 the United States and the Soviet Union signed 
the Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty 
that banned each side’s intermediate-range nuclear 
forces and broke the intermediate linkage between 
battlefield nuclear weapons and strategic ones. Their 
militarized confrontation in Europe disappeared in 
1989 with the Velvet Revolutions. Both the United 
States and the Soviet Union (and then Russia) had 
good reasons to reduce their existing tactical nuclear 
arsenals. Two decades later, attention has returned to 
U.S. and Russian TNWs in a very different geopoliti-
cal and military-technical context.

TACTICAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS

Then and Now.

How one looks at the TNWs of the Russian Fed-
eration depends very much on the prism and the con-
nections made between these weapons and Russia’s 
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national security strategy. Current Western interest in 
Russia’s residual arsenal after 2 decades of significant 
reductions in that arsenal reflect an increased attention 
to such arms in the aftermath of START III, and the in-
creased attention to Global Zero as a long-range objec-
tive of U.S. national policy. They also became part of 
a sharpening political debate in the United States over 
the success of the reset in U.S.-Russian relations and 
the assessment of Russia as a challenge to the Euro-
Atlantic community, especially NATO. Western poli-
cymakers seem united in the desire to induce Russia 
to reduce its tactical nuclear arsenal that faces west. 
They might disagree on what concessions the West 
might offer to get Russian reductions.

The semi-official Russian position on any arms 
control agreement relating to TNWs was stated sev-
eral years ago in the context of the increased tensions 
associated with the deployment of missile defense 
forces in the Czech Republic and Poland. In that con-
text, TNWs were described as Russia’s “trump card.” 
Colonel-General Vladimir Verkhovtsev, then Chief of 
the 12th Directorate of the Ministry of Defense and 
charged with the storage of nuclear weapons, stated in 
2007 that Russia could begin discussion with the Unit-
ed States on the reduction of TNWs only under the 
condition that two other powers possessing TNWs, 
France and Great Britain, took part. Verkhovtsev went 
on to point out that, in his view, the United States and 
Russia were in quite different geopolitical situations: 
along Russia’s borders, as distinct from the America’s, 
“There are other nuclear powers and therefore, for 
Russia, TNWs are a deterrent factor in case of aggres-
sion against it.”21

There is, of course, no common agreement about 
what TNWs or NSNWs are exactly, except by nega-
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tion; namely, they are all the other nuclear weapons 
that are not strategic. Beyond that, there are no limits 
on their yield—less than a kiloton, or in the range of 
a few kilotons but not excluding weapons of larger 
yields with specific tactical or operational targets. Nor 
are these limits on their means of delivery—short-
range ballistic missiles, cruise missiles, gravity bombs, 
mines, depth charges, torpedoes, air defense weapons, 
and artillery rounds. 

In 1998, Voprosybezopasnosti published an exten-
sive article on the quantitative and qualitative char-
acteristics of Russian TNWs. The article addressed the 
nomenclature of tactical nuclear systems, their general 
number, the actions taken to execute the unilateral re-
ductions announced in 1991, the distribution of TNWs 
by type (ballistic missiles, cruise missiles of various 
types, nuclear mines/explosives, nuclear artillery, 
nuclear bombs, torpedoes, and warheads for missile 
defense systems). TNWs are divided into those kept 
on combat alert and those kept in storage. They can 
also be classified by the branch of service that controls 
them. This includes speculation about “nuclear suit-
cases” under the control of spetsnaz units belonging 
to the Russian secret police (KGB) and/or the Russian 
special forces (GRU). As to exact numbers of Russian 
TNWs, the article discussed only external specula-
tions by U.S. Department of Defense and Green Peace, 
claiming a rough minimum and maximum number of 
3,100 to 10,000. No official numbers were released by 
the Ministry of Defense on the size of its arsenal. The 
article concluded with a lengthy discussion of com-
mand and control of tactical nuclear weapons in terms 
of preventing unsanctioned launch and positive con-
trol to guarantee that warheads and delivery systems 
could be brought together rapidly for employment in 
a warning period before the outbreak of conflict.22 
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On April 23, 1999, Viktor Nikolaevich Mikhailov, 
First Deputy Minister for Nuclear Energy and Chair 
of the Scientific Council of the Ministry of Atomic En-
ergy, published an article on prospects for the tech-
nological development of nuclear weapons, which 
surveyed existing programs in the United States and 
called upon the Russian government to invest in the 
renewal of Russia’s nuclear infrastructure. Given the 
ban on test-firing nuclear weapons, Russia had to in-
vest in the technology that would permit the comput-
er simulation of such tests of new weapons. Mikhailov 
concluded: “The plans of Russian arms makers are 
clear and well-founded. Now it is necessary to bring 
about their realization. History will not forgive us if 
we do not act.”23

Sixth Generation Warfare and De-Escalation.

On April 29, 1999, during the NATO bombing 
campaign against Yugoslavia, the Russian Security 
Council, under the Chairmanship of President Boris 
Yeltsin and with its Secretary Vladimir Putin in atten-
dance, reviewed the current status and perspectives 
for future development of the nuclear weapons com-
plex to 2010. Two sealed decrees were issued regard-
ing the concept for the development and employment 
of NSNWs.24 Yeltsin asserted that the renewal of all 
the links in the Russian nuclear weapons complex 
was a top priority of the military, scientific elite, po-
litical leadership, and defense industry. It was Putin 
who, after the session, spoke of the two degrees and 
the adoption of a program, which “authorized the 
conception of the development and utilization of non-
strategic nuclear weapons” as part of the policy of nu-
clear deterrence.25 Media sources began to speculate 
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on the role of NSNWs in Russian defense policy. Pavel 
Felgengauer, citing well-placed sources, wrote on Mi-
natom’s plans for a whole new generation of TNWs, 
but went on to say that the weapons would not be just 
for battlefield use but would affect both tactical and 
strategic nuclear weapons with the goal of making 
limited nuclear war possible.26

What this emphasis on the development of  
NSNWs meant in terms of force development was not 
immediately apparent. What was immediately appar-
ent was an overt shift in the policy governing nuclear 
first use. In June 1999, as the conflict over Kosovo was 
ending, the Russian Ministry of Defense and General 
Staff conducted the first large-scale military exercise 
since the end of the Cold War. Zapad 99’s scenario 
involved a defense against an attack on Belarus by 
western forces and the first use of nuclear weapons to 
de-escalate that conflict. The bombers employed to de-
liver the simulated strikes over the Atlantic Ocean and 
along the coast of Norway carried cruise missiles and 
were supposed to strike operational targets to bring 
about the end of a local war before it escalated into a 
general war with risks of strategic nuclear exchange. 
The political intent in the aftermath of the NATO air 
campaign over Yugoslavia was to give the West a 
warning concerning the risks of local war to strategic 
stability.27

Since 1999, the Russian government has remained 
mum on the exact size, deployment, and moderniza-
tion of its tactical nuclear arsenal. In 2004 when the 
U.S. Government raised the issue of Russia’s fulfill-
ment of its “obligations” to reduce this arsenal in 
Europe, the Foreign Ministry raised objections to the 
word obligations as used in the question: 
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First of all, the word “obligations” in this particular 
context is not correct. We are speaking about one-
sided initiatives of 1991-1992, which were “strictly a 
matter of good will” on Russia’s side. These measures 
looked not only to the reduction of tactical nuclear 
weapons but to a whole series of measures in the area 
of disarmament.28

The Foreign Ministry statement went on to say 
that the initiatives have been fulfilled and that one 
can speak of the liquidation of “more than 50% of the 
nuclear weapons for the navy’s tactical missiles and 
aviation, air defense missiles, and aerial bombs” from 
their total quantity, which went unstated. The state-
ment affirmed that Russia was fulfilling its self-im-
posed responsibilities in this area and then noted that 
Russia’s TNWs were deployed only in Russia proper, 
unlike U.S. TNWs that were stationed in Europe.29

There were very few official comments on the sta-
tus of TNWs, further reductions, or the development 
of new delivery systems and more advanced TNWs 
over the next few years. But the press did carry ana-
lytical works relating to these issues. The current role 
of TNWs, which emerged as an operational concept in 
the late 1990s in association with increased tensions 
between Russia and NATO, reflects a clear assump-
tion that Russian conventional forces at that time 
and even today have limited combat utility in case of 
general aggression against Russia or one of its allies. 
This is due to both the reduced size of the force and 
its technological obsolescence in conjunction with the 
“informatization of warfare” and the possibilities cre-
ated by deep, precision-strike conventional systems 
that have been demonstrated in local wars from Op-
eration DESERT STORM to NATO’s air operations 
against Libya. Russian military theorists, particularly 
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the late General Vladimir Slipchenko, categorized this 
transformation as a “sixth generation of warfare,” 
which is in the process of superseding the fifth gen-
eration, that is, nuclear war, which had become both 
politically and militarily untenable. Slipchenko even 
held out the prospect of conducting major wars as 
“no-contact” conflicts, when the forces and concepts 
driving this transformation have reached maturity.30 
Current efforts at the reform of the Russian Army un-
der the direction of Minister Dmitri Serdiukov and 
Chief of the General Staff, General Nikolai Makarov, 
which began in late 2008 after the Russo-Georgian 
conflict, are based upon the modernization of Russia’s 
conventional forces and include a shift to a brigade-
based combat structure and enhanced command, 
control, communications, computers, intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance (C4ISR), associated 
with the concept of network-centric warfare. 

But U.S. advanced conventional systems were not 
the only concern for the Russian General Staff. Com-
menting on U.S. research on using an isomeric form 
of hafnium to create a nuclear weapon that did not 
require critical mass, Russian analysts noted the inter-
est in the Pentagon in the development of a new gen-
eration of advanced TNWs that could be transformed 
into precision-strike nuclear weapons of various 
types. These were described as weapons occupying 
a place between advanced conventional systems and 
traditional nuclear weapons.31 First Deputy Chief of 
the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces Yuri 
Baluevsky was reported to have said: “Shouldn’t we 
review our own nuclear strategy? I think, yes.” Bal-
uevsky did not go on to say that Russia should pursue 
such weapons directly, but remarked only that Russia 
would not reduce its arsenal of TNWs.32
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By 2004, a young scholar, Aleksei Fenenko, took 
on the task of redefining sixth generation warfare, re-
casting it to include a place for a new generation of 
TNWs. The concept of “sixth generation warfare,” as 
formulated by Major General Slipchenko, had antici-
pated the gradual decline of the role of strategic nu-
clear forces until their only function would be to deter 
other strategic nuclear forces, leaving the possibility 
of decisive operations conducted by the new means 
of warfare, especially deep, precision-strike systems. 
Aleksei Fenenko, however, brought into sixth gen-
eration warfare the possibility of creating a new gen-
eration of nuclear weapons with low yields but very 
high accuracy that could be used for counterforce and 
counter-elite warfare without the risk of crossing the 
threshold leading to the use of strategic nuclear weap-
ons. Such weapons would include effects based on 
new physical principles and delivered with great pre-
cision. Fenenko discussed U.S. developments in these 
areas and then proposed that the Conventional Armed 
Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty be recast to incorpo-
rate limitations on six new classes of weapons: “cruise 
missiles, self-guided bombs, weapons using depleted 
uranium, directed-energy weapons, EMP [electro-
magnetic pulse] weapons, and hafnium warheads.”33 
What in the early 1980s Marshall Nikolai Ogarkov had 
speculated about as “weapons based on new physical 
principles” as part of a Revolution in Military Affairs, 
were now transforming warfare. 

Fenenko expanded upon this theme in an article 
devoted to the contemporary understanding of strate-
gic stability in the West. In his conclusion, he argued 
that the old definition of strategic stability based upon 
mutual assured destruction no longer applied. The 
new weapons were making it much easier to cross the 
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nuclear threshold to achieve more limited objectives, 
which could bring about the end of enemy resistance:

The development of military strategy has brought 
about a new global situation in which a limited strike 
with “near-nuclear” means will be looked upon as an 
“ordinary”combat situation not involving a general 
nuclear collapse but only a serious loss for the enemy’s 
military-economic infrastructure. The nuclear thresh-
old will be broken to the extent that employment of 
missile defenses, hafnium bombs, as well as the de-
struction of bunkers and caves by strikes with one-two 
kiloton weapons become feasible.34

Regarding Russia’s nuclear arsenal today there 
is good news and bad news. The good news is the 
claimed radical reduction of the arsenal that Russia in-
herited from the Soviet Union, estimated in excess of 
25,000 warheads in 1991, to a figure one-quarter of that 
size, as mentioned by Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov: “Presently, Russia’s non-strategic nuclear ca-
pability is not more than 25% of the Soviet capability 
in 1991.”35 That is, Russia has eliminated a major por-
tion of its tactical nuclear arsenal, which was created 
to support large-scale theater-strategic operations by 
conventional forces involving multiple fronts and 
strategic echelons. This reduction, of course, reflects 
the reduced tensions of the post-Cold War world and 
Russia’s deliberate decision to reduce its conventional 
forces as part of an effort to revive its national econ-
omy. Preparing for mass industrial war contributed 
to the economic collapse of the Soviet Union. The bad 
news is that, as the BASIC Trident Commission report 
made clear, the Russian government sees TNWs as 
playing a major role in conflict management and de-
escalation under certain circumstances. At the same 
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time, it seems to believe that, in the absence of effec-
tive conventional forces, low-yield nuclear weapons 
with special effects can be used to disrupt precision-
strike attacks and de-escalate a local war before it can 
become a general war leading to the use of strategic 
nuclear forces. The decision announced in April 1999 
to develop new TNWs remains unexplained and 
opaque because of the lack of transparency in this and 
other areas of Russian defense policy. 

The Russian view of its tactical nuclear arsenal 
involves a very different geo-strategic context, which 
can best be described as Eurasian. It takes into account 
Russia’s geo-strategic positions and involves the cal-
culations of a great power in a complex geo-strategic 
environment with multiple and diverse sources of se-
curity challenges and threats. Russia’s avowed prima-
ry objective is strategic stability, and Russia continues 
to see strategic nuclear weapons as both the technical 
and political manifestation of strategic stability. An-
drei Kokoshin has made this clear in an article cele-
brating the detonation of RDS-37, the Soviet Union’s 
first thermonuclear device, in November 1955. It was, 
according to Kokoshin, the very foundation of nuclear 
deterrence and strategic stability. Russia is perfectly 
willing to engage in strategic arms reductions insofar 
as they do not call into question existing strategic sta-
bility. In response to Global Zero, Sergei Karaganov 
said a polite “no thank you” to any developments that 
would undermine strategic stability. Nuclear weap-
ons to Karaganov become that force which Goethe 
used to describe Mephistopheles in Faustus and Bul-
gakov subsequently cited at the beginning of his 
novel Master and Margarita: “I am part of that power 
which eternally wills evil and eternally works good.” 
The immorality of nuclear weapons is unquestioned, 
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but their power imposes restraint upon the actions of 
princes by holding out the prospect of Armageddon: 

They are an effective means of preventing large-scale 
wars and mass destruction of people—something that 
humanity has engaged in throughout its history with 
surprising perseverance, destroying peoples, coun-
tries, and cultures.36

Humanity has not yet created any other means to 
prevent such general wars, and so Karaganov sees 
nuclear weapons as the only existing check on such 
destruction: “The world has survived only thanks to 
the nuclear sword of Damocles hanging over it.”37 
Karaganov makes two related points regarding strate-
gic stability and nuclear weapons that are particularly 
relevant to our discussion of TNWs. First, strategic nu-
clear weapons can have useful secondary impacts for 
other powers. He asserts that China’s relative freedom 
of action in the post-Cold War world was conditioned 
by the existence of the Russian strategic nuclear arse-
nal, which served to inhibit actions by other powers 
against China, making its economic transformation 
and political recognition as a major global power pos-
sible:

One can hardly conceive China’s skyrocketing eco-
nomic upturn, if there had been no Russian-U.S. nu-
clear parity in the world,which makes any full-blown 
war inadmissible due to the possibility of its escala-
tion. I will remind [the reader] that big-time players 
have been suppressing China’s development militar-
ily for about 150 years. At present, this kind of policy 
appears unthinkable.38

Karaganov’s interpretation of the international 
system during the Cold War identifies nuclear deter-
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rence as the chief factor that limited conflict and pre-
vented a general war. The nuclear arsenals of the two 
superpowers had what he calls a “civilizing effect” be-
cause they strengthened the hands of pragmatists set 
on avoiding nuclear war and who guarded cautiously 
against allowing local wars to turn into major conflicts 
with their risks of escalation. He doubts that the new 
nuclear powers will be willing to give up their arse-
nals without a fundamental shift in what he refers to 
as the “moral environment,” a shift he sees as forth-
coming. But in looking at the decades since the end of 
the Cold War, Karaganov sees a dangerous transition 
in NATO from a defensive alliance into an instrument 
for out-of-area intervention. In the context of Russian 
weakness, NATO intervened against Yugoslavia in 
1999 over Kosovo. But with Russia’s recovery, such 
a course of action is now unlikely: “Now that Russia 
has restored its capability such a move would be un-
thinkable.”39 Instead, NATO is now involved in more 
distant out-of-area operations, which carry their own 
risks of escalation.

Against what Karaganov labels as “antinuclear 
mythology,” he posits a hard-headed realism. He re-
jects the idea that nuclear arms reductions by the ma-
jor powers would entice lesser nuclear powers to give 
up their nuclear arms or convince other states threat-
ened by outside powers or internal instability to forgo 
nuclear weapons. Such arrangements might be in the 
interests of the two powers, but some supposed moral 
transcendence cannot justify them. States must act in 
their own interests in the absence of an international 
regime preventing the intervention of other powers. 
That Libya gave up nuclear weapons after the U.S.-
led coalition’s campaign against Iraq did not protect 
Libya from external intervention in what had become 
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a civil war. The presence of nuclear weapons imposes 
restraint. Their presence restrained the Soviet Union 
when it enjoyed conventional superiority in Europe 
during the Cold War. In the post-Cold War period, it 
has been the compensation for Russia’s weakness in 
conventional forces in the west and east:

Were it not for the powerful nuclear (especially tac-
tical) armaments, many in Russia would be alarmed 
over the growing potential of the Chinese general-pur-
pose armed forces, and the specifics of certain military 
exercises whose scenarios include offensives stretch-
ing to hundreds and even more than one thousand 
kilometers.40

What Karaganov describes here is the geo-strate-
gic concept underlining Russia’s current position in 
Eurasia. Russian strategic nuclear weapons deter the 
United States and NATO from adventures at Rus-
sia’s expense and provide China with an element of 
security that permits it to play the role of economic 
engine of Asia without the risk of American military 
intervention against it. But at the same time, Russia’s 
TNWs deter China from intervention in the Russian 
Far East and Siberia. This view certainly can be seen as 
providing Russia with some immediate security and 
even some leverage on its periphery. But it does not 
deal with a future in which nuclear weapons might 
lose their deterrent capability in the face of more ad-
vanced conventional weapons. This was the prospect 
that Nikolai Spassky had mentioned in June 2009 
in conjunction with the development of strategic, 
conventional-warhead, precision-strike systems. The 
further development of missile defense systems and 
their further modernization raise questions about the 
long-term value of Russia’s strategic forces and call for 
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their modernization as a response. The conventional 
modernization of Chinese forces has raised questions 
about Russia’s deterrent capabilities in Siberia and the 
Far East. These issues were the subjects of the Vostok 
2010 exercise against a hypothetical enemy, which 
many observers concluded represented both China 
and U.S.-Japanese forces in different parts of the the-
ater.41

Russia’s Eurasian Threat Environment.

The core challenge to strategic stability in Russia’s 
TNWs lies in the military-political relationship be-
tween strategic nuclear weapons and TNWs in Rus-
sian military doctrine. Karaganov, in defining strate-
gic nuclear forces as the core of strategic stability, was 
right to invoke the lines from Goethe and Bulgakov, 
but it is important to note the differences between 
Mephistopheles in Goethe’s Faustus and in Wolandin 
Bulgakov’s novel. In Faustus, Mephistopheles is the 
agent of the Devil who tempts Faust in every way. 
But Divine Grace saves Faust because of his striving 
for meaning and fulfillment. Mephistopheles’ evil ac-
tions are, in the larger scheme, a part of God’s divine 
activities. But in Bulgakov’s Master and Margarita, 
Woland and his gang of petty demons (melkiebesy), 
including witches, vampires, and Begemot—a gigan-
tic talking cat, black as a raven and with outrageous 
cavalryman’s whiskers—are actors in their own right. 
These little demons perform their own pranks. Unlike 
Faust, Bulgakov’s Master is not saved by his striving, 
but liberated by Woland and his gang who tempt and 
punish the wicked, actively administer justice, and 
consciously want to act as deliverers. Karaganov’s 
metaphor about strategic stability and nuclear deter-
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rence seems more like Bulgakov’s world where the 
little demons have their own active role in bringing 
good. Tactical nuclear weapons in the Western view 
are only cogs in the linkage to nuclear escalation and 
assured destruction, which ensure deterrence. But in 
the Russian view, the little demons are the very instru-
ments that would prevent a local war from becoming 
a general war leading to strategic nuclear engagement. 
They would do this by forcing a pause to bring about 
political de-escalation of the conflict. How good tri-
umphs over evil in each case is based on very different 
assumptions, especially regarding the threats against 
the state and the role of nuclear weapons in dealing 
with them. The evolution of TNWs seems to make the 
equation even more ambiguous.

In this regard, it is worth considering what threats 
and challenges Russian national security strategy is 
designed to manage. Certainly, Russian statesmen 
consider threats and challenges from the West to have 
been the greatest challenge for most of Russia’s mod-
ern history. In the last 20 years since the end of the Cold 
War, Russia has faced a relatively benign security en-
vironment, with threats of internal instability and pos-
sible external intervention along Russia’s western and 
southwestern periphery as the chief concerns. Because 
of the nature of the collapse of the Soviet Union, some 
Russians have put greater emphasis upon ideological 
threats from the West that would lead to unrest and 
anti-Russian governments. But most Russians do not 
see conflict with the United States and NATO as im-
minent, and they consider the risk of general nuclear 
war to be remote. The primary concern in this period 
has arisen from NATO’s commitment to and execu-
tion of out-of-area operations in local conflicts with 
the associated risks that such interventions will occur 
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in areas affecting Russian national interests. There 
could be serious risks that such local conflicts would 
evolve into local wars and even threaten a general war 
involving Russia. In the absence of conventional forces 
capable of dealing with such crises, Russia has seen fit 
to expand the role of its tactical/non-strategic nuclear 
forces to include the mission of crisis de-escalation by 
first use. 

Until very recently, Russian military analysts 
spoke of three distinct threats on three distinct axes. 
The first, coming from the West, was U.S.-NATO out-
of-area intervention with a military built around pre-
cision-strike technology and advanced C4ISR capa-
bilities. Russian TNWs/NSNWs were intended here 
for de-escalation by disrupting the West’s capacity 
to conduct tactical and operational combat in theater 
warfare. Every Western out-of-area intervention has 
led to long discussions in Russia on how a force might 
counter such an opponent. Following the invasion of 
Iraq, intense debates occurred between those who saw 
“no-contact” warfare as the dominant trend in future 
war and those who looked upon the invasion as a 
reversion to operational art, with the addition of ad-
vanced technologies. After a brief romantic tryst with 
partisan warfare among some, the consensus among 
analysts shifted back to dealing with no-contact op-
erations designed to achieve rapid and decisive defeat 
of the enemy. Russian attention focused on conven-
tional force modernization.42

The author who most directly addressed the evo-
lution of operational art under conditions of sixth gen-
eration warfare was General-Major Viktor Riabchuk, 
a veteran of the Great Patriotic War and professor of 
operational art at the former Frunze Combined Arms 
Academy. General Riabchuk sought to apply military 
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systematology to operational art in the epoch of deep-
precision strikes.43 Riabchuk emphasized the increased 
role of knowledge management in command and con-
trol and spoke of making the command and control 
of combat the cardinal skill of the commander. It de-
mands of him the capacity to manage information to 
ensure a systemic understanding of the environment, 
his own forces, and those of the enemy. In this manner, 
power can be effectively deployed against critical sub-
systems of the enemy and bring about collapse with-
out having to engage in annihilation.44 His approach 
would target key sub-systems for disruption and de-
pend on the creation of robust mathematical models 
of complex systems. It requires that the commander 
have the necessary skills to appreciate their applica-
tion and to draw conclusions from them. The objective 
is not the annihilation of enemy combat forces but the 
disruption of their C4ISR to bring about operational 
paralysis. Riabchuk did not, however, discuss the use 
of TNWs/NSNWs to achieve these effects.45

The Russian Navy has also embraced sixth genera-
tion war, but its focus has been upon the threat posed 
by U.S.-NATO forces to Russian strategic nuclear 
forces. Retired Admiral Ivan Matveyevich Kapitanets 
has written on this mission, noting that by year 2010, 
Russia would not possess the conventional means to 
counter such an attack by U.S. naval forces employing 
conventionally-armed cruise missiles against the bas-
tion areas of the Barents Sea and Sea of Okhotsk. In the 
absence of its own advanced conventional precision-
strike weapons, Kapitanets stated that in that time 
frame Russia would have to respond to the threat of 
such an attack with its own preemptive nuclear strike, 
with all the associated risks of further escalation.46 
Kapitanets laid out a number of scenarios covering 
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armed struggle at sea for the period 2010-20, in which 
the U.S. Navy would pose the primary threat to Rus-
sia from the sea. The emphasis is upon precision-strike 
systems, including cruise missiles launched from sub-
marines that could otherwise mount a disarming at-
tack against Russian strategic nuclear systems. Kapi-
tanets argued that the only means that Russia would 
have to counter this threat in this period would be nu-
clear weapons, and that such a response would lead to 
“the complete political isolation of Russia in the world 
arena.” Instead, he called for the creation of a “meta-
system of non-nuclear deterrence of aggression.”47

The Russian Navy was, however, also pursuing 
a nuclear response to counter the threat Kapitanets 
outlined. In 2009, Chief of the Main Naval Staff Vice 
Admiral Oleg Burtsev, asserted that naval strategic 
nuclear forces in the future will remain a part of the 
nuclear triad of the Russian armed forces. The role of 
multi-purpose attack nuclear submarines will expand. 
Burtsev declared: 

There is a possible future for tactical nuclear weapons. 
Tactical nuclear weapons are getting greater range and 
more accuracy, which makes it possible to dispense 
with more powerful warheads and go to less power-
ful ones that could be deployed on existing models of 
cruise missiles.48

In early November 2009, Prime Minister Vladimir 
Putin signed a contract with the Unified Shipbuild-
ing Corporation for follow-on construction of five 
Lasen’-class multiple-purpose nuclear attack subma-
rines after the completion of the first ship of the class, 
the Severnodvinsk.49 However, as Aleksandr Khram-
chikhin has made clear, Russia’s Arctic naval frontier 
is quite indefensible now. It is precisely in this area 
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where cruise-missile-armed surface ships and attack 
submarines can attack Russia’s strategic nuclear forc-
es on land and at sea with conventional means, while 
Aegis-equipped warships can intercept the surviving 
Russian ballistic missiles launched in retaliation.50 Kh-
ramchikhin has been a persistent critic of Russian reac-
tions to U.S. -NATO plans for missile defense, writing 
a three-part article for Voenno-promyshlennyikur’er (The 
Military-Industrial Currier) in October and November 
2011. Khramchikhin asked, “Who Is Against Euro-
pean Missile Defense?”51 He concluded that the build-
ing of the U.S.-NATO missile defense system without 
Russian cooperation did not pose a threat to Russian 
strategic nuclear forces in the absence of a Russian at-
tack upon Europe or the United States. Khramchikhin 
did recommend a prudent investment in maintaining 
Russia’s offensive nuclear forces to keep them at the 
limits provided by START III and proposed the cre-
ation of an aero-space defense system. Khramchikhin 
concluded: “Finally, A[ero] S[pace] D[efense] will 
serve us very well in case of war with China, which, in 
distinction from a war with NATO, is quite likely. But 
that is another topic entirely.”

That other topic relates directly to Russian tactical 
nuclear forces, as Karaganov made clear. Karaganov 
and Khramchikhin might argue about the likelihood 
of a Russo-Chinese war. Russia’s political leadership 
simply does not speak of a military threat from Chi-
na. But Russian defense analysts are broadly agreed 
that Chinese defense modernization has turned a 
mass-industrial army into a force for the information 
age. Aleksandr Kondrat’ev, one of Russia’s leading 
commentators on the U.S. approach to the informa-
tionalization of warfare, in March 2010 provided an 
in-depth analysis of the Chinese approach to network-
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centric warfare. Citing both Chinese and U.S. sources, 
he addressed how the leadership of the People’s Lib-
eration Army (PLA) has followed and responded to 
the development of network-centric warfare in the 
United States. The leadership understands the im-
portance of information flow for advanced C4ISR and 
has set out to develop a common picture of the entire 
battlespace, which includes five dimensions (land, 
air, sea [surface and sub-surface], cosmic, and electro-
magnetic. The PLA has emphasized the development 
of what is called “integrated information-electronic 
warfare.” Kondrat’ev concludes that the United States 
and China are engaged in a high-tech arms race in in-
formation systems and means. In China, that has led 
the PLA to emphasize the human factor in employing 
such systems and to promote increased professional-
ism in the armed forces. What this article poses is the 
real prospect that Russia will face two technologically 
sophisticated potential adversaries in Eurasia.52

As alluded to earlier, in the summer of 2010 the Rus-
sian Ministry of Defense and General Staff conducted 
a major strategic exercise against a “hypothetical op-
ponent” in Siberia and the Russian Far East under the 
name “Vostok 2010.” The exercise underscored the ex-
isting geo-strategic isolation of Russia in that region, 
even as the Ministry of Defense and the General Staff 
evaluated Russia’s “new look” conventional military. 
Roger McDermott, a prominent Western commenta-
tor on the “new look” reforms of the Russian military, 
offered an excellent overview of Vostok 2010 as an 
operational-strategic exercise. McDermott correctly 
pointed to the role of the exercise in testing concepts 
associated with the “new look” reforms of the Russian 
armed forces, calling attention to the exercise’s testing 
of the speed of deployment of brigades, their combat 
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readiness, their capacity to engage in combined arms 
combat in an air/land battle, and their logistical sup-
port for sustained combat actions. He also noted that, 
while the scenario dealt with a wide range of combat 
actions, including anti-piracy and counterterrorism, 
the senior military leadership, including the Chief of 
the General Staff, General Nikolai Makarov, empha-
sized that the opponent was hypothetical and the exer-
cise was not aimed against “any one country or bloc.” 
McDermott, however, concluded that the actual objec-
tive of the exercise was a test of the defenses of Siberia 
and the Far East from attack by the PLA. McDermott 
spoke of the very threat about which the Russian po-
litical and military elite could not speak openly.53 To 
understand this reticence one needs to understand the 
political-military context of this exercise. 

Anyone who has been involved in the construc-
tion of a scenario for a war game or exercise knows 
that the creation of the documents for conduct of such 
operational-strategic exercise includes a road to war, 
which portrays the emergence of a conflict between the 
contending sides. They are usually labeled “red” and 
“blue” forces in the case of Russian war games—with 
“blue” being the color associated with the aggressor 
forces against which Russian “red” forces defend. In 
the case of the current Vostok-2010, the Russian forces 
involved in the exercise are facing a “hypothetical op-
ponent” (uslovnyiprotivnik). At a press conference at 
the start of the exercise, General Makarov stated that 
this exercise is not directed against any country or 
military alliance: 

First I would note that this particular exercise, like last 
year’s, is not directed against any concrete nation or 
military-political bloc. It has a strictly defense orien-
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tation to maintain security and defense of the state’s 
national interests along its Far Eastern borders from a 
hypothetical enemy.54 

When asked about the opponent that drove these 
vignettes, General Makarov replied: 

We did not look at any particular country and did not 
look at any particular enemy. We are talking about 
what direction we will create our own operational-
strategic situation in the course of which somewhere 
a group of terrorists or large group of separatists are 
active, which is quite characteristic for low-intensity 
conflicts. For instance, we selected such scenarios.55

Looking at the various episodes that made up the 
scenario for Vostok 2010, one could conclude that the 
Eastern strategic direction has its own peculiar risks 
for Russia. The refugee scenario pointing at North 
Korea highlights the instability of that regime and the 
likelihood of conflict developing from its disintegra-
tion or from its desperate acts to sustain its position. 
Fear that a U.S.-Chinese conflict in the wake of the 
collapse of North Korea would impose difficult stra-
tegic choices upon Moscow has been a regular theme 
of press commentary on Korea. The sharp exchange 
between Moscow and Tokyo over the exercise in the 
disputed Kuril Islands highlights the troubled state of 
Russo-Japanese relations and brings into strategic cal-
culations the U.S.-Japanese Treaty of Mutual Cooper-
ation and Security.56 Just as President Medvedev was 
visiting the nuclear cruiser PetrVelikii (Peter the Great) 
to observe a mock naval battle and amphibious land-
ing, naval officers there informed the news media that 
the tactical problem of the exercise was the destruc-
tion of “an American squadron” and that the probable 
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enemy would remain unchanged. Commenting on the 
meteorological conditions at the time of this naval ex-
ercise, which involved heavy mist and low visibility, 
the author described Vostok 2010 as “covered in fog,” 
a characterization which would better fit the confused 
military and political signals being sent.57 Finally, the 
air and ground exercises near Chita and Khabarovsk 
make no sense except as responses to some force 
threatening the territorial integrity of Eastern Siberia 
and the Far East. The only forces with the military po-
tential to carry out air and ground attacks that deep 
into Russian territory are the PLA in support of the so-
called separatists identified in the scenario. Reflecting 
on the vignettes that made up Vostok 2010, Aleskandr 
Khramchikhin concluded that the hypothetical oppo-
nent in these ground and air operations was, indeed, 
Russia’s probable opponent, the PLA. He stated in his 
assessment of the exercise that “the probable opponent 
will defeat us in a serious conflict.”58 [author’s italics]

The one branch of the Russian military not in-
volved in direct combat operations during Vostok 
2010 was the Strategic Rocket Forces, which carried 
out no operational launches. Its only role was defense 
of its bases from terrorist attacks. However, according 
to press reports, the exercise did end with a tactical 
nuclear strike. As Khramchikhin noted, such a strike 
was hardly in keeping with a fight against separatists 
and bandits.59 This seems to suggest that conventional 
forces could not handle such a challenge to the ter-
ritorial integrity of the Russian state in so vulnerable 
a region as the Far East. However, the scenario had 
left open the intervention of a powerful hypothetical 
opponent in support of the separatists after their de-
feat on the Onon River. Tactical nuclear weapons are 
therefore expected to play the same de-escalating role 
against China in the case of a local war. 
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PROSPECTS FOR A U.S.-RUSSIAN TREATY ON 
TACTICAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS

In May 2011, Vladimir Kozin, Chief of the Section 
of Analysis and Forecasting of the Department of All-
Asian Problems of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
outlined five obstacles to a U.S.-Russian treaty limit-
ing TNWs. Kozin, a frequent commentator on strate-
gic arms negotiations, European missile defense, and 
TNWs negotiations, sees limiting TNWs as a complex 
issue that satisfactory progress in the other areas af-
fects. Kozin declared: “Russia should not, by any 
means, permit an erosion of its position.”60 This hard-
line view did not promise much room for negotiations.

The five obstacles mentioned by Kozin included, 
first, defining what is meant precisely by tactical sys-
tems, the absence of any preceding arms control re-
gime for such systems, and the fact that the tactical 
arsenals of other major nuclear powers (Great Britain, 
France, and China), and de facto nuclear powers (Is-
rael, India, and Pakistan) will have to be part of the ne-
gotiations process on such tactical nuclear systems.61 
Second, Kozin sees the asymmetric deployment pos-
tures of U.S. and Russian forces as an inhibiting fac-
tor to negotiations. U.S. forces are deployed in allied 
states in Europe, and the United States maintains a 
theater infrastructure to support such weapons. As 
Foreign Minister Lavrov has pointed out, negotiations 
on TNWs cannot begin until U.S. TNWs and infra-
structure are removed from Europe. Russia will not 
respond positively to pressure from NATO states or 
others to de-nuclearize Kaliningrad Oblast.62 The third 
major obstacle is the issue of prescribed accounting of 
TNWs. The United States wants this done in advance 
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and by international experts to increase transparency, 
according to Rose Gottemoeller, Assistant Secretary of 
State for Verification, Compliance, and Implementa-
tion. Russian experts favor a more limited exchange 
of data on delivery systems and warheads, seeing no 
reason to agree to exchange data before the start of 
negotiations. This has not been past practice in arms 
control negotiations.63

The fourth obstacle Kozin describes as the integra-
tion of a negotiated tactical nuclear agreement into a 
complex web of other arms control and security is-
sues.64 Smaller strategic and tactical nuclear arsenals 
should have as their goal strengthening strategic sta-
bility, but lower strategic and tactical nuclear force 
levels could create incentives for the development of 
space-based systems, a direction in which Washing-
ton appears to be moving. And this would undermine 
strategic stability.65 Fifth, there is the issue of modi-
fying the CFE Treaty. The United States and NATO 
enjoy both quantitative and qualitative superiority in 
the five classes of weapons counted in the treaty, even 
as NATO has improved its position by its expansion, 
including states that were once part of the Warsaw 
Treaty Organization. NATO also engages in the de-
ployment of its forces in combat roles outside of the 
territory of alliance members and conducts sustained, 
high-intensity combat operations that keep these forc-
es on a wartime footing. U.S. plans for the develop-
ment of a missile defense shield in Eastern Europe offer 
one further complication to negotiations on limiting 
TNWs. Kozin concludes that there is little prospect for 
successful negotiations on limiting TNWs. The need 
for parallel decisions on a series of other strategically 
important problems affecting the regional and global 
balance of forces, including Washington’s plans to 
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build a missile defense system in southern and eastern 
Europe and maintaining its TNWs in Europe, make 
successful negotiations unlikely.

The difficulties associated with negotiating these 
issues foreshadowed the crisis of November 2011. Ne-
gotiations on TNWs will have to wait for the current 
crisis of U.S.-Russian relations to pass, which means 
sometime after the 2012 presidential elections in Rus-
sia and the United States. A successful approach will 
have to take into account the complexity of the polit-
ical-military challenges, dangers, and threats as Rus-
sia’s government sees them in Eurasia. That may cre-
ate too complex a geopolitical forum for the conduct of 
actual negotiations because Russia will not join them if 
it sees them seeking to put Russia in a position where 
it will have to choose between the Euro-Atlantic world 
and that of a Far East dominated by China. By every 
means possible, Russia will seek to avoid the dilemma 
of choice here. As long as Russia’s government con-
siders its own conventional forces insufficient and/or 
ineffective in the defense of Russia’s periphery, TNWs 
will remain the means of choice to de-escalate such 
conflicts. It is, of course, not altogether clear here that 
the Russian Woland can avoid being drawn into an 
expanding conflict because of the actions of his “little 
demons.”
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CHAPTER 6

ASPECTS OF THE CURRENT RUSSIAN 
PERSPECTIVE

ON TACTICAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS

Leonid Polyakov

After a successful conclusion of the ratification 
process for the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty 
(START III) in January 2011, further progress in the 
cooperation of the United States and the North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization (NATO) with Russia on issues 
of nuclear weapons control and reduction is very im-
portant for the security of all countries of Europe and 
beyond. Meanwhile, it appears from the outset that 
the most frequently addressed next step in this pro-
cess as insisted upon by the U.S. Congress—the start 
of negotiations over tactical nuclear weapons (TNWs) 
with Russia—will not be easy at all, and the chances 
for success so far seem very uncertain. 

In the absence of trust and good faith between Rus-
sia and NATO, the Russian perspective looks quite 
logical in its increasing reliance on relatively inexpen-
sive TNWs as a kind of “equalizer,” which compen-
sates for many existing or potential security shortfalls 
of Russia. The prevailing mood at the moment reflects 
the point that, 

possession of the nuclear forces allows Russia to 
maintain its military might at the level necessary to 
deter from launching a massive attack the potential 
aggressor, who may pursue the most decisive goals, 
including the possibility of the use of nuclear weap-
ons. This allows providing for the defense of the state 
under a significantly smaller amount of defense ap-
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propriations, which is very important due to the cur-
rent economic situation in Russia.1 

Many, if not most, Russian politicians and experts 
still look at NATO as an aggressive bloc, capable of 
attacking Russia. In their view, Russia should be on 
the alert to preclude attempts to make it vulnerable 
through supposedly benign calls for nuclear disarma-
ment. It may thus be much more difficult for the Unit-
ed States to negotiate TNWs with Russia than it was 
to conclude the recent START III treaty on strategic 
nuclear weapons. The greater number and complexity 
of factors at play have raised the threshold at which 
mutual agreement becomes likely. Indeed, the sheer 
number of conditions which Russian politicians and 
arms experts link to the issue of TNW reduction sug-
gests that TNWs are for Russians the only realistic an-
swer to the myriad of security challenges facing them. 

RUSSIAN MILITARY SECURITY CONCERNS

First of all, issues related to the role of TNWs in the 
military context look much more security-sensitive to 
Russia than to the United States and NATO. Indeed, 
there may be some good reasons for such a Russian 
perspective. Thus negotiations on TNWs and, corre-
spondingly, on all related aspects may not start soon. 
The Russian official position at the moment rests on 
the very sensitive demand for the withdrawal of all 
TNWs to national territories of their owners as a pre-
condition for the start of any negotiations related to 
those weapons. This ultimatum is aimed at the essen-
tially symbolic number (if compared with the nuclear 
deployments during the Cold War) of U.S. nuclear 
gravity bombs—about 200 or fewer—located in five 
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NATO countries. During the last 2 years, this position 
has been declared on numerous occasions by the Rus-
sian Minister of Foreign Relations, Sergey Lavrov, and 
other officials.2 

Russian experts insist that Russia, unlike the Unit-
ed States and many NATO countries, is located within 
the range of nuclear weapons of all nuclear states, 
which elevates the TNW role in Russia’s security cal-
culus to a much higher level than the tactical. In addi-
tion, long Russian borders ensure a large number of 
security-sensitive areas. Such half-encirclement could 
progress even further to become a full circle around 
Russia because of the future competition for resources 
in the Arctic. According to one typical opinion: 

After even a quick glance at the geography of con-
flicts, it is impossible to avoid the . . . conclusion that 
Russia is surrounded by a half-circle of conflicts. This 
half-circle will be closed soon—after the start of the 
process of competition for the resources of the Arctic 
Ocean shelf.3

This situation, in the view of Russian commenta-
tors, increases the importance of TNWs to Russia as 
a factor in national security and deterrence. Hence, 
Russians argue, calls for parity in numbers of TNWs 
between the United States and Russia are irrelevant. 

Moreover, since Russia failed to modernize its na-
tional economy successfully, it cannot compete with 
the West in research, development, and production 
of expensive high-speed, high-precision, long-range 
conventional systems, which can potentially serve as 
a counterweight to TNWs. These sub-nuclear conven-
tional weapons systems of NATO constitute just one 
of the many factors that Russians want to put on the 
table during negotiations on TNW reduction. There 



are other security factors that Russians link to the is-
sue of TNWs, such as NATO’s overall conventional 
superiority, European missile defense, and American 
plans to deploy certain systems in space. 

As for NATO’s overall conventional superiority, 
Russians continue to stick to a post-World War II per-
spective of the defense policies of the United States 
and NATO. Conventional wisdom tells both Russia 
and NATO that they are not enemies anymore, that 
real world threats for both of them will almost certain-
ly come from a third party, and that they have com-
mon security interests and should seek to establish a 
firm basis for cooperation. But the psychology of the 
Cold War still prevails in most of their estimate: In the 
Russian view,

Washington does not take into account the established 
balance of forces in the European and other strategic 
regions adjacent to the Russian borders, as well as the 
comparative capabilities of the sides to provide for 
national security, including . . . the manifold de facto 
superiority of NATO over Russia in the quantity of 
conventional weapons and total superiority in their 
combat potentials.4 

While the degree of NATO’s conventional superi-
ority differs in assessments by Russian experts, they 
were unanimous in assigning TNWs the key role in 
providing a counterbalance to NATO’s conventional 
potential. According to Dr. Alexey Arbatov, a respect-
ed expert in the field of nuclear arms, 

Russia considers its advantage in TNW as compensa-
tion for NATO’s superiority in conventional forces—
especially under the condition of the Conventional 
Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty deadlock, as well as a 
possible answer to the one-sided creation of NATO 
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ballistic missile defense (BMD), and to the U.S. superi-
ority in non-nuclear precision-guided weapons.5

As for ballistic missile defense (BMD), it has al-
ready caused and continues to cause a great deal of 
suspicion and irritation for Russia. In the middle of 
the last decade, when the first notion about U.S. plans 
to deploy BMD sites close to Russian borders in the 
Czech Republic, Poland, Romania, and Turkey was 
made public, Russia responded by threatening to de-
ploy additional numbers of tactical missiles capable 
of delivering TNWs near the Russian-Polish border 
in Kaliningrad Oblast. Owing to this NATO anti-mis-
sile defense plan, which did not presuppose Russian 
participation, Russian strategic planning was inevi-
tably impacted, with Russians immediately suspect-
ing a major anti-Russian trend in NATO policy. Such 
thinking remains dominant today, and it is naturally 
present in the discussion over the possibility of U.S.-
Russian TNW negotiations: 

Washington could have cancelled its plans to deploy 
national BMD systems in Eastern and Southern Eu-
rope, which would have unavoidably undermined the 
Russian potential for nuclear deterrence. . . . Even in 
the case of a minimal preservation in the numbers of 
U.S. SNW [strategic nuclear weapons] and TNW, even 
the possibility of their application by Washington on 
its own will, during a first strike under the cover of the 
“anti-missile shield,” negatively influence the national 
security of Russia.6 

Comments on the issue of BMD at the moment are 
probably more emotion-laden than other subjects in 
the context of nuclear arms. Russians tend to see in 
the relevant U.S. and NATO plans numerous negative 
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consequences for Russia’s nuclear deterrence policy, 
regularly issuing warnings about their likely measures 
in response. In the logic of Russian experts, TNWs may 
play a decisive role in Russian plans for countermea-
sures against BMD in Europe by posing a hypothetical 
threat to the sites of the BMD system’s missiles and 
radars. A recent comment by Deputy Chief of the Rus-
sian General Staff and Head of the Main Operational 
Directorate General Andrey Tretiak, on the plans for 
a gradual buildup of U.S. BMD in Europe, once again 
demonstrates deep dissatisfaction in Russia: 

The possibility for the destruction of Russian intercon-
tinental ballistic missiles and submarine-based ballis-
tic missiles becomes a reality. If the implementation of 
NATO plans on creating a BMD system, on the basis 
of a four-stage adaptive approach, continue without 
taking into account Russian opinion—and more so, 
without Russian participation—we will not be able to 
accept this threat to a key element of our national se-
curity, the strategic deterrence forces. It will compel us 
to adopt measures in response that would compensate 
for the negative influence of the NATO BMD system.7 

Russian concern over the consequences to the stra-
tegic balance present in the linkage among NATO, 
BMD, and Russian TNWs is understandable, as are the 
reasons why Russians link the possibility of deploy-
ment of U.S. weapons in space and Russian TNWs. 
They would be very much interested to know to what 
extent the United States is ready to discuss the space 
system’s deployment in the context of TNWs: “The 
problem lies in the fact that deployment of weapons 
in space, even while reducing the levels of [strategic 
and tactical nuclear weapons] between Russia and the 
U.S., may fundamentally undermine the global strate-
gic stability.”8 
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Meanwhile, the factor of China (with its large pop-
ulation and its suspected veiled claim on Russian east-
ern territories) may appear to be a more important and 
more realistic security concern than NATO for Russia 
in the context of TNWs. It is thus quite likely that the 
latest amendments in Russian military doctrine that 
allow for the possibility of using nuclear weapons 
against conventional attacks are not accidental. 

In spite of the traditional political rhetoric about 
a strategic partnership between China and Russia, 
in both countries there is a common opinion among 
scholars and both societies that the two countries can-
not trust each other. With continuous growth in Chi-
na’s political, economic, and military weight, China 
has become a leading trading partner for the United 
States and for the European Union (EU). China con-
sistently projects its economic interests not only to Af-
rica, but also to the regions that border Russia and that 
have for centuries been considered by Russians to be 
in their sphere of vital interests. They stretch from the 
countries of Central Asia to Belarus. The routine pub-
lication in recent years of scholarly studies and news 
media articles about problematic relations between 
Russia and China may indeed be a reflection of the 
growing tensions between the two countries.9 

In addition to the major military security concerns 
related to the TNW issue as discussed above—Rus-
sia’s geographical vulnerability, NATO conventional 
superiority, European BMD deployment, American 
weapons in space, and the challenge of China—Rus-
sian experts also talk about many narrower problems 
dealing with terminology, effectiveness of control, 
and other peripheral issues. Russian experts discuss at 
length the criteria for classifying nuclear weapons as 
“tactical” and the prospects for establishing and main-
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taining effective verification mechanisms. They insist 
on the necessity to take into account during negotia-
tions not just U.S. and Russian TNWs, but the nuclear 
arsenals of other countries of the region as well: 

Russia’s position should be based on the evident fact 
that TNW is a weapon of regional deterrence, and, 
consequently, during the process of defining the pa-
rameters of the Russian TNW arsenal for the purpose 
of negotiations, the nuclear weapons of France, Great 
Britain, Israel and Pakistan should be taken into ac-
count.10

RUSSIAN LINKAGE BETWEEN POLITICS AND 
TNWs

As of this writing in 2012, the issue of reducing 
TNWs is too politically sensitive for both sides, with 
the Russian presidential election only just completed, 
and the U.S. presidential election coming up in No-
vember. Russia is falling significantly behind its two 
major competitors—the United States and NATO—in 
economic and technological areas and behind China 
in terms of population and industrial potential. It is 
therefore drawn in foreign policy matters to TNWs 
as a political weapon, threatening to deploy tactical 
nuclear-capable missiles in response either to NATO 
enlargement to the East or to plans for BMD in Europe. 

Furthermore, it is important to remember that the 
nuclear weapon is one of the few or, many argue, the 
only remaining credential supporting the superpower 
status of Russia. Moscow almost lost this status after  
the collapse of the Soviet Union. Psychologically, it is 
still a very important prop for Russians generally and 
for the Russian leadership: 



163

Today, in fact, only the nuclear umbrella can provide 
Russia with a stable peaceful environment allowing it 
to conduct and successfully finish the process of in-
ternal reforms in the state and in the armed forces, in 
particular. Besides, nuclear weapons provide a high 
international status for our country, justify its mem-
bership in the United Nations (UN) Security Council, 
and allow us to define the rules of the game in the 
nuclear sphere.11 

Indeed, Russia still demands to be treated as a su-
perpower, acting on its own as equal to NATO, declar-
ing zones of special privileged interests, and organiz-
ing security alliances. This great power pose is central 
to modern Russia’s national identity and is unlikely to 
be relinquished any time soon. It works against pos-
sible disintegrative processes in the federation and 
acts as a glue to hold the national ethos intact. 

Such perceptions and prejudices make Russian ex-
perts very suspicious of American proposals, which 
they traditionally interpret as attempts to undermine 
the Russian state. Russians are very much worried by 
the thought that America wants to be the only mili-
tary superpower capable of delivering an unpunished 
strike against Russia or any other opponent. They 
suspect that the true U.S. and NATO intention behind 
proposals for nuclear disarmament is to achieve glob-
al hegemony for themselves: 

On the surface, the first version of the U.S. motivation 
is its desire to broaden the possibilities for external in-
stitutional control over Russia. It means the focused 
limitation of the range of Russia’s possible responses 
to global processes, including via destabilizing events 
in the military-political sphere. Such limitation may be 
realized by entrapping Russia into a system of interna-
tional agreements that channelize the processes in the 
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military-technical sphere toward the preferential (for 
the West) channel.12 

Another hypothesis suggests a more subtle U.S. 
strategy—the so-called “Chinese gambit,” whereby 
America gains Russia’s concurrence on substantial 
bilateral reductions in nuclear weapons, leading to a 
weakening of Russia’s global position. It would down-
grade Russia to sixth or seventh place in the geostrate-
gic hierarchy. As one commentator states, “In this case 
conditions will appear for channelizing the aspirations 
of . . . China in a northern direction, thus making it 
clash with Russia. As a result, two major geopolitical 
competitors (Russia and China) would supposedly be 
out of action for the foreseeable future.”13 

According to yet another suspicion, Americans 
are suggesting the exchange of numerical data and 
subsequent concentration of TNWs in a few central-
ized depots as a ruse for gathering data to support 
U.S. first-strike targeting. This idea is quite prevalent 
among Russian military commanders. Similarly, in 
their view, the real purpose of BMD in Europe is to 
deny Russia a retaliatory capability in the event of 
a nuclear attack from the West. The more authentic 
concern of western arms control experts is that, owing 
to the wide dispersal and lack of guaranteed security 
of TNW warheads, terrorists may acquire them. Such 
an eventuality does not worry Russian strategists as 
much as imagined American “treachery.” In the same 
vein, western reservations concerning the amended 
Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty are alleg-
edly rooted in a barely hidden and one-sided desire to 
maintain NATO conventional superiority, especially 
in high-precision weapons.
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By the same logic, preventing a potential arms race 
in space and maintaining strategic stability are not the 
only reasons for Russia to link the issues of TNWs and 
space. There is concern in Russia that the United States 
might have in mind the same “trick” it pulled with the 
Strategic Defense Initiative of the 1980s—exhausting 
the Russian economy (as happened with the Soviets in 
the 1980s) by pushing it to spend huge sums of money 
on expensive space countermeasures. 

On the western side, many experts argue that while 
American nuclear weapons in Europe have essentially 
only a symbolic military role, they do possess a sig-
nificant political role—to demonstrate Euro-Atlantic 
solidarity and to preserve the U.S. commitment to 
European security.14 Those who support maintaining 
the U.S. TNW presence in Europe suspect that Rus-
sia’s demands that the remaining American bombs in 
Europe be withdrawn, constitute a covert attempt to 
deepen American isolationism and undermine Euro-
Atlantic solidarity. 

But are U.S. TNWs the only viable symbol of the 
solidarity of NATO nations? Would the withdrawal 
of the remaining U.S. nuclear weapons from Europe 
truly have a damaging effect? Are there any alterna-
tive (perhaps non-nuclear) symbols that could poten-
tially substitute for this symbolic role of U.S. TNWs? 

The logic of the Cold War, which is probably still 
driving Russia’s linkage between the withdrawal of 
U.S. bombs and the start of negotiations, is evident 
in Russia’s stated position. What is not clear yet is 
whether the United States and its NATO partners will 
find a way to delink this issue and how Russia would 
react if the bombs were withdrawn. 

At the moment, Russians offer a token nod to the 
western fear that the threat of nuclear terrorism is real, 
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but in contrast to U.S. and NATO concerns, they trust 
the security of their national stockpiles of TNWs and 
discount western worries about the possibility of Rus-
sian tactical weapons falling into terrorist hands in the 
near time frame. 

GENERAL IMPLICATIONS

The dispute seems to be stalemated, with both 
sides, especially the Russians, unlikely to take the first 
big step forward. On both sides, there are too many 
factors and too many interests linked to TNWs to al-
low for a bold move any time soon. Some Russian ex-
perts describe the situation in stark terms: the start of 
negotiations on TNWs between the United States and 
Russia is unlikely in the near future. For instance, one 
of the most authoritative Russian experts, Anatoliy 
D’yakov, who is a corresponding member of the Rus-
sian Academy of Sciences and Director of the Center 
for Studies of Problems of Disarmament, Energy, and 
Ecology at Moscow’s Physical-Technical Institute, 
recently opined that “at the moment negotiations on 
non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNWs) have little 
prospect of starting.”15 

Thus further present attempts to persuade Russia 
to start negotiations on significant overall reductions 
of its TNW arsenal and the number/location of their 
storage sites, without major quid pro quo, have a dis-
tinctly low probability of success: 

In light of the continued decrease in NATO TNWs 
and strong public support for eliminating the remain-
ing [NATO] weapons, some Russian analysts could 
plausibly anticipate that European governments 
might at some point request their removal regard-
less of Moscow`s response. This perception naturally 
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diminishes still further Russian interest in making 
TNW-related concessions without compensation in 
other areas.16 

The chance to achieve progress still exists, how- 
ever. Despite many evident difficulties, the officially 
acknowledged Russian concern about at least two 
common security threats may serve to lay the ground-
work for future negotiations: (1) the threat of nuclear 
weapons proliferation, which could increase the prob-
ability of nuclear war, accident, or a related catastro-
phe; and (2) the threat of nuclear terrorism, which 
could lead to the same dire consequences for Russia.

At the moment, these are broad background issues 
both for Russia and for NATO, with future agreement 
on them more likely than on the present sticky details 
of TNWs. With TNWs, there are just too many diver-
gent opinions on the specifics of location, terminol-
ogy, transparency, storage, risk calculations, internal 
politics, multilateralism, and intertwining of TNW is-
sues with U.S. weapons in space, the CFE Treaty, and 
European ballistic missile defense, to name just a few. 

As a result, both sides are seeking symbolic and 
confidence-enhancing acts that may permit prelimi-
nary consultations on the working level and keep the 
TNW discussion alive. This will also allow the par-
ties to understand each other’s positions better and to 
consolidate argumentation in the hope that, with time, 
when the political environment becomes more condu-
cive, Russian, U.S., and NATO experts will have ac-
cumulated enough sound proposals to find a militar-
ily and politically acceptable formula to start serious 
negotiations. 

As to official consultations and exchanges of data 
prior to the start of negotiations, Russian experts have 
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rather divergent opinions. Some argue that these ac-
tions can be legitimate as an initial step, but only after 
an official agreement on the conduct of negotiations. 
But others, such as the earlier-mentioned academi-
cian, Anatoliy D’yakov, go a bit further: 

Russia, the U.S., and NATO could have agreed on co-
ordinated transparency measures.…In particular, it is 
possible to exchange information on the numbers and 
places of storage of operational nuclear warheads and 
take the obligation to keep these warheads in declared 
places only, as well as to have no plans of transferring 
the warheads from reserve to operational status.17

 
The history of nuclear disarmament in Europe 

tells us that practical measures to reduce TNWs are 
possible even without formal agreements (see Table 
6-1). Twenty years ago, in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, the American and Soviet leaderships were able 
to adopt major unilateral decisions in the interests 
of common peace and security in Europe. Today the 
situation is different. In Russia, disappointment over 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union prevails, a mood 
of distrust of the West is widespread, and harsh Cold 
War rhetoric creeps in: “Alas, under Gorbachev the 
Russians stopped believing in universal human val-
ues. Russians became used to seeing dirty tricks and 
detecting double standards. And in recent years, the 
Americans have regularly provided reasons [for our 
suspecting deceit].”18
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Source: “Arms Control and Disarmament: The U.S. Commit-
ment,” Washington, DC: U.S. Information Agency, 1998, pp. 33-
35.

Table 6-1. History of American-Soviet Reductions 
of TNWs in Europe.

1989 —April 12
SHORT-RANGE NUCLEAR 
FORCE NEGOTIATIONS

The Soviet Union proposes short-range (less than 500 kilometers) nuclear forces (SNF) negotia-
tions between that country and the United States.

1989 —May 11
SOVIET UNILATERAL SNF 
REDUCTIONS 

General Secretary Gorbachev informs U.S. Secretary of State James Baker that the Soviet Union 
intends to announce a unilateral cut of 500 short-range nuclear weapons.

1991 —September 27
U.S. UNILATERAL 
WITHDRAWAL OF TACTI-
CAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS

President Bush announces a major unilateral withdrawal of U.S. tactical nuclear weapons: “I am...
directing that the United States eliminate its entire worldwide inventory of ground-launched short-
range, that is, theater, nuclear weapons. We will bring home and destroy all of our nuclear artillery 
shells and short-range ballistic missile warheads. We will, of course, insure that we preserve an 
effective air-delivered nuclear capability in Europe.
“In turn, I have asked the Soviets...to destroy their entire inventory of ground-launched theater 
nuclear weapons....
“Recognizing further the major changes in the international military landscape, the United States 
will withdraw all tactical nuclear weapons from its surface ships, attack submarines, as well as 
those nuclear weapons associated with our land-based naval aircraft. This means removing all 
nuclear Tomahawk cruise missiles from U.S. ships and submarines, as well as nuclear bombs 
aboard aircraft carriers.”

1991 —October 5
SOVIET RESPONSE

President Gorbachev responds to President Bush’s unilateral withdrawal of tactical nuclear weap-
ons by calling for the elimination of air-based weapons and announcing that:
•	 “All nuclear artillery munitions and nuclear warheads for tactical missiles shall be elimi-

nated.
•	 “Nuclear warheads for air defense missiles shall be withdrawn from the troops and 

concentrated in central bases, and a portion of them shall be eliminated. All nuclear mines 
shall be eliminated.

•	 “All tactical nuclear weapons shall be removed from surface ships and multipurpose sub-
marines. These weapons, as well as nuclear weapons on land-based naval aviation, shall be 
stored in central storage sites and a portion shall be eliminated.

•	 “Moreover, we propose that the United States eliminate fully, on the basis of reciprocity, all 
tactical nuclear weapons of naval forces. In addition, on the basis of reciprocity, it would be 
possible to withdraw from combat units on frontal (tactical) aviation, all nuclear weapons 
(gravity bombs and air-launched missiles) and place them in centralized storage bases.”

1991 —October 17
NATO REDUCTION OF 
TACTICAL NUCLEAR 
WEAPONS 

NATO agrees to remove all but 400 to 600 nuclear bombs from Europe.

1992 — February-May
TRANSFER OF TACTICAL 
NUCLEAR WEAPONS TO 
RUSSIA

On February 1, Russian President Boris Yeltsin announces that the transfer of tactical nuclear 
weapons from Kazakhstan was completed in January. On April 28, Belorussian Defense Minister 
Pavel Koszlovsky announces that all tactical nuclear warheads in Belarus have been transferred 
to	Russia/On	April	28,	Ukrainian	President	Leonid	Kravchuk	confirms	that	all	tactical	nuclear	
weapons have been transferred to Russia except for those on the ships and submarines of the 
Black Sea Fleet.
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Despite Russian hopes about the effectiveness of 
pressure on the United States and NATO from Euro-
pean public opinion, time may be running out more 
quickly for the Russians than for NATO. There is a 
growing disparity between the Russian ability to main-
tain its TNW arsenal in safe and ready condition and 
U.S./NATO overall strategic dominance. However, it 
would be risky for the United States and NATO to bet 
on gradually exhausting Russia to force a reduction of 
its TNWs and agreement to more cooperative security 
relations and arrangements. Such a reactive approach 
could increase the risk of nuclear warheads falling in 
the hands of terrorists. This risk already looks quite 
real to specialists in the West: 

Arms control experts worry that many Russian TNW 
are dispersed at remote, hard-to-defend storage facili-
ties and that the weapons appear to lack strong elec-
tronic locks that would preclude their unauthorized 
use by terrorists.19

On the other hand, it should be taken into account 
that despite the dominant anti-Western trend, some 
sober voices in Russia are heard. Again, Dr. Arbatov 
states: 

In contrast to the current popular opinion in Russia, 
under certain conditions Moscow should be more in-
terested in negotiations than the U.S. and NATO.…A 
connection with negotiations on TNW may help to 
push ahead the problems of the CFE Treaty and to 
stimulate progress on European BMD and U.S. strate-
gic non-nuclear systems. And vise-versa—a deadlock 
on TNW will lead neither to the withdrawal of U.S. 
nuclear weapons from Europe nor to progress on the 
CFE Treaty, BMD, and precision guided weapons, 
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where Russian interest is higher than Western.…A 
package of agreements on TNW-CFE-BMD may be 
promising in order for deep strategic substance to fill 
the Russian idea about a new architecture of Euro-At-
lantic security, which so far remains “the shell without 
the filling.”20 

Whatever the logic in linking negotiations about 
TNWs with other issues, in some way Russia may be 
setting a kind of trap for itself. Ironically, by connect-
ing the TNW issue to so many different problems, 
Russia could forfeit the leverage they confer. That is, 
when trying to negotiate these other concerns, Rus-
sians could hear in response western insistence on dis-
cussing TNWs as a precondition for the others.

CONCLUSIONS

Analysis of the current Russian perspective on 
TNWs suggests that the issue of trust between Rus-
sia, on one hand, and the United States and NATO, 
on the other, is still very much at stake. The Russian 
demand for a U.S. nuclear withdrawal from Europe 
may be packaged as an attempt to achieve a more 
equal position before the start of negotiations and 
even to squeeze out a greater return for their future 
concessions. Many Western politicians and commen-
tators, however, see it more as an attempt to further 
isolate America from Europe by driving a wedge be-
tween the United States and leading regional powers 
like Germany, Italy, and the Netherlands. The West is 
thus attempting to persuade Russia, if not to formal-
ize the TNW reduction process, at least to increase the 
transparency of Russian TNW-related issues and the 
stakes involved. Many Russians, in their turn, see this 
attempt as one more ploy for undermining Russian 
positions in Europe and the world.
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It is evident that the two sides have divergent posi-
tions and interests regarding the problem of TNWs. 
There should therefore be no illusion that formal nego-
tiations on TNWs will be simple to initiate in the near 
term. However, Russian concerns over so many issues 
connected to the TNW problem favor Russia’s eventu-
ally becoming more cooperative. There is thus still a 
good chance to find a way out, a good chance that the 
two sides will ultimately find a middle ground—if not 
through the traditional negotiation process seeking 
big splashy solutions, then through modest consul-
tations and low-order, coordinated, unilateral steps. 
Much patience and courage will be required from the 
political and military leaderships of all sides. Recent 
history proves that when political will rises at last to 
a critical mass, it is then quite possible to achieve real 
progress.
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CHAPTER 7

INFLUENCES ON RUSSIAN POLICY AND 
POSSIBILITIES

FOR REDUCTIONS IN NON-STRATEGIC 
NUCLEAR WEAPONS

George E. Hudson and Evgeny Buzhinsky

Russian perspectives about general military poli-
cy as well as the narrower subject of tactical nuclear 
weapons (TNWs), also called non-strategic nuclear 
weapons (NSNWs), are conditioned of course by the 
foreign policy context. Students of international poli-
tics and security policy recognize the main foreign 
policy determinants as: the globalization of interna-
tional relations, interactions with other countries, the 
exigencies of domestic politics, and the lasting his-
torical/geographical factors that always come into 
play in helping to determine national interests. This 
admixture is given emotional moment as they are fil-
tered through belief systems that often, apparently 
irrationally, crop up in leaders’ foreign and military 
policy statements. This chapter will attempt in its first 
section to link some of the context mentioned above 
(domestic politics is more fully covered in the chapter 
by Nikolai Sokov) to the more substantive discussion 
about reducing NSNWs contained in the second sec-
tion. In the end, it should appear evident why the Rus-
sian position on the reduction of their TNWs differs 
from and often collides with U.S. and other western 
views.
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THE CONTEXT FOR NON-STRATEGIC 
NUCLEAR WEAPONS

Globalization.

The term “globalization” has several meanings. 
Probably the most well-known in the United States 
has been coined by Thomas Friedman, New York Times 
columnist, in his well-known books, The Lexus and the 
Olive Tree and The World Is Flat. Basically, Friedman ar-
gues that the falling costs of and advances in informa-
tion technology have created an international system 
that is fundamentally different from the previous one, 
since the new communication systems give notice and 
sometimes power even to small nations and groups 
that previously could not attain voice, notice, or pow-
er. Friedman defines globalization as “the inexorable 
integration of markets, nation-states, and technologies 
to a degree never witnessed before . . . the spread of 
free-market capitalism to virtually every country in 
the world.”1 One could not be blamed for thinking 
that globalization in this sense is being equated with 
Americanization or, at the very least, westernization, 
since Friedman also notes that the United States, as 
the “dominant superpower,” is the chief proponent 
of this trend and maybe even its chief enforcer. While 
some writers like Joseph Stiglitz criticize this view of 
globalization as “accepting triumphant capitalism, 
American style,” they do tend to view it in the context 
of U.S. relations with developing nations as almost a 
kind of neo-imperialism.2

The view of globalization as Americanization has 
not been well received in Russia. It has been challenged 
in a way that has had a strong impact on how Russia 
has viewed the context of international relations in 
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general and its own position in the international sys-
tem, particularly concerning relations with the United 
States and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO). It has formed the conceptual framework in 
which the Russian government has approached the 
topic of reductions in NSNWs. The concept of global-
ization has been recast to reflect a different view of 
what it means. 

No Russian whom the present writers know chal-
lenges the fact that globalization, in the sense of in-
creasing national interdependencies, has occurred; 
many note that the catalyst for this fundamental 
change in the international system began, not with 
technological change so much, but rather with the fall 
of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) and 
the unchallenged rise of the United States as a global 
hegemon. Fyodor Lukyanov, the editor-in-chief of 
Russia in Global Affairs, notes that:

throughout history, this territory [Russia] sometimes 
found itself on the periphery and sometimes at the 
center of world politics. Its collapse was a momentous 
event in terms of its impact on the structural stability 
of the international system, especially in the second 
half of the 20th century when the Soviet Union was 
not just an influential regional power, but one of the 
two pillars on which the entire world order was based. 
Therefore, its collapse was not just a matter of national 
self-perception, but also a radical change in the foun-
dation of the world order.3

When one pillar of a bipolar international system 
collapses, the remaining pillar—in this case Ameri-
ca—tends to occupy its place, creating a unipolar sys-
tem. In the face of advances in telecommunications, 
including the internet and, probably more important, 
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the ability to conduct huge quantities of international 
monetary transactions at the speed of light and to 
project military power to any part of the earth, the 
United States was for a while able to make globaliza-
tion equate to Americanization. As Lukyanov says, 
“Moscow was ready to assume a subordinate status,” 
in this U.S.-dominated international system at least 
for the first half of the 1990s.4 

Such a status raised the hackles of Russian policy-
makers, particularly Evegeny Primakov, who briefly 
became Prime Minister under President Boris Yeltsin 
and who had a more wary outlook than many others 
about U.S. intentions. Indeed, promised economic as-
sistance to Russia from the United States did not oc-
cur, and instead NATO started—from the Russian 
perspective—to advance toward and threaten Russia’s 
borders. As Russia continued to suffer economically 
and to undergo various hyper-capitalistic economic 
experiments that at first enriched only a few individu-
als, a counter-reaction inevitably occurred in which 
traditional Russian fears about a diminished place in 
the international system surfaced. 

These international and domestic conditions took 
place in the context not only of a globalized (Ameri-
canized) system based on the soft power of technol-
ogy, but also of an assertive NATO and United States 
utilizing the hard power of the military. A sea change 
in Russian attitudes occurred in March 1999, when 
talks on the status of Kosovo broke down and NATO 
bombed Serbian troops, forcing hundreds of thou-
sands of refugees to flee the area during 78 days of 
fighting. A final settlement occurred after that, even-
tuating in Kosovo’s independence by February 2008 
with a constitution approved in June. Moscow was 
incensed from the beginning of the operation, with a 
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rare show of unanimity from nearly all Russian quar-
ters condemning NATO’s “aggressive” behavior.5 
There is not much doubt that this outcome, combined 
with NATO’s movement eastward, has introduced a 
serious retrogression in Russian-U.S. relations. This 
trend was accentuated during the presidencies of 
Vladimir Putin and George W. Bush, in spite of a new 
strategic arms control treaty signed in May 2002. The 
invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq strengthened the 
Russian view that globalization, as proclaimed by the 
West, meant American and NATO domination.

New thinking started to be formulated at this time 
about what globalization meant from the Russian per-
spective. Not so surprisingly, it rejected American and 
other western views. “Globalism,” one analyst stated, 
“benefits America at the expense of everyone else.”6 
Instead of this version of globalization, Russians be-
gan to accept the idea of multipolar globalism, the 
idea that there is a true interdependence among na-
tions and that there can be no single global hegemon 
by definition.7 This notion fits Russian foreign policy 
proclivities very well in rejecting U.S. dominance. A 
probable new era of Russian policy began with the 
address of then President Vladimir Putin at the Mu-
nich Security Conference in February 2007. In part, he 
stated that:

I consider that the unipolar model is not only unac-
ceptable but also impossible in today’s world. And 
this is not only because if there was individual lead-
ership in today’s—and precisely in today’s—world, 
then military, political and economic resources would 
not suffice. What is even more important is that the 
model itself is flawed because at its basis there is and 
can be no moral foundations for modern civilization.8
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He then continues to condemn the predilection 
for use of force prevailing at the time (read: Iraq and 
Afghanistan), notes that trade is expanding the range 
of interdependencies, and proclaims that “there is no 
reason to doubt that the economic potential of the 
new centers of global economic growth [the BRIC na-
tions—Brazil, Russia, India, China] will inevitably be 
converted into political influence and will strengthen 
multipolarity.”9

It seems clear that the Russian shift in thinking to 
multipolar globalism both reflects new realities and 
represents the preferred line of Russian foreign policy 
today. Even the “reset” in Russian-American relations 
is a symbol of that, recognizing as it does the impor-
tance of Russian power to the United States and the 
consequent need for Russian cooperation in a world 
that is quickly becoming multipolar. The new line has 
been ratified most recently in the New Strategic Arms 
Reduction Treaty (START) document and also in the 
progress of Russia toward membership in the World 
Trade Organization (WTO)—which Russia both wants 
and needs and which the United States strongly sup-
ports. The new line also finds Russia arguing strongly 
for a multilateral approach to agreements on the re-
duction of NSNWs, as we shall see in the latter part 
of this chapter. The relative decline of American power 
“in which the power resources of other states grow 
greater or are used more effectively,” has helped to 
advance the new multipolarity and interdependence. 
This scenario does not reflect the absolute decline of 
the U.S., but rather, as Joseph Nye reminds us, “the 
loss of ability to use one’s resources effectively.”10 The 
United States is probably stronger than it used to be 
just looking at the power resources—both economic 
and military—that it could bring to bear internation-
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ally; it is just that others are accelerating faster. Nor 
does Russia find itself on a steady power gain relative 
to other nations. It, too, has to deal with realities and 
weaknesses that help to inform its stance on NSNWs 
in addition to globalism.

GEOGRAPHY, POPULATION, AND MILITARY 
MALADIES

No paper on Russian strategy or geopolitics can 
ignore a factor that will be only briefly mentioned 
here: Russia’s geographical position. The subject is 
covered more thoroughly in the contributions by Leo-
nid Polyakov and Jacob Kipp in this section of the 
book, but it must be noted here that Russia borders 
on many nations—14 in all—and has strong historical 
interests in at least five more in the Southern Cauca-
sus and Central Eurasia. No other nation has such a 
similar complex and troubling geographic situation. 
How easy the United States has it from this perspec-
tive, with only Mexico and Canada as bordering coun-
tries! Russia’s geography profoundly affects its strate-
gic and geopolitical views and pushes it naturally to 
a more multilateral approach to international politics 
today—especially under the conditions more fully 
discussed below. This is one factor only, of course, but 
it profoundly influences Russian foreign policy, mak-
ing it sensitive to challenges from the south and west.

A second factor, stemming from the domestic side, 
is the Russian population “bomb,” or the matter of 
the decrease in Russia’s population. It links closely 
to Russia’s perception of threats to national security 
because it has a direct impact on maintaining a one 
million-man army, discussed below, and on Russian 
economic production, two factors normally associated 
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with measures of power in international relations. 
The latest version of Russia’s national security strat-
egy was released in May 2009; it points directly to this 
threat in its section called “Raising the standard of 
living of Russian citizens.” It addresses population in 
part by stating that:

Reducing the level of social and property inequality 
among the population, the stabilization of the popula-
tion size in the medium term, and, in the long term, 
the basic improvement of the demographic situation 
constitute the strategic goals for guaranteeing national 
security in the realm of raising the quality of life of 
Russian citizens.11

It then continues to list a number of other issues 
such as housing, the crisis of world and regional bank-
ing, the domestic production of high quality pharma-
ceuticals, and a better system of protecting human 
rights.

The United Nations (UN) has long published 
population projections for Russia that do not yield 
optimism for reversing population decline. Accord-
ing to the UN medium projection, Russia will shrink 
from 143 million in 2010 to 126 million by 2050—a 
drop of nearly 12 percent. In comparison, the United 
States will grow in the same period from 310 million 
in 2010 to 403 million by 2050, an increase of 30 per-
cent.12 Moreover, the number of Russian conscripts in 
2012 will be only one-half of what it was in 2001, and 
some of these will not be fit for military service be-
cause of medical reasons.13 This is not a good situation 
for a nation that needs to meet minimum recruitment 
numbers for its one million-man force. Certainly, it 
has a negative long-term impact on Russian strategies 
for national security and foreign policy. It continues 
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to direct Russian toward multilateral solutions to its 
security.

The third and most directly related factor underly-
ing the Russian position on NSNWs relates to what we 
might call the military maladies of the Russian armed 
forces. As we saw above, new efforts on military re-
form began following the 2008 war with Georgia. This 
is probably no accident, and so Russian activities in 
the so-called 5-day war provide a good example of a 
number of things related to the Russian military. For 
instance, even though Russian forces had been sta-
tioned in the Northern Caucasus and had engaged in 
military exercises prior to August 2008, the Russian 
military still appeared to be caught by surprise when 
the Georgians attacked on August 7. Russian analyst 
Fyodor Lukyanov puts the blame squarely on incon-
sistencies in Russian policy, which, taken together 
with other factors listed below, served to cause hesita-
tion and to limit what the Russians could actually do 
once the war began. As Lykyanov noted at the time of 
the war:

Ever since the disruption of the status quo that had 
been maintained in the conflict zones for about 10 
years, Russia’s policy has been getting increasingly 
contradictory. The desire to simultaneously play the 
role of a neutral mediator/peacekeeper and a protec-
tor/guarantor of security in South Ossetia and Ab-
khazia has been detrimental to both the former and 
the latter status. At some point, Moscow essentially 
stopped trying to help bring about a political settle-
ment, placing its stakes on expanding cooperation 
with Tskhinvali and Sukhumi and forestalling any 
outbreaks of tension. At the same time, Russia tried 
to formally stay within existing legal bounds, and the 
longer this went on, the more it came into conflict with 
reality.14
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In other words, the pursuit of a military solution 
(guaranteeing the security of South Ossetia and Ab-
khazia) subverted Russian diplomacy (the peacekeep-
ing role) and placed Russia in the position of being 
manipulated by all parties in the conflict, including 
South Ossetia, Abkhazia, and Georgia. It made war al-
most inevitable. So, in spite of apparent good military 
planning, Russia was poorly prepared politically. This 
resulted in a lack of preparedness overall.

Poor political preparation reflected itself in the 
questionable state of Russian military equipment. 
Decisions were not made at the top levels of the 
political/military structure to ensure that Russian 
troops could achieve victory in the shortest possible 
time, using the best equipment. This reflected over-
confidence, bad acquisition procedures, and confusion 
about how far Russia wanted to go to achieve its 
objectives. Certainly Russia could not simply go 
in and take over the Georgian territory under these 
conditions. Nor could it overthrow the government of 
President Mikheil Saakashvili.

Probably the best military analysis of the 2008 war 
has been done by a group of Russian academics in a 
work that first appeared as Tanki Avgusta in the origi-
nal and, as translated into English later as, The Tanks 
of August. This work contains some searing critiques 
of Russian military failures, mostly dealing with poor 
equipment and poor battle execution. For instance, 
while the authors note that the Northern Caucasus 
42nd Rifle Division was the “only division in the en-
tire Russian Army fully deployed under a wartime 
manning chart and staffed only with professional sol-
diers” and had combat-ready regiments ready to fight 
in 24 hours, it was poorly equipped, having ancient 
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armor, like T-62 tanks and old BMPs.15 The result was 
equipment breakdowns during the war, resulting in a 
longer conflict.16

The Russians also experienced “one of the big-
gest surprises” of the 2008 war in their loss of aircraft 
against an enemy who, while not defenseless, could 
not be expected to sustain combat against the better-
equipped Russians. Georgian air defenses accounted 
for only two of Russia’s six downed airplanes, while 
three suffered from friendly fire and one was shot 
down by unknown causes.17 The friendly fire casual-
ties demonstrate significant command-and-control 
problems in implementing the battle plan, according 
to one specialist. But the high ratio of those to the 
Georgian-caused downings also calls into question 
notions of effective Georgian air defenses.18 At any 
rate, the Russians seem to have wrought more havoc 
upon themselves than did the Georgians.

It should be no surprise that military reform efforts 
began soon after the conclusion of the 5-day war with 
Georgia. The process of reform is ongoing. It includes, 
as mentioned, plans to reduce the military’s size to 
one million soldiers and also to increase the number of 
noncommissioned officers. Generally, it comprises a 
three-tier plan, according to Minister of Defense Ana-
toly Serdyukov, that is to last from 2011 to 2020. The 
first stage is being conducted now, he claims, with the 
previously mentioned staff issues. The second stage 
will include “social issues,” possibly hazing and the 
care of troops, while the final stage will deal with 
acquiring more modern armaments. As Serdyukov 
states, the final stage will be the most difficult: 

Armament supplies are quite a long process. We have 
divided it into two parts. At the first stage, which will 



186

last until 2015, modern armaments in our army must 
comprise no less than 30% while this figure must in-
crease to 70% by 2020. . . .19

Such long-term growth in hardware is very expen-
sive overall and has to be evaluated within the context 
of expected declines in Russian gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP), as projected by the Bank of Finland, which 
sees a growth of 5 percent in 2012, down from 8.1 per-
cent in 2007.20 Five percent growth is still good, espe-
cially in comparison with the anemic growth rates of 
western nations, and should provide some margin at 
least for the military to grow more quickly—but it will 
demand sacrifices in other areas of the budget. 

In fact, of all categories in the projected budget that 
are scheduled to grow between 2011 and 2013, only 
two, defense and debt servicing, are scheduled to in-
crease their share of gross domestic product (GDP). 
Debt servicing is scheduled to increase from 1.8 to 1.9 
percent of GDP in that period, and defense from 2.9 to 
3.3 percent: in other words, defense will increase by 
nearly 14 percent and debt servicing by 5.6 percent. All 
other broad budget categories—including health care, 
social measures, and education—would suffer de-
clines as a percentage of GDP, and most (except social 
policy) will experience absolute declines in funding. 
These figures can be interpreted to mean that military 
spending is scheduled to gain strength in the Russian 
economy after a lapse and that, if the plan works out, 
by 2020 Russia will have what it wants in military 
hardware—possibly the necessary precision-guided 
munitions to take the place of NSNWs. Such an even-
tuality will likely affect Russian negotiating positions 
in any talks directed at the reduction of NSNWs. 
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Reducing Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons.

The issue of deep reductions of NSNWs, particu-
larly Russian ones, has been discussed very actively 
lately. The so-called disparity between western non-
strategic nuclear arsenals and the greater Russian 
stockpiles of short-range nuclear weapons has been 
reflected, first, in the new Strategic Concept of the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization adopted in Lisbon, Por-
tugal, in November 2010,21 and, second, in the Resolu-
tion on Advice and Consent regarding the ratification 
of the New U.S.-Russian START Treaty adopted by 
the U.S. Senate in December 2010. The latter docu-
ment calls in part, 

upon the President to pursue, following consultation 
with allies, an agreement with the Russian Federation 
that would address the disparity between the tactical 
weapons stockpiles of the Russian Federation and the 
United States and would secure and reduce tactical 
nuclear weapons in a verifiable manner.22

Western concerns as regards Russian NSNWs are 
based on the following factors:

•  reductions by the United States and Russia of 
their strategic nuclear arsenals will increase 
the Russian advantage in nuclear weapons as a 
whole;

•  in case of a serious military conflict, TNWs be-
longing to the general purpose forces may be 
employed at an early stage of the conflict with 
a high degree of nuclear escalation;

•  NSNWs are believed not to be equipped with 
the same highly reliable systems preventing 
unauthorized use as are strategic nuclear weap-
ons, which makes the possibility of an unau-
thorized nuclear strike much higher;
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•  NSNWs, especially of older types, are believed 
to be less protected by various blocking devic-
es, have smaller weight and size characteristics, 
and are tempting objects for terrorists.

Russia does not concur in any of the arguments 
mentioned above, except perhaps the second one. 
Taking into account the relative weakness of the Rus-
sian general-purpose forces, the Russian high com-
mand may be tempted in case of a major conflict to use 
TNWs to compensate for the numerical or technologi-
cal superiority of the attacking enemy. As to the third 
and forth arguments, they may not be considered as 
well-founded since now all Russian TNWs are kept in 
safely guarded central storage sites and are equipped 
with highly reliable blocking devices which prevent 
their unauthorized use. The fact that there is not a sin-
gle proven instance of loss or theft of a piece of nuclear 
ammunition testifies to their security.

Since there is no agreed definition of NSNWs, for 
the purpose of this chapter we shall consider to be non-
strategic all nuclear weapons except for the following: 
(1) strategic nuclear warheads for intercontinental bal-
listic missiles (ICBMs) and sea launched ballistic mis-
siles (SLBMs), and nuclear bombs and air-launched 
cruise missiles for strategic bombers as defined by 
New START; and (2) nuclear weapons that have been 
retired from the stockpile, are no longer functional, 
and are in the queue for dismantlement. Although no 
official data on Russian stockpiles of tactical nuclear 
weapons was ever published, Russia is believed to 
have at its disposal an estimated 3,700-5,400 non-
strategic nuclear warheads, of which some 2,000 are 
deliverable. These include cruise missiles of various 
ranges, gravity bombs, torpedoes, and depth charges. 
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The Russian inventory has been reduced by at least 75 
percent since 1991, down from an estimated 15,000-
21,700 weapons at the time. In the 1990s, all of Rus-
sia’s remaining non-strategic weapons were placed in 
central storage, in the sites operated by the 12th Main 
Directorate of the Russian Ministry of Defense, and 
are not deployed with delivery vehicles.23 The chapter 
by Nikolai Sokov provides a more detailed discussion 
on the numbers of Russian NSNWs.

The status of NSNWs in Russian military strategy 
is critical. Under the present circumstances they are 
practically the only means of guaranteeing Russia’s 
independence and territorial integrity. As Chief of the 
Russian General Staff Army General Nikolai Makarov 
said at the annual meeting with foreign military at-
taches accredited in Moscow, Russia (December 2008), 
“We consider NSNW as a deterrence factor for the 
huge amount of conventional and highly precision 
arms in possession of NATO countries in Europe.”24

According to Russian military strategy, nuclear 
forces have two types of missions: traditional stra-
tegic deterrence, which relies primarily on strategic 
weapons, and limited-use nuclear forces in response 
to a large-scale conventional attack. Both missions 
are reflected in the Military Doctrine of the Russian 
Federation which says that nuclear weapons may be 
used: (1) “in response to the utilization of nuclear and 
other types of weapons of mass destruction against it 
and (or) its allies,” and (2) “in the event of aggression 
against the Russian Federation involving the use of 
conventional weapons when the very existence of the 
state is placed under threat.”25

The main reason for Russia’s need for longer-range 
NSNWs is that long-range precision-guided conven-
tional weapons provide a key advantage for the Unit-
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ed States and NATO. To counter this, Russia is work-
ing hard to acquire similar long-range conventional 
strike assets and, in the meantime, relies on limited 
nuclear use, employing nuclear weapons of compa-
rable ranges. 

The Russian Navy attaches particular importance 
to NSNWs since, according to the Naval Doctrine of 
the Russian Federation for the period up to 2020, the 
Navy is tasked “to protect the territory of the Russian 
Federation from the sea [and] guard and secure state 
naval borders of the Russian Federation and air space 
above them.”26 Its reliance on NSNWs is understand-
able, considering that, numerically, the Russian Navy 
was reduced considerably since the beginning of the 
1990s. Moreover, in all the latest military conflicts, the 
main strikes were delivered by cruise missiles from 
surface warships and submarines as well as naval 
aviation.

Russian and U.S./NATO rationales for maintain-
ing NSNWs differ. U.S./NATO see their value largely 
in political terms; that is, providing a security link 
between the United States and Europe and serving 
as an element of NATO’s nuclear capability. Russia 
attaches more military significance to its NSNWs. It 
sees those weapons as offsetting conventional force 
disadvantage vis-à-vis its neighbors, serving as a 
force enhancer should conventional defense fail, and 
offering possibilities for escalating or to controlling 
escalation. Moreover, Russia considers its TNWs as a 
counterbalance to the nuclear forces of third countries, 
the nuclear capabilities of practically all of which are 
able to reach the territory of Russia. The reduction of 
Russian strategic nuclear potential in accordance with 
the bilateral treaties with the United States relatively 
increases the role of Russian TNWs for the purpose of 
containing the nuclear countries of Eurasia. 



191

Under present conditions, the range of options 
for the West in dealing with Russia’s NSNWs may 
include (1) negotiated force limitations and reduc-
tions provided some conditions are met; and (2) confi-
dence-building measures. Both options would have a 
potentially large impact on Russia, since it maintains 
a larger number of NSNWs. Reciprocity may be diffi-
cult given different interests and stockpile structures.

Concerning the numbers of weapons, the dispar-
ity between the United States and Russia, mentioned 
earlier, is quite problematic. Given the estimate that 
the United States in the near future will have only 
about 500 NSNWs compared to Russia’s 2,000, any 
limit around 500 would result in reductions only on 
the Russian side, which is unacceptable to Moscow. 
On the other hand, any limit above 500 would leave 
Russia with a de facto numerical advantage, assuming 
the United States was unlikely to increase the number 
of its NSNWs. That situation, surely, would be unac-
ceptable to Washington. 

THE REDUCTION OF NSNWs AND NON-
DEPLOYED STRATEGIC NUCLEAR WARHEADS

Before going into detail about weapons reduction, 
it should be noted that owing to the reasons men-
tioned above, Russia’s attitude to reductions remains 
cool. Thus, if western nations want Russia to make 
some concessions on NSNWs issues, they should be 
receptive to progress concerning other issues on the 
Russian-U.S./NATO agenda, including the weap-
onization of space, non-nuclear strategic offensive 
weapons, missile defense, and conventional forces in 
Europe. It is a long-standing and oft-repeated posi-
tion of the Russian government that progress on those 
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questions could facilitate progress on NSNWs. The 
last time Minister of Foreign Affairs of Russia Sergey 
Lavrov reiterated such a position was at the Plenary 
meeting of the Conference on Disarmament in Gene-
va, Switzerland, on March 1, 2011. He said that: 

the Russian position on nuclear disarmament . . . is 
defined by the key principle of indivisibility of secu-
rity. We insist that there is a clear need to take into 
account the factors that negatively affect strategic sta-
bility, such as plans to place weapons in outer space, 
to develop non-nuclear armed strategic offensive 
weapons, as well as unilateral deployment of a global 
BMD system. Nor could we ignore the considerable 
imbalances in conventional arms, especially against 
the background of dangerous conflicts persisting in 
many regions of the world. These factors [and their 
interrelationships] must be taken into account in the 
course of discussion on prospects for cuts of tactical 
nuclear weapons.27

There are at least three conditions for the start of 
negotiations on NSNWs that are part of Russia’s of-
ficial approach to the issue. First, in Russia’s view, 
all nuclear powers should deploy their TNWs only 
on their national territories. Overseas storage infra-
structures should be destroyed. Justification of this 
demand from the Russian viewpoint is very simple. 
In the past, when Warsaw Pact conventional superi-
ority was obvious, NATO’s tactical nuclear weapons 
might be considered a means of deterrence. Now with 
the alliance’s obvious conventional superiority, they 
may be considered a means of offense. Second, Russia 
must complete the program of reequipping its armed 
forces and sharply reduce its lag behind the world’s 
leading powers in high-precision weapons. Third, 
negotiations on the limitation and reduction of NSN-
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Ws should be multilateral, with the participation of 
at least all de jure nuclear states, namely, the Russian 
Federation, the United States, the United Kingdom 
(UK), France, and China.

There is one more interesting aspect of the possible 
negotiations on reductions of TNWs. Back in 2000, the 
United States introduced the concept of “operation-
ally deployed warheads”28 into the strategic offensive 
weapons-reduction negotiations, thus changing the 
whole context of the NSNW problem. According to 
the provisions of the New START Treaty, operation-
ally deployed warheads are those deployed on ICBMs 
and SLBMs. Air launched cruise missiles (ALCMs) 
and bombs in heavy bombers are not counted, since 
in peacetime they are kept in storage. Driven by the 
same logic, all tactical nuclear warheads (at least Rus-
sian) are not operationally deployed since they are 
also kept in storage. In this connection, it is rather dif-
ficult to imagine how the idea—discussed by Steven 
Pifer in Chapter 19 of this book—of a single limit cov-
ering all U.S. and Russian nuclear warheads (strategic 
and non-strategic, where each side is free to choose 
its own mix of strategic and non-strategic nuclear 
warheads) may be realized. The main problem for the 
United States with such an approach is that, if all non-
deployed strategic warheads are counted, the overall 
disparity between Russia and the United States in 
nuclear weapons may disappear. 

As to reductions of nondeployed strategic nuclear 
weapons (warheads and means of delivery), they will 
be carried out in a natural way within the framework 
of implementing the New START Treaty. Since the 
Treaty limits the number of means of delivery, there 
is no practical sense in storing an excessive number of 
nuclear warheads. They would be militarily neutral-
ized and too expensive to maintain.
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CONFIDENCE-BUILDING MEASURES  
REGARDING NON-STRATEGIC NUCLEAR 
WEAPONS 

There are a number of possible confidence-building 
measures (CBMs) intended to create transparency and 
build trust between Russia and the West that could be 
agreed upon in a future agreement on NSNWs:

Greater Transparency. Both Russia and the United 
States have a good idea of the locations where the other 
stores its nuclear warheads, but less solid information 
on numbers. Transparency is desirable by itself and 
essential for any negotiated limits. As one significant 
step, Russia and the United States might agree to dis-
close publicly the total number of their non-strategic 
nuclear warheads in storage and the number of war-
heads in the dismantlement queue.

“Demating” Warheads from Delivery Systems. 
Russia has demated nuclear warheads from other non-
strategic delivery systems. The sides might consider as 
a CBM formal statements affirming that nuclear war-
heads have been demated from their non-strategic de-
livery systems, and, as a matter of policy, declare that 
there is no intention of mating non-strategic nuclear 
warheads with delivery systems in the future.

Security of Nuclear Warheads. Russia and the 
United States, drawing in part on their Cooperative 
Threat Reduction experiences and working through 
the NATO-Russia Council, could conduct a joint threat 
assessment of the risk of terrorists penetrating a stor-
age site and gaining access to nuclear weapons; par-
take in a joint security assessment of how site security 
might be improved to guard against such risks; and 
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continue the practice of conducting recovery exercises 
in which Russia and U.S./NATO forces work together 
to recover stolen nuclear weapons or fissile material.

No Increase Commitment. As a minimal step, 
Russia and the United States might consider announc-
ing that each will not increase the number of its non-
strategic nuclear warheads.

NATO’s Strategic Concept pledged to seek the relo-
cation of Russian nuclear weapons away from NATO 
territory. Such a move on the part of Russia is not 
practical, however, since it would be too costly and 
could reduce the operational capabilities of the Rus-
sian armed forces, especially of the Russian North-
ern Fleet. But the previously listed CBMs on NSNWs 
could by themselves build trust and momentum for 
broader progress on a much wider range of political 
and security issues. 

There is one sensitive issue that must be resolved 
if U.S.-Russian agreement on CBMs regarding TNWs 
is to be reached. Transparency on this issue is very im-
portant to some European states. In all the informal 
discussions concerning the question of transparency 
of NSNWs, it is presupposed that the United States is 
going to share information on Russian TNWs with its 
NATO allies. But such an approach is contrary to the 
Russian official position based on reciprocity. Thus, as 
with possible limitations and reductions of NSNWs, 
with regard to CBMs, Russia will definitely insist on 
French and UK involvement in the process or even 
discussion of NATO’s nuclear potential as a whole.
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CHAPTER 8

RUSSIAN PERSPECTIVES ON NON-STRATEGIC 
NUCLEAR WEAPONS

Nikolai Sokov

Russian non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNWs) 
remain a hot issue in U.S.-Russian relations, in North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)-Russian rela-
tions, and in transatlantic and intra-European rela-
tions. The reason they figure so prominently is simple: 
Russia has many more NSNWs than the United States. 
Since the United Kingdom (UK) and France no longer 
have NSNWs, the European balance in that category 
of nuclear weapons is massively skewed—an esti-
mated 180 B-61 nuclear bombs the United States still 
keeps in Europe vis-à-vis several thousand Russian 
weapons, variously estimated to be between 2,000 and 
7,000. A significant—but unknown—share of these is 
deployed in the Asian part of Russia, but usually es-
timates of the Western-Russian balance proceed from 
the totality of the Russian NSNW arsenal. 

On top of this imbalance, there are also concerns 
about the safety and security of NSNWs in Russia. 
Many believe that these weapons are highly vulner-
able to theft or diversion and that some of them lack 
permissive action links (PALs) and thus could be used 
by unauthorized persons. These concerns, which were 
quite valid in the 1990s (the present author has written 
about them in the past), should probably no longer oc-
cupy our attention. Older weapons that lacked PALs, 
which could have remained part of the arsenal 15 or 
so years ago, have likely been eliminated or at least re-
furbished and equipped with protection against unau-
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thorized use. The massive shuffle of weapons, which 
took place in the first half of 1990s, has long been over, 
and there is no reason to believe that some are still 
lying around unaccountable. Security of storage sites 
has been increased as well, often with U.S. assistance. 

Finally, there is concern about possible security 
threats associated with the large number of Russian 
NSNWs. These include several rather different prob-
lems. First, some states in NATO (the Baltic states, 
in particular) are troubled that Russia has deployed 
short-range (tactical) nuclear weapons (TNWs) close 
to their territories and plans to deploy more in Kalin-
ingrad Oblast, an exclave of Russian territory between 
Lithuania and Poland. This concern has once again 
heated up acutely after President Dmitri Medvedev in 
November 2011 threatened to deploy Iskander tactical 
missiles in that region in response to American plans 
to station missile defense assets in Europe1 (a previ-
ous threat, in 2008, was withdrawn after the Barack 
Obama administration revised earlier plans for mis-
sile defense formulated under President George W. 
Bush). 

Other worries are more theoretical and have to do 
with the nature of TNWs, which militaries generally 
intend to embed with conventional forces during war. 
Specifically, there is fear that such weapons could be 
released to troops in time of crisis and that authority to 
use them could be delegated to combatant command-
ers. In this case, any acute crisis could easily result in 
the early use of nuclear weapons, especially if com-
manders in the field fear losing such weapons to a first 
strike by the United States and NATO. This apprehen-
sion is understandable, given not only the overwhelm-
ing qualitative superiority of U.S. conventional assets, 
but also the fact that the Russian military appears to 
ascribe to them almost mystical capabilities.
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Yet these concerns are most likely poorly founded. 
First, there is no reason to believe that Iskander mis-
siles are equipped with nuclear warheads. They cer-
tainly could be, but so far there have been no indica-
tions that the Russian military assigns them nuclear 
roles. Instead, they fit well the decade-long effort to 
develop high-precision conventional capability. There 
are also no reasons to believe that the ground forces 
have nuclear weapons. This point will be developed 
in detail later in this chapter, but it is sufficient to 
note here that, according to available information, all 
nuclear weapons that were previously assigned to the 
ground forces have been withdrawn and either elimi-
nated or are awaiting dismantlement. Hence, worries 
about early use appear highly exaggerated. As in the 
previous case, such concerns had certain grounds in 
the 1990s, but hardly 15 years later. 

The majority of these trepidations (except those 
that pertain to safety and security of the NSNW stock) 
follow traditional logic, which proceeds from two key 
assumptions: (1) if weapons with certain capabilities 
and in certain numbers exist, there is a political and 
military decision behind that fact, and (2) weapons ex-
ist to support one or more missions either in the con-
text of deterrence (suasion through credible threat) or 
in the context of offensive operations. These assump-
tions have an important corollary: from known facts 
(that is, concerning an arsenal with reasonably known 
parameters) one can derive political decisions and 
military strategy. This logic was widely used during 
the Cold War for analysis of Soviet nuclear strategy. 
It has one, but critical, drawback: the existing arsenal 
can be the result of many other factors—for example, 
of unrelated decisions, inertia, and research and de-
velopment (R&D) failures. 
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This chapter seeks to demonstrate that the existing 
stockpile of Russian NSNWs, which is but a remnant 
of the Soviet stockpile, does not reflect any conscious 
military and political decisions. Instead, it is a resid-
uum of inertia and lacks a discernible mission. More-
over, Russian resistance to any dialogue on NSNWs 
is a result of domestic politics rather than a desire to 
protect a valuable asset. 

NUMBERS

The size of the Russian NSNW stockpile is notori-
ously difficult to assess. This author has previously es-
timated the active stockpile at around 2,000 warheads 
with perhaps as many as double that number slated 
for elimination.2 That figure closely corresponds with 
the assessment of Hans Kristensen and Robert Norris.3 
While Russia has not provided any official numbers, 
it has disclosed that the NSNW force was reduced by 
75 percent since the adoption of Presidential Nuclear 
Initiatives (PNIs) in 1991.4 If one accepts the high-end 
estimate of the Soviet NSNW arsenal in 1991 as al-
most 22,000,5 the figure for the late 2000s should be 
5,000 warheads, which closely matches the Sokov and 
Kristensen-Norris estimates of the entire stockpile, in-
cluding weapons waiting to be dismantled. It is also 
possible that the number of weapons slated for dis-
mantlement might be even higher.

Perhaps more important than sheer numbers is 
the breakdown of the stockpile into categories, which 
taken together define the non-strategic nuclear pos-
ture. Speaking in 2007, General Vladimir Verkhovtsev 
disclosed that Russia had completed elimination of 
warheads assigned to the ground forces, which had 
been promised in 1991 through PNIs by George H. W. 
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Bush and Mikhail Gorbachev. It is not clear whether 
dismantlement had been completed or these weapons 
were only slated for elimination; the latter is probably 
the case given the large numbers of weapons in ques-
tion. Verkhovtsev also indicated that Russia no longer 
deployed tactical nuclear weapons (TNWs, used as a 
synonym for NSNWs) on surface ships and subma-
rines, but “if necessary . . . could deploy them [and] 
no one should doubt that.”6 To the extent that one can 
tease the current NSNW posture out of the available 
data, it seems to be as follows:

•  Weapons assigned to aircraft. These are the only 
weapons that belong to the “deployed” catego-
ry under PNIs, although the precise meaning of 
that designation is unclear as bombs and short-
range missiles are not deployed on aircraft in 
peacetime anyway. This category consists of 
two subcategories, the difference being poten-
tially very significant. One is bombs assigned to 
tactical aircraft—the element that is very much 
the same as the United States has in Europe. 
The second subcategory is weapons assigned 
to the medium bomber Tu-22M3. This is cer-
tainly not a tactical force by any definition and 
should be more properly classified as an inter-
mediate-range force. The future of these assets 
is unclear since the Tu-22M3 is nearing the end 
of its service life. Which aircraft might assume 
its nuclear roles (and whether any will) is still 
unclear. The most obvious candidate, the Su-24 
and Su-34, have a significantly shorter range. 
There are also plans (quite remote, it seems) to 
develop a new medium bomber.

•  Weapons assigned to ships and submarines. 
These are in the “nondeployed” category, 
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but by most accounts are kept at naval bases 
ready to be loaded aboard on short notice. This 
group includes a variety of weapons—short- 
and intermediate-range; anti-ship; and those 
designed to destroy targets on land. Although 
they can be employed from surface ships, it is 
strike submarines, especially the new class of 
strike submarines now emerging in Russia, that 
serve as the main platforms of these weapons.

•  Weapons assigned to air defense and missile 
defense. The roles of these weapons are un-
clear, and it is difficult to fathom why Russia 
still retains them. Warheads for the Moscow 
missile defense system in particular do not 
have a discernible role except for various fla-
vors of psychological manipulation. No one in 
Russia seems enthralled by the idea of high-al-
titude nuclear bursts over Moscow for purpos-
es of defense, but the system apparently cannot 
function without nuclear warheads (work on 
advanced non-nuclear missile defense assets, 
the S-500, is still in the early stages), so one 
could conclude that the retention of nuclear 
warheads for missile defense is a formality. In 
any event, all warheads in that category are re-
portedly kept separate from delivery vehicles, 
meaning that neither the missile defense nor 
the remaining nuclear-capable air defense as-
sets are operational on short notice.

•  Warheads for the ground forces. They have ap-
parently been removed from the active stock-
pile, but there is probably a fair number of 
those that still await dismantlement; whether 
there are any warheads that remain usable 
(i.e., were refurbished relatively recently) is 
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anyone’s guess. As mentioned above, there 
has been a strong foreign concern, especially in 
the Baltic states, that the deployment of short-
range Iskander missiles signifies a new nuclear 
deployment, but so far there has been no in-
dication that these missiles are equipped with 
nuclear warheads or that a stockpile of nuclear 
warheads is readily available for them. At least 
one well-placed independent expert, Igor Ko-
rotchenko, raised the prospect that Iskanders 
might be equipped with nuclear warheads,7 but 
the meaning of his statement is unclear: first, it 
seems to suggest that today Iskanders are not 
nuclear; second, it might represent just another 
instance of a scare tactic as Moscow tries to per-
suade NATO to reach accommodation on mis-
sile defense.

•  Nuclear mines and portable nuclear mines. All 
have reportedly been eliminated.

Even the very limited available data about the Rus-
sian NSNW stockpile allows us to draw several im-
portant conclusions about longer-term trends:

•  The arsenal is clearly dwindling. Verkhovt-
sev noted, in the above-referenced interview, 
that reductions were deeper than in those pre-
scribed by the PNIs—75 percent compared to 
the required 64 percent. The 75 percent state-
ment was made in 2005. Since then, Russia 
has continued to report the 75 percent figure, 
but that most likely reflects a reluctance to go 
through a complicated interagency process to 
ascertain and get approval for updated figures.

•  All available data suggest that the arsenal will 
continue to dwindle, albeit at a slow pace, most 
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likely determined by the limited capacity of 
warhead dismantlement processes. It is im-
possible to determine what the end goal is or 
whether Russia even has a clear-cut develop-
ment plan for the ultimate size of the NSNW 
force. It appears possible that no such determi-
nation has yet been made. Reductions proceed 
in a piecemeal fashion, much as the United 
States gradually reduced its NSNW force in 
Europe over the last 2 decades.

•  The changes in the composition of the NSNW 
arsenal hint at the degree of utility assigned 
to different categories. Clearly, the naval war-
heads represent the most valuable element of 
the arsenal while the ground forces no longer 
need them (at least the military and political 
leaderships do not see value in nuclear mis-
sions for these forces). The same might be true 
for the missile defense and air defense NSNWs, 
although information about these categories 
is very sketchy. Non-strategic missions for the 
Air Force seem to occupy the middle ground 
between these two extremes.

Evolutionary trends of the NSNW arsenals will 
be treated in greater depth in the next section. At the 
moment, the most important conclusion is that the 
NSNW arsenal will continue to shrink, and the gap 
between the American and the Russian NSNW forces 
will slowly narrow on their own accord without ex-
traordinary action on the part of the United States and 
NATO.
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STRATEGY

Russian NSNWs attracted international attention 
in the mid-1990s, when Russian government, military, 
and nongovernmental experts were discussing options 
for a response to the increased perceived-threat level 
as a result of NATO enlargement.8 At that time, some 
regarded enhanced reliance on short-range assets as 
an attractive way to balance the perceived new threat. 
The advantages of that response seemed convincing: 
the arsenal was ready at hand, the military could use 
existing manuals and doctrines, and the limited-use 
option appeared more credible than a response solely 
with strategic weapons. 

Such discussion did not translate into policy, how-
ever. The Boris Yeltsin government opted for a political 
solution (the NATO-Russia Charter), so that NSNWs 
remained in limbo for a few more years. In 1997 and 
1998, the Russian government issued a series of policy 
documents—“The National Security Concept” (De-
cember 1997) and several decrees signed by Yeltsin in 
July and August 19989—which stipulated a single mis-
sion for nuclear weapons, that of strategic deterrence 
(that is, the use of nuclear weapons was confined to the 
one mission of global war). The only tangible result of 
the NSNW discussion preceding the Yeltsin decisions 
was greater attention paid to NSNWs, including mak-
ing them a target for early deep reductions.

The game-changer for Russian nuclear strategy 
was the war in Kosovo in 1999. The war was widely 
regarded in Russia as evidence that the United States 
and NATO were prone to use force whenever they 
could not obtain what they wanted through diploma-
cy. The fact that the war was launched without autho-
rization by the United Nations (UN) Security Council 
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was particularly troubling, as Russia had regarded its 
right of veto there as an important tool ensuring its 
immunity to foreign interference in its sphere of influ-
ence. It was obvious to everyone that a new round of 
the war in Chechnya was not far off (in fact, it had 
started in the fall of 1999, with the incursion of Chech-
ens into neighboring Dagestan; but even without 
that, a new Russian campaign to restore control over 
Chechnya was almost inevitable in the next year or 
two). Moscow came to be seriously concerned about 
the possible interference of the United States and 
NATO in that next war—the situation being almost 
identical to the conflict in Kosovo. 

Little wonder, then, that even before the war in 
Kosovo ended, the Russian Security Council (Vladi-
mir Putin chaired the first meeting in the capacity of 
Secretary) commissioned the development of a new 
military doctrine as the fundamental blueprint of the 
country’s defense policy. From the very beginning 
nuclear weapons were assigned a prominent place. To 
deter the numerically and qualitatively superior U.S. 
and NATO conventional forces, the new Military Doc-
trine of 2000 proposed the concept of “de-escalation”—
the threat of a limited nuclear strike in response to a 
large-scale attack that exceeded the defense capabil-
ity of Russian conventional forces.10 Essentially, this 
meant that nuclear weapons were assigned a second 
mission in addition to deterring a global war. 

Many elements of the new doctrine were not de-
veloped in detail until subsequent years. The t’s were 
crossed and i’s dotted in 2003, in a document titled 
“Current Tasks for the Development of the Russian 
Federation’s Armed Forces.”11 While the 2000 docu-
ment replaced the traditional criterion of “unaccept-
able damage” to the enemy with a narrower one, “tai-
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lored damage” (zadannyi ushcherb), the 2003 document 
for the first time defined “tailored damage” to mean 
“damage, subjectively unacceptable to the enemy, 
which exceeds the benefits the aggressor expects to 
gain as a result of the use of military force.” Tailored 
damage is particularly associated with the mission of 
de-escalation: a limited response with limited damage 
in response to a limited attack would, it was hoped, 
de-escalate the crisis. 

The 2003 document also provided vital clues to 
the role of various elements of the Russian nuclear 
forces. The section on the nature of contemporary 
wars and armed conflicts emphasized, in particular, 
that the United States and its allies demonstrated the 
pattern of using long-range strike weapons, including 
airborne delivery systems and submarine-launched 
cruise missiles (SLCMs), at an early stage of wars in 
the 1990s. It also noted that victory was assured by 
the ability of the United States and NATO to achieve 
domination at the early stage of conflict. Accordingly, 
the new document postulated: 

the utmost necessity of having the capability to strike 
military assets of the enemy (long-range high-precision 
weapons, long-range air forces) outside the immediate 
area of conflict. To achieve this, [we] need both our 
own long-range high-precision strike capability and 
other assets that enable [us] to transfer hostilities di-
rectly to enemy territory.12 

By implication, then, the limited nuclear strike had 
to be executed at an early stage of the conflict. 

These provisions left little role for short-range 
nuclear weapons. Exercises held since the adoption of 
the 2000 military doctrine simulated limited nuclear 
use against airbases and aircraft carriers from which 
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the United States was expected to fly missions against 
Russia, as well as against command and control cen-
ters. Targets featured in these simulations were lo-
cated throughout Europe, the Pacific, South-East Asia, 
Indian Ocean, and even the continental United States. 
Short-range weapons (such as tactical land-based mis-
siles or tactical aircraft) could not reach these targets. 
Instead, simulations featured medium and heavy 
bombers carrying gravity bombs, short-range mis-
siles, and air-launched cruise missiles (ALCMs).

Nuclear warheads for submarine launched cruise 
missiles of various ranges, which are stored in 
12th Glavnoye Upravleniye Ministerstvo Oborony 
(GUMO)13 facilities at naval bases, appear to be another 
component of the forces Russia could use in a conflict 
with NATO. Russian naval commanders admit that 
they simply cannot confront the U.S. Navy—in the 
case of a direct clash between Russia and the United 
States—without reliance on these assets. Accordingly, 
crews of surface ships and submarines have report-
edly trained to mate warheads to SLCMs and launch 
them.14 In fact, Vice-Admiral Oleg Burtsev, deputy 
chief of the Navy’s Main Staff, declared that the role of 
TNWs on attack nuclear submarines would increase. 
“The range of tactical nuclear weapons is growing, as 
is their accuracy. They do not need to deliver high-
yield warheads; instead it is possible to make a tran-
sition to low-yield nuclear warheads that could be 
installed on the existing types of cruise missiles,” he 
asserted.15

The 2010 Military Doctrine did not change these 
provisions. The mission of de-escalation was appar-
ently not even discussed in depth, at least not at the 
public level; attention was concentrated almost exclu-
sively on the new attempt at military reform. The only 
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intrigue pertaining to nuclear weapons concerned the 
proposal to expand de-escalation to one more category 
of conflicts: the 2000 document had assigned nuclear 
weapons only to “global” and “regional” wars,16 but 
in 2009 there was a proposal to also assign them to “lo-
cal wars.”17 This proposal would have applied nuclear 
weapons to situations like the war with Georgia in 
2008 and was finally rejected. Where non-strategic nu-
clear assets are concerned, the failure of the proposal 
to expand the role of nuclear missions to a new type 
of conflict only confirmed that there were few, if any, 
targets in the immediate vicinity of Russia. 

Thus, the Russian strategy regarding use of nuclear 
weapons for purposes of deterrence has not changed 
since 1999 (or 2000, the year of its formal adoption). 
The place of NSNWs in this strategy is not straight-
forward. It appears that Russia continues to rely on 
longer-range air- and sea-based NSNWs as well as 
on shorter-range anti-ship and anti-submarine naval 
NSNWs. The other NSNWs do not appear to have a 
discernible role. In fact, Moscow is clearly not con-
cerned about the traditional Cold War-style large-
scale invasion using traditional conventional armies. 
Hence, it does not need TNWs for roles like NATO 
assigned to them during the Cold War (deterrence of 
tank armies). The broad assertion about Russia need-
ing NSNWs to compensate for weakness of its conven-
tional forces misses an important point: it is a different 
type of conventional forces that Russia is concerned 
about, forces with technologically enhanced capabili-
ties, hence the assets it needs to confront them are also 
different.

Short-range weapons are also believed to have 
another role—that of deterring Chinese conventional 
forces.18 The logic is similar to that underlying the com-
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mon belief about the role of TNWs vis-à-vis NATO: if 
the opponent has superior conventional forces, Rus-
sian needs to rely on nuclear weapons. While Russia 
faces a conventional force in the European theater that 
is technologically superior, in the Eastern theater Chi-
nese superiority is numerical, hence the role of NSNWs  
should be the same as the one NATO assigned to them 
during the Cold War. 

It is difficult to judge whether such reasoning is 
the real view; rumors about simulated use of a tacti-
cal nuclear weapon in the Far East during large-scale 
maneuvers seem to confirm it. In the Far East, Russia 
does face somewhat the same situation confronting 
NATO during the Cold War—nuclear weapons would 
be used on its own territory and against densely pop-
ulated and relatively economically developed areas. 
Yet, Russia does not have the same opportunity that 
NATO had: while NATO could use TNWs against So-
viet/Warsaw Pact troops and military infrastructure 
on the latter’s side of the border, Russia does not have 
this advantage in the Far East because there are few 
valuable targets on the Chinese side of the Russian-
Chinese border. In the absence of sufficiently reliable 
information about nuclear planning for the Eastern 
theater, and given General Verkhovtsev’s statement 
that all land-based TNWs have been removed from 
the active stockpile, one can rely only on what seems 
most reasonable. It seems that if NSNWs have a role 
vis-à-vis China, they should be employing air-based 
delivery systems that have longer ranges than land-
based ones. 

Confidential interviews with high-level Russian 
military officials indicate that the nuclear weapons 
assigned to deter China are the strategic and inter-
mediate-range ones, that is, the weapons capable of 
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reaching political, military, and economic targets deep 
inside China. The logic here is similar to that applied 
in the military doctrine for deterrence of the United 
States and NATO: the emphasis is on long-range as-
sets. This makes sense. The quantitative preponder-
ance of China is extremely high while the qualitative 
gap now favoring Russia is narrowing quickly (per-
haps it has already disappeared); thus any deterrence 
of China can only be strategic in nature if it is to be 
effective. 

DOMESTIC POLITICS

If NSNWs do not have an authentic role in Russian 
military strategy, at least where NATO is concerned, 
an obvious question is why Moscow remains so sen-
sitive to even the mildest proposals dealing with the 
transparency of its NSNW arsenal, to say nothing 
about proposals for reductions. The answer to this di-
lemma seems to lie in the realm of the internal politics 
of Russia rather than its military policy. It is a complex 
mix of domestic and bureaucratic politics, (mis)per-
ceptions, and idiosyncrasies. 

“No More Unreciprocated Concessions.”

Western attempts to convince Russia to reduce 
its sizable NSNW arsenal emphasize reason and fair-
ness: if Russia does not need these weapons, if it has 
massive superiority in that category, it should accept 
reductions. To a large extent, this view hearkens back 
to the late 1980s, during the Gorbachev-Eduard She-
vardnadze time, when the Soviet Union would some-
times make what Shevardnadze once called “con-
cessions to common sense.” But this is not how the 
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majority of Russians (even those opposed to Putin/
Medvedev government) think today. Among broad 
sections of the public and elite, the late 1980s and the 
1990s are associated with unreciprocated concessions 
that actually undermined the interests and security of 
the Soviet Union and later Russia. Proponents of this 
view cite the enlargement of NATO and the refusal 
of the United States to include navies under the Con-
ventional Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty as examples 
of Western perfidy. Russians also turn the argument 
around, saying there is no justification for even a lim-
ited number of U.S. TNWs in Europe since NATO is 
much more powerful than Russia—these weapons 
should have been withdrawn. 

Within this dominant political framework, there-
fore, any Russian advantage, no matter how illusory, 
should be either preserved or exchanged for Western 
concessions in areas of interest to Russia. Furthermore, 
persistent attempts to persuade Russia to reduce its 
TNWs or at least disclose their location, numbers, and 
other information, tend to be regarded with reflexive 
suspicion, without serious thought about the reason-
ing behind the proposals. Instead, such attempts are 
seen as “proof” that these weapons are truly valuable. 
Hence, the “asking price” rises even higher. The bot-
tom line is simple: Russia will likely turn deaf ears to 
Western entreaties on its NSNWs under any foresee-
able leadership configuration whether Putin-Medve-
dev, Putin, Medvedev, or any realistically electable 
member of the opposition.
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Inertia. 

The longer this position is maintained, the more 
entrenched it becomes. The key elements of the cur-
rent Russian position have remained unchanged for 
over a decade. Changing it without manifestly cogent 
reasons might seem to the other party to be an unjusti-
fied concession. Such a dynamic can be changed only 
with a radical leadership change (as happened when 
Gorbachev assumed the highest office in the Soviet 
Union) or with a sea change in the environment. Nei-
ther is present or appears on the horizon today. 

“CAPABILITIES-BASED PLANNING” 

The Russian elite, including the military leader-
ship, acutely feels the uncertainty of the international 
environment. The main threat is still associated with 
the United States and its allies, but other potential 
threats are emerging (China in particular), and the 
Russian military is reluctant to part with any assets 
it has at its disposal. In 2005-07, similar arguments 
were made in favor of Russia’s withdrawal from the 
Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, ra-
tionalized by the possession or impending develop-
ment of intermediate-range missiles by “other states.” 
Although specific states were never mentioned, the 
culprits were obvious—China, India, Pakistan, Israel, 
Iran, and perhaps even North Korea. What emerged 
was the concept of “capabilities-based planning,” 
which favors maintenance of all available assets as 
insurance against unforeseen (and unforeseeable) 
threats. 

Moreover, Russian efforts to develop a modern 
conventional capability have been very slow and 
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should be judged as largely unsuccessful. Strong non-
nuclear capability will hardly emerge before the end 
of this decade and will more likely be well into the 
next one. Consequently, nuclear weapons retain po-
tentially high value, not only in the eyes of the military 
but also in the eyes of the public, the latter mostly for 
psychological reasons. The military will be reluctant 
to sacrifice even assets that are seemingly unnecessary 
until such time as the new military posture becomes 
clearer and the outcome of the ongoing stage of mili-
tary reform can be reasonably well anticipated. 

Parochial Group Politics.

The current Russian position on TNWs can also be 
attributed to a peculiar alignment of relevant inter-
est groups within the military. As was noted above, 
NSNWs do not figure prominently in the current 
nuclear strategy, but this generalization does not ap-
ply equally to all parts of the military. The Navy is in-
terested in keeping TNWs as a “just-in-case” option,19 
especially vis-à-vis the U.S. Navy. In contrast, the Air 
Force appears much less interested in TNWs except 
for weapons assigned to Tu-22M3 medium bomb-
ers. Other groups such as the ground forces, having 
all but lost them, probably have even less interest in 
TNWs. While the majority of the forces have limited 
interest in NSNWs and could, with the right set of in-
ducements, support reductions, they will not take the 
lead in investing political resources to support such a 
policy. Thus, outside the Navy, support for NSNWs 
can be characterized as “a mile wide, but a foot deep.” 
The Navy, however, has a strong and focused inter-
est in maintaining NSNWs. In the absence of a strong 
opposing constituency, its interest inevitably prevails.
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In a similar vein, the Foreign Ministry, another 
important player in the arms control “game,” is also 
reluctant to push for a change of the Russian position: 
it has many other more pressing items on its agenda, 
and apparently seeks to exploit NSNWs as a lever to 
achieve diplomatic goals. In other words, the present 
lineup of interest groups within the Russian govern-
ment strongly favors the continuation of the current 
position. It can be changed only in response to a strong 
push from above, from the political leadership. The 
alternative is some sort of package deal that includes 
major western concessions. Over the years, however, 
the “asking price” has become so high that NATO 
concessions on the scale needed to win the national 
majority to the side of NSNW reduction, or even seri-
ous transparency, appear unlikely.

ARMS CONTROL CHALLENGES 

Russian ambivalence with regard to NSNWs might 
also reflect the challenges of crafting a verifiable treaty. 
The traditional approach, according to which nuclear 
weapons are accounted for and neutralized through 
verifiable reduction of nuclear-capable delivery ve-
hicles, is inapplicable to TNWs. New accounting rules 
and verification procedures need to be designed for 
these weapons. This endeavor, in turn, involves much 
more intrusive verification at military bases and, for 
the first time, at one of the most sensitive categories 
of nuclear-related facilities—storage sites for nuclear 
weapons. While such procedures are not, in principle, 
unthinkable, it would require a huge investment of 
political resources to overcome entrenched resistance 
and political opposition.
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Paradoxically, transparency itself does not elicit 
much opposition, especially among the professional 
military. Resistance seems rather to reflect embar-
rassment at publicly announcing very high figures 
(and possibly confirming that unofficial estimates of 
the Russian NSNW arsenal are reasonably accurate). 
This putative embarrassment was probably the main 
reason why Russia did not divulge official data about 
its nuclear stockpile following the U.S. example in the 
spring of 2010 at the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) 
Review Conference. Unofficially, members of the Rus-
sian delegation indicated that Moscow would soon 
do the same and even expressed irritation that Wash-
ington went ahead with its announcement without 
coordinating it with Moscow. Almost two years later, 
however, the figures have still not been published. 

The third popular Western proposal—the with-
drawal of NSNWs away from the border with NATO 
appears the most broadly acceptable, except to the 
Navy. As a rule, the Russian military responds with 
the question, How far from the border? It appears 
reluctant to withdraw NSNWs to an area beyond the 
Urals because China could interpret that as a hostile 
move. On the other hand, the military seems quite re-
laxed about withdrawal by a shorter distance (beyond 
the Volga, for example). The Navy is an exception here 
again—the bulk of its NSNWs are at the bases of the 
Northern Fleet right across the border from Norway. 
These weapons cannot be moved because the Navy 
does not have bases further east, so it also argues 
against proposals involving withdrawal.
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THE RUSSIAN NSNW POSITION: LIMITS AND 
CONDITIONS OF EVOLUTION

The Russian position on TNWs appears very static 
and also very stable. The rationale for keeping a rela-
tively large arsenal of such nuclear weapons appears 
relatively weak: short-range weapons do not have a 
role while retention of intermediate-range assets en-
joys limited support in the Air Force, with only the 
Navy appearing to be a die-hard advocate of keeping 
them. Of greater importance is the fact that support 
for the reduction of sub-strategic weapons does not 
exist at all. While the reasons for that alignment of 
interests and positions are political and more often 
than not psychological, their strength should not be 
underestimated. Hence, again, it is difficult to expect 
a major shift in the Russian attitude toward NSNWs in 
the near future.

The current Russian position, which conditions any 
dialogue on NSNWs in the context of a proposed with-
drawal of U.S. TNWs from Europe, has a certain logic 
behind it, as discussed earlier (since NATO has con-
ventional superiority over Russia, it does not need nu-
clear weapons). More important, the Russian position 
is calculated to avoid discussion of Russian NSNWs. 
Moscow has calculated—correctly—that NATO would 
not be able to agree on complete withdrawal. Difficult 
deliberations within the Alliance during the last sev-
eral years (in the run-up to the Tallinn, Estonia, min-
isterial meeting, continuing to the Lisbon, Portugal, 
summit, and now in the context of NATO’s  upcoming 
Defense and Deterrence Posture Review (DDPR) have 
confirmed the validity of this calculation. 

If anything, the Russian position has only tough-
ened. During the New START ratification hearings, 
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Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov declared on the sub-
ject of NSNWs that negotiations cannot be held on 
just one element of the strategic balance because that 
balance includes many other elements, such as con-
ventional strategic weapons, space-based weapons, 
missile defense, and imbalance in conventional forces 
(in that order).20 The piling up of additional conditions 
reflected perhaps the perceived Russian fear of stron-
ger U.S. pressure on Moscow with regard to NSNW 
negotiations and of the possibility that the Obama 
administration might actually offer a complete with-
drawal of U.S. TNWs from Europe as part of a pro-
posed package (there was widespread belief in 2009 
that withdrawal was on the agenda of the new White 
House team). 

Complete withdrawal of U.S. TNWs from Europe 
remains perhaps the only option to force Russia to start 
discussion of NSNWs: Russia has promised to do so 
and, whether it wants to or not, it will not have much 
choice. This option appears closed for the moment, 
however, since NATO is unlikely to abandon the Lis-
bon consensus in the near future. Paradoxically, com-
plete withdrawal of U.S. NSNWs from Europe might 
be regarded in Moscow as less than a positive devel-
opment because it would force Russia to do something, 
while the domestic lineup is clearly in favor of doing 
nothing. It seems that Moscow would be satisfied if 
the current international debate on NSNWs comes to 
naught, as have previous discussions of the topic. One 
is forced to question the very existence of any Rus-
sian interest in the issue of U.S. NSNWs in Europe that 
could be leveraged by the United States and NATO.

Given that situation in Moscow, prospects for 
control, reduction, and/or transparency of NSNWs 
appear bleak. Of late, the Russian military has gravi-
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tated to what it calls an “integrative” assessment of 
the Russia-NATO military balance, which includes all 
elements of the equation and seems to point to a very 
comprehensive package that would be required to 
achieve movement on this one element. Other chapters 
in the present book also point this out as a key Russian 
approach. The package would include all elements 
listed by Lavrov in the statement referenced above: 
conventional forces—probably within the framework 
of Adapted CFE; space-based weapons (it remains 
unclear exactly how Russians define them); certainly 
missile defense; and long-range conventional assets. 

Within that list, most items are a no-go for NATO. 
The Alliance has not been able to agree on the with-
drawal of TNWs—owing to a large extent to the 
position of some East/Central European members. 
Now, even the erstwhile proponents of that move, 
the Germans, seem to have accepted the consensus 
position, which foresees reductions on both sides 
under the assumption that some number—probably 
a smaller number—of U.S. TNWs would remain in 
Europe. Progress on the Adapted CFE is blocked by 
the continuing controversy about the status of Russian 
troops in Transdniestria, the would-be break-away re-
gion from Moldova (Moscow claims their troops do 
not constitute a base, but rather a small contingent 
of peacekeepers), as well as the presence of Russian 
troops in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, which Moscow 
now regards as independent states to which the origi-
nal 1999 Istanbul agreements would be inapplicable. 

It should be noted, however, that long-range con-
ventional strike assets probably represent the only 
truly valid concern for Russia. It was noted above that 
the key security issue for the Russian military is the 
repetition of what has come to be regarded as stan-
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dard American strategy—inflicting severe casualties, 
even near defeat, on the enemy during the opening 
stage of any military campaign using precision-guid-
ed weapons launched from long distances. It was also 
noted that Russian “de-escalation” strategy foresees 
limited use of nuclear weapons against bases, aircraft 
carriers, and command and control centers involved 
in such a campaign. 

Seen from that perspective, the unfavorable bal-
ance of traditional conventional forces in Europe, 
which are subject to the CFE Treaty (as well as to the 
Adapted CFE) are not much of a concern for Moscow. 
They expect that an attack, if it took place, would not 
involve these forces. Hence, one could, under the right 
set of circumstances, easily drop CFE issues from the 
package advocated by Moscow. Missile defense could 
also be discussed separately, in the context of the stra-
tegic balance. 

Tackling NSNWs and long-range strike assets 
within the same agreement would be highly uncom-
fortable and unconventional. Yet, if we cannot agree 
on the complete withdrawal of U.S. TNWs from 
Europe, this approach is something to think about. 
Ukrainian researcher Polina Sinovets proposed in a 
recent paper that a ratio of one NSNW per an agreed 
number of conventional strike assets could be estab-
lished to achieve at least some reduction of Russian 
NSNWs and a set of transparency measures covering 
both classes of assets in Europe.21 This would not be 
an easy package to negotiate, but at least it would at-
tempt to meet Russian concerns. At the moment, un-
fortunately, the U.S./NATO position certainly does 
not force Moscow to negotiate, nor even tempt it to 
do so.



223

ENDNOTES - CHAPTER 8

1. “Zayavlenieprezidenta v svyazi s situatsiei, kotorayaslozh-
ilasvokrugsistemy PRO stran NATO v Evrope” (Statement of the 
President with Respect to the Situation that has Emerged Around 
the Missile Defense System of NATO Countries in Europe), No-
vember 23, 2011, available from president.kremlin.ru/news/13637.

2. Miles Pomper, Willian Potter, and Nikolai Sokov, Reducing 
and Regulating Tactical (Non-strategic) Nuclear Weapons in Europe, 
CNS Occasional Paper, December 2009.

3. Hans M. Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, “Russian Nuclear 
Forces, 2011,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, Vol. 67, No. 67, 2011, 
available from bos.sagepub.com/content/67/3/67.full.pdf+html. 

4. “Prakticheskie Shagi Rossiiskoi Federatsii Oblasti Yader-
nogo Razoruzheniya” (“Practical Actions of the Russian Federa-
tion in the Area of Nuclear Disarmament”), Report presented at 
the 7th NPT Review Conference, 2005, slide 13, available from 
www.mid.ru/ns-dvbr.nsf/10aa6ac6e80702fc432569ea003612f0/526da0
88ef7526e3c325700d002f81c7/$FILE/Presentation-Russian.pdf; “Ros-
siya Perevypolnila Plany po Sokrashcheniyu Yadernogo Oruzhi-
ya” (“Russia Has Overfulfilled the Plan for Reduction of Nuclear 
Weapons”), RIA-Novosti, June 22, 2005, available from www.rian.
ru/politics/20050622/40566772.html. 

5. Alexei Arbatov, “Deep Cuts and De-Alerting: A Russian 
Perspective,” The Nuclear Turning Point, Washington, DC: Brook-
ings Institution Press, 1999, p. 320. 

6. Nikolai Poroskov, “Takticheskii Yadernyi Kozyr” (“A Tac-
tical Nuclear Ace”), Vremya Novostei, September 7, 2007. 

7. Igor Korotchenko is a member of the “Public Council” of 
the Ministry of Defense (MOD)—a body similar in status and 
function to an advisory board. It consists of public figures se-
lected by the MOD and advises/consults with the military on a 
variety of issues. The impact on decisions made by the military 
leadership is apparently barely discernible, but membership on 
the council provides some public stature, and Korotchenko in 
particular seems often to serve as a conduit for announcements 
that the military does not want attributed to itself. 



224

8. For details of the debates on the TNW role in Russia in the 
mid-1990s, see Nikolai Sokov, “Tactical Nuclear Weapons Elimi-
nation: Next Step for Arms Control,” Nonproliferation Review, Vol. 
4, Winter 1997, pp. 17-27.

9. The text of the 1997 National Security Concept can be 
found at the Internet site of the Russian Security Council, avail-
able from www.armscontrol.ru/start/rus/docs/snconold.htm. The 1998 
decisions included the decree by Boris Yeltsin titled “On urgent 
measures toward reforming the Armed Forces of the Russian 
Federation” (July 1997), and two Security Council documents: 
“The Concept of Development of Nuclear Forces until 2010” and 
“The Foundations (Concept) of State Policy in the Area of De-
fense Development until 2005” (July-August 1998). The texts of 
these documents are classified, but their general thrust could be 
gleaned from newspaper publications. See “Sovet Bezopasnosti 
RF Reshil Sokhranit Trekhkomponentnyi Sostav Strategicheskikh 
Yadernykh Sil,” Interfax, No. 4, July 3, 1998; “Russia to be Major 
Nuclear Power in 3d Millennium—Official,” ITAR-TASS, July 3, 
1998; Ivan Safronov and Ilya Bulavinov, “Boris Yeltsin Podnyal 
Yadernyi Shchit,” Kommersant-Daily, July 4, 1998; Yuri Golotuyk, 
“Yadernoe Razoruzhenie Neizbezhno,” Russkii Telegraph, July 11, 
1998; Yuri Golotuyk, “Moskva Skorrektirovala Svoi Yadernye Ar-
gumenty,” Russkii Telegraph, July 4, 1998; Anatoli Yurkin, “Pers-
pektivy Voennogo Stroitelstva,” Krasnaya Zvezda, August 5, 1998, 
pp. 1, 3; Oleg Falichev, “Vpervye So Vremeni Miluykovskikh Re-
form,” Krasnaya Zvezda, August 18, 1998, pp. 1-2. 

10. For an analysis of nuclear policy-related elements of the 
2000 National Security Concept and Military Doctrine, see Nikolai 
Sokov, Russia’s New National Security Concept: The Nuclear Angle, 
January 2000; and An Assessment of the Draft Russian Military Doc-
trine, October 1999.

11. “Aktualnye Zadachi Razvitiya Vooruzhennykh Sil RF” 
(“Current Tasks for the Development of the Russian Federation’s 
Armed Forces”), Report of the Ministry of Defense of the Russian 
Federation, October 2, 2003. 

12. Ibid., p. 32.



225

13. The 12th Main Department of the Ministry of Defense 
(GUMO) is in charge of handling nuclear weapons from the mo-
ment they are received from a production facility and until they 
are returned to the nuclear complex for refurbishment or dis-
mantlement. The 12th GUMO has storage facilities where nuclear 
weapons are normally kept to be released to troops in case of 
emergency; weapons are serviced only by 12th GUMO personnel. 
One partial exception is the weapons permanently deployed on 
strategic delivery vehicles, but even then personnel of Strategic 
Forces or the Navy do not handle them—deployment, removal, 
and servicing are performed by 12th GUMO personnel, and spare 
warheads are kept at 12th GUMO storage facilities attached to 
military bases. This system, which was created in the early days 
of the Soviet nuclear program, is supposed to ensure that opera-
tional commanders cannot have control of nuclear weapons. 

14. Interviews with Russian officials (who requested anonym-
ity). 

15. “Rol Takticheskogo Yadernogo Oruzhiya na Mnogot-
selevykh APL Vozrastet – VMF” (“The Role of Tactical Nuclear 
Weapons on Multipurpose Submarines Set to Grow—the Navy”), 
RIA-Novosti, August 23, 2009, available from www.rian.ru/defense_
safety/20090323/165742858.html. 

16. The notion of global war is self-explanatory; the category 
of regional wars pertains to the situation when Russia faces a co-
alition of states, some from out of the area and/or some of them 
nuclear. The example the drafters of the 2000 Military Doctrine 
had in mind was escalation of the war in Chechnya through di-
rect military involvement of the United States and its allies. The 
doctrine also included two other categories: (1) “local war” (in 
which Russia faces one or more neighboring states that have lim-
ited goals); (2) and “military conflict,” which means fighting with 
nonstate actors (such as the war in Chechnya). 

17. “Menyaetsya Rossiya, Menyaetsya i ee Voennaya Dok-
trina” (“As Russia Changes, its Military Doctrine Changes Too”), 
Izvestiya, October 14, 2009. 

18. See, for example, Alexei Arbatov, “Deep Cuts and De-
Alerting: A Russian Perspective,” p. 321.



226

19. It is ironic that confidential interviews conducted in 1991-
92 among U.S. officials attributed the rejection by George H. W. 
Bush of the Russian proposal to start negotiations on a legally 
binding and verifiable treaty on TNWs of the U.S. Navy, which 
was reluctant to allow on-site inspections of ships and subma-
rines to confirm the absence of nuclear warheads. 

20. “Stenogramma Vystupleniya Ministra Inostrannykh Del 
Rossii S.V. Lavrova na Plenarnom Zasedanii Gosudarstvennoi 
Dumy Federalnogo Sobraniya Rossiiskoi Federatsii npo Novomy 
Dogovoru o SNV,” Moscow, Russia, January 14, 2011. 

21. Polina Sinovets, “Minimal Nuclear Deterrence and Stra-
tegic Stability: How Much is Enough?” Paper commissioned by 
Program on Strategic Stability Evaluation (POSSE) to be pub-
lished by POSSE in the spring of 2012.



227

PART III

EUROPEAN PERSPECTIVES





229

CHAPTER 9

INTRODUCTION OF EUROPEAN POLICIES 
AND OPINIONS

RELATING TO TACTICAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS

Douglas Stuart

The four chapters in this section provide readers 
with excellent surveys of the positions taken by Euro-
pean governments on the question of whether tactical 
nuclear weapons (TNWs)—or non-strategic nuclear 
weapons (NSNWs), as they are frequently referred to 
in the present book—should be retained by the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). Readers will 
also come away with a good sense of European pub-
lic opinion relating to this complex issue. What they 
are not likely to take away from these chapters is a 
sense of optimism or a sense of policy direction. The 
European debate over TNWs is, in the words of one 
influential report, “at an impasse,” for four reasons.1

The first factor that confounds debate on TNWs is 
a lack of consensus on the role that they can and do 
play. On the one hand, there is widespread agreement 
that TNWs are of little or no military value. On the 
other hand, the European allies disagree on the politi-
cal and psychological value of these weapons. Some 
governments continue to view TNWs as an important 
symbol of Washington’s Article 5 commitment to the 
security of its NATO allies, while others are less con-
vinced of, or less concerned about, the contribution 
that TNWs make to America’s extended deterrence 
guarantee. 

The fact that the NATO allies cannot agree on the 
purpose or value of tactical nuclear weapons in Eu-
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rope is illustrative of a more fundamental problem of 
strategic incoherence that plagues both NATO and the 
European Union (EU). Both institutions have engaged 
in sophisticated forms of obfuscation in order to rec-
oncile the multiple interests and concerns of their 
member states and preserve maximum policy flexibil-
ity. For example, NATO’s 2010 Strategic Concept drops 
the specific commitment of its predecessor (the 1999 
Strategic Concept) to maintain the dual-capable air-
craft (DCA) that serve as the delivery systems for the 
forward-deployed TNWs. This kind of commitment 
avoidance makes sense from a diplomatic point of 
view, but it is at the expense of the Alliance’s strategic 
clarity.

The second factor that contributes to the impasse 
over the future of TNWs is fundamental disagree-
ment within NATO about the removal or retention 
of these systems. At the core of this disagreement are 
the positions taken by the two leading nations of the 
EU. France, which still celebrates its force de frappe 
as a source of status and security, is opposed to the 
removal of TNWs from Europe, or any significant 
change in NATO’s strategic doctrine, because such 
action might make it harder for Paris to maintain its 
own nuclear posture. This position has placed France 
in direct conflict with Germany, which has taken on 
the role of leader of the Alliance’s pro-nuclear disar-
mament wing. All other European NATO members 
have staked out positions between these two poles, or 
avoided making commitments. The chapters by Paolo 
Foradori and Götz Neuneck in this section provide 
readers with information on where most of the major 
European NATO allies are located on this continuum.

The third barrier to progress is the role played by 
Russia in the evolving debate over TNWs. Or perhaps 
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it would be more accurate to refer to the “non-role” 
played by Moscow. NATO governments continue to 
hope that the issue of tactical nuclear weapons can 
be resolved through negotiations with Russia. This 
has made it easier for all NATO members to defer 
decisions relating to TNWs. But, as discussed earlier 
in this volume, there is little reason to expect much 
cooperation from Moscow unless the issue of tactical 
nuclear weapons can be folded into some larger nego-
tiation involving conventional forces, missile defense, 
strategic systems, and perhaps space systems.

 The fourth complicating factor is the mixed mes-
sages sent by the Alliance leader, the United States. 
Washington could break the logjam on the issue of 
TNWs either by unilateral removal of these systems 
or by taking an assertive position on some other ap-
proach in Alliance deliberations. It has chosen not to 
do so largely out of concern for Alliance cohesion. At 
the same time, however, the Barack Obama adminis-
tration has contributed to the growing pressure for nu-
clear disarmament in Europe by its negotiation of the 
New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (New START) 
in 2010 and by the President’s “Global Zero” speech 
in Prague, the Czech Republic, in 2009. It would be 
relatively easy for Washington to press the case for the 
removal of the remaining TNWs from Europe as the 
next logical step in this campaign.

A strong argument can be made for doing so, be-
cause the risks associated with the current impasse 
are greater than the risks of unilateral or negotiated 
removal of these militarily obsolete weapons. The 
first risk is that the current situation will resolve it-
self by “disarmament by default.” This could occur 
as, one by one, the European nations that currently 
host TNWs fail to provide the necessary support for 
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maintaining these weapons or their associated DCA. 
This scenario would probably lead to a new and ac-
rimonious burden-sharing debate at a time when all 
allied governments are facing intense economic prob-
lems, when public support for the Alliance is soft, and 
when the United States is becoming increasingly pre-
occupied with the Asia-Pacific region.2 A second, and 
perhaps related, risk is that NATO governments will 
lose control of the issue of TNWs in Europe as a result 
of political or extra-political actions by anti-nuclear 
movements. The chapter by Nick Childs in this sec-
tion should alert readers to how vulnerable European 
governments are to this type of scenario.

The issue of TNWs in Europe is one of those rare 
cases in international politics where the process by 
which a decision is made is probably more important 
than the specific decision itself. If the current impasse 
could be sustained indefinitely, then NATO would 
have little reason for concern. But a number of factors 
are converging to undermine this prospect. NATO pol-
icymakers, who are currently drafting the Deterrence 
and Defense Posture Review (DDPR) to address (among 
other things) the future of tactical nuclear weapons in 
Europe, are very aware of the potential risks associ-
ated with political mismanagement of the TNW issue. 
But as Simon Lunn observes in his insightful analy-
sis of the DDPR in this section, “The key differences 
over nuclear policy that required the compromise in 
the first place have already resurfaced, making both 
progress and the final outcome difficult to foresee.”3 
Hopefully the NATO representatives who are draft-
ing this document are approaching their task with the 
appropriate sense of urgency.



233

ENDNOTES - CHAPTER 9

1. Susi Snyder and Wilbert van der Zeijden, “Withdrawal 
Issues: What NATO Countries Say About the Future of Tactical 
Nuclear Weapons in Europe,” Report by IKV Pax Christi, Nether-
lands, March 2011, p. 2.

2. The German Marshall Fund’s 2011 Transatlantic Trends 
survey finds that 62 percent of the public in 12 European coun-
tries still see NATO as “essential,” but this figure must be tested 
against the willingness of European publics to contribute finan-
cially to the Alliance, available from www.gmfus.org/publications_/
TT/TT2011_final.pdf. Regarding the issue of financial support, 
see the important speech by former Secretary of Defense Rob-
ert Gates in which he noted that only four of 26 European allies 
were exceeding the agreed-upon NATO defense contribution of 
2 percent of gross domestic product. Gates warned of the “real 
possibility of collective military irrelevance” if this trend were to 
continue. The Secretary also notified his listeners that there was a 
“dwindling appetite and patience” within the U.S. Congress and 
among the American people for a situation in which the United 
States carried a disproportionate amount of the financial burden 
for NATO’s collective defense, available from www.defense.gov/ 
Transcripts/Transcript.aspx?TranscriptID=4839.

3. Simon Lunn, “The Role and Place of Tactical Nuclear Weap-
ons—A NATO Perspective,” Chap. 10, Tactical Nuclear Weapons 
and NATO, Carlisle, PA: Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army 
War College, 2012, p. 1. 





235

CHAPTER 10

THE ROLE AND PLACE OF TACTICAL 
NUCLEAR WEAPONS—A NATO PERSPECTIVE

Simon Lunn

INTRODUCTION

Nuclear weapons have always occupied a special 
place in North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
affairs as the ultimate deterrent to aggression and also 
the symbol of the U.S. commitment to the defense of 
its NATO allies. Finding the right mix of capabilities 
to prove this commitment has been a major challenge 
for U.S. and NATO policymakers; and the question 
of whether or not to deploy U.S. nuclear warheads 
in Europe has provided a perennial source of debate. 
The initial deployment in Europe of short-range tacti-
cal nuclear weapons (TNWs)1 had a clear operational 
purpose, although their value was rapidly diminished 
by the evident consequences of their use on the home 
territory. Despite these problems, they remained in 
substantial numbers as part of NATO’s strategy of 
flexible response until the end of the Cold War. With 
the end the Cold War, NATO substantially reduced 
the number and types of TNWs in Europe, leaving a 
few hundred warheads for the use of allies on dual-
capable aircraft (DCA). The operational application 
of these systems gradually faded from view, and they 
assumed a primarily political function in terms of en-
suring linkage and the participation of the Allies in 
NATO’s nuclear affairs.

Attention was again drawn to NATO’s nuclear 
posture by the decision to develop a new NATO Stra-
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tegic Concept and the increasingly pressing question 
of DCA modernization. Expectations of a change in 
NATO nuclear policy and posture were reinforced 
by the demand of the German coalition for the with-
drawal of U.S. warheads from German territory and 
the growth of support for the Global Zero initiative. 
However, these expectations were to be disappointed. 
The Lisbon, Portugal, Summit was unable to achieve 
agreement on key aspects of nuclear policy, including 
the pressure for a specific review of NATO’s nuclear 
posture. Reconciliation of these differences was effec-
tively deferred to a review of NATO’s overall deter-
rence and defense posture (DDPR) to be undertaken 
by the NATO Council in permanent session.

The DDPR is now underway, and it is expected 
that the review of nuclear forces will provide the cen-
terpiece. Not surprisingly, the key differences over 
nuclear policy that required the compromise in the 
first place have already resurfaced, making both pro-
gress and the final outcome difficult to foresee. This 
chapter will provide an overview of the debate from 
a “NATO perspective” and a brief assessment of the 
national agendas which underpin it.

A NATO PERSPECTIVE

Based on an Alliance of independent and sover-
eign nations, a “NATO perspective” is literally the 
collective view of the 28 members that emerges from 
the policy and decisionmaking process founded on 
the principle of consensus. While attention is always 
drawn to the final decision or policy, the real story lies 
in the process itself and the various twists and turns 
that are necessary in order to achieve the agreement of 
all members. Each member brings to the table national 
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positions, preoccupations, and priorities. The follow-
ing are examples relevant to the current discussions of 
nuclear policy: French sensitivity to any development 
that could be seen as weakening the role of nuclear 
weapons, nuclear deterrence, and its own national de-
terrent; German insistence that arms control and dis-
armament should play a greater role in the search for 
security and stability; and the continuing suspicion of 
members from Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) to-
wards Russia.

Sometimes these positions are of such importance 
that they become red lines through which the coun-
try concerned can move only with difficulty or as the 
result of compromises and concessions achieved in 
other areas. Achieving consensus involves respond-
ing to and finding a balance between these different 
and frequently conflicting national priorities.

The process also has to accommodate the group-
ings of countries who meet informally from time to 
time and whose consultation outside the formal 28-na-
tion framework can play a significant role in identify-
ing the route to consensus. These groupings would in-
clude the three nuclear powers (the United States, the 
United Kingdom [UK] and France); the big four (or 
Quad—the United States, UK, France, and Germany), 
whose agreement is an essential basis for eventual 
consensus; and the grouping of countries interested 
in promoting arms control and disarmament, known 
in the trade as “the usual suspects,” normally com-
prising Germany, Norway, the Netherlands, Belgium, 
and Canada, with others associated from time to time. 
This latter grouping provides what they see as an im-
portant balance to the influence of the nuclear mem-
bers. These and other informal groupings which are 
frequently created in response to circumstances con-
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tribute importantly to the deliberations from which 
NATO policy is developed

By its very nature, the process of consensus lacks 
transparency and is frequently impenetrable for those 
outside of the formal policy process. This lack of trans-
parency explains why the decision that emerges often 
disappoints the expectations of those who are in favor 
of change. The weakness of the process is that the final 
decision often represents the lowest common denomi-
nator; its strength is that it represents a position to 
which all members will adhere. An additional consid-
eration, however, is that the need to find compromises 
that massage national positions means that the final 
language is often open to multiple interpretations. 
The language in the new Strategic Concept was hailed 
by some as the first instance of NATO leaders endors-
ing the goal of a world without nuclear weapons; oth-
ers, however, pointed to the qualifying words “create 
the conditions for” as indicating something rather less 
than a full endorsement of the goal.2

It is also important to note that nuclear affairs are 
rarely featured very high on NATO’s agenda. Because 
of the sensitivity associated with nuclear weapons, 
there is frequently a reluctance on the part of officials 
to discuss nuclear matters and a tendency to leave 
these discussions to those who, for reasons of techni-
cal, operational, or policy expertise, are regarded as 
experts. These factors and the obvious distraction of 
other events mean that nuclear issues frequently do 
not occupy the position of importance many believe 
they should.

In gaining an understanding of the current de-
bate on NATO’s nuclear policy, there are two further 
considerations: the role of the United States and the 
significance attached to the maintenance of NATO 
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cohesion and solidarity. As the principal provider 
of nuclear deterrence, the United States has always 
played a dominant role in NATO’s nuclear affairs. But 
the United States has also been careful to consult and 
inform the NATO allies to whom it extends nuclear 
deterrence and to be responsive to their concerns. This 
has not always been easy, because the signals from the 
Allies are frequently mixed. As a result, the United 
States is called upon from time to time to exercise its 
leadership role. This was the case at the informal meet-
ing of NATO Foreign Ministers in Tallinn, Estonia, on 
April 22, 2010. Attempting to head off a potentially 
divisive situation caused by the growing interest of 
several members in changing NATO’s nuclear policy, 
U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton introduced five 
principles which it was agreed would constitute the 
basis for the further development of NATO nuclear 
policy:3 

1. As long as nuclear weapons exist, NATO will 
remain a nuclear alliance;

2. As a nuclear Alliance, sharing nuclear risks and 
responsibilities widely is fundamental;

3. A broad aim is to continue to reduce the role 
and number of nuclear weapons while recognizing 
that in the years since the Cold War ended, NATO has 
already dramatically reduced its reliance on nuclear 
weapons;

4. Allies must broaden deterrence against the range 
of 21st-century threats, including by pursuing territo-
rial missile defense; and,

5. In any future reductions, our aim should be to 
seek Russian agreement to increase transparency on 
non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNWs) in Europe, 
relocate these weapons away from the territory of 
NATO members, and include NSNWs in the next 
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round of U.S.-Russian arms control discussions along-
side strategic and nondeployed nuclear weapons.

It would seem that for the United States during 
this period, the maintenance of NATO cohesion took 
precedence over other considerations.4 This emphasis 
on cohesion was also reflected in the parallel agree-
ment at Tallinn that members would not take unilat-
eral actions, and that decisions on NATO’s nuclear 
policy would be taken by the Alliance as a whole. This 
agreement, which was alluded to by most Ministers in 
their statements, indicates the importance attached by 
all members to NATO solidarity and cohesion. This 
agreement to ensure that the relevant decisions on 
nuclear policy are taken collectively also represents a 
considerable constraint on the various national poli-
cies and one that could run counter to domestic pres-
sures, particularly from parliaments.

THE DETERRENCE AND DEFENSE POSTURE 
(DDPR)

There were expectations before Lisbon that the 
adoption of a new Strategic Concept provided the op-
portunity for NATO to reassess its nuclear strategy 
and demonstrate support for the goal of a world with-
out nuclear weapons. In the event, the Lisbon docu-
ments left key aspects of nuclear policy and posture 
unanswered—including the purpose of nuclear weap-
ons, the nuclear posture, the role of missile defense, 
and the role of disarmament. When the pressure by 
several members for a specific review of the nuclear 
posture was resisted by others, a compromise was 
found by broadening the review to include all ele-
ments of NATO’s deterrence and defense posture, re-
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ferred to by the now familiar term “appropriate mix 
of capabilities.”

As is inevitable with all compromises, the Review 
did not please everyone, and its implementation is 
viewed by members with varying degrees of enthu-
siasm. One national official’s comment that the DDPR 
resembles the blind man’s elephant reflects the gen-
eral uncertainty about the nature and the expected 
outcome of the Review.5 Furthermore, and equally 
inevitably, the very differences that required the com-
promise have reemerged, making progress difficult 
and the final outcome hard to predict.

Deterrence and Defense Posture Process.

An initial period of reflection comprising semi-
nars with outside experts is to be followed by inputs 
from the four primary areas considered most relevant 
to the appropriate mix of forces: conventional forces, 
nuclear forces, missile defense, and arms control and 
disarmament. Guidance on what questions should be 
addressed in each field was provided by the NATO 
Council (NAC) in the form of what are termed “task-
ings.” The difficulty in agreeing on the wording of 
these “taskings”—so that they did not prejudge the 
outcome—gave an indication of the problems that lie 
ahead. The NAC has emphasized that it wants options 
rather than conclusions or recommendations, which 
are the prerogative of the NAC itself. The final docu-
ment is to be endorsed at the next NATO Summit in 
Chicago, IL, on May 20, 2012.

It still being too early to foresee outcomes, what 
follows is a brief overview of each area, with a spe-
cific focus on nuclear affairs because they will be the 
centerpiece of the Review. It should be noted that one 
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of the aspirations for the DDPR is that in defining the 
mix the Review will establish the relationships be-
tween the various components and knit them together 
in a coherent package that reflects NATO’s political 
aims and the economic resources available with which 
to work.

CONVENTIONAL FORCES

It can be expected that the input on conventional 
forces will reflect the ongoing work of the traditional 
defense planning cycle and the challenges which de-
fense planners are currently facing—the balance be-
tween expeditionary forces and those for territorial 
defense, the commitment to Article 5, and most sig-
nificantly the severe decline in defense budgets which 
has led to yet another search for the most effective 
ways to spend defense dollars. This search, now mar-
keted under the rubric “smart defense,” will inevita-
bly involve familiar recipes based on the self-evident 
proposition that effectiveness and efficiency lie in do-
ing things together. It remains to be seen whether the 
new language and the severity of the economic situa-
tion will at last persuade countries to give precedence 
to collective solutions over those dictated by national 
considerations.

Missile Defense.

Missile defense is proceeding on two tracks. The 
first is the implementation of the NATO system and 
its integration with the U.S. Phased Adaptive Ap-
proach (PAA). There are expectations that an initial 
operating capability (IOC) of the NATO project will 
be announced at the Chicago Summit in May 2012. 
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The second track is an effort to develop a cooperative 
partnership with Russia. This track is handled in the 
NATO-Russia Council (NRC) where it would appear 
that little progress has been made in agreeing on even 
the basic parameters of cooperation. This work in the 
NRC has no input into the DDPR. However, whether 
there is success or failure in this cooperation is crucial 
to other areas of the DDPR because Russia has made 
clear that it regards cooperation in missile defense as 
a condition for cooperation in other areas.

Arms Control and Disarmament.

The work of the new Weapons of Mass Destruction 
Control and Disarmament Committee (WCDC) is still 
in its early stages, and, while its exact terms of refer-
ence remain ill defined, the battlelines have already 
been drawn. Several countries would like NATO to 
adopt a more positive approach towards arms control 
and disarmament in support of the Prague agenda 
and the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty (NPT). 
They are looking for ways to enhance the salience of 
the Alliance in this field. This goal is problematic, as 
arms control agreements fall within the competence 
of national governments. Other countries are opposed 
to this emphasis on disarmament, which they con-
sider inappropriate for a defense alliance and which 
in their view risks distracting attention from, and at 
worst weakening, the primary purpose of the Alli-
ance. France is firmly opposed to a higher profile for 
disarmament and against extending the duration of 
the Committee.

There is general agreement, however, that if and 
when the United States and Russia resume arms con-
trol negotiations that include sub-strategic systems, 
the WCDC Committee would provide a forum for the 
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United States in consulting with its Allies, thus per-
forming a function similar to that of the Special Con-
sultative Group (SCG) for the negotiations on Inter-
mediate Range Nuclear Forces (INF) in the 1980s.

NUCLEAR FORCES

In considering what language should be chosen 
to describe the purpose of NATO’s nuclear weapons 
and the range of options for the nuclear posture, the 
DDPR will have to balance and reconcile very differ-
ent national interests, concerns, and priorities. It is al-It is al-
ways difficult to generalize about national views, but 
interviews with a range of national representatives 
at NATO during the past 18 months have revealed 
certain broad trends of thought. These may evolve 
over time as a result of internal and external develop-
ments. Views of NATO’s nuclear policy vary widely, 
depending on the degree of nuclear involvement of 
the country concerned. In some countries, views differ 
depending on whether the individuals represent the 
Ministry of Defense or Foreign Affairs, each with its 
different priorities.

Assessments also need to take account of the fact 
that, as previously mentioned, for many members 
the nuclear issue is not high on their list of priorities. 
Needless to say, views on nuclear policy vary depend-
ing on the degree of involvement. Some countries—
principally the more recent members—continue to 
support the presence in Europe of U.S. warheads; 
others would not be sorry to see them go; others are 
ambivalent. Opinions are stronger among those who 
support the status quo than those who seek to change 
it. Two factors are common to all members: the rel-
evance of Russian sub-strategic systems and the need 
to maintain Alliance unity. 
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The United States.

The traditional leadership role of the United States 
in NATO’s nuclear affairs and the complicated dia-
logue on the presence of U.S. nuclear weapons in Eu-
rope have already been discussed. The situation fac-
ing U.S. policymakers today is different in two senses. 
First, as a result of NATO enlargement, there are now 
several members who are very clear on what they 
want—they feel strongly that the warheads are an im-
portant symbol of the U.S. commitment and that to 
remove them at this time would be sending the wrong 
signal. Second, the endorsement by President Barack 
Obama in his speech in Prague, Czech Republic, of 
the goal of a world without nuclear weapons has cre-
ated uncertainty in the minds of the Allies about U.S. 
priorities. Since the Prague speech, Allies have been 
asking what role this endorsement will play in U.S. at-
titudes to NATO’s nuclear posture. On the one hand, 
the Prague commitment, together with the concerns 
of many U.S. officials over the security and safety of 
nuclear storage sites—and the associated costs—sug-
gests the need for change. On the other hand, the 
possibility that such a change could create divisions 
within NATO argues for maintenance of the status 
quo. For the Obama administration, therefore, the 
wish to make progress on the Prague agenda has to be 
measured against the priority of maintaining Alliance 
solidarity and cohesion. The evidence for the moment 
is that solidarity and cohesion have won the day.
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The United Kingdom.

The UK’s independent nuclear deterrent has al-
ways been committed to NATO, and the UK has been 
consistently supportive of firm language on NATO’s 
nuclear posture. It is a reasonable assumption that 
this position will continue. Conservative governments 
have normally adopted what could be termed a ro-
bust approach to the question of defense, including 
the retention of the nuclear deterrent. The renewal of 
the Trident system provides an interesting backdrop 
to NATO’s discussions. British officials note that in 
the DDPR discussions, they may well find themselves 
as the “honest broker” trying to find middle ground 
between the conflicting views of France and Germany 
on the significance of disarmament.6

France.

French nuclear forces have always been indepen-
dent of NATO, and France has stayed outside all 
discussions of NATO’s nuclear weapons. However, 
French officials do participate in the drafting of lan-
guage on NATO strategic policy in key documents. 
Despite its return to NATO’s defense planning and 
military structures and to NATO’s defense planning 
system for conventional forces, France remains out-
side the High Level Group (HLG) and the Nuclear 
Planning Group (NPG). This means that French offi-
cials are present at the discussion of general strategic 
guidance in the NAC with all 28 members, but absent 
from more detailed discussions and consultations on 
nuclear policy in the HLG and NPG which meet with 
27 members. The Declaration accompanying the Stra-
tegic Concept adopted in Lisbon explicitly states that 
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the nuclear discussions apply only to nuclear weap-
ons assigned to NATO.7 While there were quibbles 
over the choice of the term “assigned,” it is clear that 
this excludes French forces and that France will not 
participate in the discussions of NATO’s nuclear ar-
rangements in the HLG and NPG working groups. 
However, the French Ambassador will participate in 
the NAC discussions that will produce the final DDPR 
document. These arrangements imply a separation 
between the purpose and the operational implemen-
tation of nuclear weapons that is not always easy to 
achieve and could be a source of confusion.

In its general approach, France can be said to 
be firmly in the camp of those who are opposed to 
change and will resist any move that could be seen as 
weakening nuclear deterrence, including any change 
to declaratory policy. French officials usually refrain 
from commenting on the specific issue of NATO’s 
sub-strategic systems as being none of their business. 
However, French officials are known to support the 
existing arrangements, among other reasons as a way 
of avoiding their own singularity in terms of having 
nuclear weapons on continental European territory. 
Their position on NATO force posture is best described 
as standing on the sidelines but making encouraging 
noises to those who participate in the mission.8

New NATO Members.

The more recent NATO members are against 
change, as for them the presence of U.S. nuclear war-
heads unambiguously couples the U.S. nuclear de-
terrent to Europe and symbolizes the link with the 
United States—which were the driving forces behind 
their desire to join NATO. Some are willing to consid-
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er reductions but only if Russia undertakes reciprocal 
measures. Proposals to provide additional Article 5 
reassurance through contingency planning and exer-
cises are welcomed, but with an equal insistence that 
they cannot substitute for the deterrence provided 
by the presence of U.S. warheads. One such national 
representative revealed his scepticism of alternative 
forms of reassurance when he remarked that the allies 
would “remove the warheads and [then] not do the 
exercises.”9

The development of a NATO missile defense sys-
tem for the defense of territory has been welcomed by 
the new members of the Alliance as strengthening the 
transatlantic link and bolstering deterrence. However, 
several members insist that missile defense performs 
a different function in deterrence and should not be 
seen as a replacement for the existing arrangements. 
One national representative described missile defense 
as “a flimsy substitute”10 for these arrangements, par-
ticularly in view of the impending reductions of U.S. 
ground forces in Europe.

For these members, the general uncertainty in the 
strategic environment and in relations with Russia 
means that this is not the moment for NATO to make 
changes to its strategy and that to do so would in fact 
be sending the wrong message—in several directions. 
It is sometimes said that Poland is prepared to be more 
flexible on this issue than other CEE members; some 
observers see this merely as part of a less confronta-
tional relationship with the Big Neighbor. Polish con-
cerns have focussed on the need to do something about 
Russian sub-strategic systems, a concern shared by all 
members. This has meant an emphasis on the need 
for a dialogue with Russia and initial steps aimed at 
creating greater transparency of these systems, again 
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supported by other members. However, whether this 
focus means that Polish views are more congenial to 
the eventual withdrawal of NATO’s own systems is 
difficult to say. Moreover, given the conditionality of 
such reductions, they are hardly relevant to discus-
sions today. Furthermore, NATO officials note that 
the so-called “warming” in relations with Russia was 
brief and that Polish statements on the need for Alli-
ance solidarity remain as robust as the others.

However, several Alliance members believe that, 
on the contrary, this is an opportunity for NATO to 
change its nuclear policy and posture. This is a var-
iable-geometry grouping depending on the types 
of changes sought. Several members, including the 
United States and the UK, would support adjusting 
NATO’s declaratory policy, both for consistency and 
also as a political signal. Others, including the “usual 
suspects,” would go further in diminishing the role 
for nuclear weapons by reducing and eventually elim-
inating NATO’s sub-strategic systems; they also insist 
on a higher profile for arms control and disarmament 
in NATO security policy.

The Dual-Capable Aircraft States.

The DCA arrangements are frequently criticized 
as being militarily useless and therefore having no 
deterrent value. This is a complicated argument. The 
DCA are operationally capable. The more pertinent 
question is how likely is it that they would be used 
given the other U.S. assets available and the complex-
ity of NATO decisionmaking. The DCA countries 
themselves accept the mission, but for the most part 
without great enthusiasm. Views in these countries 
on the value of the mission vary—often according to 
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the familiar dichotomy of whether the official asked 
comes from the Ministry of Defense or Foreign Af-
fairs. Some argue that it provides the host country ad-
ditional status within NATO and a useful means of 
demonstrating unity of commitment. Others maintain 
that the mission represents a waste of scarce resources 
and a missed opportunity for NATO to demonstrate 
its seriousness about reducing its reliance on nuclear 
weapons.

 Turkey’s role in the Alliance and its regional 
situation mean that Turkish views carry a particular 
significance. It is also host to U.S. nuclear warheads, 
and Turkish aircraft continue to have DCA status at a 
lower level of readiness. Turkish officials also say that 
they would prefer a continuation of existing arrange-
ments, but they are quick to refute suggestions that 
changes to NATO’s nuclear policy could lead to their 
own nuclear aspirations. In this respect, some observ-
ers claim that potential instability in the Middle East 
provides an additional rationale for a continuation of 
the Turkish DCA role as representing a crisis response 
tool for NATO. However, critics point out that the 
same arguments concerning the lack of credibility of 
DCA operational use—and therefore deterrent util-
ity—apply equally to this situation.

The High Level Group.

The input to the DDPR on NATO’s nuclear policy 
will be provided by the HLG which was created in 
the 1970s to ensure that nuclear issues received high-
level political attention. Chaired by the United States, 
it comprises senior officials from national capitals. The 
major task for the HLG and thereafter the NAC will be 
to reach agreement on what NATO says and does con-
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cerning its nuclear posture. On the issue of declarato-
ry policy, several members insist that NATO declara-
tory policy should be consistent with the language in 
the U.S. Nuclear Posture Review (NPR). As previously 
discussed, France has been firmly opposed thus far to 
any change in the existing language on the purpose of 
nuclear weapons, believing that such a change could 
suggest a diminution of the role of nuclear deterrence. 
A senior NATO diplomat noted the irony of the situ-
ation in which French nuclear forces are outside of 
NATO, but France continues to influence what NATO 
says about NATO’s nuclear forces.11 Bridging the cur-
rent differences on declaratory policy will require 
imaginative drafting, and in the view of many NATO 
officials the sensitivities involved mean that this issue 
will have to be decided at the highest level.

With regard to NATO’s nuclear posture, the HLG 
completed a review of nuclear requirements in 2009 
based on the guidance in the 1999 Strategic Concept. 
Since the Strategic Concept called for the presence of 
U.S. nuclear warheads in Europe, it is not surprising 
that the review confirmed the continuing relevance of 
the DCA as the most appropriate means of deploying 
them. As NATO’s new Strategic Concept contains no 
reference to the presence in Europe of U.S. nuclear 
warheads, it is assumed that the HLG will pose the 
fundamental questions concerning the requirements 
for extended deterrence and the continuing need for 
the deployment of these warheads. According to offi-
cials, in responding to the tasking set by the NAC, the 
HLG has developed a range of options which include 
the status quo but also the possibility of reducing the 
number of warheads or adjusting the DCA missions.
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Two other factors will be important in the HLG’s 
considerations. First, the new Strategic Concept ap-
pears to attach high importance to burden-sharing by 
calling for the broadest possible participation of Al-
lies in collective defense planning on nuclear roles, in 
peacetime basing of nuclear forces, and in consultative 
and command and control (C3) arrangements. Even 
allowing for different interpretations of this formula-
tion and efforts to find new ways to give it content, it 
would appear nevertheless to hint strongly at a con-
tinuation of existing arrangements. 

Second, the condition that further reductions must 
be accompanied by reciprocal actions by Russia also 
constitutes a substantial obstacle to changing the ex-
isting arrangements. Thus far, Russia has shown no 
interest in such discussions. Among several initiatives 
to secure progress, a “non-paper” was circulated by 
Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, and Poland at 
the NATO Foreign Ministers meeting in Berlin, Ger-
many, on April 14, 2011. This “non-paper” urged a 
number of steps to increase the transparency of U.S. 
and Russian non-strategic weapons.12 The U.S. devel-
opment of an arms control negotiating position with 
Russia in which sub-strategic systems are included 
will take time. It also assumes Russian cooperation. 
Moreover, a U.S. decision to negotiate these systems 
will have to be made in consultation with the NATO 
allies, which makes the work of the HLG in deciding 
NATO’s requirements even more relevant.

The conditionality of further reductions on reci-
procity with Russia is a consensus position which, in 
the absence of sustained political engagement at the 
highest level, represents a formidable obstacle to prog-
ress. In order to overcome this impasse, Senator Sam 
Nunn, a respected authority on NATO and an influen-
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tial expert on the dangers of nuclear proliferation, has 
proposed that as part of a new and deepened dialogue 
with Russia on the full range of Euro-Atlantic security 
issues, NATO should decide to withdraw unilaterally 
its sub-strategic systems within a period of 5 years.13 
While the target for completion is 5 years, the final tim-
ing and pace would be determined by broad political 
and security developments between NATO and Rus-
sia. This proposal will certainly encounter objections. 
However, independent of its intrinsic merits, the pro-
posal is an example of the imaginative initiative re-
quired if the current deadlock is to be circumvented.

Prospects.

The task of the DDPR is to ensure that the various 
components of the mix relate to each other in a coherent 
package that reflects the political goals of the Alliance 
and the economic resources available. In today’s eco-
nomic climate, there is every incentive to get the bal-
ance right and to ensure that scarce defense resources 
are being spent in the most efficient and cost-effective 
way. In the nuclear field, there are major fault lines to 
be crossed: on the purpose of nuclear weapons, on the 
nuclear posture required, and on the appropriate role 
for arms control and disarmament. Ideally, the DDPR 
process itself should contribute to narrowing the dif-
ferences and finding common ground. The problem is 
that progress depends on, and is effectively hostage 
to, Russian reactions. The proposal by Senator Nunn 
shows one way to confront this problem, but it is un-
likely to win universal support. It nonetheless demon-
strates the need for imaginative thinking unfettered 
by traditional constraints and for high-level political 
engagement, particularly by the United States.
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Expectations for the DDPR are modest, with the 
final document possibly amounting to no more than 
keeping the process moving and the door open. Much 
will depend on the priorities assigned in NATO capi-
tals and the inevitable distraction of other develop-
ments, including the prospects of elections in several 
key countries. In the end, as with all NATO processes, 
imaginative drafting, and the traditional give and 
take at the last minute will produce a document that 
accommodates national differences but leaves their 
reconciliation for further elaboration. At some stage, 
NATO will have to come to terms with its nuclear di-
lemmas, but this can happen only under the leader-
ship of the United States.
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CHAPTER 11

EUROPEAN AND GERMAN PERSPECTIVES

Götz Neuneck

Non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNWs) or tac-
tical nuclear weapons (TNWs) are remnants of the 
Cold War. During the bipolar confrontation, both the 
United States and the Soviet Union deployed thou-
sands of TNWs in different theaters of war on various 
platforms such as naval vessels, aircraft, and missiles. 
Different categories such as tactical nuclear warheads 
on short- and medium-missiles, mines, and artillery 
shells were intended to be used in support of troops 
in the field during actual war. There was a direct link 
to conventional forces in regions of conflict and assur-
ances given to allies by the possessors of these weap-
ons. 

TNWs in Europe, although very high in numbers 
and locations, had lower visibility in the public eye 
than long-range strategic nuclear weapons. The re-
duced number of tactical nuclear warheads on Eu-
ropean soil today has not been subject to any arms 
control treaty at all. An important starting point was 
in 1987, when the United States and the Soviet Union 
signed the Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces (INF) 
Treaty and began eliminating medium and intermedi-
ate range ballistic and cruise missiles which were in-
tended for use on the European battlefield. Although 
the United States and Russia addressed TNWs in some 
arms control talks, most of their efforts focused on 
negotiations related to strategic nuclear arms. French 
and British nuclear forces were not included in any 
arms control arrangements concerning Europe. From 
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a London or Paris perspective, their nuclear arsenals 
are seen as “strategic.” The issue of TNWs was also 
discussed during the 2000, 2005, and 2010 Non-prolif-
eration Treaty (NPT) Review Conferences. In the Final 
Document of the 2010 NPT Review Conference, the 
nuclear weapon states were called upon to “address 
the question of all nuclear weapons regardless of their 
type or their location as an integral part of the general 
nuclear disarmament process.”1 In the pages to fol-
low, we shall discuss the history of efforts to remove 
TNWs; the complex distinction between strategic and 
TNWs, their current numbers, and their deployment; 
the debate in Europe about reducing or removing the 
remaining warheads; and the arms control prospects 
in Europe in the aftermath of the New Strategic Concept. 

ARMS CONTROL EFFORTS IN THE PAST

In 1991, President George Bush and Soviet Presi-
dent Mikhail Gorbachev announced that they would 
remove from active service most of their TNWs 
worldwide and eliminate many of them unilaterally. 
In the Presidential Nuclear Initiatives (PNIs) of 1991 
and 1992, both the United States and the Soviet Union 
acknowledged that these weapons were no longer 
useful for warfighting. In particular, the United States 
withdrew its tactical munitions to its own territory 
and eliminated all TNWs for ground forces, including 
those from Europe and South Korea. The Soviet Union 
eliminated TNWs for ground forces and removed tac-
tical nuclear warheads to central storages. One reason 
was the growing concern about the safety and secu-
rity of Soviet nuclear weapons at a time of increasing 
unrest on its territory. Between 1994 and 1995, the 
two superpowers set up a Joint Working Group to 



259

“consider steps to ensure the transparency and irre-
versibility of nuclear weapons.” In 1997, President Bill 
Clinton and Russia´s President Boris Yeltsin signed 
a “Framework Agreement” at the Helsinki, Finland, 
summit that included the obligation to address mea-
sures related to “non-strategic nuclear weapons” in a 
possible Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) III. 
U.S. and Russian experts were expected to explore, as 
a separate issue, possible measures relating to “tacti-
cal nuclear systems, to include confidence-building 
and transparency measures.” Unfortunately, the pre-
vious treaty version, START II, was never activated 
due to the controversy over the U.S. withdrawal from 
the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) treaty in 2002, and 
subsequently START III itself was never negotiated. 

When the New START treaty was signed on April 
8, 2010, and entered into force on February 5, 2011, 
it became clear that the definition of TNWs vis-à-vis 
strategic weapons would be an important issue for 
the follow-on agreement which is intended to include 
TNWs. As will be discussed below, today it is estimat-
ed that about 150-200 U.S. B-61 nuclear gravity bombs 
are still deployed in five European North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) countries: Germany, 
Belgium, the Netherlands, Italy, and Turkey. Russian 
numbers of active TNWs are much higher, about 2,000 
or more, but they are not deployed. Also, Russia has 
produced and retained many different types of TNWs. 
Most of them are likely stored in the European part of 
Russia with warheads separated from their delivery 
systems.

The 2009 Final Report of the Commission on the Stra-
tegic Posture of the United States makes it clear that in-
troducing TNWs in the arms control process might 
become a complicated matter.2
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One of the most important factors will be the im-
balance of non-strategic nuclear weapons. In support 
of its arms control interests and interest in strategic 
stability more generally, the United States should pur-
sue a much broader and more ambitious set of strate-
gic dialogues with not just Russia but also China and 
U.S. allies in both Europe and Asia.

 
TACTICAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS IN EUROPE

How Many Tactical Nuclear Weapons Exist Today 
in Europe?

The distinction between strategic and TNWs is not 
easy to make because the weapon purposes (such as 
targets and missions) and the technical characteristics 
(such as range, yield, and deployment) as between 
the United States and Russia are different in many 
cases, reflecting differences in their geographical, 
strategic, and political postures. Early on, the Soviet 
Union and the United States came to consider nuclear 
weapons based on their own territory that could be 
delivered with long-range missiles or bombers against 
the enemy’s homeland as “strategic.” Consequently, 
one simplifying approach has been to define tactical 
nuclear weapons as all nuclear warheads which are 
not covered by strategic nuclear arms control treaties. 
But certainly other operational characteristics (such as 
deployment status, weapon readiness, proximity to 
delivery system, etc.) are also important for future re-
duction talks. Despite the fact that both Russia and the 
United States have reduced their TNW stockpile more 
than envisaged under PNIs, neither has disclosed 
exact data about the numbers, status and location of 
these weapons. 
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In its 2010 Nuclear Posture Review (NPR), the Barack 
Obama administration underlined the reduced role 
of nuclear weapons in regional security architectures 
and stressed America’s increased reliance upon “for-
ward U.S. conventional presence and effective theater 
ballistic missile defense.”3 The NPR also makes clear 
that “any changes in NATO´s nuclear posture should 
be taken only after a thorough review within—and 
decision by—the Alliance.”4 The document calls for 
retaining the capability for forward-deployed U.S. 
nuclear weapons to be delivered by tactical fighter-
bombers and heavy bombers.5 The United States 
also plans to continue with a life-extension program 
for the B-61 bomb, which is deployed in Europe for 
delivery by dual-capable aircraft (DCA). It has been 
estimated that the United States has reduced its total 
TNW stockpile from 11,500 to some 500-800 and has 
retained a smaller capability for forward deployment. 

Under NATO sharing arrangements, as mentioned 
earlier, experts assume that the United States still 
deploys between 150-200 U.S. TNWs in five NATO 
member states (see Table 11-1). These weapons remain 
under U.S. control during peacetime, but in a war situ-
ation some of the TNWs can be transferred to allies 
for delivery by their own dual-capable systems. This 
nuclear-sharing formula in the event of war was de-
veloped during the Cold War to maintain a close cou-
pling between European NATO Allies and the United 
States and to ensure shared decisionmaking. The 2010 
New Strategic Concept retains the option of nuclear first 
use, even against a non-nuclear attack, although with 
the condition that the circumstances calling for such 
an event are “extremely remote.” Many political and 
military experts declare that such a nuclear mission 
has no military value. General James Cartwright, for-
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mer Vice-Chairman of the Joint Chief of Staffs, went 
so far as to declare that there is no military mission the 
TNWs could perform that could not be carried out by 
conventional or strategic weapons.6

Table 11-1. U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe, 2011.7

Typical arguments for maintaining TNWs within 
NATO stress Alliance solidarity, discouraging NATO 
members such as Turkey from acquiring their own 
nuclear forces, and using TNWs as bargaining chips in 
negotiations designed to convince the Russians to re-
duce or eliminate their own TNW stockpiles. The 2010 
New Strategic Concept asserts that for any future reduc-
tions NATO´s aim should be “to seek Russia´s agree-
ment to increase transparency on its nuclear weapons 
and relocate these weapons away from the territory of 
NATO members.”8 

The existing assessments from different sources 
of the Russian TNW stockpile are based on different 
methodologies, with results that are vague and vary-
ing.9 Russia might have reduced its TNW stockpile 

Country Airbase Dual-Capable 
Aircraft

Estimated 
Number of B-61 

Warheads 

Belgium Kleine Brogel Belgian F-16 10–20

Germany Büchel German Tornado 10–20

Italy Aviano U.S. F-16 50

Ghedi Torre Italian Tornado 10–20

Netherlands Volkel Dutch F-16 10–20

Turkey Incirlik
U.S. Fighter 
Aircraft (rotating)

60–70

Total 150–200
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from an estimated 22,000 to some 2,000 deployable 
TNWs.10 Deployed warheads are operationally us-
able, but separated from their delivery systems. Tac-
tical warheads “in reserve” are stored in depots and 
are either earmarked for dismantlement or no longer 
routinely maintained. Andrei Zagorski estimated that 
the total number of the Russian TNWs is between 
5,000 and 6,500,  that some 2,000 of them are active 
but not deployed, and that the rest remain in reserve.11 
Officially, all land-based TNWs have been removed 
from active service and have been destroyed. The new 
Iskander short-range ballistic missile nevertheless 
might have a nuclear capability. The remaining Rus-
sian TNWs are assigned to the Russian Navy and Air 
Force and might be stored in depots at Air Force or 
Navy bases for quick deployment. The Russian Navy 
might possess 700 TNWs and the Air Force 650 in stor-
ages close to military harbors and airfields (see Table 
11-2). It has retained longer-range capabilities, e.g., 
the TU-22M aircraft capable of carrying nuclear air-to-
surface missiles (ASM) and gravity bombs against na-
val aircraft carrier groups. There are also 700 tactical 
warheads allocated for missile and air defense weap-
ons such as surface-to-air missiles SA-5B and SA-10 
for combating enemy aircraft or cruise missiles. An-
other category of naval armaments is general purpose 
naval weapons such as the submarine launched cruise 
missiles: SS-N-9, SS-N-12, SS-N-21, and SS-N-22, plus 
nuclear torpedos and depth charges.
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Table 11-2. Estimates of Operational Tactical  
Nuclear Weapons in Russia, 2010.

It is reported that the Russian government has re-
duced its nuclear storage sites from 500 (in the 1990s) 
to a total of 48. There exist two main categories of 
TNW storage sites: The first consists of 13 storage sites 
solely for TNWs, nine of them located in the European 
part of Russia and four located beyond the Urals, ei-
ther in Siberia or the Far East. The second category 
consists of 18 national-level nuclear weapons storage 
sites at which both strategic and tactical warheads are 
stored. Of these sites, 10 of them are in the European 
part, four in the Urals region, and four in Siberia and 
the Far East.12 For future verification arrangements, 
this complex and distributed pattern makes inspec-
tions very difficult. 

In the Russian view, TNWs are still regarded as 
compensating for the weaknesses of Russian conven-
tional forces in the European region. Other justifica-
tions for retaining these systems include: insurance 
against further NATO enlargement; a cushion against 
a possible shortfall in the Conventional Forces in Eu-
rope (CFE) Treaty; added protection in the event of 

Armed Service Number of 
warheads Delivery Systems

Air and missile 
defense 

~700
SA-5B and SA-10 & SH-8/11 ABM 
interceptors

Air force 650 TU-22M; SU-24

Navy ~700
TU-22M; SU-24; IL-38; SLCM, 
torpedos, and depth charges

Total ~2,000
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a buildup of forces in China; and a response to a fu-
ture ballistic missile defense capability in Europe and 
worldwide.13 Another factor is the growing U.S. mil-
itary-technological superiority in long-range ballistic 
and cruise missiles, some of which are armed with 
munitions guided from space. Andrei Zagorski in a 
recent study came to the conclusion that ”there are 
virtually no significant Russian constituencies with a 
vested interest in reducing or limiting TNW.”14 

France and Great Britain, which are nuclear weap-
on states under the NPT, have developed their own 
deterrence arsenals. France has 300 strategic warheads 
on long-range delivery systems, including airborne 
standoff weapons which can also be used as tactical 
(“prestrategic”) weapons. The French government has 
announced a one-third cut in its nuclear arsenal, and 
has closed its nuclear test site along with its plants for 
the production of fissile material for weapons. Great 
Britain has 160 operational strategic warheads. The 
two Western European nuclear powers each have four 
nuclear submarines with seaborne missiles, maintain-
ing one submarine always at sea.

The Debate in NATO Countries on the Removal of 
TNWs from Europe.

In his Prague “Global Zero” speech on April 5, 
2009, U.S. President Obama declared that America 
was committed “to seek the peace and security of a 
world without nuclear weapons.” He then empha-
sized that “thinking in terms of the Cold War must 
come to an end.” The debate was triggered by two op-
ed features written by former U.S. Secretaries of State 
George Shultz and Henry Kissinger, former Defense 
Secretary William J. Perry, and former Senator Sam 
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Nunn in 2007 and 2008.15 This Gang of Four argued 
in their 2007 article for the elimination of short-range 
nuclear weapons designed to be forward-deployed. In 
their subsequent article a year later, they proposed to: 

start a dialogue, including within NATO and with 
Russia, on consolidating the nuclear weapons de-
signed for forward deployment to enhance their se-
curity, and as a first step toward careful accounting 
for them and their eventual elimination. These smaller 
and more portable nuclear weapons are, given their 
characteristics, inviting acquisition targets for terrorist 
groups.16 

Another cross-party quartet from Germany—com-
posed of former chancellor Helmut Schmidt, former 
Foreign Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher, former 
President Richard von Weizsäcker and retired Minister 
of State Egon Bahr—called for steps toward a nuclear-
free world and for drastic nuclear reductions.17 They 
wrote that “all short-range nuclear weapons must be 
destroyed” and asserted that “all remaining Ameri-
can U.S. nuclear warheads should be withdrawn from 
German territory.” They also called for a renunciation 
of the “first-use” option by NATO and Russia: 

Relics of the period of confrontation are no longer ad-
equate for our new century. . . . Partnership fits badly 
with the still-active NATO and Russian doctrines of 
nuclear first use even if neither side is subject to a nu-
clear strike. A general non-first-use treaty between the 
nuclear-weapon states would be an urgently-needed 
step.18 

The American and German quartets were sup-
ported and bolstered by op-eds from high-ranking 
former politicians from Great Britain, Italy, Norway, 
the Netherlands, Poland, France, and Belgium.19 
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These contributions reflect the debates in impor-
tant NATO member states.20 In Germany, the popula-
tion and the current government are arguing for the 
removal of NATOs TNWs from German territory. In 
October 2009, the new Conservative-Liberal govern-
ment in Germany formed by the Christian Democratic 
Union (CDU) and the Free Democratic Party (FDP) 
released its “coalition treaty,” stating that it “will 
advocate within NATO and towards our U.S. allies 
a withdrawal of remaining nuclear weapons from 
Germany.”21 At the Munich Security Conference in 
February 2010, Foreign Minister Guido Westerwelle 
declared that “the last remaining nuclear weapons in 
Germany are a relic of the Cold War. They no longer 
serve a military purpose.”22 Former Secretary-General 
of NATO, the former Belgian Foreign Minister Willy 
Claes, together with other former Belgian politicians, 
stated that “U.S. NSNW in Europe have lost all mili-
tary importance.”23 The Dutch and Belgian govern-
ments also advocated removal of U.S. TNWs from 
Europe. Together with Germany, Norway, and Lux-
embourg, these governments sent a letter in Febru-
ary 2010 to the NATO Secretary-General, asking him 
to put the withdrawal on the agenda of the informal 
NATO meeting of the foreign affairs ministers in Tal-
linn, Estonia, in April 2010. At that meeting, a policy 
rift opened among NATO members. U.S. Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton responded with a statement of 
five principles, including the declaration that “as long 
as nuclear weapons exist, NATO will remain a nuclear 
alliance.”24 But she did not rule out further reductions 
or the development of confidence-building measures 
in cooperation with Russia.

France stands alone in Western Europe in its rejec-
tion of further nuclear disarmament and is blocking 
reform of NATO’s nuclear weapons policy. Paris fears 
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that the debate on a nuclear-free world could weaken 
the significance of its own nuclear deterrent. France 
is the only NATO member that does not participate 
in the Nuclear Planning Group. This French policy 
is supposed to demonstrate the independence of the 
French nuclear deterrent, but it also limits opportuni-
ties to influence NATO’s nuclear weapons policy.25 

The Central and Eastern European states, as well 
as the Baltic states, are also quite reluctant to push 
for the removal of TNWs from European soil. They 
feel threatened by Russia’s conventional forces and 
tactical nuclear weapons. The Georgian war, Rus-
sian maneuvers in the Baltic region (during which the 
deployment of nuclear weapons was practiced), and 
Moscow’s threat to counter the stationing of U.S. mis-
sile defense components with deployment of short-
range missiles in Kaliningrad, have all contributed to 
concerns about Russia’s military policy, particularly 
in the Baltic states. The Central and Eastern European 
countries, because of their geographical situation and 
history, are interested primarily in maintenance of 
a credible NATO security guarantee.26 On the other 
hand, in February 2010, two acting foreign ministers 
(Radek Sikorski from Poland and Carl Bildt from 
Sweden) called for the reduction and ultimately elimi-
nation of European TNWs unilaterally or by negotia-
tions.27 In northern Europe, there is a special interest 
in reducing the Russian TNW stockpile in Kaliningrad 
and the Kola peninsula.

Turkey’s attitude to the Alliance’s future deter-
rence and defense posture is ambivalent. Turkish 
Prime Minister Recip Tayyip Erdogan’s government 
is performing a difficult balancing act. On the one 
hand, Turkey has advertised the priority it accords to 
NATO membership by participating in the Alliance’s 
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nuclear-sharing program. This is viewed as a symbol 
of transatlantic burden-sharing.28 On the other hand, 
Turkey is endeavoring to defuse conflicts in the Mid-
dle East and establish itself in the region as mediator 
between Western and Islamic states.

The New Strategic Concept, adopted at the Lisbon, 
Portugal, Summit in November 2010, states that “de-
terrence, based on an appropriate mix of nuclear and 
conventional capabilities, remains a core element 
of [NATO’s] overall strategy.” The leaders of the 28 
NATO members have also agreed to conduct a Deter-
rence and Defense Posture Review (DDPR) covering the 
right balance between nuclear and conventional forc-
es as well as missile defense in NATO’s future defense 
posture. The consultation phase of the DDPR has al-
ready ended, and NATO members are now engaged 
in drafting a report which will be adopted at the May 
20, 2012, summit in Chicago.29

The DDPR is necessary because the future role of 
nuclear weapons in NATO was not specified in the 
New Strategic Concept. The document merely states 
that “the circumstances in which any use of TNWs 
might have to be contemplated are extremely remote.” 
Moreover, the U.S. NPR is not in line with the NATO 
nuclear policy. The U.S. NPR renounces the threat 
or the use of nuclear weapons against non-nuclear 
weapon states that are parties to the NPT and are in 
compliance with their nonproliferation obligations. 
Furthermore, the procurement of new DCA in Europe 
and the delivery aircraft life-extension program in 
the United States are looming on the horizon. In Ger-
many, Belgium, and the Netherlands, there would be 
no public support for acquiring new delivery systems 
such as fighter aircraft capable of nuclear missions. 
While some members (Norway and Germany) want to 
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modify the Alliance’s nuclear posture in order to syn-
chronize it with the U.S. NPR, others such as France 
want to avoid spelling out the conditions under which 
NATO would use or not use nuclear weapons.

At the same time, a new arms control group, the 
Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) Control and 
Disarmament Committee (WCDC), has been estab-
lished within NATO. The WCDC was created at the 
insistence of Germany and in spite of opposition from 
France. NATO agreed on the WCDC mandate to ex-
amine possible “reciprocal measures aiming to rein-
force and increase transparency, mutual trust, and 
confidence with Russia.” There is some disagreement 
whether the WCDC will continue to exist beyond the 
2012 summit. 30 Four countries, with support of six 
other NATO members, have proposed a set of trans-
parency and confidence-building measures to break 
the arms control deadlock on TNWs with Russia. But 
NATO member states are deeply divided on what 
kind of relations the Alliance should have with Rus-
sia. The United States and some western European 
countries would like to pursue a strategic partnership 
with Russia, while some Central and East Europeans 
are unwilling to accommodate Russian security inter-
ests. This fundamental difference in approaches has 
hampered NATO’s efforts to develop and pursue a 
coherent arms control policy towards Russia. NATO 
also hopes to link any reductions in its TNW holdings 
to reciprocal Russian cuts. In the conventional arena, 
NATO insists on implementation of the adapted CFE 
Treaty, which is built on the assumption of strategic 
parity between the East and West. Russia and Belarus 
have signed the adapted CFE Treaty, but the Western 
bloc has not. Russia suspended the CFE data exchange 
in 2007, and NATO followed suit at the end of 2011, 
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leaving a trail of confusion as to the way ahead for 
conventional arms control in Europe.

EUROPEAN SECURITY AND ARMS CONTROL 
IN EUROPE

A recent report by the German Institut für Frie-
densforschung und Sicherheitspolitik (IFSH) ana-
lyzed the challenges and prospects for arms control in 
Europe.31 The study noted that 20 years after the end 
of the Cold War, the military balance in Europe has 
been reversed, in favor of NATO. The Alliance now 
has many more member states than in 1989. NATO’s 
conventional military capabilities are vastly superior 
to Russia’s, both in quantitative and qualitative terms. 
The number of heavy weapons exceeds that of Russia 
two- or threefold. Russia’s equipment is much older 
and procurement expenditures over the past decade 
are only 16 percent of that of the European Union (EU) 
NATO countries. Military superiority is particularly 
marked with regard to military research and devel-
opment (R&D). In dollar outlays for R&D, NATO-
Europe has an overall 4:1 superiority, as well as a 7:1 
superiority in military spending and a 6:1 advantage 
in procurement. This imbalance is unlikely to change 
in the foreseeable future, despite Russian increases in 
defense spending. Nevertheless, in some regions such 
as the Baltic states, Russian forces still have a regional 
superiority. This imbalance is viewed with alarm by 
the states in this region, and it poses a formidable chal-
lenge for future conventional arms control. The only 
other defense category in which Russia is superior in 
terms of numbers is TNWs.

Thanks to the Obama administration, there has 
been a revival of interest in arms control in the last 3 
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years. Signs of progress include the entry into force 
of the New START Treaty, the successful 2010 NPT 
Review Conference, and statements by the Russian 
and U.S. Presidents in support of a world free of nu-
clear weapons. In spite of these encouraging signs, 
however, the prospects for successful arms control in 
Europe are looking rather dim. The CFE Treaty was 
suspended by Russia in December 2007 and is likely 
to lapse completely in the near future. Despite several 
attempts to resolve the deadlock, a solution has not 
yet been found. The CFE Review Conference in Sep-
tember 2011 did not bring any progress. Following its 
negotiation in 1989, the CFE Treaty made a historic 
contribution to the establishment of a safe and peace-
ful milieu in Central and Eastern Europe. It helped to 
frame the unification of Germany, the dissolution of 
the Warsaw Pact, and the fall of the Soviet Union.32 
A new basic framework has not yet been found. Suf-
ficiency instead of parity, a mechanism for addressing 
sub-regional disparities, and preservation of rules for 
verifiable transparency, are vital desiderata for a new 
treaty that provides important sources of predictabil-
ity and reliability in Europe.

Russia links further progress in arms control to re-
ductions of the imbalances of conventional forces and 
other armaments. Moscow is worried about the build-
up of ballistic missile defense capabilities in Europe, 
the U.S. investment in precision-guided long-range 
carrier-based systems, and the use of outer-space 
for conventional warfare, which could undermine 
Russia´s nuclear deterrent in the future. Prompt Glob-
al Strike (PGS) is a U.S. program to enable accurate 
strike options against high-value targets worldwide 
within 1 hour. Some new U.S. long-range delivery 
systems with high accuracy for preventive strike are 
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of special concern to Russia and also China. These in-
clude:

•  Conventional precision munitions onboard 
bombers (B-1/52, F-15/16/18);

•  Refitted Ohio class submarines with approxi-
mately 600 conventional Tomahawk cruise 
missiles;

•  Modification of two of 24 nuclear-equipped 
Trident missiles for PGS missions;

•  Development of hypersonic missiles and glide 
vehicles; and,

•  Potential development of anti-satellite and 
space weapons.

For all of these options and developments, there 
exist no arms control framework or regime.

Any improvement of NATO-Russia relations is 
likely to be incremental. To the degree possible, NATO 
and Russia should therefore try to untangle the differ-
ent linkages between political and military aspects of 
their relationship. According to the IFSH report, four 
parallel strategies to strengthen arms control could have 
a positive impact on overall relations:

•  Both sides should restrict themselves in areas 
where they have clear military supremacy, 
such as conventional combat forces on NATO’s 
side and TNWs on the Russian side;

•  Both sides should engage in a process of confi-
dence- and security-building which focuses on 
those military weapon systems that have a re-
duced relevance for strategic stability, such as 
TNWs;

•  NATO and Russia should support a continua-
tion of treaty-based arms control by agreeing 
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on a modified CFE regime and a follow-on ac-
cord to the New START treaty; and,

•  Both sides should reach an understanding 
about which areas, for the time being, will not 
be subject to arms control or restrictions. The 
list might include conventional strategic weap-
ons such as submarine launched cruise missiles 
or PGS systems.

In the short term, progress on arms control will 
hinge on the willingness of NATO and Russia to 
agree on a joint approach to ballistic missile defenses 
(BMD). The stakes are high, yet NATO’s commitment 
to develop an Alliance-wide system and Russia’s in-
sistence on becoming an equal partner in the under-
taking appear to have set both sides on a collision 
course. NATO would be well-advised to allow more 
time for consultations with Moscow because there 
is no urgent military requirement to deploy missile 
defenses in Europe. Russia, on the other hand, needs 
to recognize that it will not become NATO’s equal 
partner in missile defense, but that BMD cooperation 
allows further steps to establish common missile de-
fense early warning and data-sharing. Establishing a 
data exchange center with NATO could be a decisive 
confidence-building step forward to enhance coopera-
tion on BMD in Europe.33 

While they are trying to improve their own bilat-
eral relationship, NATO and Russia also need to reach 
out to China since agreements between Russia and 
NATO have a potential impact on security in Asia. 
Beijing’s experience with arms control is extremely 
limited. To draw China further into the arms control 
and confidence-building process, NATO could for ex-
ample propose to intensify discussions among the five 
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permanent members of the United Nations Security 
Council on nuclear confidence-building and trans-
parency. Involving China—and eventually the other 
nuclear-armed states India, Israel, and Pakistan—in 
an arms control dialogue could also go some way to-
wards addressing the long-term problem of preserv-
ing the strategic balances under conditions of nuclear 
disarmament. In the end, the real challenge will be to 
assure others that regional military imbalances and 
U.S. conventional supremacy are no threats to inter-
national stability and security.
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CHAPTER 12

EUROPEAN PERSPECTIVES

Paolo Foradori

Any discussion of European perspectives on the 
presence, role, and future of U.S. tactical nuclear 
weapons (TNWs) must begin with the caveat that Eu-
rope (or North Atlantic Treaty Organization [NATO] 
Europe) is not a unitary actor. Europe is a heteroge-
neous ensemble of countries with different histories, 
capabilities, international statuses, and ambitions 
and with specific security cultures and threat percep-
tions. This structural differentiation within the Al-
liance must be considered for a full appreciation of 
the convoluted dynamics of consensus-building that 
characterize NATO decisionmaking. The expansion of 
NATO to include former Warsaw Pact countries has 
added further elements of complexity to the Alliance’s 
institutional and political architecture. Therefore, this 
analysis will sometimes refer to NATO Europe as a 
whole and will sometimes differentiate between spe-
cific continental, regional, and national positions.

This chapter is divided into three sections. In the 
first section, I argue that a widespread consensus ex-
ists within Europe that the strictly military value of 
TNWs is now negligible, and that there are no realistic 
scenarios in which TNWs could be employed. In the 
second section, I argue that the European position is 
largely shaped by and must be contextualized in the 
increasing international support for nuclear disarma-
ment. With one main exception (France), TNWs have 
lost their attractiveness as symbols of power, status, 
and prestige. Moreover, their further reduction and 
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eventual elimination are considered important con-
tributions to the objective of nonproliferation and 
the longer-term objective of Global Zero. In the third 
section, I argue that, despite the prevailing post-Cold 
War thinking in most of NATO Europe, different se-
curity threat perceptions exist among the allies, and 
some of the new members in Central and Eastern 
Europe (CEE) continue to attribute residual political 
and symbolic importance to the physical presence 
of TNWs on European soil. However, the status quo 
position of these members does not seem entirely in-
transigent, especially when balanced by a NATO/U.S. 
commitment to their defense by other (i.e., non-nucle-
ar) means. Indeed, the issue of TNW forward deploy-
ment in Europe is, to a great extent, a proxy for lack 
of confidence in the future of the U.S. commitment 
and the diminished solidarity within the Alliance that 
these countries have experienced. 

NATO leaders are well aware of this complex dia-
lectic within the Alliance and of the risk that decisions 
that are not unanimous may weaken the solidarity and 
indivisibility of Atlantic security. NATO has therefore 
opted to prioritize the Alliance’s cohesion—on which 
its credibility as a security provider depends—in any 
decision about the presence, role, and future of TNWs, 
which are widely regarded as having little intrinsic 
value for Euro-Atlantic security in the 21st century.

WEAPONS OF LITTLE (OR NO) MILITARY 
VALUE

There is widespread consensus within Europe that 
the strictly military value of TNWs is negligible, and 
there are no realistic scenarios in which they could be 
employed. Tactical weapons are believed to be poorly 
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suited to countering the main international threats to 
Euro-Atlantic security, and serious credibility prob-
lems are raised by their low operational readiness, 
their vulnerability to surprise attacks, and the lim-
ited range of dual-capable aircraft.1 The most explicit 
manifestation of this point of view was proposed by 
German Foreign Minister Guido Westerwelle, who 
conditioned his support for Angela Merkel’s coalition 
government after the elections of November 2009 on 
its definite commitment to eliminating TNWs, which 
he described as “a relic of the Cold War . . . [that] no 
longer serves a military purpose.”2

With the end of the Cold War and the collapse 
of the archenemy against whom the U.S. bombs in 
Europe were first deployed, the original purpose of 
TNWs has vanished, and their current military role 
appears ill-defined at best.3 NATO itself declares that 
its “nuclear forces no longer target any country”4 
because it “does not consider any country to be its 
adversary.”5 The Alliance’s present ability to defuse 
a crisis through diplomatic and other means or, if 
needed, to mount a successful conventional defense, 
has significantly improved. Although an appropriate 
combination of nuclear and conventional capabilities 
remains a “core element”6 of NATO’s current deter-
rence strategy, “the circumstances in which any use of 
nuclear weapons might have to be contemplated are 
extremely remote.”7 In the words of the 2010 NATO 
Strategic Concept: 

Since the end of the Cold War, we have dramatically 
reduced the number of nuclear weapons stationed in 
Europe and our reliance on nuclear weapons in NATO 
strategy. We will seek to create the conditions for fur-
ther reductions in the future.8
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In the post-bipolar international system, TNWs 
are of little military value to counter the main threats 
to the Alliance’s security, which include terrorism, 
low-intensity and asymmetric warfare, transnational 
crime, piracy, cyber-warfare, migration pressures, en-
ergy shortages, contagious diseases, and natural and 
man-made disasters. In the words of Polish Foreign 
Minister Radek Sikorski and his Swedish counterpart, 
Carl Bildt, “We still face security challenges in the 
Europe of today and tomorrow, but from whichever 
angle you look, there is no role for the use of nuclear 
weapons in resolving these challenges.”9 

The admission to NATO of most of the former War-
saw Pact countries has further decreased TNW util-
ity. The “three no’s” policy, which commits NATO to 
not deploying TNWs (or establishing nuclear weapon 
storage sites) on the territories of the new members, 
has placed nearly all of the weapons (except possibly 
those hosted in Turkey)10 far from Russia and other 
potential enemies and far from the alliance borders, 
where they might act as tripwires.11

The shift of conventional superiority from the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR)/Russia to 
NATO adds an extra element to the reduced credibil-
ity of TNWs as an effective means of defense, raising 
doubts about the need for these politically and mor-
ally difficult-to-use weapons at a time when NATO is 
regarded as the strongest conventional military alli-
ance ever created, with no rivals.

In most, if not all, conceivable present and future 
scenarios, there are much better alternatives to the use 
or threat of nuclear gravity bombs dropped by short-
range dual-capable aircraft, which are vulnerable to 
modern air defense systems and require refueling to 
reach distant targets. Both conventional and noncon-
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ventional alternatives are operationally and politi-
cally preferable. Modern conventional weapons have 
become extremely accurate and powerful, and these 
are deemed capable of efficiently responding to most 
threats to the security of the Alliance. In the words of a 
senior official at the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
“I cannot think of any mission that cannot be accom-
plished with other means. The value of these weapons 
is today essentially political.”12 It is difficult to envis-
age a realistic scenario in which all NATO members, 
including Germany and the Scandinavian countries, 
could reach consensus on employing nuclear weap-
ons against any target. Indeed, even in a worst-case 
scenario that requires the actual use of nuclear ca-
pabilities, it is difficult to imagine that NATO—and, 
especially, its strongest member, the United States—
would resort to TNWs hosted in Europe when faster, 
more accurate, longer-range U.S. strategic nuclear 
weapons based at sea or on American soil are avail-
able and ready to launch.13 

TNWs thus appear short on credibility as weapons 
of any real military value. If this is the case, their de-
terrent potential is also seriously compromised. Fur-
thermore, adding the French and UK nuclear arsenals 
to that of the United States, NATO would remain a 
formidable nuclear alliance even if the few hundred 
remaining TNWs were withdrawn from Europe. 

Supporting Nonproliferation and Disarmament.

The debate about the forward deployment of 
U.S. tactical weapons must be seen in the context of 
the increasing international support for the program 
of nuclear disarmament, which is finding adherents 
throughout Europe.14 Despite caveats and different 
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levels of enthusiasm, most European countries are 
genuinely committed to nuclear abolishment, and it 
can be cogently argued that the current debate about 
TNWs would not have emerged without the global vi-
sion for “a world free of nuclear weapons” endorsed 
by U.S. President Barack Obama.15

With the main exception of France, which contin-
ues to attribute great value to its nuclear arsenal and 
remains explicitly against any change in the Alliance’s 
nuclear posture,16 in most of Europe, nuclear weapons 
have not only been drastically devalued as effective 
military instruments but have also lost their attractive-
ness as symbols of power, status, and prestige. With 
the end of the Cold War, a process of delegitimization of 
nuclear weapons began. The utility of these weapons 
was gradually devalued and disparaged, thereby re-
ducing and eventually annulling any positive evalua-
tion of their efficacy, legitimacy, and authority.17 Even 
among the more conservative, status-quo-prone coun-
tries of CEE, support for U.S. nuclear forward deploy-
ment is not ideological and absolute; rather, it is quali-
fied, pragmatic, and negotiable, as will be discussed in 
the next section.

Within this general context, in many NATO Eu-
ropean nations, tactical weapons are increasingly re-
garded as weapons of little or no intrinsic value per se 
and as negative symbols that weaken the credibility 
of Western countries’ commitment to the nonprolif-
eration objectives of Articles I and II of the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and the disarmament 
objective of Article VI.18 The forward deployment of 
U.S. nuclear weapons on the territories of countries 
that are signatories of the NPT as non-nuclear-weap-
on states raises issues of compatibility with the spirit 
(if not the letter) of the Treaty.19 This is more than a 
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legal issue, it is a political one: if the strongest military 
alliance in the history of the world maintains that 200 
or so nuclear gravity bombs are necessary to preserve 
peace and prevent coercion, it is only reasonable that 
other nations with less powerful military forces will 
decide that they also need to acquire nuclear arsenals 
for their security. 

But the fact is that the further reduction and even-
tual elimination of TNWs are considered important 
contributions to nonproliferation and disarmament. 
Interestingly, the 2011 Strategic Concept expressed, for 
the first time, NATO’s commitment “to create the con-
ditions for a world without nuclear weapons in accor-
dance with the goals of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty.”20

Finally, in some European host countries, there is 
growing concern about the security risks connected 
with the presence of TNWs and the possible danger 
of unauthorized use, sabotage, or theft of these weap-
ons.21 This is especially true after a Blue Ribbon Review 
conducted by the U.S. Air Force in 2008 highlighted 
deficiencies in the custody of American weapons at 
European bases. The report disclosed that the major-
ity of the bases did not meet the security standards 
established by the U.S. Department of Defense, and 
the reduced military salience of these weapons has 
led to diminished attention by base personnel and to 
waning expertise.22 This issue is particularly relevant 
in Belgium, where much of the discussion of TNWs is 
kept alive by bombspotting actions by the peace move-
ment that showcase the vulnerability of the Kleine 
Brogel air base, which is believed to host TNWs.23 
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DIFFERING THREAT ASSESSMENTS AND 
ALLIANCE COHESION

As observed at the outset of this article, NATO 
Europe is not a unitary actor but rather a heteroge-
neous alliance system whose internal differentiation 
and complexity have increased since the membership 
accession of several former Warsaw Pact countries be-
ginning in the 1990s. Although the type of post-Cold 
War thinking described in the previous section is 
widespread in present-day NATO Europe, this think-
ing is not shared by all members of the Alliance. In ad-
dition to the French nuclear exceptions, a number of 
new NATO members in CEE perceive security differ-
ently and continue to place greater value on the physi-
cal and visible presence of U.S. TNWs in Europe.24 

Historical events, both recent and distant, help to 
explain these countries’ security assessments, which 
place a much stronger emphasis on prudent, worst-
case-scenario-based defense planning. These coun-
tries’ memories of the dramatic events of the 20th 
century are still vivid. The new allies joined NATO 
because of its collective defense value in avoiding pos-
sible repetition of past events when their very exis-
tence was threatened, first by Nazi Germany and later 
by the Communist USSR. Even if, after half a century 
of peace, Western European members of NATO be-
lieve that their security is not threatened, the positions 
of CEE members are much more cautious: they do not 
feel as secure, and they remain concerned about the 
threat from Russia.

The new NATO members consider U.S.-led NATO 
to be the ultimate guarantee of their territorial integ-
rity and political independence. Hence, they share a 
grave concern about any change that may weaken the 
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U.S. commitment to the defense of Europe and trans-
form the classical Article V hard-security mission of 
the Alliance into a license for out-of-area interventions 
or, worse, transform NATO into an organization with 
a constant identity crisis.25 

For these CEE countries, tactical nuclear weapons 
still possess a residual political-symbolic value to en-
hance the credibility of the security guarantees made 
by the United States to its allies.26 

For reasons rooted in the different strategic cultures 
and the disparities in military might between West-
ern Europe and the United States, Central Europeans 
believe that their successful defense requires direct 
U.S. military involvement. So they tend to associate 
any weakening of the transatlantic link with erosion 
of their own security.27 

TNWs are considered a test of U.S. commitment to Eu-
rope’s defense and of Europe’s interest in keeping the 
transatlantic link strong.28

The issue of TNW forward deployment is entirely 
political and symbolic for the new NATO members in 
CEE. At its core, it is a proxy for the lack of confidence 
felt by these nations in the future of the U.S. commit-
ment and concern about the diminished solidarity 
within the Alliance.29 In addition to the historical rea-
sons for the apprehension felt by the new NATO mem-
bers (highlighted above), their insecurity has grown 
in recent years with the dismaying realization that 
the reinforcement of conventional forces and the up-
grade of infrastructure for their defense, which NATO 
had promised these countries when they acceded to 
NATO, would never materialize. The new NATO Al-
lies were also alarmed by the feeble response of the 
United States to the invasion of Georgia by Russian 



288

troops in 2008 and by the decision of U.S. President 
Barack Obama in 2009 to modify the plans for the de-
ployment of components of a missile defense system 
in Poland and the Czech Republic.

The perspective of the new NATO members on 
TNWs does not seem completely intransigent, how-
ever. It is likely to be negotiable, especially if balanced 
by a credible NATO commitment—essentially, a U.S. 
commitment—to their defense by other means.30 In-
deed, according to Tomas Valasek, “The [tactical nu-
clear] weapons are a potent symbol of the transatlan-
tic bond, but not necessarily the only, or irreplaceable, 
symbol.”31 

As has been rightly argued, it is primarily the non-
nuclear dimension of the deterrence policy of NATO 
that must be improved to increase the importance of 
the collective defense and deterrence function of the 
Alliance.32 NATO, and especially the United States, 
could consider alternatives to or compensations for 
the forward deployment of TNWs, such as an increase 
in conventional forces (“boots on the ground”) or the 
deployment in the region of substantial components 
of Obama’s redesigned “Phased Adaptive Approach” 
to missile defense, to meet the new NATO members’ 
need for reassurance.

Undoubtedly, the issue must be addressed with 
great caution because it is difficult to reach agreement 
on perceptions and symbols, especially in the current 
period of profound transformation and reorganiza-
tion of Euro-Atlantic security.33 Decisions that are not 
shared risk weakening the cohesion of the Alliance on 
which the credibility of NATO depends. The priority 
on both sides of the Atlantic is to avoid casting doubt 
on the principle of indivisibility in the Alliance’s secu-
rity. Consequently, the debate on TNWs is widely per-
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ceived as subordinate to the more relevant objective of 
maintaining NATO’s stability and cohesion. As such, 
and because intermediate options between maintain-
ing TNWs and withdrawing them completely are not 
easy to envisage,34 a final decision on nuclear forward 
deployment can be temporarily postponed.35 

In this respect, the position of Italy on the pres-
ence, role, and destiny of the U.S. TNWs on its soil 
is telling and exemplifies the general perspective of 
NATO Europe on the issue.36 On the one hand, Italy 
has dramatically devalued TNWs and considers the 
transatlantic link strong, regardless of the presence of 
a few B-61 bombs. On the other, with its deeply rooted 
strategic culture that prioritizes multilateralism over 
every form of unilateralism, Italy continues to assign 
paramount value to the cohesion of NATO, seeking 
to prevent rifts that could compromise its solidarity. 
To that end, Rome is willing to slow down or post-
pone the elimination of tactical weapons from its terri-
tory if necessary, although it considers these weapons 
not only of little intrinsic significance but also a hin-
drance to the program of nuclear disarmament that it  
supports.

CONCLUSION

In recent years, the military and political value of 
U.S. tactical nuclear forward deployment in Europe 
has dramatically decreased. Most NATO members 
genuinely support global nuclear disarmament and 
are amenable, in principle, to further reductions in the 
number of TNWs, and even to their complete with-
drawal. However, some NATO members—particular-
ly the new members in CEE—continue to attribute re-
sidual symbolic significance to TNWs, with the result 
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that NATO as a whole is willing to delay or postpone 
the elimination of these weapons for the sake of the 
Alliance’s cohesion. 

NATO remains Europe’s primary hard security 
provider. Because the credibility of an organization 
like NATO depends on solidarity among its members, 
a widely shared priority on both sides of the Atlantic 
is to avoid jeopardizing the principle of indivisibility 
of the Alliance’s security. The prevailing trend of de-
valuing TNWs, therefore, is offset by a cooperative 
approach to allied security that considers the percep-
tions of all partners, including those who feel the need 
for continuing nuclear reassurance. 

At the same time, NATO is called to be coherent 
with its regard to commitment to reducing reliance 
on nuclear arsenals and to nuclear disarmament. En-
gaging in earnest and with greater coherence to fight 
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) proliferation is 
in the strategic interest of the Alliance. Eliminating the 
remaining few scarcely useful TNWs deployed in Eu-
rope would serve this purpose well and at very little 
cost. Sooner or later, the fundamental rationale for the 
forward deployment of TNWs in Europe must be ad-
dressed in unambiguous terms. 

The discussion, without taboos of any sort, must 
be pragmatic, non-ideological, and guided by four 
propositions. First, in the present and foreseeable 
future security scenario, TNWs have no clear mis-
sion, and alternative means of ensuring security ex-
ist; second, NATO is currently a truly conventional 
hyper-power with no rivals; third, NATO can remain 
a nuclear alliance even without forward deployment 
of U.S. TNWs, counting among its members three nu-
clear-weapon states; and fourth, TNWs today retain 
a residual (though replaceable), symbolic importance 
for only a few NATO member states.
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If the wider concerns of those countries regarding 
the allied commitment to their defense can be suit-
ably addressed, progress on further reduction in the 
numbers of TNWs and on softening NATO’s nuclear 
posture might be possible.37 In the final analysis, one 
cannot exclude the possibility that a properly tailored 
and strengthened “Asian model” of extended deter-
rence, whereby the U.S. nuclear umbrella can continue 
to function credibly without forward basing, could, in 
principle, be applicable to the European context.38
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CHAPTER 13

EUROPE, NATO’S TACTICAL NUCLEAR 
CONUNDRUM, AND PUBLIC DEBATE:
BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR1

Nick Childs

There is bad news and good news for the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in the current 
state of affairs over its “tactical” nuclear weapons in 
Europe. In some instances, however, differentiating 
which is which may prove difficult. The bad news for 
NATO is that it has got itself into a bit of a mess over 
the issue. The good news is that hardly anyone in terms 
of the general public has noticed yet, certainly as far 
as most of European opinion is concerned. Inasmuch 
as the issue has been aired recently, the controversy 
that has been provoked has been relatively muted and 
confined, and has not yet really resonated as an issue 
of public policy concern. But the Alliance cannot rely 
on that remaining to be the case.

Here is where one of the differentiation questions 
comes in straight away. From the outside looking in, 
many might argue that NATO needs to lift the veil of 
behind-closed-doors deliberations and be more trans-
parent in its decisionmaking. Some in the Alliance 
might even say that the lack of public resonance is bad 
news, as it reflects a general lack of public awareness 
of or indeed interest in where things stand on NATO 
nuclear strategy. What is needed, so this strand of ar-
gument goes, is public debate, education, and engage-
ment on the matter. However, as the saying goes, be 
careful what you wish for.
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While the populace in most European NATO coun-
tries may have quietly forgotten about, or stopped 
worrying about, Alliance nuclear weapons strategy or 
forward-deployed nuclear bombs on European soil, 
once reminded of them they are likely to be as sensi-
tive to these issues as they have ever been. The poten-
tial “fallout” from such a reminder may be highly un-
predictable. In the current information environment, 
with short memories and attention spans, for popula-
tions and the news media suddenly to be reminded 
that there are some 150-200 elderly U.S. nuclear free-
fall bombs scattered around Europe could have quite 
a shock effect. Part of the problem for the Alliance, 
including even those within it who might welcome 
a wider public debate, is that it might well not be at 
NATO’s time of choosing, or on its own terms, that the 
issue suddenly grabs the public and media conscious-
ness. That has not happened yet. Yes, debate has been 
revived on the future of NATO’s nuclear posture, but 
so far only up to a point, and not really much beyond 
a relatively limited policy elite. Even so, the airing of 
disagreements has set off official alarm bells and en-
couraged NATO governments to try to put a lid on 
these discussions.

To understand how public flare-ups can occur, one 
only has to look back to the public anguish and ran-
cor that accompanied the effort in the 1980s to deploy 
cruise and Pershing missiles in Europe as part of the 
intermediate nuclear force stand-off with the Soviet 
Union. The recent flurry of discussions has not yet 
come close to spilling over into public agitation in the 
same way. But it could have the potential to be at least 
as divisive.

In the circumstances of a renewed public engage-
ment with the nuclear weapons issue, a NATO that has 
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not reached a clear consensus on what these weapons 
are now for, whether and how they might be retained 
or even modernized, or why and in what manner they 
might be dispensed with—unilaterally or through 
negotiation—would be seriously disadvantaged, and 
could find events and opinion spinning rapidly out 
of its control. Certainly, in a situation in which con-
sciousness of and attachment to the continued pres-
ence of nuclear weapons in Europe has been slight, 
reporting of any public debate will inevitably latch on 
to what remain, at this stage anyway, some awkward 
paradoxes and inconsistencies in the arguments sur-
rounding these weapons.

A large part of the problem for NATO is that the 
status quo appears unsustainable for anything more 
than the very short to medium term because of the 
obsolescence of the weapons and the dual-capable  
aircraft (DCA) that are assigned to carry them. How-
ever, any initiative to try to change that status quo 
risks shining that oh-so-unpredictable public spotlight 
on the matter. Some within NATO who back retention 
of the nuclear capability argue that, with a bit of deft 
strategic communication to prepare the ground and 
opinion, it might be possible to finesse this problem. 
But this is probably a forlorn hope when it is not clear 
what the message will be, or even to whom it should 
chiefly be aimed.

The lessons of the debate over missile defense as 
it evolved in Europe illustrate the difficulties of fram-
ing a case for even a relatively modest future capa-
bility when there is instinctive popular suspicion 
and skepticism, no consensus or agreed perspective 
around Europe, and an opportunity for Russia to sow 
division through hostility and opposition—feigned or 
real. Admittedly, the George H. W. Bush administra-
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tion approach to a missile defense shield in Europe, 
which involved cooking up bilateral arrangements 
with a couple of key allies while the rest of NATO ob-
served somewhat peevishly from the sidelines, may 
have maximized the diplomatic hurdles. But even the 
Obama administration’s “reset” campaign with the 
Phased Adaptive Approach, which was more easily 
digestible by NATO skeptics and Russia, may have 
bought only a certain amount of extra time and room 
for maneuver. The recent renewed rumblings from 
Russia suggest that the whole scheme may still be very 
much hostage to the fortunes of U.S.-Russo relations, 
and that in turn could still affect NATO perspectives.

There was a time when NATO’s residual forward-
deployed nuclear weapons formed part of a much 
larger arsenal of thousands of nuclear weapons in Eu-
rope that was a perfect recipe for the Cold War. They 
provided “glue” for the Alliance, ensuring the cred-
ibility of the notion of extended nuclear deterrence, 
while spreading out the risks, and at the same time 
answering the conundrum of how to make up for the 
massive Soviet conventional superiority when no one 
in the Alliance was ready to foot the bill for doing so 
by conventional means.

However, it is not a world now in which NATO 
can draw on any credit for the fact that it has already 
removed the vast bulk of that arsenal. Memories are 
short. What is past is past in that sense, and also in 
the sense that the origins of the remaining weapons 
stem from that bygone era. The 150-200 bombs, and 
their associated U.S. and allied aircraft and air crews, 
in Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, Italy, and 
Turkey, resemble a hangover from the Cold War at 
a time when the world has, arguably, moved beyond 
the post-Cold War era to a post-post-Cold War age. 
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In an environment in which there is not the strategic 
imperative of the Cold War, populations are likely, 
if asked to think about it, to be at least as hostile to 
the continued hosting of such weapons as some were 
then. In this environment, an argument for their reten-
tion based chiefly on politics, to keep NATO together, 
is unlikely to prove durable, especially in the absence 
of a consensus that these weapons still have a credible 
and vital military role and rationale. Furthermore, it 
is a troubling paradox for NATO that touting tactical 
nuclear weapons (TNWs) as continuing symbols of Al-
liance cohesion and solidarity, when raising a debate 
on their future or even highlighting their continued 
presence, represents a potential risk to that cohesion.

Basing the retention of TNWs in Europe on the 
need to address a potential proliferation cascade in 
the rest of the world seems equally problematic from 
a public opinion perspective. It is doubtful whether 
this argument will really have much traction in most 
of Europe; that is, unless there is a sudden shocking 
turn of events in the long-running Iran stand-off, 
which is, of course, not beyond the realm of possibil-
ity. Unfortunately, absent such a development, the 
proliferation issue, the specter of more and more men-
acing nuclear weapons states or groups, could very 
well be perceived in the minds of much of European 
opinion as an argument in favor of NATO stepping 
up its disarmament agenda, and throwing the TNWs 
into that pot as a positive indication of the Alliance’s 
disarmament commitment. In fact, such an outcome is 
just as likely as the Alliance’s hope that public opinion 
will favor tactical nuke retention as a hedge against an 
uncertain world. In the current climate of public opin-
ion in Europe on matters nuclear, the plausibility of 
forward-deployed U.S. nuclear weapons as a counter 
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to nuclear threats emerging from the Middle East or 
South or East Asia must be open to serious doubt. For 
such a scenario, the U.S. strategic arsenal will continue 
to look like a much more obvious option. 

As has been said elsewhere, the use of TNWs as 
arms control bargaining chips would also be a chal-
lenge, and not just because there is such an asymme-
try in numbers now between NATO’s stockpile and 
that of Russia. It is hardly a happy starting point for 
a negotiation when different NATO member states 
see different rationales for retaining these weapons, 
including some that have nothing to do with Russia, 
and others see no enduring military rationale for them 
at all.

And what kind of party in any potential negotia-
tions would Russia be? Not one, perhaps, inclined to 
help NATO out of its own difficulties on the matter. 
From any arms control perspective, there may be sig-
nificant challenges to pursuing isolated negotiations 
purely on TNWs. In fact, this could simply produce 
increased friction and acrimony within NATO, par-
ticularly among its European members. But, equally, 
a more comprehensive, multi-track approach—with 
tactical nuclear weapons merely part of a grander 
bargain—may also be unachievable given the current 
preoccupation of NATO members with other issues. 
These are among the many challenges for the Alliance 
on this issue, simply when viewed from the standpoint 
of presenting the subject for public consideration.

But for the fact that the actual weapons themselves, 
and the aircraft that would deliver them, are getting 
old and wearing out, the debate surrounding the Alli-
ance’s remaining forward-deployed nuclear weapons 
may in some ways be characterized as an accidental 
one. It could be said to have stemmed from a misread-
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ing of signals within the Alliance. The most misread 
of those signals within Europe may have been the 
speech on the future of nuclear weapons delivered by 
President Barack Obama in Prague, Czech Republic, 
on April 5, 2009. The speech was certainly noteworthy 
for the President’s assertion of “America’s commit-
ment to seek the peace and security of a world with-
out nuclear weapons.” What seemed to be so quickly 
overlooked were the caveats that “this goal will not 
be reached quickly—perhaps not in my lifetime,” and 
“make no mistake. As long as these weapons exist, the 
United States will maintain a safe, secure, and effec-
tive arsenal, to deter any adversary, and guarantee the 
defense of our allies.”2

It was in the wake of this, plus other nonprolifera-
tion and disarmament developments and initiatives, 
as encouraged by a belief that elements within the 
Obama administration might favor the withdrawal of 
the Europe-based bombs that the renewed debate on 
their future got going. The German coalition govern-
ment—spurred by the Free Democratic Party—stated 
that it would pursue the withdrawal of the remaining 
nuclear weapons from Germany. This received a qual-
ified endorsement from others, and led to Germany, 
the Benelux countries, and Norway collectively call-
ing for an open discussion of ways of further reducing 
the role of nuclear weapons in NATO. While many in 
the arms control community and among disarmament 
advocates applauded the opening this joint initiative 
presented, others were far from complimentary. For-
mer NATO Secretary General Lord Robertson and for-
mer senior Pentagon official Franklin Miller accused 
Germany of lifting the lid of Pandora’s box,3 and es-
sentially of wanting to throw off the burden of nuclear 
deterrence but still share in its benefits.
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What it further highlighted is the simple fact that 
there is no unitary European perspective on this issue, 
but rather an assorted and antagonistic array of differ-
ent views on the continuing utility of, and reasons for, 
these weapons. As is now widely acknowledged, the 
views range from: 

•  Southeast Europe (Turkey), where the prolif-
eration concern is right on the doorstep,

•  through Eastern and Central Europe and the 
northeast, where NATO and particularly U.S. 
guarantees—including the nuclear one—re-
main a very “live” concern in the face of what 
many perceive as a still-looming Russia, and 
where reassurance appears at a premium in the 
light of the missile defense wobble,

•  to the northwest, where states do not share the 
same wariness of Russia or see another loom-
ing direct threat for which a link to an Ameri-
can nuclear riposte in readiness is the answer.

In the middle of all this is a rather agitated France, 
perhaps fretting about what complications a debate 
leading to the departure of U.S. weapons would add 
to its own continued status as a nuclear-weapons state. 
Then there is Britain, more ambivalent perhaps about 
what it all might mean for its own arsenal, but con-
cerned primarily about Alliance, and especially trans-
atlantic, cohesion. These twisted sinews of argument 
offer rich pickings for potential political, diplomatic, 
and journalistic dismemberment.

Since they nudged the door ajar on the issue of 
tactical nuclear weapons, NATO members have seem-
ingly recoiled after glimpsing the potential confusion 
on the other side of the door. But they cannot, and 
maybe should not, close the door again completely. 
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NATO foreign ministers, led by U.S. Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton, steadied matters for a while at their 
informal meeting in Tallinn, Estonia, in April 2010, af-
firming that there would no unilateral action by any 
member to alter the status quo. The Clinton/Tallinn 
formula served to clarify the Washington position. It 
also affirmed NATO’s retention of nuclear status, in 
the context of shared responsibilities, while promising 
to work towards reducing the role of nuclear weapons. 
It was thus able to paper over what had clearly been 
revealed to be deep cracks in the European stance.

NATO’s new Strategic Concept, adopted at the 
Lisbon, Portugal, Summit in November 2010, stated 
that the Alliance will “maintain an appropriate mix of 
nuclear and conventional forces,” and will “ensure the 
broadest possible participation of Allies in collective 
defence planning on nuclear roles, in peacetime bas-
ing of nuclear forces, and in command, control, and 
consultation arrangements.”4 But the fact was that the 
Strategic Concept steered clear of any more specific re-
fashioning of NATO’s nuclear posture, and for good 
reason. That refashioning would instead be entrusted 
to a separate review. Again, it was a reflection of the 
concerns in Washington and certain other European 
capitals that this review was formulated as a Defense 
and Deterrence Posture Review (DDPR), to avoid iso-
lating the nuclear issue. But the mood music from this 
review has developed into a steady beat of lowered 
ambitions and expectations. Reflective of the pitfalls 
across Europe and from Europe across the Atlantic, 
the chances that it will offer anything definitive on the 
future of forward-deployed nuclear weapons seem 
significantly diminished. Even talk of offering at least 
a path towards a reduced nuclear role in future NATO 
strategy via a reworking of the Alliance’s declaratory 
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stance on nuclear weapons use seems likely to hit the 
buffers of French misgivings.

In part, if there is renewed reluctance to press the 
issue, it stems from the fact that the world has moved 
on in the last couple of years since the debate was re-
vived. It would hardly have been surprising to see the 
political appetite to take on this issue diminish as soon 
as the diplomatic pitfalls in doing so manifested them-
selves. Beyond that, the onset of economic crisis in Eu-
rope has sharply redirected political attention and pri-
orities. If refashioning NATO’s nuclear posture was 
not in the top 10 of most people’s priorities before, it 
will have sunk even lower subsequently. Even within 
the circles of those for whom this remains a live issue, 
the picture has become more blurred. Quite apart from 
anything else, it is impossible to divorce the shape of 
NATO’s future from the economic upheavals going 
on all around. 

In addition, the nuclear issue—and the specific 
matter of those “tactical” bombs—can never be di-
vorced from the broader question of NATO’s future 
identity and orientation, which is still a work in prog-
ress. The new Strategic Concept may have been greeted 
with fanfare and applause in November 2010, but it 
may yet turn out to have been nothing more than a 
holding operation, embracing the more defensive pre-
occupations of some members, the more long-range, 
out-of-area perspective of others, and the more uncer-
tain challenges of the future, such as cyber defense. 
The economic crisis and its potential security impli-
cations in and around Europe, Libya and the lessons 
of that intervention, the unfolding of the transition in 
Afghanistan, a newly unpredictable political atmo-
sphere in Russia, the ongoing Arab Spring, the chronic 
Iranian headache, and a host of other questions may 
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mean that the strategic landscape in the run-up to the 
Chicago, IL, summit has a very different topography 
from that anticipated even in the immediate aftermath 
of Lisbon.

Talking of topography, in a European context 
the main nodes in this debate have been Bonn, Ger-
many, and the other host capitals, Paris, France, and 
the Baltic states. An overlooked, or at least relatively 
uncharted reference point, has been London, United 
Kingdom (UK). Partly, that is because it is to the UK 
government’s liking. While it is one of three acknowl-
edged nuclear weapons states in NATO, it has tended 
to pursue a pragmatic approach to the issue. As has 
been mentioned, the key driver in London is concern 
about Alliance cohesion, and especially the transatlan-
tic bridge, with a particular wariness about the poten-
tial fallout in the U.S. Congress of any argumentative 
flare-up in Europe that could be portrayed as a further 
example of Europeans being reluctant to do their bit 
to shoulder the security burden. For all these reasons, 
London is likely to encourage—or at least not to find 
unwelcome—any trends that extend the status quo 
and keep the debate off the boil prior to Chicago.

There is, of course, an underlying concern in Lon-
don about any momentum that might start to build 
towards Europe becoming a nuclear-free zone. There 
may be a worry in Paris, and even a certain para-
noia and a little exasperation, that the British do not 
view these things with quite the required robustness. 
Maybe France does feel the pressure more acutely, as 
potentially the only continental European power in 
NATO with nuclear weapons and a continuing belief 
in nuclear deterrence. Paradoxically, a reduction to 
zero of the remaining U.S. nuclear weapons in the cur-
rent European host countries could actually increase 
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the potential value of British weapons in any extend-
ed deterrence linkage, as the British weapons are—in 
contrast to the French arsenal—declared to NATO. It 
could also increase the potential value of Britain to the 
United States as a strategic partner if the UK were to 
remain a willing host of U.S. weapons in certain con-
tingencies. Many in Washington still remember when 
the British government of Margaret Thatcher, in 1986, 
allowed U.S. forces to use British bases and airspace 
to launch (albeit conventional) air strikes against 
Libya, when no other European ally would. In addi-
tion, nuclear weapons cooperation is one area where 
the much-vaunted (on the British side at least) “spe-
cial relationship” really is special. But the dynamics of 
any move to denuclearize the other European NATO 
members could also have an impact on the nuclear 
weapons debate—such as it is—in Britain.

Britain has long since given up its own tactical nu-
clear weapons. The WE177 munition was taken out of 
service with the Royal Navy in 1992, and withdrawn 
from service with the Royal Air Force (RAF) in 1998. 
The country’s only remaining nuclear weapon is the 
submarine-based Trident strategic system. Strictly 
speaking, the issues of the future of NATO’s tactical 
weapons and that of the UK strategic force are en-
tirely separate. Yet the fortunes of the former could 
have some ripple effect on the prospects for the lat-
ter. Britain’s Trident force is currently based on four 
Vanguard-class ballistic missile submarines. While the 
British government is especially secretive about many 
aspects of its nuclear weapons capabilities, it (like the 
United States) has moved ahead of NATO in certain 
aspects of transparency and declaratory policy. In 
May 2010, the new Conservative-Liberal Democrat 
coalition government revealed that the UK’s nuclear 
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weapon holdings did not exceed 225 warheads in the 
overall stockpile, with up to 160 operationally avail-
able warheads. It also announced that it would reex-
amine the circumstances under which the UK might 
use its nuclear weapons.5 Then, in October 2010, the 
Strategic Defence and Security Review (SDSR) announced 
the aim of a further reduction in declared holdings, to 
an overall stockpile of not more than 180 warheads, no 
more than 120 operationally available warheads, and 
with the number of warheads carried on each subma-
rine on patrol reduced to just 40 on eight operational 
missiles.6

But Britain is also in the throes of early work to 
renew its nuclear force with a new generation of sub-
marines. While the coalition government committed 
to replacing the current force, differences between the 
coalition partners have affected aspects of the process. 
While the Conservatives back a new submarine-based 
ballistic missile force, the Liberal Democrats have 
questioned the need for a like-for-like replacement. As 
a result, a final decision to go ahead with new subma-
rines has been delayed until 2016, by which time there 
will have been a new general election in Britain. So the 
in-service date of the first new submarine, if indeed it 
is built, has also been delayed from 2024 to 2028. To 
accommodate Liberal Democrat policy, a new review 
of the options for replacement is under way, which 
should be completed by the end of 2012.

These various developments, plus more ques-
tion marks over whether the UK Ministry of Defence 
(MoD) will be able to afford the expected £15-20 bil-
lion price tag, have led some to believe that a whole 
new debate could now take place on the decision to 
renew the Trident system, perhaps in the context of 
the next UK general election. Those who advocate it 
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argue that there was no serious debate when the origi-
nal decision to go ahead with a renewal of the Trident 
force was made by the previous Labour government 
under Prime Minister Tony Blair in 2006. Whether 
such a debate is a realistic possibility may be open 
to doubt, since it is questionable whether any of the 
mainstream UK parties would be willing to take it on. 
But were it to start simmering, the current British gov-
ernment may become a little nervous if there were to 
be an ongoing and potentially quite fractious debate 
under way within NATO about the future of nuclear 
weapons in the rest of Europe.

The underlying UK government rationale for pur-
suing a new generation of strategic nuclear weapons is 
as an insurance policy and a hedge against the uncer-
tainty of what the threats will be in the decades ahead. 
In that sense, it remains wedded to the fundamentals 
of nuclear deterrence. But some even within the Brit-
ish military establishment have questioned whether 
the cost of what is being contemplated for the future is 
proportionate to the likely risk. That argument could 
find echoes in how NATO contemplates the cost of 
retaining forward-deployed nuclear weapons in Eu-
rope. Quite simply, do the potential risks justify the 
potential scale of future budgetary commitments?

At the same time it is keeping faith with the nuclear 
deterrence rationale, the British government has also 
been interested in exploring how to renew the broad 
application of deterrence to conventional capabilities 
in the modern world, in part to help sustain the ra-
tionale for continuing to invest in certain aspects of 
its conventional armed forces. How these two strands 
of future deterrence will be balanced has a bearing 
not only on the shape and character of the UK armed 
forces in the long run, but also possibly on London’s 
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attitude to how nuclear weapons will figure in overall 
NATO strategy, and indeed on how that strategy itself 
evolves.

More broadly, the tenor of debate over NATO as 
a whole has been shifting in ways that will affect the 
attitude in Europe towards the nuclear element of Al-
liance policy. First, there has been the reopening of the 
debate over burden-sharing more generally, not just 
nuclear, and especially the perception in Washington 
of European shirking. This was highlighted most pub-
licly by the scolding parting shots of the then outgoing 
U.S. Defense Secretary Robert Gates.7 Europe might 
respond positively to some of the criticism. But be-
yond renewed efforts to make “smart procurement” 
and the pooling of resources genuinely work better, 
there is no chance of Europe collectively—in the cur-
rent circumstances—increasing the resources that it 
devotes to defense. Quite the reverse, in fact. Against 
that background of transatlantic frictions, added to 
even more pressure on European conventional capa-
bilities, the arguments over the nuclear umbrella as 
an ultimate guarantor of security—and the place of 
forward-deployed TNWs as a part of that—could be 
significantly affected.

Then there is Libya. The outcome (inasmuch as it 
is yet possible to be definitive about it) has been por-
trayed as a success story for the Alliance, and more 
particularly for the leading European members of it. 
There were indeed significant and impressive military 
capabilities deployed that were ultimately applied 
successfully. The politics of it seemed to work as well, 
in the sense that the Alliance agreed collectively to 
take on command and control of the mission. But it 
was not, despite its code name Operation UNIFIED 
PROTECTOR, an entirely united effort in terms of the 
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level of commitment among NATO member states. 
There was particular attention focused on the lack 
of German participation. There was also quite a high 
level of absenteeism from key aspects of the operation. 
So, while formally a NATO operation, it was in real-
ity more a collection of 15 NATO members who took 
part. This only added ammunition to the locker of 
those wondering whether the “alliance” is not, in fact, 
devolving to a loose assemblage of pick-and-choose 
members.

Clearly, any new stirrings of concern on that front 
will play into the nuclear debate. So too the fact that, 
from the perspective of Washington, while Operation 
UNIFIED PROTECTOR was meant to be a Europe-led 
operation, the United States still ended up not only 
committing more resources than any other nation, but 
also providing capabilities which—while they may 
have been perceived in Europe as simply supportive 
and enabling—actually made the difference between 
sustaining the operation and not. In an atmosphere 
in which the renewed perception in Washington is of 
a Europe failing the burden-sharing tests, there is a 
danger for the European allies that nuclear burden-
sharing will become the test of last resort.

As has been emphasized, the fact is that there is no 
collective “European perspective” on these questions. 
Perceptions of what amounts to security, and where 
the threats to security lie, remain in a state of continu-
ing development. In addition to a legacy of historical 
perspective and geography, it is also being shaped by 
the different experiences of member states in the new 
age of austerity. The dynamic of the slow extraction 
from Afghanistan, and evolving judgments on the 
costs and benefits of that mission, will shape attitudes 
toward NATO and what it is for. The lessons of Af-
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ghanistan will also help to determine—along with the 
lessons from Libya—what appetite there will be for 
any kind of future entanglements, or “wars of choice,” 
and therefore ultimately for what sort of requirements 
there might be for future nuclear weapons capabili-
ties as a possible defense or deterrent. The trauma of 
economic upheaval will affect the appetite and ability 
to make defense provisions in Europe, and possibly 
what has been described as a “race to the bottom” 
among European defense budgets, especially with the 
spectacle of the U.S. Government also joining in the 
process.8 It is also going to have an impact on percep-
tions of where the real threats to stability in Europe 
will lie in the medium term, and what role—if any—
NATO should play in tackling them. Thus NATO, at 
Chicago or after, may have to adjust again if it wants 
to remain relevant to most Europeans. Having spent a 
decade trying to make NATO forces more deployable 
and better able to tackle the tasks of nation-building, 
the Alliance partners are likely to shift the focus again. 
In the context of evermore-squeezed budgets, the pri-
ority concerns may become more to do with internal 
stability and cohesion and less with military threats 
even from the near neighborhood, let alone further 
afield. That eventuality could also see a recalibration 
of the arguments over nuclear weapons, especially 
if austerity becomes increasingly prolonged and the 
question of the need to reinvest in the infrastructure 
to support the forward-based weapons starts to in-
trude more urgently. The fallout from austerity also 
impinges on the issue of reassuring NATO’s eastern 
European members. Reduced European conventional 
capabilities, plus the specter of further U.S. conven-
tional drawdowns in Europe, reduce Alliance willing-
ness to address additional non-nuclear contingencies.
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Of course, the evolving European position on the 
provision of missile defenses for the Alliance will have 
a bearing on how nuclear weapons fit into the portfo-
lio of defense and deterrence options. The issue over 
the extent to which these options were alternative or 
complementary approaches was part of the discussion 
from early on in the debate. Positions on this issue are 
likely to evolve as the missile defense architecture in 
and around Europe starts to mature. Clearly, all the 
potential sensitivities surrounding this discussion are 
mixed up with lingering concerns about the Alliance’s 
adaptability and continuing relevance more broadly, 
or else the NATO approach to the matter up to now 
would have been more categorical and confident. 

Might NATO have avoided some of the poten-
tial pitfalls if it had been more transparent histori-
cally about the enduring role of nuclear weapons in 
its arsenal in Europe? Clearly it suited the Alliance to 
deemphasize that role over a long period, indeed not 
to talk about the weapons at all, and that is in part 
responsible for the low level of public awareness and 
understanding of the matter now. A greater continu-
ity of debate might have made the dilemmas now less 
acute. The actual state of affairs is such that whatever 
arrangement NATO chooses for now is likely to pro-
voke some degree of controversy, with or without a 
continuing role for the U.S. B-61 bombs.

The reality that Germany, a salient Alliance voice, 
appears to have retreated from its initial position is 
perhaps the most significant element in shaping how 
NATO will proceed. As well as second thoughts on 
the issue itself, it now has its hands full with a host 
of other more pressing problems. Bonn now seems to 
have settled on accepting NATO’s identity as a nucle-
ar alliance, but without requiring nuclear weapons on 
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German territory. On the other hand, Germany has 
accepted the principle that there will be no unilateral 
change. So Bonn probably hopes that nuclear weap-
ons will not in the end be a dominating or defining 
issue in Chicago even as it continues to worry that it 
will remain hostage to that possibility.

Germany’s troubled attitude may ultimately be 
shared by most of the European members of NATO 
as well. So what seems to be in the offing is continu-
ing compromise, an elaboration perhaps, but no more, 
on the Clinton/Tallinn formula. The problem is that 
this compromise will not satisfy either side in the de-
bate. For those attached to a “nuclear zero,” it will be 
a missed opportunity. For those who see an enduring 
role for the weapons, it will presage continuing dan-
ger to NATO’s cohesion and nuclear posture, and all 
the more so given that, with the current public mood, 
there is no realistic possibility of the Alliance’s Euro-
pean members accepting the idea of stationing updat-
ed nuclear weapons on their territory.

In these circumstances, what is really a political 
issue may, by the choice of the political leaderships, 
spiral down to a technical matter and be dealt with 
by default. Again, the principal focus is on Germany 
and the lack of any dual-capable successor to its cur-
rent Tornado strike aircraft. But there is also lingering 
uncertainty for those current B-61 hosts, the Nether-
lands, and Italy, whose future combat aircraft choice, 
the F-35 Lightning, may have been designed with dual 
capability in mind but which as a project may yet face 
an uncertain future.

However the tactical nuclear debate unfolds in the 
run-up to the Chicago summit and beyond, there is 
still a palpable sense that it has only just begun.
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CHAPTER 14

AMERICAN PERSPECTIVES ON TACTICAL 
NUCLEAR WEAPONS

James A. Blackwell

In the 21st century, the United States is challenged 
by a growing need to extend deterrence beyond the 
scope of that which can be accomplished by strategic 
systems reserved for retaliation to a massive nuclear 
strike on the continental United States. Two distin-
guished analysts, Leo Michel and Jeffrey Larsen, pro-
vide perspective on how America views the contribu-
tion that U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe can make 
to U.S. security through extended deterrence in an 
increasingly complex global security environment. 
Then Guy Roberts, tapping his extensive arms control 
experience at the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion (NATO), takes a prospective look at the upcom-
ing North Atlantic Council review in Chicago, IL, of 
the Alliance’s deterrent and defense posture (DDPR), 
with particular attention to the U.S. connection.

The challenges of extended deterrence begin with 
the question of the nature of security interests the 
United States has in Europe and how those interests 
are related to its interests in other regions as well as 
to its position in the international security system. 
The relationship with Russia may have been “re-set,” 
but the nature and longevity of any resulting change 
are uncertain. Russia remains the only nuclear-armed 
state capable of destroying the United States and its 
European Allies, maintaining perhaps thousands of 
non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNWs) (formerly 
known as tactical nuclear weapons) matched to mis-
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siles and aircraft that place all of NATO within their 
reach. New nuclear threats to the security of Europe 
loom on the horizon, some of which will require self-
interested U.S. deterrence capabilities as well as those 
necessary for mutual security among Allies.

 It is apparent that the United States has embarked 
on substantial reductions in resources allocated to 
national security—a cyclical feature of the American 
political culture that follows every major war with 
about a decade of decline in dollars spent on de-
fense of roughly 30 percent from the wartime peak. 
A world characterized by continuing pressures for 
nuclear weapons proliferation is a world in which 
medium and smaller nuclear-armed states may see 
their nuclear roles change as well. Some long-time ex-
perts wonder if the United States were to remove its 
nuclear weapons from Europe, would France or the 
United Kingdom (UK) find itself with newfound in-
fluence, responsibility, and burden. The role of U.S. 
nuclear weapons in Europe will thus, inevitably, be 
reexamined.

While acknowledging the pressure on resources 
and despite the retirement of the U.S. Navy’s nuclear-
tipped, attack submarine-launched Tomahawk Land 
Attack Missile (TLAM-N), the authors point to ex-
pressed commitments by the United States to contin-
ue to maintain a Triad of nuclear weapon capabilities 
for central deterrence and to maintain and modern-
ize both fighters and bombers capable of delivering 
nuclear weapons for extended deterrence. The Nuclear 
Posture Review (NPR) also expresses intent to conduct 
a full-scope life extension on the B-61 nuclear bomb 
explicitly to sustain its capacity for deployment in Eu-
rope. Neither author agrees with the notion that mis-
sile defenses could supplant the function performed 
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by U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe. Larsen argues 
that missile defenses cannot do so until the arrival of 
a technology and weapons regime in which the de-
fense is superior to offense—an eventuality not yet 
on the foreseeable horizon. Michel argues that missile 
defenses cannot provide sufficient confidence for Eu-
ropeans confronted by so many Russian NSNWs and 
by strident Russian objections to missile defenses in 
Europe. 

Despite the political and budgetary pressures for 
defense reductions, the authors articulated the conti-
nuity of the U.S. commitment to extended deterrence 
in Europe as expressed by the Barack Obama admin-
istration in various national security pronouncements. 
But Michel points out that the Schlesinger Task Force 
Report of 2008, apparently for the first time in so pub-
lic a manner, revealed some of the internal disagree-
ments within the U.S. military on whether the country 
should continue to bear the cost of this burden. Larsen 
notes that, while the 2010 NPR reinforces the Ameri-
can commitment to the classic burden-sharing deal of 
NATO nations hosting U.S. nuclear weapons, the NPR 
also announces U.S. plans to modernize its nuclear 
long-range strike capabilities and to work toward re-
placing the deterrence function of nuclear weapons 
with conventional and missile defense capabilities. 

Some analysts wonder whether the United States 
might take the kind of approach to extended deter-
rence in Europe that it has already taken in Asia—re-
moval of the nuclear weapons themselves but regu-
larly exercising the capability to employ them in the 
region as a visible reminder to potential adversaries 
and assurance to existing allies. Both authors suggest 
that removal of U.S. nuclear weapons from Europe is 
not likely, at least not in the near future. The deploy-
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ment of U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe will continue 
to serve as a deterrent against any Russian temptation 
to exploit the presence of its NSNWs to threaten, in-
timidate, or coerce NATO allies or others, especially 
in crisis. The continued presence of U.S. nuclear weap-
ons in Europe will provide Allies with sufficient assur-
ance to deter them from developing their own nuclear 
weapons capabilities. So far as the DDPR in Chicago is 
concerned, Roberts expresses the view that when the 
dust has settled, “the U.S. nuclear presence in Europe 
[will be] affirmed.”

The circumstances under which nuclear weapons 
might be employed in a European crisis or conflict 
have changed dramatically with the end of the Cold 
War. Article V of the North Atlantic Treaty, invoked 
in response to the September 11, 2001, strike on the 
United States, remains very much in force. Russia has 
promulgated a new first-use doctrine for its non-stra-
tegic nuclear weapons as a means to “de-escalate” a 
conflict or crisis that it considers to be a threat to Rus-
sia and its people. It has practiced this doctrine in ex-
ercises; some speculate that it does so to compensate 
for its inferiority in conventional military capabilities. 
In stark contrast to the Cold War discussions of how 
“Flexible Response” might play out in the face of a 
Warsaw Pact attack, the kinds of contingencies under 
which NATO might employ its nuclear weapons to-
day attract few discussants. Perhaps this reticence is 
the result of the underlying reality that NATO nuclear 
weapons are in fact “used” every day that they deter 
others from employing them against NATO members.
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CHAPTER 15

THE ROLE OF NON-STRATEGIC NUCLEAR 
WEAPONS:

AN AMERICAN PERSPECTIVE

Jeffrey A. Larsen

INTRODUCTION

The ultimate purpose of U.S. nuclear weapons 
today remains the same as it has been since the late 
1940s: to deter an armed attack against the U.S. home-
land, its forces and interests abroad, and its friends 
and allies. For more than 60 years, this mission has 
been associated in the public mind with deterrence of 
an adversary’s use of its own atomic weapons, and, 
more recently, of any weapon of mass destruction 
(WMD). Nuclear weapons have been thought of pri-
marily as a tool—one of many available to a nation-
state, including political, diplomatic, and economic 
efforts, conventional forces, and active and passive 
defenses—to prevent aggression of any kind against 
America’s vital national interests. 

This chapter argues that the denomination of cer-
tain U.S. nuclear weapons as “non-strategic” is not 
likely to continue much longer. The small number of 
weapons of this type will remain in the U.S. inventory, 
of course, but the name of the category itself will fall 
into disuse as a relic of the Cold War. Instead, today’s 
non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNWs) will be ab-
sorbed into the manned bomber leg of the Triad com-
prising what are now referred to as strategic weap-
ons. This is due to the growing recognition that any 
nuclear use would have strategic consequences, and 
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that these weapons still have a role to play in assuring 
allies through extended deterrence guarantees. In ad-
dition, the 2001 Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) created 
a “new Triad” that included all nuclear and non-nu-
clear strike capabilities in one category, so that in es-
sence dual-capable aircraft (DCA)—fighter-bombers 
that can deliver either conventional or NSNWs—and 
B-61 tactical nuclear bombs have already been part of 
the larger matrix of nuclear forces for more than 10 
years.1 This implies that in the future, the entire U.S. 
nuclear arsenal will serve the needs of extended de-
terrence in Europe through off-shore guarantees, as 
it already does for America’s allies in East Asia. The 
United States has global interests, and its military has 
global responsibilities. Nuclear weapons—all U.S. 
nuclear weapons—will continue to play a vital role as 
the ultimate guarantor of the nation’s security for the 
foreseeable future. 

Multiple studies have come to the conclusion that 
nuclear weapons are here to stay. Regardless of na-
tional objectives calling for a nuclear-free world, such 
weapons are likely to remain a part of the global secu-
rity environment, and will continue to play a central 
role in U.S. security policy. Even if the United States 
were to take the lead in nuclear disarmament, some 
argue, it may nevertheless find itself one day facing an 
adversary that has nuclear weapons and believes they 
provide a measure of value to their national power. As 
a counterbalance, the United States needs to maintain 
a robust, safe, secure, and reliable nuclear force struc-
ture.2

America’s attitude toward NSNWs historically has 
been that they are valuable political tools for reassur-
ing allies, both in the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion (NATO) and in other regions. This reassurance 
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has rested upon their operational value as warfighting 
tools against the threat of invasion by a neighbor. But 
their current value appears to be diminishing, indeed, 
some analysts and politicians even see them as im-
pediments on the road to Global Zero. Yet the United 
States is caught in the challenging position of hav-
ing to continue guaranteeing security to other states, 
while facing uncertainty over the future of weapons 
that have traditionally served to show such a com-
mitment to its friends and partners. In short, NSNWs 
may be obsolete, but at this point they still serve some 
modest purposes that argue against their elimination 
in the short term. In fact, as consensus builds for the 
proposition that any nuclear use would have strate-
gic significance, thus rendering inappropriate such a 
term as “non-strategic” nuclear weapons, these weap-
ons and their delivery systems may come to be seen 
in the future simply as one implement in the strategic 
forces toolbox available for a president’s use in crises 
or conflicts. 

BACKGROUND

The United States has adopted a defense-in-depth 
security concept since the dawn of the nuclear age. 
In simple terms, this means that when dealing with 
the possibility of nuclear attack by some nation-state 
or of nuclear terrorism by some nonstate actor, the 
United States will first attempt to prevent the spread 
of dangerous materials and know-how to other states 
via nonproliferation policies. If, despite our best non-
proliferation efforts, a potential adversary succeeds in 
arming itself with nuclear weapons, the United States 
will attempt to persuade the other party that it has no 
chance of winning a war with the United States even 
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with nuclear weapons, and that it would be foolhardy 
and cost-prohibitive to even contemplate such an ef-
fort. Should dissuasion fail, U.S. policymakers may 
consider taking preemptive military action to destroy 
the threat before it can materialize. Such efforts are cat-
egorized as a type of counterproliferation. Simultane-
ously, it has long been U.S. policy to deter that adver-
sary from considering taking military action against 
the United States, its interests, or its allies through 
sowing fear, that is, through the threat of unacceptable 
retaliation in response to such an attack. This concept 
will surely remain a cornerstone of U.S. policy. Some 
anti-nuclear commentators go so far as to suggest that 
deterring nuclear use by an adversary may be the only 
legitimate purpose of such an arsenal. Should deter-
rence fail, however, the United States would rely on 
active defenses to intercept and blunt an attack, and 
on passive defenses to protect the homeland and the 
population from the effects of nuclear weaponry. Fi-
nally, should a strike reach the American homeland 
anyway, the concept of consequence management 
takes over, encompassing clean-up, response, attribu-
tion, and retribution for the attack.

Nuclear weapons, like all military force, can serve 
a number of purposes. In particular, they can be used 
for actual combat operations in their warfighting role, 
or they can be used to convince an adversary that he 
cannot achieve his objectives or will face devastat-
ing retaliation if he tries. If this latter purpose is pur-
sued successfully, it would obviate the use of nuclear 
weapons in anger. This is what we call deterrence, the 
prime purpose of nuclear weapons in the arsenals of 
most nation states that possess them today.3 Unfortu-
nately, there are some states and nonstate actors in the 
world today that may decide to pursue nuclear weap-
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ons for their ostensible military value, hence the need 
to maintain U.S. forces to ensure deterrence. 

President Barack Obama highlighted this continu-
ing requirement for nuclear weapons in his April 2009 
Prague, Czech Republic, speech in which he laid out 
a vision of a nuclear-free world at some future point. 
While highlighting the vision, he also emphasized 
the flip side: that while the United States would take 
“concrete steps towards a world without nuclear 
weapons,” he recognized that the world was still a 
dangerous place. Accordingly, he said, “As long as 
these weapons exist, the United States will maintain a 
safe, secure, and effective arsenal to deter any adver-
sary, and guarantee that defense to our allies.”4 

As a sovereign, independent nation-state, the pri-
mary U.S. national security goal must be the protec-
tion of its own people, territory, and interests. This is 
a core security requirement, and the deterrent value 
of America’s nuclear arsenal is unquestioned in this 
realm. But as the President reminded us, the United 
States has also promised to protect many of its friends 
and allies around the world. It does this by extending its 
nuclear and conventional “umbrella” over more than 
30 states. The concept of extended deterrence simply 
means that one state will provide security for another 
state through the threat of punishment against a third 
party that may wish to attack or coerce the second 
state. It is a logical extrapolation of deterrence theory, 
and is a promise not given lightly, nor to everyone. 
Extended deterrence commits the United States to the 
possibility of going to war with another great power 
if necessary in order to protect a more vulnerable al-
lied state.5 It is a policy that extends the protection of 
America’s military, typically its nuclear umbrella, to 
friends and allies far from North America and the U.S. 
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homeland. The traditional U.S. rationale for extended 
deterrence has been to attempt to address the danger 
as far as possible from its shores, fighting, if necessary, 
an “away game.” Of course, flexible extended deter-
rence does not have to be accomplished with nuclear 
weapons. During the Cold War, however, the two 
concepts were nearly always synonymous, and many 
of today’s analyses still conflate the two ideas. In any 
case, when the United States chooses to give a secu-
rity guarantee to another state, that commitment will 
include all measures of defense up to and including 
nuclear weapons as the ultimate deterrent. Cold War 
historian John Lewis Gaddis called this type of com-
mitment “active deterrence” because it took a willful 
decision by the nuclear state to make such a guaran-
tee.6 

The purpose of extended deterrence during the 
Cold War was to provide security for America’s al-
lies. This required the United States to convince po-
tential adversaries—meaning primarily the Soviet 
Union—that U.S. security commitments were genu-
ine, and that they would be carried out if necessary. 
In addition, extended deterrence served a number of 
additional purposes. It induced caution among the 
nuclear players on the world stage; it discouraged ad-
venturism, not only by the nuclear states but by those 
protected by the guarantee; and it may have helped 
to prevent nuclear proliferation among the allies. This 
latter point was part of the grand alliance bargain that 
the United States struck with its European allies (ex-
cept France and England, of course): in return for a se-
curity guarantee, they agreed not to pursue their own 
nuclear capabilities.7 This same bargain was in place 
in Northeast Asia for the purpose of keeping allies 
such as Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan nuclear-free. 
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In Asia, the United States has long-standing se-
curity commitments to Japan through the U.S.-Japan 
Security Pact.8 Both sides have always assumed that 
this meant the possible use of U.S. nuclear weapons to 
protect Japanese territorial sovereignty against poten-
tial aggression, Japan’s anti-nuclear stance in its con-
stitution notwithstanding. In 2009, the U.S. Secretary 
of State during a visit to Japan publicly proclaimed 
that the solemn U.S. commitment to defend Japan was 
not only firm, but did include the ultimate weapon.9 
South Korea is also the recipient of a U.S. nuclear secu-
rity guarantee though U.S. nuclear weapons stationed 
in South Korea until 1992, when they were removed 
and returned to storage in North America.10

The question at hand is whether those guarantees 
to other nations still reflect the vital national interests 
of the United States today, or, conversely, whether 
they actually decrease America’s security by tying it 
to the defense of other countries. Even if the United 
States determines that continuing to provide a se-
curity guarantee to its allies is still a vital interest, it 
needs to ask whether extended deterrence requires 
forward-based nuclear systems. This was believed to 
be the case during the Cold War, but today there is 
another model that may prove instructive. Unlike the 
European situation, Northeast Asia and some states 
in the Middle East benefit from American security 
guarantees without having any U.S. weapons on their 
soil. Nor would such a guarantee necessarily require 
nuclear weapons—perhaps conventional forces, or, 
as some argue, robust multinational missile defenses 
could fill that requirement. Deterrence, after all, is es-
sentially psychological, working on the perceptions 
of the potential adversary. Deployed weapons may 
not be required to assure allies or deter adversaries. 
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However, if the United States were to move toward 
an Asian model for Europe, it would certainly require 
greater emotional and psychological nurturing and 
more robust assurances to its allies that America was 
still there when and if needed. 

THE NUCLEAR POSTURE REVIEW

The 2010 NPR may not have gone as far toward 
radical reductions or policy changes as some had 
hoped following President Obama’s Prague speech, 
but it did serve as an important statement that laid 
out the administration’s goals and made some modest 
moves in the direction of reduced reliance on nuclear 
weapons.11 It emphasized the foundational concept 
that “the fundamental role of U.S. nuclear weapons, 
which will continue as long as nuclear weapons ex-
ist, is to deter nuclear attack on the United States, our 
allies, and partners.”12 It stated that the United States 
will continue to strengthen conventional capabilities 
and reduce the role of nuclear weapons in deterring 
non-nuclear attacks, with the objective of “making de-
terrence of nuclear attack on the United States or our 
allies and partners the sole purpose of U.S. nuclear 
weapons.” In the new global security environment, 
the United States will consider the use of nuclear 
weapons only “in extreme circumstances to defend 
the vital interests of the United States or its allies and 
partners.”13

The NPR focused on five key objectives of U.S. 
nuclear weapons policies and posture:

1. Preventing nuclear proliferation and nuclear ter-
rorism;

2. Reducing the role of U.S. nuclear weapons in 
U.S. national security strategy;
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3. Maintaining strategic deterrence and stability at 
reduced nuclear force levels;

4. Strengthening regional deterrence and reassur-
ing U.S. allies and partners; and,

5. Sustaining a safe, secure, and effective nuclear 
arsenal.14

It is the fourth objective on this list that we normal-
ly think of when we consider the role of NSNWs. The 
NPR stated that the United States is “fully committed 
to strengthening bilateral and regional security ties 
and working with allies and partners to adapt these 
relationships to 21st century challenges. Such security 
relationships are critical in deterring potential threats, 
and can also serve our nonproliferation goals.”15 Non-
proliferation is served by dissuasion—“demonstrating 
to neighboring states that their pursuit of nuclear 
weapons will only undermine their goal of achieving 
military or political advantages”—and by reassurance 
to America’s non-nuclear allies and partners, assuring 
them “that their security interests can be protected 
without their own nuclear deterrent capabilities.”16

For nearly 60 years, the United States has provided 
a nuclear umbrella over its allies through a combina-
tion of means—the strategic forces of the U.S. Triad, 
NSNWs deployed forward in key regions, and U.S.-
based nuclear weapons that could be deployed for-
ward quickly to meet regional contingencies. As the 
NPR makes clear, the mix of deterrent means has var-
ied over time and from region to region.

This long-standing tangible commitment to U.S. 
allies in Europe, however, has been somewhat attenu-
ated since the end of the Cold War by the reduction 
in the number, location, and visibility of forward-
deployed U.S. nuclear weapons. Still, a small number 
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(estimated, to be 150-200) of U.S. nuclear weapons re-
main in Europe. The NPR reiterates the standard Alli-
ance claim that: 

although the risk of nuclear attack against NATO 
members is at an historic low, the presence of U.S. nu-
clear weapons—combined with NATO’s unique nu-
clear-sharing arrangements under which non-nuclear 
members participate in nuclear planning and possess 
specially configured aircraft capable of delivering nu-
clear weapons—contribute to Alliance cohesion and 
provide reassurance to allies and partners who feel 
exposed to regional threats.17

In this sense the Obama administration is paying 
homage to the status quo in Europe, despite the Presi-
dent’s visionary Prague speech. 

The United States keeps a limited number of for-
ward-deployed nuclear weapons in Europe, plus, as 
the NPR said, “a small number of nuclear weapons 
stored in the United States for possible overseas de-
ployment in support of extended deterrence to allies 
and partners worldwide.”18 The NPR concluded that 
in the near term the United States will: 

•  “Retain the capability to forward-deploy U.S. 
nuclear weapons on tactical fighter-bombers 
and heavy bombers, and proceed with full 
scope life extension for the B-61 bomb includ-
ing enhancing safety, security, and use control.

•  Retire the nuclear-equipped submarine laun-
ched cruise missile (TLAM-N).

•  Continue to maintain and develop long-range 
strike capabilities that supplement U.S. for-
ward military presence and strengthen regional 
deterrence.
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•  Continue and, where appropriate, expand con-
sultations with allies and partners to address 
how to ensure the credibility and effectiveness 
of the U.S. extended deterrent. No changes in 
U.S. extended deterrence capabilities will be 
made without close consultations with our al-
lies and partners.”19

•  “Conduct a full scope B-61 (nuclear bomb) Life 
Extension Program to ensure its functionality 
with the F-35 and to include making surety—
safety, security, and use control—enhance-
ments to maintain confidence in the B-61. These 
decisions ensure that the United States will re-
tain the capability to forward deploy non-stra-
tegic nuclear weapons in support of its Alliance 
commitments.”20

In addition to its forward-deployed tactical nuclear 
forces, the United States has also relied on non-nuclear 
elements to strengthen regional security architectures, 
including a forward U.S. conventional presence and 
effective theater ballistic missile defenses. The role of 
those elements of extended deterrence, said the NPR, 
will increase:

As the role of nuclear weapons is reduced in U.S. na-
tional security strategy, these non-nuclear elements 
will take on a greater share of the deterrence burden. 
Moreover, an indispensable ingredient of effective 
regional deterrence is not only non-nuclear but also 
non-military—strong, trusting political relationships 
between the United States and its allies and partners 
[as well as] enhancing regional security architectures.21 

Strengthened regional security architectures in-
clude, according to the NPR, “effective missile de-
fense, counter-WMD capabilities, conventional pow-
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er-projection capabilities, and integrated command 
and control—all underwritten by strong political com-
mitments.”22 

KEEPING U.S. OPTIONS OPEN

Specifically addressing the continuing importance 
of extended nuclear deterrence, the NPR made it clear 
that the United States will retain the capability to 
forward-deploy nuclear weapons on tactical fighter-
bombers and heavy bombers. In addition, the Obama 
administration decided to proceed with a full-scope 
life-extension program for the remaining B-61 bombs, 
including safety, security, and surety enhancements. 
The B-61 will be deliverable by the F-35 Joint Strike 
Fighter and the B-2 bomber.23 

Moving beyond Europe, the NPR stated that:

in Asia and the Middle East—where there are no mul-
tilateral alliance structures analogous to NATO—the 
United States has maintained extended deterrence 
through bilateral alliances and security relationships 
and through its forward military presence and secu-
rity guarantees.24

 The United States withdrew its forward-deployed 
nuclear weapons from the Pacific region at the end of 
the Cold War. This included removing nuclear weap-
ons from naval surface vessels and general purpose 
submarines, as well as from bases in South Korea. 
Since then, the United States has relied on “its central 
strategic forces and the capacity to redeploy non-stra-
tegic nuclear systems in East Asia, if needed, in times 
of crisis.”25 The Obama administration is:
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pursuing strategic dialogues with its allies and part-
ners in East Asia and the Middle East to determine 
how best to cooperatively strengthen regional security 
architectures to enhance peace and security, and re-
assure them that U.S. extended deterrence is credible 
and effective.26 

Despite a 20-year declaration by the United States 
and NATO that U.S. NSNWs would be kept up to date 
as necessary and deployed in Europe, and that these 
weapons provided an essential military and political 
link between Europe and North America, the 2010 
NPR dropped this critical phrasing.27 So did NATO’s 
new Strategic Concept that was approved in the Lisbon, 
Portugal Summit in November 2010.28 These changes 
in phraseology, while not highlighted by U.S. or Alli-
ance leaders, nevertheless represent a significant de-
parture from the standard post-Cold War deterrence 
formula, and leave the door open for a future Alliance 
decision to remove the remaining U.S. warheads lo-
cated in the European theater.

CURRENT U.S. NSNW FORCE STRUCTURE AND 
MODERNIZATION PLANS

The George W. Bush administration emphasized 
the possible role for nuclear weapons in regional con-
tingencies in its 2001 NPR. At the same time, however, 
it pointed out that the United States had reduced its 
reliance on nuclear weapons by increasing the role of 
missile defenses and precision conventional weapons 
in the U.S. deterrent posture.29 Similarly, the Obama 
administration, in its 2010 NPR, indicated that the 
United States would reduce the role of nuclear weap-
ons in U.S. regional deterrence strategies by increas-
ing its reliance on missile defenses and precision con-
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ventional weapons. Unlike the perception many held 
of the Bush administration’s goals in the 2001 NPR, 
however, the Obama administration did not seek to 
acquire new nuclear weapons capabilities—in fact, the 
2010 NPR was quite clear regarding which upgrades 
or improvements were allowed, and which were not, 
when dealing with modifications to the nuclear stock-
pile.30 Nor did it automatically extend U.S. nuclear de-
terrence to threats from nations armed with chemical 
or biological weapons.31 The administration pledged 
to retain and modernize the B-61 warheads. It moved 
away from the apparent strategy during the Bush ad-
ministration of strengthening deterrence by making 
nuclear weapons appear more usable in a warfighting 
mode.32 

According to open sources, the United States cur-
rently has the option of using the following weapons 
delivery systems for its remaining tactical bombs. The 
B-61 gravity bomb is the sole remaining tactical nuclear 
weapon for use by the F-15, F-16, and Tornado DCA in 
NATO burden-sharing arrangements. The B-61 Model 
11 is an earth-penetrating version that can be carried 
by the B-2 and B-52 strategic bombers. First deployed 
in 1968, the B-61 is a family of weapons, with mul-
tiple variants (Models 3, 4, 7, and 11).33 That the B-61 is 
the only remaining U.S. NSNW can be inferred from 
the NPR’s call for the elimination of the TLAM-N.34 A 
full-scope life extension program for the B-61 was ap-
proved in early 2010 and announced in the NPR. Plans 
are to have the renovated weapons ready about the 
same time as the DCA version of the F-35 becomes op-
erational, in 2017 or 2018. According to open sources, 
the bomb will be based largely on the B-61 Model 4 
design, but with upgraded safety, security, and surety 
features, and will be called the B-61-12.35 According to 
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open sources, there are currently some 500 B-61s in the 
U.S. inventory.36 

The United States uses several manned aircraft to 
deliver the B-61 to its target. The F-16C/D Falcon is 
a single-seat fighter that entered the U.S. inventory 
in 1979 and is widely used, flown in the NATO Alli-
ance by the Netherlands, Norway, Belgium, Turkey, 
and Poland. The F-15E Eagle is even older, having first 
entered the inventory in 1974, although the two-seat 
E model fighter-bomber entered service life more re-
cently. It is flown by the United States, Japan, and Isra-
el. The F-35 Joint Strike Fighter is beginning to enter the 
inventory, with a DCA nuclear variant expected to be 
operational by 2018. A fifth-generation fighter, it is the 
designated replacement for the F-16. The F-35 Block IV 
will be nuclear-capable. Other DCA states planning to 
buy some variant of the stealthy F-35 include Italy, the 
Netherlands, and Turkey. It is uncertain, however, if 
those versions will be of DCA design. Finally, the B-2 
Spirit is a two-man strategic stealth bomber that can 
carry some models of the B-61, including the Model 11 
earth penetrating version. 

The Congressional Research Service (CRS), citing 
unclassified reports, has stated that during the past 
decade the United States reduced the number of nu-
clear weapons deployed in Europe and the number of 
facilities that house those weapons. Reports indicate 
that the weapons were withdrawn from Greece, Great 
Britain, and Ramstein Air Base, Germany, between 
2001 and 2005.37 According to the CRS Report, “the 
United States now deploys 150-200 bombs at six bases 
in Belgium, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and Tur-
key.” This number is a significant reduction from the 
125 bases where U.S. tactical nuclear weapons were 
stored in Europe in the early 1980s,38 nor are there 
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any U.S. NSNWs deployed or stored in any bases in 
the Pacific theater. This has been the case since the re-
moval of U.S. nuclear weapons from South Korea in 
1992, and was made permanent with the retirement 
of the TLAM-Ns beginning in 2010.39 Finally, there are 
apparently no longer any reserve DCA forces based in 
the United States upon which the alliance can call.40 In 
the future, the F-35 will presumably provide the Unit-
ed States with an expeditionary dual-capable vehicle 
in regional contingencies, but those plans are yet to be 
determined. 

THE ROLE OF NSNWs IN NATO POLICY AND 
ALLIANCE STRATEGY

During the Cold War, America’s extended deter-
rence commitments were commonly equated with nu-
clear weapons. Nuclear weapons alone do not ensure 
the credibility of deterrence, but they may be indis-
pensable to achieving that goal. The level of commit-
ment and credibility required for extended deterrence 
to work has very little to do with how the United States 
feels about that commitment. It is the mind of the pro-
tected partner that must be assured of America’s com-
mitment, and the mind of the potential adversary that 
must be similarly convinced of America’s capabilities, 
and will. 

Some analysts have questioned whether the Unit-
ed States needs to continue to deploy nuclear weap-
ons in Europe. After all, they say, it has been 20 years 
since the collapse of the Warsaw Pact and demise of 
the Soviet Union; surely these weapons are no longer 
needed to ensure peace in a Europe whole and free. 
Yet official NATO policy still views NSNWs as a de-
terrent to any potential adversary, and they also serve 
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as a link among the NATO nations, through shared 
responsibility for nuclear policy planning and deci-
sionmaking. They also still serve as a visible reminder 
of the U.S. extended deterrent and assurance of its 
commitment to the defense of its allies. But as the CRS 
has written: 

If the United States and its allies agree that this as-
surance can be provided with either conventional ca-
pabilities or strategic nuclear weapons, the need for 
forward basing in Europe may diminish. Some argue 
that because these weapons play no military or politi-
cal role in Europe, they no longer serve as a symbol 
of alliance solidarity and cooperation. Others, how-
ever, including some officials in newer NATO nations, 
have argued that U.S. non-strategic nuclear weapons 
in Europe not only remain relevant militarily, in some 
circumstances, but that they are an essential indicator 
of the U.S. commitment to NATO security and solidar-
ity.41 

Political trends in Europe may accelerate these 
changes to U.S. forward deployments of NSNWs. A 
number of factors appear to be driving the Alliance to-
ward ending the nuclear mission—or at least remov-
ing the remaining U.S. warheads.42 Russia has had a 
strategy for years of applying diplomatic and politi-
cal pressure against the United States and its allies in 
Europe to remove the remaining U.S. warheads. The 
European allies are suffering from two generations of 
military and particularly nuclear malaise, with some 
seeming unwilling to continue this effort given the 
political and economic costs of buying a next genera-
tion of DCA. The technical expiration of the service 
life of both the warheads and their delivery systems 
dictates that a decision be made as to whether or not 
to continue the NATO nuclear deterrence mission. Or-
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ganizational changes in recent years within the U.S. 
Office of the Secretary of Defense, as well as NATO’s 
Nuclear Policy Directorate and Supreme Headquar-
ters Allied Powers Europe (SHAPE) Nuclear Planning 
office, have already marginalized the nuclear mission 
to a considerable extent. The U.S. Air Force has never 
liked this mission, and has little in the way of U.S.-
based DCA to back up mission requirements in Eu-
rope or Asia. For example, recognizing the changed 
international security environment, as well as these 
organizational and operational changes, several years 
ago NATO increased its minimum response time for 
alert aircraft from minutes, as it was during the Cold 
War, to weeks.43 

Finally, there are various schools of thought with-
in elite U.S. circles as to the value, role, and future of 
NSNWs in Europe. These range from traditional sup-
porters, to believers in selective engagement, to pro-
ponents of arms control, to disarmament advocates. 
Professor David Yost has recently reviewed these dis-
tinctive views and abstracted some of the key ques-
tions under debate.44 

Any of the factors urging the elimination of the re-
maining U.S. weapons in Europe could be accelerated 
by more dramatic and immediate events, such as a 
nuclear accident or incident in Europe involving U.S. 
weapons, a decision to arbitrarily end the U.S. mission 
(by either the United States/NATO or one or more of 
the host nation allies), or a decision to use the remain-
ing NSNWs as bargaining chips in arms control nego-
tiations with Russia. Any of these events would pre-
cipitate a much more drastic and publicly supported 
termination of the U.S. forward-deployed mission. To 
do little or nothing, kicking the can down the road, 
will allow the Alliance to maintain the status quo for a 
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few more years, but with the ultimate long-term result 
of a slow withering-away of the mission. One analyst 
has called this possibility “disarmament by default.”45 

At their meeting in Tallinn, Estonia, in April 2010, 
NATO’s foreign ministers sought to balance the views 
of those nations who sought the removal of the weap-
ons with those who argued that these weapons were 
still relevant to their security and to NATO’s solidar-
ity. At the conclusion of the meeting, Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton said that the United States was not 
opposed to reductions in the number of U.S. nucle-
ar weapons in Europe, but that the removal of these 
weapons should be linked to a reduction in the num-
ber of Russian NSNWs. The foreign ministers also 
agreed that no nuclear weapons would be removed 
from Europe unless all 28 member states of NATO 
agreed.46 

Others have raised the question whether the Unit-
ed States and NATO might benefit from the removal 
of these weapons from bases in Europe for reasons of 
safety and security, as well as cost-saving. Some ana-
lysts have suggested that, in response to these con-
cerns, the United States might consolidate its nuclear 
weapons at a smaller number of bases in Europe. Ac-
cording to another study, officials at U.S. European 
Command have argued that weapons deployed out-
side of Europe could be just as credible as deterrents 
to attack on NATO as forward-deployed weapons 
are.47 In fact, some observers now argue that reducing 
or eliminating U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe would 
not only address the Air Force’s operational and secu-
rity costs associated with their deployment, but also 
could serve as a signal to Russia of NATO’s nonag-
gressive intentions.48
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It is unrealistic to believe, as some analysts and 
certain NATO allies argue, that in the near-term mis-
sile defenses could supplant the function performed 
by U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe, either in terms 
of providing deterrence or in serving as a military or 
political substitute for the existing Alliance nuclear-
sharing function. Missile defenses would be inade-
quate substitutes until the arrival of a technology and 
weapons regime in which the defense is superior to 
the offense. The transition to such a defense-dominant 
world, one in which, as President Ronald Reagan en-
visioned, nuclear weapons had become “impotent 
and obsolete,” does not appear to be likely anytime 
soon, despite President Obama’s call for a nuclear-free 
world.49

The NATO Alliance has several big questions that 
it needs to address during its ongoing Deterrence and 
Defense Posture Review (DDPR). These also have po-
litical implications for the United States and its force 
structure decisions. For example, does the Alliance 
believe that it still needs nuclear weapons stationed 
in Europe to survive as an alliance? How low can the 
number of U.S. forward-deployed weapons go and 
still provide assurance to the allies? Will the Alliance 
actually make a strategic decision regarding its nucle-
ar future, or will it allow the capabilities to atrophy 
by default? And if the Alliance makes the decision to 
retain this mission, is there any structure as good for 
nuclear-sharing as the current DCA construct? 

AMERICAN NATIONAL SECURITY INTERESTS

The United States has a number of national inter-
ests that may require the use, or threatened use, of 
nuclear weapons. First is homeland defense. The U.S. 
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Government must ensure the continued safety and se-
curity of its homeland and population against attack. 
The question is whether extended deterrence, and 
NSNW commitments to allies, can help achieve this 
goal. Some would argue that making commitments to 
overseas friends and allies against potential adversar-
ies actually makes the United States more susceptible 
to threats, blackmail, or the risk of involvment in a 
conflict. 

Second, the United States wants to continue as-
suring its allies of their security, maintain its alliances 
around the world, and provide a stabilizing presence 
where needed. But it must weigh those desiderata 
against the possibility that anti-nuclear or even anti-
American attitudes could arise within allied societies 
if it were to choose to retain or modernize its forward-
deployed nuclear forces in Europe. On the other side 
of the world, the United States faces the exact opposite 
dilemma: allied concerns in East Asia may be raised by 
a perceived diminution of U.S. guarantees, as evinced 
by a lack of will or lack of the visible wherewithal 
to provide extended deterrence. In either case, the 
Obama administration faces the possibility of frustrat-
ing key allied states in order to follow through on its 
Prague vision and the NPR’s commitments. Moreover, 
convincing allies of U.S. resolve may not be possible in 
any case simply by pointing to existing capabilities.50 
Alliance cohesion is a fragile thing, and could be jeop-
ardized by U.S. missteps even on the level of nuance. 

Third, the U.S. Government also wants to manage 
change in the international system to avoid potential 
downsides. Downsides might include a loss of global 
influence, diminished security (particularly if rogue 
states or nonstate actors become more empowered as 
a result of diminished U.S. influence), or a loss of face 
in the event our commitment to President Obama’s 
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Prague agenda with its goal of global nuclear zero 
should fall flat. Another potential downside could be 
that France takes on more of the nuclear leadership 
role in NATO. This may or may not be a bad thing, 
but it would certainly represent a stark change from 
the Alliance’s comfortable security assumptions since 
the late 1960s. 

Fourth, the West may decide to keep its remain-
ing NSNWs as potential bargaining chips with Russia 
in future arms control negotiations. For example, U.S. 
nuclear warheads may be useful in obtaining a Rus-
sian commitment to reduce its numbers, to consolidate 
its weapons in more centralized facilities, to increase 
transparency, to de-mate the warheads from the de-
livery systems, to sharing security efforts, or simply to 
undertake no further increases.51 Reductions may in-
clude on entire series of steps, such as setting discrete 
limits on the number of NSNWs warheads, establish-
ing a single limit on all nuclear warheads (including 
non-strategic and nondeployed), limiting NSNWs to 
national boundaries, limiting declared storage facili-
ties, or linking NSNW reductions and conventional 
limits or cuts. The challenge may be a lack of incen-
tive for Russia to agree to any of these steps, given the 
huge disparity between its NSNW stockpile and that 
of the United States. 

Fifth, given the U.S. nonproliferation agenda, it 
needs to weigh the possibility that if it removes its 
remaining forward-deployed weapons from Europe, 
one or two NATO allies may decide that they need 
to develop an indigenous nuclear weapons capability. 
They may choose this path if the United States were to 
remove its extended deterrence guarantee, or if they 
no longer felt assured that the United States would 
come to their aid when necessary, or if the United 
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States and the other nuclear powers actually began to 
make significant progress toward their avowed goal 
of a nuclear-free world. If this last eventuality came to 
pass, it could potentially diminish the nuclear aspects 
of the U.S. extended deterrence guarantee. Moreover, 
if any ally or other state feels threatened by another 
party that is not committed to the goal of Global Zero, 
it may decide that its vital national interests require it 
to violate its Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) 
pledge and pursue nuclear weapons for reasons of 
national security. The ally most often linked to such 
potential behavior is Turkey. 

Sixth, the United States does have real security in-
terests in Europe, as well as in Asia and the Middle 
East. It maintains broad and deep cultural, historical, 
and economic ties to its European allies. Those inter-
ests might be threatened by a more aggressive or re-
vanchist Russia, by a nuclear-armed Iran, or even by 
the rise of multiple nuclear states in the Middle East 
(perhaps in response to a nuclear Iran). There may 
also be well-founded military reasons for deploying 
a small number of U.S. nuclear weapons and their 
delivery vehicles in Europe for possible use in other 
regions. Obviously forward deployment of military 
forces does not apply merely to extended deterrence; 
it applies to many operational contingencies.

Seventh, it is important to keep in mind that the 
U.S. nuclear arsenal has a number of qualitative char-
acteristics that give it a unique character and set of 
mission capabilities. This is an important variable 
to consider when determining future force size and 
structure in order to meet the multiple mission sets 
that nuclear weapons are asked to perform. The three 
most important and broadly-based categories of mis-
sions for nuclear weapons are to deter, to prevail in 
conflict, and to assure allies. Each of those missions 
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has a different set of critical qualitative characteristics 
associated with it. As the U.S. stockpile gets smaller, 
both in terms of actual numbers as well as in the vari-
ety of warhead types remaining, it will behoove U.S. 
arms control negotiators and force planners to tread 
carefully when it comes to radical changes or reduc-
tions, as the adverse ripple effects on handling future 
threats or responsibilities may be severe.52 

CONCLUSION

As President Obama observed in his strategic guid-
ance to the U.S. military on January 5, 2012, “Our na-
tion is at a moment of transition.”53 He was referring 
to the end of the Iraq War and budgetary issues, but 
his observation was equally true for the coming deci-
sions the United States will have to make regarding its 
remaining non-strategic nuclear forces. The primary 
missions of the U.S. armed forces will continue to in-
clude deterring and defeating aggression, and must 
therefore be “capable of denying the objectives of—or 
imposing unacceptable costs on—an opportunistic ag-
gressor.”54 While this mission can be conducted using 
various types of military force, the language of “un-
acceptable costs” has for three generations served as 
code for “nuclear weapons.” Another of the military’s 
continuing missions will thus be to maintain a safe, 
secure, and effective nuclear deterrent. As the 2010 
NPR, 2011 NATO Strategic Concept, and 2012 Strategic 
Guidance have all declared: 

As long as nuclear weapons remain in existence, the 
United States will maintain a safe, secure, and effec-
tive arsenal . . . that can under any circumstances con-
front an adversary with the prospect of unacceptable 
damage, both to deter potential adversaries and to as-
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sure U.S. allies and other security partners that they 
can count on America’s security commitments.55 

America has enduring national security interests, 
with nuclear weapons remaining a vital part of ensur-
ing that security. As the U.S. security focus shifts from 
Europe to the Middle East and the Pacific Rim over 
the coming decades, the country may find that today’s 
NSNWs will continue to play a similar role in assur-
ing allies in those regions as they do and have done 
for generations of Europeans. They may no longer be 
called “non-strategic,” and they may find themselves 
lumped together with other nuclear warheads, bombs, 
and strategic delivery systems that have deterrence 
and extended deterrence responsibilities. But even if 
no longer a discrete category of weapons, the political 
and military need for such weapons will continue to 
exist for the foreseeable future. 

The United States today maintains the smallest ar-
senal of nuclear weapons since the 1950s, and the num-
bers continue to get lower. There is less concern over 
central nuclear war with a major global adversary. Yet 
as the President said in Prague and the NPR reiter-
ated, ”The threat of global nuclear war has become 
remote, but the risk of nuclear attack has increased.”56 
Therefore we can expect the United States (as well as 
the other nuclear powers of the world) to maintain at 
least a small but robust inventory of nuclear weapons 
for years to come. They will continue to serve as they 
always have: as the ultimate guarantor of U.S. resolve, 
power, and national security.



352

ENDNOTES - CHAPTER 15

1. Assistant Secretary of Defense J. D. Crouch, “Special Brief-
ing on the Nuclear Posture Review,” January 9, 2002, available 
from www.bits.de/NRANEU/docs/NPRSpecial.htm.

2. For a good presentation of these perspectives, see U.S. Nu-
clear Policy in the 21st Century: A Fresh Look at National Strategy and 
Requirements, Final Report, Washington, DC: Center for Counterp-
roliferation Research, National Defense University, with the Cen-
ter for Global Security Research, Lawrence Livermore National 
Laboratory, July 1998. A newer, nonpartisan study is William J. 
Perry and Brent Scowcroft, chairs, U.S. Nuclear Weapons Policy, 
Independent Task Force Report No. 62, New York: Council on 
Foreign Relations, 2009. 

3. An excellent overview of deterrence is Austin Long, Deter-
rence From Cold War to Long War: Lessons from Six Decades of RAND 
Research, Santa Monica, CA: The RAND Corporation, 2008. See 
also Amy F. Woolf, “Nuclear Weapons in U.S. National Security 
Policy: Past, Present, and Prospects,” CRS Report for Congress, 
RL34226, Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, De-
cember 30, 2008; U.S. Nuclear Deterrence in the 21st Century: Getting 
it Right, Washington, DC: The New Deterrent Working Group, 
July 2009; and Amy F. Woolf, “U.S. Nuclear Weapons: Chang-
es in Policy and Force Structure,” CRS Report for Congress, 
RL31623, Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service,  
January 27, 2006.

4. Barack Obama, “Remarks by President Barack Obama,” 
Hradcany Square, Prague, Czech Republic, April 5, 2009,  
available from www.whitehouse.gov/the_press_office/Remarks-By-
President-Barack-Obama-In-Prague-As-Delivered/.

5. For more reading on extended deterrence, see Long, De-
terrence from Cold War to Long War; also Thomas Scheber, “Con-
temporary Challenges for Extended Deterrence,” unpublished 
paper for National Institute of Public Policy, Washington, DC, 
2009; Clark Murdock and Jessica Yeats, “Summary of Findings 
and Recommendations from June 3, 2009, Workshop on Extended 
Deterrence,” unpublished PPT presentation, Washington, DC, 
Center for Strategic and International Studies, August 4, 2009; 



353

and Steven Pifer et al., “U.S. Nuclear and Extended Deterrence: 
Considerations and Challenges,” Brookings Arms Control Series 
No. 3, Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, May 2010.

6. John Lewis Gaddis, The Long Peace: Inquiries into the History 
of the Cold War, Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1989.

7. With two notable exceptions, of course: Great Britain and 
France. For the rationale behind that decision, see Thomas Devine, 
“Extended Deterrence and Nuclear Nonproliferation: Lessons 
from European and East Asian Regimes Applied to the Middle 
East,” Collection of Papers from the 2011 Nuclear Scholars Initia-
tive, Nuclear Scholars Initiative: Project on Nuclear Issues, Washing-
ton, DC: Center for Strategic and International Studies, December 
2011, pp. 33-43.

8. Officially the “Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security 
between Japan and the United States of America,” signed Janu-
ary 1960, available from www.mofa.go.jp/region/n-america/us/q&a/ 
ref/1.html. 

9. According to news reports, the Secretary of State told the 
Japanese Foreign Minister that “Japan is a treaty ally of the United 
States, and . . . reaffirmed the U.S. commitment to the defense of 
Japan, including nuclear deterrents.” Jim Garamone, “Secretary 
of State Clinton Meets Japanese Leaders on First Leg of Asian 
Tour,” Military News, February 18, 2009.

10. “The Withdrawal of U.S. Nuclear Weapons from South 
Korea,” The Nuclear Information Project, available from www.
nukestrat.com/korea/withdrawal.htm. 

11. For further examination of the development of the NPR, 
see David Hoffman, “Obama’s Atomic Choices: Inside the Mak-
ing of U.S. Nuclear Policy,” Foreign Policy online, April 28, 2010. 

12. Department of Defense, Nuclear Posture Review Report 
(NPR), April 2010, p. vii. 

13. Ibid.,  pp. viii-ix.

14. Ibid., p. iii.



354

15. Ibid., p. xii.

16. Ibid.

17. Ibid., p. 32.

18. It is unclear if the wording in the NPR was referring to 
the soon to be retired Tomahawk Land Attack Miissle - Nuclear 
(TLAM-N) in storage in the United States, or more broadly to oth-
er NSNWs, including B-61 bombs. 

19. NPR, p. xiii.

20. Ibid., p. 27. 

21. Ibid., p. xiii.

22. Ibid., pp.32-33.

23. The NPR made clear that “these decisions do not presume 
what NATO will decide about future deterrence requirements, 
but are intended to keep the Alliance’s options open and provide 
capabilities to support other U.S. commitments.” Ibid., p. 35.

24. Ibid., p. 32.

25. Ibid.

26. Ibid. 

27. Examples of the previous phrasing, which has appeared 
in every NATO document since 1990 through 2010, including the 
1991 and 1999 Strategic Concepts, include the following: “the pres-
ence of US nuclear forces based in Europe, committed to NATO, 
reinforces the political and military link between the European and 
North American members of the Alliance” (NATO/OTAN Hand-
book, Brussels, Belgium: NATO Office of Information and Press, 
2001, p. 56); this exact wording was duplicated in the 2006 ver-
sion of the Handbook. The 1999 NATO Strategic Concept, repeating 
the nuclear paragraphs from the 1991 version of that document, 
included this phrase: “The presence of United States conventional 



355

and nuclear forces in Europe remains vital to the security of Eu-
rope, which is inseparably linked to that of North America.” See 
“The Alliance’s Strategic Concept,” April 24, 1999, para. 42, avail-
able from www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_27433.htm. 

28. “Active Engagement, Modern Defence: Strategic Concept 
for the Defence and Security of the Members of the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organisation,” adopted by the Heads of State and Gov-
ernment in Lisbon, Portugal, November 19, 2010, available from 
www.nato.int/lisbon2010/strategic-concept-2010-eng.pdf. 

29. Amy Woolf, “Non-strategic Nuclear Weapons,” CRS Re-
port for Congress No. RL32572, Washington, DC: Congressional 
Research Service, February 2011, p. 14 ; also see James J. Wirtz 
and Jeffrey A. Larsen, eds., Nuclear Transformation: The New U.S. 
Nuclear Doctrine, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005. The New 
Triad has three legs: offensive military strike options, which in-
cluded all three legs of the original Triad, but could also include 
non-nuclear strike systems; strategic defenses; and a responsive 
defense infrastructure. 

30. See 2010 NPR, pp. 38-39.

31. While reducing the ambiguity in the U.S. negative security 
assurance offered to other nations, the Obama administration’s 
2010 NPR does state, however, that “in the case of countries not 
covered by this [negative security] assurance—states that possess 
nuclear weapons and states not in compliance with their nuclear 
non-proliferation obligations—there remains a narrow range of 
contingencies in which U.S. nuclear weapons may still play a role 
in deterring conventional or CBW [chemical and biological war-
fare] attack against the United States or its allies and partners.” 
NPR, p. 16. 

32. For more on the Bush administration’s approach, see Rog-
er Speed and Michael May, “Assessing the United States’ Nuclear 
Posture,” Chap. 7, in U.S. Nuclear Weapons Policy: Confronting To-
day’s Threats, George Bunn and Christopher F. Chyba, eds., Wash-
ington, DC: Brookings Institution, 2006, pp. 248-296.

33. James N. Gibson, Nuclear Weapons of the United States: An 
Illustrated History, Atglen, PA: Schiffer, 1996; Robert S. Norris and 



356

Hans M. Kristensen, “Nuclear Notebook: U.S. Nuclear Forces 
2010,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, May 2010, available from 
bos.sagepub.com/content/66/3/57.full.pdf; and Robert S. Norris and 
Hans M. Kristensen, “U.S. Nuclear Warheads 1945-2009,” Bulletin 
of the Atomic Scientists, July/August 2009, pp. 72-80.

34. NPR, p. 27; and Robert S. Norris and Hans M. Kristensen, 
“U.S. Tactical Nuclear Weapons in Europe, 2011,” Nuclear Note-
book, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, January 2011, available from 
bos.sagepub.com/content/67/1/64.full.pdf. 

35. See, for example, “B-61 Mod 12 LEP,” Arms Control 
Wonk, October 13, 2008, available from lewis.armscontrolwonk.com/
archive/2060/B-61-mod-12-lep; also see “The National Nuclear Se-
curity Administration Strategic Plan: Making the World a Better 
Place,” Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Energy, May 2011.

36. Steven Pifer, “The United States, NATO’s Strategic Con-
cept, and Nuclear Issues,” Perspectives and Proposals on the 
NATO Policy Debate, Arms Control Association, and British-
American Security Information Committee, May 2011. 

37. Woolf, NSNW, pp. 15-16, from Norris and Kristensen, 
“U.S. Nuclear Forces in Europe 2011.” 

38. Ibid.

39. Woolf, NSNW, p. 15; NPR, p. 32; and Norris and Kris-
tensen, US Nuclear Weapons 1945-2009. 

40. During the Cold War, two U.S. air bases in the United 
States—Cannon, NM, and Seymour Johnson, NC—had respon-
sibilities to train for and support the dual capable aircraft (DCA) 
role in Europe. That is no longer the case. 

41. Woolf, NSNW, p. 24. Also see Simon Lunn, Chap. 1, 
“NATO Nuclear Policy—Reflections on Lisbon and Looking 
Ahead,” The NTI Study on Nuclear Weapons and NATO, draft May 
6, 2011, forthcoming; and Paul Shulte, “Is NATO’s Nuclear Deter-
rence Policy a Relic of the Cold War?” Policy Outlook, Washing-
ton, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, November 
17, 2010. 



357

42. For representative arguments about the European social 
situation and NATO nuclear policy, see Jeffrey A. Larsen, “Fu-
ture Options for NATO Nuclear Policy,” Issue Brief, The Atlantic 
Council, August 2011, available from www.acus.org/publication/
future-options-nato-nuclear-policy; Jeffrey A. Larsen, “The Future of 
U.S. Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons and Implications for NATO: 
Drifting Toward the Foreseeable Future,” Final Report from the 
2005-06 Manfred Wörner Fellowship, Brussels, Belgium, NATO 
Headquarters, December 2006, available from www.nato.int/acad/
fellow/05-06/larsen.pdf; Lunn, “NATO Nuclear Policy”; and Bruno 
Tertrais, “Extended Deterrence: Alive and Changing,” The Inter-
preter, Lowy Institute for International Policy online, February 
2, 2011, available from www.lowyinterpreter.org/post/2011/02/02/
Extended-Deterrence-Alive-and-changing.aspx.

43. “NATO’s Nuclear Forces in the New Security Environ-
ment,” NATO Issue Brief, Brussels, Belgium: NATO Headquarters 
June 2004. 

44. David S. Yost, “The U.S. Debate on NATO Nuclear Deter-
rence,” International Affairs, Vol. 87, No. 6, 2011, pp. 1401-1438.

45. Steven Pifer, ”NATO, Nuclear Weapons, and Arms Con-
trol,” Arms Control Series No. 7, Washington, DC: The Brookings 
Institution, July 2011. 

46. Woolf, NSNW, p. 25.

47. Ibid., p. 26. 

48. Ibid.

49. Reagan SDI speech. 

50. See James Acton, “Extended Deterrence and Communicat-
ing Resolve,” Strategic Insights, Vol. VIII, Issue 5, December 2009. 

51. See Steven Pifer, “The Next Round: The United States and 
Nuclear Arms Reductions after New START,” Brookings Foreign 
Policy Series, Paper 4, Washington, DC: The Brookings Institu-
tion, December 2010. 



358

52. See Jeffrey A. Larsen and Justin V. Anderson et al., Qualita-
tive Characteristics of Nuclear Weapons at Lower Numbers and Impli-
cations for Arms Control, SAIC paper prepared for A5XP, Air Force 
Strategic Plans and Policy Division, November 2011. 

53. “Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities for 21st 
Century Defense,” Washington, DC: The White House, January 
2012, available from www.defense.gov/news/Defense_Strategic_Guid-
ance.pdf. 

54. Ibid., p. 4.

55. Ibid., p. 5. For more discussion on the international chal-
lenges facing the Obama administration, particularly with respect 
to nuclear policy and forces, see Christopher F. Chyba and J. D. 
Crouch, “Understanding the U.S. Nuclear Weapons Policy De-
bate,” The Washington Quarterly, July 2009, pp. 21-36; also Keith 
B. Payne, “Maintaining Flexible and Resilient Capabilities for Nu-
clear Deterrence,” Strategic Studies Quarterly, Summer 2011, pp. 
13-29; and National Security Strategy, Washington, DC: The White 
House, May 2010. 

56. 2010 NPR, p. iv; also see Obama Prague speech, April 5, 
2009.



359

CHAPTER 16

NATO’S NUCLEAR DEBATE:
THE BROADER STRATEGIC CONTEXT

Leo Michel1

What purposes are served by U.S. non-strategic 
nuclear weapons (NSNWs) in Europe? If those weap-
ons were reduced in number, consolidated in a small-
er number of Allied basing countries, or eventually 
withdrawn altogether, what would be the effects on 
Alliance solidarity? Would the resources necessary 
to maintain U.S. NSNWs and dual-capable aircraft  
(DCA) in Europe, along with the capabilities of certain 
non-nuclear European Allies to carry out nuclear mis-
sions with their specially configured aircraft, be bet-
ter spent on maintaining or upgrading other military 
capabilities? 

As explained elsewhere in this book, such interre-
lated questions are at the core of  the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization’s (NATO) debate over the fu-
ture of NSNWs in Europe. But they also are linked to 
broader strategic preoccupations within NATO head-
quarters and most Allied governments. For despite 
concerted efforts by top officials and eminent wise 
men, the Alliance is still grappling with dilemmas 
that were not resolved by the new Strategic Concept 
and Lisbon Summit Declaration unveiled in Novem-
ber 2010. Put simply, these concern differing threat 
perceptions among the Allies, the demonstrated reluc-
tance of some to accept the risks and burdens of cer-
tain operational roles, and the need for Allies to make 
hard choices on capabilities during what promises to 
be an extended period of defense budget austerity. 
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Hence, whatever course the Allies set regard-
ing NSNWs in their Defense and Deterrence Posture 
Review (DDPR), which likely will be completed by 
NATO’s Chicago, IL, Summit on May 20, 2012, they 
cannot afford to treat the subject in isolation. Solidar-
ity on this sensitive topic will not guarantee solidarity 
on other challenges facing the Alliance. However, a 
perceived failure to achieve a substantial (versus su-
perficial) consensus on the future of NSNWs could 
certainly deal a heavy blow to the Allies’ ability to co-
operate across the board.

DIFFERING THREAT PERCEPTIONS

NATO has been the primary guarantor of Europe’s 
defense from armed attack since 1949. With the end of 
the Cold War, NATO assumed new roles: building de-
fense and security partnerships with new democracies 
in Central and Eastern Europe that prepared many for 
Alliance membership; offering dialogue and coopera-
tion on political-military issues to Russia, Ukraine, 
and other states of the former Soviet Union; and lead-
ing complex military operations in the Balkans, Af-
ghanistan, and Libya. At the same time, NATO has 
performed the vital job of promoting intra-European 
as well as transatlantic collaboration on threat as-
sessments, political-military strategy, defense plan-
ning, equipment standards and interoperability, and 
training and exercises. Still, as memories of the Cold 
War have faded and the Alliance has enlarged to 28 
members, it is not surprising that the Allies have had a 
difficult time in developing common assessments and 
priorities regarding a range of 21st-century threats. 

For many Americans, NATO’s solidarity and effec-
tiveness will be decided in the caldron of Afghanistan, 
where (as of early 2012) non-U.S. Allies and partners 
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contribute approximately 37,000 of the 130,000 troops 
(including some 90,000 Americans) in the Interna-
tional Security Assistance Force (ISAF). European, 
Canadian, and American leaders broadly agree that, 
if Afghanistan were to become a failed state, terrorist 
networks would reestablish themselves there, posing 
an increased threat to European and American inter-
ests. But for some Allies, a desire to demonstrate soli-
darity with the United States (to ensure, among other 
things, that American commitments to European se-
curity remain strong) has motivated their participa-
tion in ISAF as much, if not more, than any perceived 
threat emanating from Afghanistan itself. Not surpris-
ingly, public support for the ISAF mission is generally 
lower and eroding faster in Europe than in the United 
States, where memories of September 11, 2001 (9/11), 
remain sharp. Moreover, the precarious situation in 
Pakistan could heighten friction among the Allies, es-
pecially if some conclude that U.S. pressure against 
extremist sanctuaries is hindering more than helping 
chances for an orderly withdrawal from Afghanistan 
with or without a regional settlement.

Differing threat perceptions surrounded NATO’s 
role in Libya, as well. Germany’s abstention on United 
Nations (UN) Security Council Resolution 1973 (2011), 
which authorized member states to take “all necessary 
measures” to protect Libyan civilians, roiled its rela-
tions with many Allies—especially the United States, 
France, and the United Kingdom (UK).2 While Germa-
ny subsequently joined the NATO consensus to launch 
military operations pursuant to Resolution 1973, the 
Merkel government’s decision to withdraw German 
crews from NATO’s Airborne Warning and Control 
System aircraft participating in Operation UNIFIED 
PROTECTOR signaled Berlin’s desire to distance it-
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self from the conflict. Of course, Germany was not the 
only Ally with reservations concerning the Libyan op-
eration; several other Allies showed little enthusiasm 
for the operation in part because of their fatigue with 
the political, budgetary, and personnel demands of 
expeditionary efforts in Afghanistan and elsewhere. 

Meanwhile, Russia’s behavior has contributed to 
renewed attention to NATO’s collective defense role. 
To be sure, Russia does not represent the type of im-
mediate threat posed by the Soviet Union, and no 
Allied government advocates a return to Cold War 
models of territorial defense. Still, Russian actions in 
Georgia (especially during the August 2008 conflict) 
and elsewhere in the former Soviet space, combined 
with menacing statements—recall, for example, Presi-
dent Dmitry Medvedev’s vow “to protect the life and 
dignity of [Russian] citizens, wherever they are”3—
sparked particular concern among Central and East-
ern Europe (CEE) Allies. Indeed, some divine a de-
liberate Russian strategy that extends from actions to 
discourage investments in southern energy pipelines 
to intimidating Ukraine and other neighbors in the 
“near abroad” with substantial populations of ethnic 
Russians. Such concerns recently were heightened by 
Medvedev’s threat that Russia will take military coun-
termeasures (to include deploying short-range Iskan-
der missiles in Kaliningrad) to defeat NATO missile 
defenses if they are deployed without “legal guaran-
tees” sought by Moscow.

Other Allies seem to assess Russian strategy and 
behavior in less threatening terms. Some are inclined 
to see Georgia as a one-of-a-kind action—an opportu-
nistic show of force to destabilize a weak but impetu-
ous neighbor and prevent further NATO enlargement. 
Similarly, noting examples of Russian cooperation 
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with NATO (for example, Moscow’s agreement in 
2010 to expand use of the Northern Distribution Net-
work for the transit of nonlethal NATO supplies to 
ISAF), some Allies tend to play down Russian lead-
ers’ criticism of NATO missile defense, attributing it 
to posturing for internal political reasons.

Differing Allied threat assessments extend beyond 
Afghanistan, Libya, and Russia. As the Group of Ex-
perts on NATO’s New Strategic Concept noted in their 
May 2010 report,

The global nuclear nonproliferation regime is under 
increasing stress; incidents of instability along Eu-
rope’s periphery have revived historic tensions; in-
novative modes of gathering, sending, and storing 
information have brought with them new vulner-
abilities; the security implications of piracy, energy 
supply risks, and environmental neglect have become 
more evident; and a worldwide economic crisis has 
spawned widespread budgetary concerns.4 

Potential instability in the Western Balkans re-
mains a leading worry for neighboring Allies. The 
United States and some Allies arguably are more 
worried than others about Iran’s suspected nuclear 
weapons programs and ballistic missile capabilities 
or the possible spillover of Syria’s internal unrest into 
Turkey. Still others give relatively high priority to re-
source, environmental, and maritime security issues 
in the Arctic region.

RESURGENT “BURDEN-SHARING” DEBATE

Contentious discussions among the Allies over 
how to share equitably the risks and burdens of Al-
liance membership are nothing new. However, such 
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arguments by and large did not weaken the Alliance 
during its first 4 decades due to the Soviet Union’s 
perceived existing threat to transatlantic security. 
With the end of the Cold War, NATO’s enlargement 
to 28 members, and its progressively greater involve-
ment in a range of operational activities, the burden-
sharing debate arguably has gained in prominence 
and intensity.

The Bosnian and Kosovo interventions, begin-
ning in 1995 and 1999, respectively, provided a taste 
of what was to follow. In the latter case, for example, 
U.S. pilots flew the overwhelming majority of mis-
sions throughout the 78-day campaign, although the 
participation of a small number of non-U.S. Allies in-
creased toward the end of the operation. While these 
missions and subsequent post-conflict stabilization ef-
forts by ground forces were not risk-free, no NATO 
military personnel were reported killed in combat. 

In contrast, NATO’s involvement in Afghani-
stan, especially since ISAF expanded into Taliban-
controlled areas in 2006, has at times exposed serious 
tensions among the Allies related to burden-sharing. 
European Allies and Canada have suffered about one-
third of the combat deaths among ISAF forces, with 
several suffering higher losses per capita than the 
United States. But NATO has had to cope with “cave-
ats”—that is, restrictions imposed by some Allied gov-
ernments or their parliaments on how and where their 
forces can be employed—and these have provoked 
both transatlantic and intra-European recriminations. 
For example, most of the nearly 4,700 German troops 
are effectively barred by the Bundestag from operat-
ing outside the northern region, and Turkey allows its 
1,800 troops to operate only in or near Kabul. Some 
Allied troops are prohibited from conducting night-
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time or offensive missions. A top French military chief 
once called caveats a “poison for multinational opera-
tions,” and his British counterpart at the time insisted 
publicly that other Allies take a larger role in combat.5 

The prevalence and impact of caveats reportedly 
have diminished in recent years, but they have not 
disappeared altogether. Moreover, as ISAF gradu-
ally passes the lead for security operations in selected 
provinces and districts to Afghan forces, pressure will 
build within several troop-contributor nations now 
deployed in those areas (mostly in the north and west) 
to withdraw their forces entirely rather than allow 
their shift to training and mentoring functions, which 
are not risk-free tasks. The danger is that during the 
planned transition to an Afghan lead in 2014, the com-
bat burdens and risks might fall even more dispropor-
tionately on those U.S. and other Allied forces now 
deployed in the more volatile southern and eastern 
regions.

NATO’s experience in Libya confirmed that bur-
den-sharing remains an issue in more limited opera-
tions, as well. While most Allies contributed militar-
ily in some fashion, only eight (including the United 
States) participated in air strikes. On the positive side, 
the distribution of strike sorties among these countries 
was undoubtedly an improvement over the Kosovo 
air campaign. As Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta 
noted in October 2011: 

After the United States employed its unique assets 
in the first week of the conflict to destroy key regime 
military targets and air defense capabilities, Europe-
ans took over the brunt of operations. France and the 
United Kingdom engaged on a large scale, flying one 
third of the overall sorties and attacking 40 percent of 
the targets. Their deployment of helicopters was criti-
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cal to the later stages of this campaign. . . . Meanwhile 
Italy made valuable contributions to the air-ground 
mission and served as an indispensable base for Al-
lied operations. Smaller countries also punched well 
above their weight. Denmark, Norway, and Belgium 
together destroyed as many targets as France . . . Cana-
da, as always, contributed its fair share—and that was 
substantial.6 

At the same time, NATO’s Libya operation de-
pended on the United States to provide key enabler 
capabilities. The latter included an estimated 80 per-
cent of Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance 
(ISR) assets; the lion’s share of aerial refueling aircraft; 
hundreds of targeting specialists; and precision-guid-
ed munitions and other supplies for some of the strik-
ing nations whose relatively small stockpiles were 
rapidly depleted.

This mismatch of burden-sharing in operations 
results, in part, from underlying and growing dis-
parities between U.S. and non-U.S. defense spending 
within the Alliance. As then-Secretary of Defense Rob-
ert Gates pointed out in June 2011, the U.S. share of 
all military spending by NATO Allies has gone from 
about 50 percent during the Cold War to more than 75 
percent today. Put differently, while the United States 
spends over 4 percent of gross domestic product 
(GDP) for defense, the average for the rest of NATO 
is barely 1.4 percent. Even allowing for a bulge in U.S. 
spending associated with its 2003 invasion of Iraq, 
which several Allies opposed, these trends are unsus-
tainable. As Secretary Gates put it: 

The blunt reality is that there will be dwindling ap-
petite and patience in the U.S. Congress—and in the 
American body politic writ large—to expend increas-
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ingly precious funds on behalf of nations that are ap-
parently unwilling to devote the necessary resources 
or make the necessary changes to be serious and capa-
ble partners in their own defense. . . . Indeed, if current 
trends in the decline of European defense capabilities 
are not halted and reversed, future U.S. political lead-
ers—those for whom the Cold War was not the forma-
tive experience that it was for me—may not consider 
the return on America’s investment in NATO worth 
the cost.7 

As Secretary Panetta warned the following Octo-
ber: “Many might assume that the U.S. defense budget 
is so large it can absorb and cover Alliance shortcom-
ings—but make no mistake about it, we are facing 
dramatic cuts with real implications for Alliance ca-
pability.”8 

PRIORITIZING CAPABILITIES

Differences in Allies’ threat assessments and their 
willingness to assume certain operational and budget-
ary responsibilities make it harder to agree on the pri-
ority of capabilities that need to be preserved, much 
less the new capabilities that must be developed. To 
date, NATO has been better at launching high-profile 
capabilities initiatives—recall, for example, the 1999 
Defense Capabilities Initiative and 2002 Prague Ca-
pabilities Commitment—than delivering credible 
results. (As this chapter is written, the 2010 Lisbon 
Critical Capabilities package appears somewhat more 
productive than its predecessors.) Meanwhile, the 
overall financial and economic prospects for most Al-
lies have degraded further since the NATO Secretary 
General outlined his “Smart Defense” concept in Feb-
ruary 2011.
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The fundamentals of Smart Defense are relatively 
straightforward. In an era of defense austerity, Allies 
should find more ways to cooperate multilaterally to 
make available the type, quantity, quality, and capa-
bilities necessary for the Alliance as a whole to meet 
the level of ambition as set by its political leaders—
that is, the set of contingencies ranging from major 
combat operations to smaller stabilization missions 
that NATO should be prepared for. Such multilateral 
cooperation could include, for example, “pooling and 
sharing” arrangements, joint procurement, and role 
specialization. Top NATO civilian and military of-
ficials are trying hard to implement the concept and 
have assigned a leading role to Allied Command 
Transformation to facilitate the process by which na-
tions will identify new cooperative projects, select 
lead nations and partners, and (hopefully) implement 
their collective efforts. 

Not surprisingly, however, Smart Defense will 
face the same challenges described hitherto as faced 
by NATO and other multinational efforts. For exam-
ple, Allies that are more worried by proximate poten-
tial threats, whether to their territories or information 
systems, may be less inclined toward cooperative 
projects that seem directed to expeditionary and/or 
stabilization operations. Allies that share an expedi-
tionary strategic culture, such as the UK and France, 
may favor bilateral cooperation over wider projects 
involving Allies believed to be excessively risk averse. 
Sovereignty issues remain an important consideration 
in many areas, even if they are given different weights 
depending on the size, capabilities, and political/
strategic culture of the individual Allies. In particular, 
those who seek to preserve some capability to act alone 
or in small coalitions of the willing outside NATO if 
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their national interests so dictate, may be disinclined 
to invest in cooperative programs in the absence of 
assured access to those capabilities in the event of a 
crisis. In other words, they will be loath to join and/or 
fund cooperative projects on capabilities if one Ally or 
more can block consensus to permit their use.

Moreover, Smart Defense will not be a panacea 
for the capabilities shortfalls that likely will bedevil 
the Alliance for years to come. European pooling and 
sharing of its sparse ISR assets, for example, will not 
appreciably lessen Europe’s overall dependence on 
U.S. systems, especially in the event of high-intensity 
conflicts. Yet European investment to develop major 
new ISR capabilities would be very costly, making it 
an unlikely (or, at best, highly selective) option in the 
predicted economic and financial environment. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE NSNW DEBATE

With Alliance solidarity under strain from so many 
different directions, NATO and member government 
officials will need to tread carefully in framing any 
next steps on NSNWs. What might such caution mean 
in practice? Here are a few (admittedly modest) sug-
gestions:

•  Allies should avoid denigrating the threat per-
ceptions of others. Those favoring a go-slow ap-
proach—for example, seeking agreement with 
Russia on meaningful transparency measures 
rather than proceeding directly to changes in 
NATO declaratory policy or negotiated reduc-
tions—are not necessarily paranoid vis-à-vis 
Moscow’s (or perhaps Tehran’s) longer-term 
intentions.9 Conversely, those who question 
the specific contributions of NATO NSNWs to 
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deterrence and defense are not necessarily anti-
nuclear pacifists.

•  In the wake of demanding operations that have 
exposed rifts among Allies over the equitable 
sharing of risks and burdens, approaches that 
shift responsibilities for maintaining NATO 
NSNWs to a smaller and smaller number of Al-
lies are bound to chip away at a sense of soli-
darity. Hence, if reductions in overall NATO 
NSNW capabilities are contemplated, it might 
be preferable to fashion so-called horizontal or 
salami-slicing cutbacks (that is, spreading re-
ductions over several basing countries) rather 
than vertical ones (whereby some Allies drop 
out of nuclear roles entirely, effectively shifting 
all their burden to others).

•  Smart Defense will be hard enough to apply to 
conventional capabilities; applying it to nuclear 
burden-sharing may be too difficult to achieve 
in the present political climate. Given sover-
eignty and assured-access issues, the achieve-
ment of multinational cooperation appears 
more difficult the closer the project comes to 
affecting combat capabilities versus functions 
such as logistics, maintenance, training, and 
professional military education. Hence, while 
the concept of creating a multinational, dual-
capable air unit to assume the role now played 
by European Allies with national dual-capable 
forces may seem attractive in theory, the po-
litical and practical obstacles to realizing such 
a project should not be underestimated.

•  The hard realities of defense austerity will not 
disappear anytime soon. Thus, it is legitimate 
for Allies to ask themselves and each other 
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whether the resources necessary to maintain 
and/or modernize NATO’s NSNWs could be 
better used for conventional capabilities, such 
as the gaps in enablers highlighted by the Af-
ghanistan and Libyan operations. The key here 
is to keep the debate honest. This means, for ex-
ample, that the added cost of equipping future 
multirole aircraft (or extending the service life 
of a relatively small number of current aircraft 
inventories) with features necessary to main-
tain nuclear as well as conventional capabilities 
should not be exaggerated.10 At a minimum, 
any cost savings from shedding dual-capable 
roles must be applied to other high-priority de-
fense capabilities.

•  Finally, in NATO’s nuclear debate, respect for 
the unwritten consensus rule for decisionmak-
ing will be vital. The consensus rule represents 
more than a mechanistic decisionmaking pro-
cedure. It reflects the NATO structure as an al-
liance of independent and sovereign countries, as 
opposed to a supranational body, and exempli-
fies for many the “one for all, all for one” ethos 
of the organization’s collective defense com-
mitment. NATO decisions are the expression of 
the collective will of its member governments, 
arrived at by common consent. Under the con-
sensus rule, no Ally can be forced to approve a 
position or take an action against its will. This 
Alliance reality is especially important for de-
cisions on the potential use of military force, 
which are among the most politically sensitive 
for any ally. But it is arguably as important for 
dealing with issues, such as NSNWs, which re-
main at the core of the Article V commitment.
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CHAPTER 17

ROLE OF NUCLEAR WEAPONS IN NATO’S
DETERRENCE AND DEFENSE POSTURE 

REVIEW: PROSPECTS FOR CHANGE

Guy B. Roberts1

I do think the principles of the NATO discussion [on 
NATO’s nuclear posture] are already clear: first, that 
no Ally will take unilateral decisions; second, that as 
long as there are nuclear weapons in the world, NATO 
will need a nuclear deterrent.2 

—  NATO Secretary General 
Anders Fogh Rasmussen

When the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) revealed it was going to issue a new Stra-
tegic Concept for the 21st century at the 2010 Lisbon, 
Portugal, Summit, there was much anticipation that 
is would announce deep cuts in the numbers of U.S. 
nuclear weapons based in Europe or at a minimum a 
major policy shift entailing a significantly reduced role 
for nuclear weapons in ensuring the common defense 
and security of the Alliance. Instead, the new Strate-
gic Concept echoed the language of the 1991 and 1999 
Strategic Concepts in stating that to protect and defend 
against the full range of today’s security threats, the 
Alliance will “maintain a mix of conventional and 
nuclear forces.”3 Recognizing, however, the complex 
and changing security environment involving new 
threats (cyber-attacks for example) and new capa-
bilities (missile defense), the heads of state tasked the 
North Atlantic Council (NAC) to undertake a review 
of NATO’s deterrence and defense posture (hereinaf-
ter referred to as the DDPR) and provide a report at 
the next NATO summit scheduled for May 20, 2012. 
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While many disarmament advocates see this oc-
casion as another opportunity to remove U.S. nuclear 
weapons from Europe for the reasons and factors dis-
cussed below, it is highly unlikely that there will be 
any substantive changes in either the posture or the 
policy. The DDPR process is deliberately designed in 
such a way as to ensure and reaffirm that NATO has 
the full range of capabilities necessary to deter and 
defend against any threat to the safety and security of 
the Alliance. However, while the DDPR will examine 
all capabilities, this chapter will limit its discussion to 
the nuclear dimension of that review, fully recogniz-
ing that the intent is to have an appropriate mix of 
conventional, nuclear, and missile defense forces as 
well as defenses against relatively new threats such as 
cyber-attacks. 

THE ENVIRONMENT

Before discussing in detail the DDPR process and 
likely outcome, it is important to understand the en-
vironment in which this review is being undertaken. 
Several points are relevant. 

An Increasingly Dangerous and Proliferating 
Security Environment.

According to NATO’s most recent intelligence as-
sessment, the security environment for the Alliance 
remains dangerous and uncertain, with the range and 
variety of potential risks and dangers facing the Alli-
ance ever increasing and less predictable. These range 
from the continuing conflict in Afghanistan, unrest in 
the Balkans, the recent Libya operation, on-going ef-
forts to stop piracy and terrorism, and the challenges 
of addressing new threats such as cyber-attacks. 
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Two of the greatest enduring threats to Alliance 
safety and security in the next 10 to 15 years are weap-
ons of mass destruction (WMD) terrorism and WMD 
proliferation. As the U.S. WMD commission report 
states,4 and as likewise reflected in NATO’s Com-
prehensive Strategic Level Policy for Preventing the 
Proliferation of WMD, proliferation of such weapons 
is inevitable, presenting increased risks to Allied secu-
rity and strategic interests. We can slow and impede 
WMD proliferation, but it will happen. This will in 
turn increase the likelihood of WMD terrorism. And 
of course we face the prospect of ballistic missile pro-
liferation, as in Iran and North Korea.

In addition to the enduring challenges of such 
proliferation, uncertainties about the future relation-
ship with Russia continue to worry eastern European 
members of the Alliance. While no nation is consid-
ered an adversary of the Alliance, the proliferation 
threat is real and growing, and future conventional at-
tacks against NATO forces or territory cannot be ruled 
out. 

While some NATO Allies continue to press for 
finding a path to “global nuclear zero” (more on that 
later), press reports in Russia state that it will triple 
its strategic missile production between the years 2011 
and 2015. Russia is deploying new silo-based and mo-
bile inter-continental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and a 
new ballistic missile submarine with an advanced mis-
sile. By 2018, Russia plans to deploy a new “heavy” 
ICBM, which reportedly can carry 10-15 nuclear war-
heads. New advanced warheads are being deployed 
on other weapons, including those of low yield. Rus-
sia today enjoys more than a 10-1 advantage in tacti-
cal or non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNWs) over 
the United States. While the United States pushed the 
“reset” button with Russia on cooperation and part-
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nership, Russian military doctrine identifies NATO as 
a primary danger. Further, while Western countries 
are cutting military spending to deal with the global 
financial crisis, Russia plans to spend 20 trillion rubles 
($611 billion) on defense through 2020. Ruslan Puk-
hov, director of the Moscow-based think tank, Center 
for Analysis of Strategies and Technologies (CAST), 
issued this glum assessment: 

The Russian authorities understand the country is 
doomed to be the kind of power that needs military 
might. ‘Soft power’ doesn’t work for us. We need peo-
ple to be afraid of us, and we seem to be unable to find 
a proper substitute for military power.5 

The Chinese nuclear and conventional buildup is a 
distant but growing concern. China is deploying two 
types of new mobile ICBMs and developing multiple 
warhead ICBMs and submarines to carry new sea 
launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs). Recent reports 
indicate a massive tunnel system—possibly up to 
5,000 kilometers (km) long—for building, deploying, 
and possibly launching nuclear-armed missiles. One 
is tempted to ask, “What are the potential long-term 
consequences for the West of watching as Russia and 
China modernize their nuclear arsenal while it sits 
back and simply maintains the status quo?” Worse, 
will the West continue to cut its nuclear forces out of 
a misguided notion that reducing the U.S. nuclear ar-
senal will motivate others to stop their modernization 
and building program?

Ballistic missile proliferation remains a continuing 
concern, with over 30 nations now possessing ballistic 
missiles. North Korea, Iran, and India are developing 
ICBMs. The Iranians are expected to test their Ka-
voshgar 5 rocket with a 628-pound capsule carrying 
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a monkey to an altitude of 120 km (74 miles). A new 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) report is 
expected early in 2012 detailing Iran’s continued deter-
mination to acquire nuclear weapons. Almost 3 years 
after President Barack Obama offered an “extended 
hand” to Iran, tensions rose further in 2011 as Wash-
ington accused Tehran of being behind an alleged plot 
to kill the Saudi Ambassador to the United States. As-
suming this is true, one wonders whether Iran now 
believes that the relative decline and over-extension of 
American military power make it possible to commit 
such outrages against the United States and its allies 
with impunity.

State-sponsored and other terrorist groups contin-
ue to pursue acquiring WMDs. A video on Al Jazeera 
TV in February 2009, shown more than 100,000 times 
on various websites, featured a Kuwaiti professor 
openly talking about bringing four pounds of dry-
powdered anthrax to Washington, and killing several 
hundred thousands of Americans. Anders Breivik, 
who killed over 70 campers on an island in Norway, 
spoke of his using anthrax weapons.6 

A. Q. Khan, the “father” of the Pakistani nuclear 
weapons program, masterminded an international 
network of suppliers of materials, equipment, plans, 
and technical assistance to countries clandestinely 
seeking to develop their own nuclear weapons in 
violation of international treaties and legal norms. 
We have no idea of how many A. Q. Khan Networks 
may be operating today, but we do know there is a 
strong demand and those willing to meet it. Pakistan 
is continuing to build up its nuclear weapons program 
amid continued security concerns, and Prime Minister 
Singh has called for building up further India’s nucle-
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ar arsenal due to concerns over other nuclear weapon 
states and the possibility of nuclear terrorism.7

Disarmament by Default? 

While defense budgets have generally increased 
world-wide, that is definitely not the case in Europe. 
Partly in reaction to the deepening Eurozone financial 
crisis but also reflecting a trend that has been going on 
for some time, European Allies’ defense budgets are 
in free fall. The average annual defense outlay is well 
below 1.5 percent of gross domestic product (GDP), 
and it will get worse. Potentially in 2012, nine nations 
will spend less than 1.0 percent of GDP on defense. 

While the markets frequently express optimism 
that Euro leaders have “fixed” the Eurozone crisis, 
uncertainties persist. Many analysts believe that a fi-
nancial catastrophe awaits the Eurozone. Greece with 
a government debt some 143 percent of the size of its 
economy may soon default. Italy, with a debt some 120 
percent the size of its economy, now looks like it will 
follow Greece. Spain’s credit rating was downgraded 
in October 2011, and Portugal and Ireland continue to 
teeter on the brink. The debt contagion long feared is 
now fact as the cost of borrowing continues to increase 
for governments that have resolutely refused to make 
the reforms necessary to balance the books. Indeed, 
Allied governments have routinely obscured their ac-
tual debt levels, and complicit western European lead-
ers have for too long simply hoped for a miracle. In 
the face of these realities, one would be hard pressed 
to find anyone who will predict that defense spending 
will grow or even manage to hold the line. It is now 
projected that the high-performance aircraft that key 
NATO Allies intend to procure, the Joint Strike Fighter, 
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including a “dual capable” (nuclear) variant, will cost 
more than $130 million a copy.8 Based on current and 
projected defense budget figures, one wonders how 
Allies who have pledged to buy the craft, such as the 
United Kingdom (UK) and Italy, will be able to do so.

While the Barack Obama administration wel-
comed the willingness of our European allies to take 
the political and military initiative in Libya, allowing 
the United States to “lead from behind,” it was the 
shrinkage of allied capabilities that caught most of the 
attention of the U.S. Congress and policymakers. Lib-
ya showed that while the United States. took a back 
seat—its aircraft were not involved in the air strikes—
the allies that did participate in Operation UNIFIED 
PROTECTOR were forced to rely on U.S. planes for 
refueling and intelligence-gathering operations. Dur-
ing the Libya operation, the United States. made it 
abundantly clear that it expects its European allies to 
take the lead when crises erupt in their own backyard. 

In a well-publicized speech in June 2011, then 
Secretary of Defense Robert Gates stated frankly that 
many countries were not taking part in the Libyan 
campaign because they could not; that those that were 
involved were running out of munitions; and that 
NATO had become a two-tiered Alliance in which 
only some members had combat capabilities, while 
others enjoyed the benefits of membership while re-
fusing to pay the costs. 

The blunt reality is,” he said, “that there will be dwin-
dling appetite and patience in the US Congress . . . to 
expend increasingly precious funds on behalf of na-
tions that are apparently unwilling to devote the nec-
essary resources or make the necessary changes to be 
serious and capable partners in their own defense.
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Gates also recognized, however, that the fall in Eu-
rope’s defense spending “was highly unlikely to 
change.”9 

For the last 60 years Europe has assumed that the 
United States will rush to its aid in any crisis. Circum-
stances would suggest that such an assumption is a 
risky one to hold. Europe seems so far to have ignored 
U.S. warnings that it will not be business as usual. Ig-
noring Secretary Gates’s warning, most European na-
tions are continuing to slash defense spending. Many 
still have forces that are not deployable. Indeed, as the 
new UK Defense Minister warned, 

Too many countries are failing to meet their financial 
responsibilities to NATO, and so failing to maintain 
appropriate and proportionate capabilities. Too many 
are opting out of operations, or contributing but a 
fraction of what they should be capable of. This is a 
European problem, not an American one. And it is a 
political problem, not a military one.10 

Despite NATO Secretary General Rasmussen’s at-
tempt to put a happy face on this gloomy picture by 
urging nations to pool resources—“smart defense” he 
called it—the fact is that defense spending will decline 
for some time to come. Allies have been unwilling to 
increase defense spending amid the economic crisis, 
so Rasmussen is now calling on NATO members to 
eliminate “redundancies” and sign agreements con-
solidating and integrating their capabilities, including 
arms purchases. As Rasmussen pointed out in a recent 
article in Foreign Affairs, the European allies continue 
to retreat on their political promise to spend 2 percent 
of GDP on defense. Far from that, their commitment 
to defense continues to shrink, much to the consterna-
tion of the United States:
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By the end of the Cold War, in 1991, defense expen-
ditures in European countries represented almost 34 
percent of NATO’s total, with the United States and 
Canada covering the remaining 66 percent. Since then, 
the share of NATO’s security burden shouldered by 
European countries has fallen to 21 percent.11

In the U.S. Congress, the budget knives are out, 
and the failure of U.S. European allies to demonstrate 
a willingness to shoulder their fair share will in all 
likelihood make it even more challenging to keep U.S. 
weapons and forces in Europe.

Conventional Forces Continue to Shrink. 

For those who argue that the nuclear deterrence 
posture of the Alliance as anchored by U.S. nuclear 
weapons in Europe can be replaced with an over-
whelming deterrent posture anchored on a strong U.S. 
conventional force presence, the news from Europe is 
troubling. In May 2010, the United States withdrew 
the last Army division from Europe and announced 
that one and probably two infantry brigade combat 
teams (IBCT) will also be withdrawn. Under current 
defense cuts already proposed, another IBCT is likely 
to be withdrawn next year. U.S. forces in Europe re-
mained well over 200,000 until the early 1990s. Under 
current plans, European-based troops will be reduced 
from 42,000 today to 37,000 by 2015, with the numbers 
likely to be reduced well below the current 2015 target 
figure.12
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The United States Is the Only Major Nuclear Power 
That Is Not Modernizing Its Nuclear Weapons. 

But it gets worse. As part of the proposed $450 
billion cut in U.S. defense spending over the next 10 
years, House and Senate subcommittees have pro-
posed cuts of $400 to $500 million in the $7.1 billion 
request for maintaining U.S. nuclear infrastructure. 
This will put in jeopardy life-extension programs for 
the W-76, W-78, and B-61 bombs.

On October 11, 2011, Congressman Ed Markey (D-
Mass.) sent a letter to the Joint Select Committee on 
Deficit Reduction, signed by 65 lawmakers, that was 
clear and to the point: 

The Berlin Wall fell. The Soviet Union crumbled. The 
Cold War ended. Yet 20 years later, we continue to 
spend over $50 billion a year on the U.S. nuclear arse-
nal. This makes no sense. These funds are a drain on 
our budget and a disservice to the next generation of 
Americans. We are robbing the future to pay for the 
unneeded weapons of the past.13 

They recommended cutting $200 billion from the 
estimated $700 billion planned for nuclear weapons 
and related programs over the next 10 years.14

While the U.S. nuclear infrastructure decays and 
Congress dithers over whether to fund the much 
needed modernization programs necessary to main-
tain a safe, secure, and effective deterrent, Russia 
and China continue to modernize and upgrade their 
own nuclear weapons and infrastructure. While Rus-
sia has tested and is deploying new ICBM and SLBM 
systems, U.S. replacements for the aging Trident D-5 
and ground-based Minuteman systems remain on the 
drawing board.15
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U.S. Focus and Interest Shift to Asia. 

Hillary Clinton, in an article in the November 2011 
issue of Foreign Policy titled “America’s Pacific Cen-
tury,” characterized the Asia-Pacific region as a “key 
driver of global politics” and called for a “substantial-
ly increased investment—diplomatic, economic, stra-
tegic, and otherwise—in the Asia-Pacific region.”16 A 
new survey shows that Americans view Asian coun-
tries, not European ones, as the most important part-
ners for the United States. Moreover, a partisan divide 
has emerged in attitudes toward the relationship. A 
majority (57 percent) of Republicans now believe that 
the United States should take a more independent ap-
proach vis-à-vis Europe, a plurality of Democrats (42 
percent) still supports closer ties with Europe, and in-
dependents are divided on the issue. As Americans 
turn away from Europe, they are turning toward Asia. 
A majority (51 percent) now see China, Japan, and 
South Korea as more important than the nations of 
Europe for U.S. national interests. Europeans should 
be particularly concerned that a strong majority of 
Americans under the age of 45 now see Asia as more 
important than Europe.17 The Americans who most 
value Europe are rapidly disappearing from the stage.

The Global Nuclear Zero Movement. 

Energized by President Obama’s speech calling 
for a world free of nuclear weapons in Prague, Czech 
Republic in 2009, the movement has brought renewed 
pressures on one of the fundamental aspects of NA-
TO’s security posture and resulted in new initiatives 
for unilateral disarmament despite the threats dis-
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cussed above. Indeed, the very concept of nuclear de-
terrence is now dismissed as a Cold War relic. Many 
in the disarmament movement reject the very notion 
of deterrence. They downplay or ignore the many 
other important and complex roles nuclear weapons 
play in ensuring the collective security of the Alliance. 
Former Secretary of State George Schultz at the Global 
Zero meeting in California asked, “How good of a de-
terrent is a nuclear weapon anyhow? What threat are 
they deterring? I don’t see much usefulness myself.”18 
Some “Global Zero” advocates have singled out the 
extended worldwide deterrence commitment of the 
United States, calling it, in the words of Barry Blech-
man, “a concept that served a vital purpose during the 
Cold War, but whose time has come—and gone. The 
first step towards nuclear abolition is eliminating reli-
ance on nuclear deterrence.”19

While the effectiveness of deterrence remains dif-
ficult to prove other than through anecdotal examples, 
Kenneth Waltz pointed out in his classic study, Man, 
the State, and War (1959), that:

deterrence arises from a logical and a moral neces-
sity. Because men are not angels, because states can be 
malevolent, and because the international system of 
states is itself a jungle, without an all-powerful world 
government to enforce order, something like deter-
rence is required. Deterrence is reason’s attempt to 
check the perpetual temptation of evil.20 

And, as Edmund Burke warned: “The only thing 
necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to 
do nothing.”21 This evil includes the assumption that 
men will lie, cheat, and betray. Since the search for 
perfect security is a fool’s errand in a world inherently 
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beset by conflict, deterrence seeks to build security 
on the firmer foothold of a realistic view of human 
nature vice utopian. The realistic view is one seeing 
that the most reliable human motive is the preserva-
tion of things one holds most dear—particularly one’s  
own life. 

Those who argue for the abolition of nuclear weap-
ons and indeed all weapons lose sight of the fact that 
war—not weapons—is the real villain. As the socialist 
Salvador de Madariaga, a key figure in the League of 
Nations disarmament efforts, presciently noted:

The trouble with disarmament was (it still is) that 
the problem of war is tacked upside down and at the 
wrong end. . . . Nations don’t distrust each other be-
cause they are armed; they are armed because they 
distrust each other. And therefore to want disarma-
ment before a minimum of common agreement on 
fundamentals is as absurd as to want people to go 
undressed in winter. . . . Disarmers would avoid wars 
by reducing armaments. They run to the wrong end of 
the line. The only way . . . consists in dealing day by 
day with the business of the world . . . the true issue is 
the organization of the world on a cooperative basis.22

Our deterrence posture is such that we believe no 
regime, no matter how aggressive and risk-inclined, 
would be so foolish as to attack the Alliance, a move 
that would yield little advantage, and thereby incur 
an attack’s clear consequence—utter destruction. Tak-
en together, the empty commitments made towards 
a global nuclear zero and calls by the strategically-
illiterate to remove the last U.S. nuclear forces from 
Europe, make the world’s nuclear future more dan-
gerous, not less so. 

In 2010 certain officials from Belgium, Germany, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Norway proposed 
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removing European-based U.S. nuclear warheads 
from Europe.23 Other than being a feel-good gesture 
to burnish their disarmament credentials again, one 
wonders what end such a step would serve, particu-
larly in view of the threatening international security 
environment discussed above. How would such a step 
enhance their security? These very same countries are 
also drastically cutting their respective defense bud-
gets, and some are trying to neuter missile defense. 
This is strategic illiteracy of breath-taking proportions.

Those Europeans who want to get rid of U.S. nu-
clear weapons (and what about British and French 
systems?) should for a moment take a strategic view, 
realizing that in this anarchic, realpolitik world, 
empty unilateralism is as dangerous as uncontrolled 
proliferation. A world without nukes might be even 
more dangerous than a world with them. I am con-
vinced that the advent of the nuclear age is the pri-
mary reason major powers have, since 1945, refrained 
from waging war with each other. It is very difficult 
to explain the absence of war among the major pow-
ers in the last 65 years without taking into account the 
consequences of nuclear weapons. If, by some miracle, 
we were able to eliminate nuclear weapons at some 
point, what we would have is a number of countries 
sitting around with breakout capabilities, or rumors 
of breakout capabilities—for intimidation purposes—
and eventually a number of small clandestine nuclear 
stockpiles. This would make the United States and her 
Allies more, not less, vulnerable. The nuclear genie is 
now out of its aged and cracked bottle, and there is no 
way to put him back. “Are we actually going to see 
a world without nuclear weapons?” former Defense 
Secretary James Schlesinger rhetorically asked a De-
terrence Symposium organized by the U.S. Strategic 
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Command in 2010. He continued: “This is the vision 
of many people, and I remind you that the dividing 
line between vision and hallucination is never very 
clear.”24

THE DDPR PROCESS

NATO’s core business, its raison d’etre, is to protect 
our territory and our populations. . . . And in a world 
where nuclear weapons actually exist, NATO needs a 
credible, effective, and safely managed deterrent.25 

  — Secretary General General Rasmussen,
     April 22, 2010

Undoubtedly these issues will have a significant 
impact on the DDPR process as it moves forward to-
wards the May 20,  2012, Summit in Chicago, IL. Nev-
ertheless, as confirmed by the new Strategic Concept, 
NATO remains a collective security alliance whose 
purpose, as embodied in Article V of the North At-
lantic Treaty, is to defend the territorial integrity of 
all of its member states. To do so, NATO theoretically 
maintains military capabilities (1) to deter any attack, 
and, in the event deterrence fails, either (2) to defeat 
such an attack if it occurs, or (3) to convince the ag-
gressor that it has miscalculated and that the costs of 
war far exceed any possible gains, thereby causing the 
aggressor to abort his attack. 

In many respects the DDPR process reflects a con-
tinuation of a constantly transforming NATO which 
began, in my view, with the end of the Cold War and 
continues today. Consistent themes are evident from 
past Strategic Concepts, namely “security, consultation, 
deterrence and defence, crisis management, and part-
nership.”26 
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At the November 2010 Lisbon summit, the Alli-
ance declared that:

NATO will maintain an appropriate mix of conven-
tional, nuclear, and missile defense forces. Missile 
defense will become an integral part of our overall 
defense posture. Our goal is to bolster deterrence as a 
core element of our collective defense and contribute 
to the indivisible security of the Alliance.27

At the 60th anniversary summit in 2009, the Alli-
ance reaffirmed that “deterrence, based on an appro-
priate mix of nuclear and conventional capabilities, re-
mains a core element of our overall strategy.”28 NATO 
Allies affirmed the necessity of deterrence, so that is 
supposedly not an item for discussion in the DDPR. 
However, the “right mix” of NATO’s strategic capa-
bilities would be examined. More specifically, 

We have tasked the [North Atlantic] Council to con-
tinue to review NATO’s overall posture in deterring 
and defending against the full range of threats to the 
Alliance, taking into account changes in the evolving 
international security environment. This comprehen-
sive review should be undertaken by all Allies on the 
basis of deterrence and defense posture principles 
agreed in the Strategic Concept, taking into account 
WMD [weapons of mass destruction] and ballistic 
missile proliferation. Essential elements of the review 
would include the range of NATO’s strategic capabili-
ties required, including NATO’s nuclear posture, and 
missile defense and other means of strategic deter-
rence and defense.29 

This review will also include a new assessment on 
threats and the security environment. It will include a 
review of what contributions to security are provided 
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by arms control and nonproliferation and disarma-
ment initiatives. It will also assess emerging security 
challenges (cyber, energy security) as well as the en-
during security challenges of terrorism and WMD. 
Ultimately, the report will recommend “the right 
balance” or “mix” between deterrence, defense, and 
missile defense, with the purpose of strengthening the 
Alliance posture.

The consultation and reflection phase of the DDPR 
was completed in July 2011. Four “scoping papers” 
were discussed and the North Atlantic Council held 
sessions with experts to discuss the costs and bene-
fits of making changes to either declaratory policy or 
force posture. The NATO Deputies Committee will 
draft the report with the assistance of experts—the 
High Level Group or Nuclear Planning Group Staff 
Group on nuclear issues. During the DDPR process, a 
number of questions will need to be addressed. These 
include, but are not limited to the following:

•  How can NATO best demonstrate Alliance soli-Alliance soli-
darity and maintain a credible Alliance nuclear 
posture in its common commitment to war pre-
vention?

•  How can Allies ensure that the nuclear ele-How can Allies ensure that the nuclear ele-
ments of their deterrence posture remain vis-
ible, credible, and effective?

•  How should the political-military utility of the 
nuclear elements of the posture be assessed?

•  Does such a requirement necessitate the current 
balanced mix of nuclear forces, or could it be 
satisfied solely with so-called strategic nuclear 
forces provided by the NATO Nuclear Weapon 
States (NWS)?

•  Is the stationing of U.S. nuclear “substrategic” 
weapons in Europe still required, and is the 
maintenance of “dual capable aircraft (DCA)” 
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in their roles fulfilling high readiness require-
ments (i.e. training, exercises, certification etc.)?

•  Do U.S. nuclear forces based in Europe and 
committed to NATO provide an essential po-
litical and military link between the European 
and the North American members of the Alli-
ance?

•  If not, what role do they play? What other fac-If not, what role do they play? What other fac-
tors should the Alliance stress to emphasize 
and demonstrate the strength of the trans-At-
lantic link?

•  Are the DCA nations committed to continue 
their current role in Alliance nuclear strategy? 
If not, what would they substitute for their con-
tribution to deterrence?

•  Can Alliance burden-sharing be visibly pro-Can Alliance burden-sharing be visibly pro-
vided by other means?

NATO nuclear burden-sharing, including the pres-
ence of U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe, is perceived 
by many allies as the most tangible manifestation of 
the nuclear element of NATO’s collective security 
guarantee. Some have questioned the continued utili-
ty of that presence and have raised concerns about the 
security of these weapons, the cost of modernization, 
and the implications for disarmament and nonprolif-
eration if they are retained. 

Reflecting improvements in the security environ-
ment, NATO has reduced the number of U.S. nuclear 
weapons stationed in Europe by over 95 percent.30 
As part of the process of continually reviewing our 
nuclear deterrence posture and following consulta-
tions within the Alliance, further steps in adjusting 
the configuration of NATO’s nuclear deterrence pos-
ture, including further reductions, should (1) take 
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into account the disparity between NATO and Rus-
sian stockpiles of short-range nuclear weapons; (2) be 
considered in the context of U.S.-Russian arms control 
negotiations; and (3) weigh the countervailing politi-
cal effects within the Alliance and in the minds of po-
tential adversaries. In that regard, the impact on the 
proliferation of WMD within and without the Alliance 
as a result of changes in the deterrence posture should 
also be considered.

Additionally, considering the importance of bur-
den-sharing and consultation in the Alliance, Allied 
participation in the nuclear mission also lends cred-
ibility to their voice on the future of NATO’s nuclear 
policy. Finding innovative ways to expand the sharing 
of risks and responsibilities among Allies will increase 
the credibility of the deterrent and manifest alliance 
solidarity, ultimately providing more leverage in ne-
gotiating reductions in U.S.-Russian non-strategic nu-
clear forces in Europe. The importance of sharing the 
risks and responsibilities of maintaining U.S. nuclear 
weapons in Europe and a robust consensus-based 
nuclear posture cannot be over-emphasized. In every 
discussion regarding the future of NATO’s nuclear 
policy and potential changes to it, burden-sharing was 
considered the most important criterion by the Allies.

The Alliance continues to believe that a funda-
mental aspect of NATO’s collective security posture 
is maintaining sufficient capability to meet the full 
spectrum of current and future threats and challenges 
from a position of strength. The Romans said it best: 
Sic vis pacem, para bellum (if one wants peace, prepare 
for war), and certainly the nature of mankind in that 
regard has changed little since Roman times. We en-
trust our security to our leaders, not to others. As for-
mer President Teddy Roosevelt said at the beginning 
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of the last century; “There [can] be no greater calam-There [can] be no greater calam-
ity than for the free peoples, the enlightened, inde-
pendent, and peace-loving peoples, to disarm while 
yet leaving it open to any barbarism or despotism to 
remain armed.”31 In that era (circa 1908), the Hague 
Peace conference had concluded, Andrew Carnegie 
was making plans to build the Peace Palace in The 
Hague, the Netherlands, many were writing that there 
would be no more wars. At the dedication of the Peace 
Palace in 1913, Carnegie predicted that the end of war 
was “as certain to come, and come soon, as day fol-
lows night.”32 Of course, less than a year later Europe 
was plunged into a catastrophic world war. 

Who would have predicted what the next 40 years 
would bring? There is no case that I know of in history 
where a nation has been made secure by pursuing a 
policy of vulnerability. The tragic arc of history has 
demonstrated that such is a sure path to destruction 
and enslavement. 

As stated in the Strategic Concept, “Deterrence, 
based on an appropriate mix of nuclear and con-
ventional capabilities, remains a core element of our 
overall strategy.”33  I believe NATO will maintain its 
nuclear deterrent at the minimum level sufficient to 
preserve peace and stability consistent with and in re-
sponse to the shifting and hopefully increasingly be-
nign international security environment. The goal of 
the DDPR is to bolster or strengthen our security, not 
to maintain the status quo or diminish it. In this same 
context, the Alliance will continue to examine innova-
tive ways to maintain and sustain a credible nuclear 
deterrent as one part in NATO’s larger defense pos-
ture consistent with the principles of fair burden-shar-
ing, the indivisibility of security, and maintaining a 
strong transatlantic link. 
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Furthermore, the United States and its NATO Al-
lies will have to reconcile their DDPR conclusions with 
their interest in arms control and confidence-building 
measures intended to enhance transparency, particu-
larly with regard to their relationship to Russia. Unfor-
tunately, to date the Russians have demonstrated little 
interest in arms control or transparency with regard to 
non-strategic nuclear forces and have suspended their 
obligations for reporting and transparency under the 
Conventional Forces in Europe treaties. They continue 
to refuse to discuss transparency regarding their non-
strategic nuclear weapons until all U.S. nuclear weap-
ons are removed from European soil, and they have 
insisted that future discussions should include British 
and French nuclear weapons, a position rejected out 
of hand by both of these nations. Even those nations 
that are the strongest advocates of disarmament agree 
that any further reductions should be undertaken in 
the context of arms control negotiations with the Rus-
sians.

Finally, the most important and difficult task is 
to change the underlying security circumstances that 
lead nations to seek nuclear weapons. To that end, 
direct negotiations involving positive incentives (eco-
nomic, political, and security arrangements) for states 
willing to abandon nuclear weapons aspirations, as 
well as cooperation with others to impose sanctions 
against recalcitrant actors, are essential. These are con-
crete actions, analogous to the Marshall Plan, to take a 
historical example, not mere gestures like the Kellogg-
Briand Pact of 1929, which “outlawed war.”34 

Nuclear weapons are not empty symbols; they play 
an important deterrent role and cannot be eliminat-
ed. Foreign policy must be based on this reality. The 
DDPR will reflect the Alliance desire to remain strong 
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with a posture that lowers the risks of the spread of 
nuclear weapons capability and the possibility of 
nuclear weapons use. What we need today is a new 
kind of surge—an intellectual, policy, and political 
countersurge to both the Global Zero movement and 
those who insist that defense budgets be cut irrespec-
tive of its impact on Alliance security. We need a new 
impetus to challenge the statements and assertions of 
groups like the Global Zero Movement. 

In sum, I see the end result of the DDPR as one 
where the U.S. nuclear presence in Europe is affirmed. 
There are too many proven political and psychologi-
cal benefits of the long-standing extended nuclear 
deterrence posture to justify change now and no real 
incentive to do so in light of the security environment. 
The weapons serve to deter aggression, persuade the 
nonpossessing Ally that there is no need to develop 
nuclear weapons himself, and are a visible and viable 
symbol of the transatlantic link between the United 
States and European Allies. There may be some minor 
adjustments in numbers, which should remain classi-
fied, but not many because of their potential for use 
as an arms control quid pro quo in U.S.-Russia negotia-
tions. I do not see any changes in NATO’s declaratory 
policy for a couple of reasons but most simply because 
the French will never go along with it. A NATO nu-
clear deterrent can play a significant and far-reaching 
role demonstrating Alliance solidarity in the face of ag-
gression with WMD, and not just nuclear weapons. As 
I have often stated, the Alliance uses nuclear weapons 
every single day. They daily play an important politi-
cal role in demonstrating solidarity, burden-sharing, 
and the incalculable consequences of aggression.

The weapons we have invented cannot be unin-
vented. We must live with them. They are an inevi-
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table price human beings must pay to live in the age 
of technology. Living with destructive technologies is 
our lot, the debt we bear in behalf of progress. They 
are, after all, the ultimate guardian of our safety. 
Foreign policy must be based on this reality; and the 
United States should work with its Allies and strategic 
partners on those achievable objectives that lower the 
risks of the spread of nuclear weapons and the pos-
sibility of nuclear weapons use.

NATO is the world’s most successful and longest-
lived collective security organization. At the end of 
the day, I am optimistic that the Alliance will make 
the right and best choices in the difficult and challeng-
ing security and economic environment of today. As 
Bismarck allegedly observed, “If you like the law and 
sausage, you should see neither one of them being 
made.”35 So too with NATO’s deterrence and defense 
posture.
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CHAPTER 18

TACTICAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS AND NATO:
ARMS CONTROL AS AN OPTION

James M. Smith

U.S. tactical nuclear weapons were introduced into 
Europe based primarily on their military utility but 
with the strong secondary purpose of ensuring alli-
ance solidarity. They were introduced in the theater 
under the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
umbrella, with an equally strong burden-sharing role. 
Today, the military utility is legitimately questioned, 
their burden-sharing dimension is indeed a burden on 
economically challenged Alliance members, and only 
the political role remains strong and central. U.S. nu-
clear weapons remain in NATO for the political pur-
poses of general assurance and NATO solidarity, and 
to give continued relevance to NATO nuclear policy 
as long as the members impute a nuclear dimension 
to the Alliance.

As these weapons have transitioned to primarily 
political roles, arms control has presented itself as a 
political answer to questions of how to manage fur-
ther nuclear drawdowns and the possibility of even-
tual complete removal of the American weapons from 
the theater. Arms control is an established political 
process between Russia—with a substantial remain-
ing strategic and tactical nuclear arsenal found par-
ticularly worrisome to the newer alliance members— 
and the United States, which has always undertaken 
its side of the bilateral negotiations with a keen eye to 
NATO positions and sensitivities. It is a process that, 
with thoughtful adaptation, offers significant prom-
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ise as a vehicle for regulating and verifying nuclear 
weapon numbers, movement, and status as regarding 
the NATO area of operations.

This brief overview addresses arms control as an 
established process of arms regulation; summarizes 
major threads and issues raised in the chapters of this 
Part; and suggests an arms control agenda as a way 
ahead for addressing U.S. tactical nuclear weapons 
(TNWs) in NATO.

ARMS CONTROL AS A “WAY” OF ENHANCING 
NATIONAL SECURITY

Arms control developed as a practical offshoot 
from traditional approaches to disarmament, seeking 
regulation, reciprocity, and transparency in limiting 
numbers and capabilities of nuclear systems as op-
posed to near-term elimination of those systems. The 
international security environment of the Cold War 
dictated strategic reliance on nuclear weapons, and 
neither of the major nuclear powers and their associ-
ated alliances could guarantee their security without 
that set of nuclear capabilities. Arms control offered 
a systematic and verifiable process to lower the risks, 
costs, and consequences of potential conflict within a 
cooperative niche in the otherwise contentious East-
West relationship. 

Today the foundational situation has changed, 
resulting in an end to the intensely adversarial rela-
tionships prevalent during the Cold War, and a fun-
damental alteration of the alliance structure in Eu-
rope. Today NATO stands alone as the sole strategic 
security alliance on the continent, and Russia is not 
denominated as an enemy. In fact, cooperative mecha-
nisms and efforts exist between NATO and Russia on 
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several fronts. However, the sheer numbers of nuclear 
weapons remaining in the Russian inventory and the 
siting of many of those weapons in close proximity 
to NATO member states dictate that NATO seek op-
tions for systematized reduction and relocation of 
those weapons, and for a continuing deterrent posture 
while those reductions are still in process.

Thus, the November 2010 NATO Strategic Concept 
adopted at Lisbon states in part:

Deterrence, based on an appropriate mix of nuclear 
and conventional capabilities, remains a core element 
of our overall strategy. The circumstances in which 
any use of nuclear weapons might have to be contem-
plated are extremely remote. As long as nuclear weap-
ons exist, NATO will remain a nuclear alliance.1

However, it later records the following qualifica-
tion:

NATO seeks its security at the lowest possible level 
of forces. Arms control, disarmament, and nonprolif-
eration contribute to peace, security, and stability, and 
should ensure undiminished security for all Alliance 
members. We will continue to play our part in rein-
forcing arms control and in promoting disarmament 
of both conventional weapons and weapons of mass 
destruction, as well as nonproliferation efforts.2

Arms control is embraced as a primary vehicle to 
enable the systematic and verifiable reduction of the 
residual Russian nuclear arsenals and other security 
factors related directly to the maintenance of that 
nuclear posture. Specifically, NATO embraces stabil-
ity- and security-enhancing nuclear reductions both 
in general and in Europe—both Russian and NATO 
nuclear weapons in theater—as well as conventional 
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arms control to address the perceived lack of stabil-
ity that is prompting Russia both to retain its nuclear 
capabilities (particularly its large inventory of tactical 
nuclear weapons) and to elevate its doctrinal reliance 
on those weapons in the event of any major conflict 
scenario. Both Russia and NATO seek security and 
stability; the relationship between them has transi-
tioned from adversarial and military to more broadly 
cooperative and political; and arms control offers a 
political process through which to address residual 
military dangers.

ARMS CONTROL THREADS AND THEMES 

Thus, the 2010 NATO Strategic Concept as well as 
the authors in this Part have endorsed arms control as 
one primary vehicle by which to address both residual 
security challenges in Europe and the specific issues 
surrounding U.S. (and Russian) tactical nuclear weap-
ons in theater. However, the authors also pointed out 
that this new arms control process must be broadened 
and adapted to best fit the new realities of the present 
environment. Issues, even objections, were raised con-
cerning individual goals or forums for arms control, 
but consultative and cooperative approaches—here 
termed arms control writ large—were suggested for 
a wide range of regional security issues and concerns.

Interestingly, none of the authors chose U.S. tac-
tical nuclear weapons as their singular focus in ad-
dressing the issues surrounding those systems. They 
instead addressed the issues from such departure 
points as conventional force issues; shifts in the global 
strategic environment and resulting regional implica-
tions; strategic force issues and control efforts; and 
common political, economic, and force modernization 
concerns of nations. The authors saw the multidimen-
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sional context as the important focus in framing tacti-
cal nuclear weapons issues for analysis.

Conventional force balances, the suspended Con-
ventional Forces in Europe (CFE) framework, and 
overall military concerns were central to one author, 
and they were mentioned by the other authors as ma-
jor factors for framing tactical nuclear weapons issues. 
Certainly Russia’s concerns about its entire frontier, 
as well as regional balances, drive its tactical (and 
strategic) nuclear force posture and doctrine. Efforts 
to reinstate conventional forces transparency and 
cooperation in Europe were seen as fundamental to 
expanding the discussion toward addressing Russian 
nuclear weapons and positioning.

Shifts in the global strategic environment toward 
the Far East were suggested as altering national secu-
rity resource decisions and affecting strategic forces 
considerations, particularly for Russia, but also for the 
United States and European states. In view of this al-
tered environment, suggestions were made for chang-
ing the basis for strategic arms control discussions 
toward a comprehensive approach to nuclear weap-
ons and toward consideration of European security is-
sues based on the resulting enlargement of bargaining 
breathing room.

Aligned with some of those ideas, a comprehen-
sive discussion of U.S.-Russia strategic engagement 
was presented as a framework for addressing tactical 
nuclear weapons issues. Several options were pre-
sented and assessed, along with bilateral conditions 
necessary to move forward on these fronts, with par-
ticular attention to composite limits on the full range 
of nuclear weapons, allowing each side flexibility in 
how it constitutes and postures its forces. U.S. nuclear 
weapons in Europe would be included in this com-
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posite discussion within the context of overall as well 
as regional stability.

Against this multifaceted backdrop, the discus-
sion turned to the hard reality of national political and 
economic imperatives as these confront force mod-
ernization decisions associated with maintaining the 
nuclear status quo in NATO. The point was made that 
national and Alliance confidence and assurance are 
key within today’s environment, and nonthreatening 
alternatives take on added salience. Thus such less 
bellicose factors as stability, emphasis on defense, and 
engagement itself may become more important than 
aggressive-seeming military capabilities in shaping 
this stability and assurance.

ARMS CONTROL TAKEAWAYS AND A WAY 
AHEAD

One primary takeaway from the Dickinson Col-
lege workshop underpinning the present book is that 
an adapted arms control process can act as a central 
vehicle with which to address the core issues sur-
rounding TNWs in Europe. Arms control and coop-
erative security present one avenue for addressing 
these issues, and it may be the preferred avenue given 
its vector toward transparency, cooperation, reciproc-
ity, and stability. However, the traditional bilateral, 
security-focused, and formal arms control of the Cold 
War must be adapted to the new realities of Europe in 
order to be truly relevant.

Arms control must be balanced. It must move to a 
more consultative process that takes note of the range 
of national, regional, and sub-regional concerns. It 
must be aimed toward attaining assurance of regional 
stability within which nations do not have to place 
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exaggerated emphasis on security in ordering their 
individual and collective agendas.

Arms control must be bundled. It cannot focus 
solely on TNWs, nor on strategic nuclear weapons, 
nor on conventional forces. Stability concerns address 
all of these as linked military implements. Today, mis-
sile defenses and conventional strategic systems are 
also linked into the equation, particularly by Russia. 
Consultative and cooperative approaches to each and 
all of these security issues must be incorporated into 
the broadened process for achieving regional stability.

Arms control must be backed. Nations cannot opt 
out. They cannot free ride. Whether the ultimate for-
mat selected is unilateral/reciprocal, bilateral, mul-
tilateral, or some mixture of these, the Alliance must 
be engaged, and the region must be engaged, if true 
stability is to be attained. In addition, those states with 
internal consultative mandates must engage those 
domestic processes so as to present a legitimately na-
tional position in the larger consultations. Participants 
must carry the long-term view into the process so that 
long-term stability can be the outcome.

Arms control, then, should be a primary vehicle by 
which NATO and its member states address the issues 
surrounding security assurance, stability, U.S. nuclear 
weapons in Europe, and NATO as a nuclear alliance.

ENDNOTES - CHAPTER 18
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CHAPTER 19

ARMS CONTROL OPTIONS FOR
NON-STRATEGIC NUCLEAR WEAPONS

Steven Pifer

INTRODUCTION

Arms control agreements negotiated between 
Washington and Moscow over the past 50 years have 
focused on strategic offensive nuclear arms. Aside 
from the 1987 treaty banning intermediate-range 
nuclear force (INF) missiles and related unilateral 
steps, non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNWs) have 
remained outside of arms limitation efforts. Follow-
ing conclusion of the New Strategic Arms Reduction 
Treaty (New START) in April 2010, however, Presi-
dent Barack Obama called for including NSNWs in 
the next round of negotiations. This chapter provides 
background on NSNWs, reviews U.S. and Russian 
views on limiting such weapons, and outlines options 
for dealing with them in arms control arrangements. 
These options include confidence-building measures, 
unilateral steps, and negotiated legally binding limits.

The New START Treaty, which entered into force 
in February 2011, requires that the United States and 
Russia reduce their strategic offensive forces so that 
no later than February 2018, each has no more than 
700 deployed strategic delivery vehicles—that is, in-
tercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), submarine-
launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), and nuclear-ca-
pable heavy bombers; no more than 800 deployed and 
nondeployed ICBM and SLBM launchers and nuclear-
capable heavy bombers; and no more than 1,550 de-
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ployed strategic warheads. The INF Treaty eliminated 
all ground-launched missiles and launchers for mis-
siles with ranges between 500 and 5,500 kilometers.

The term “non-strategic nuclear weapon” is used 
here to include nuclear warheads for all delivery sys-
tems not limited by New START or banned by the INF 
Treaty. This category of nuclear warheads includes 
gravity bombs for aircraft other than nuclear-capable 
heavy bombers, nuclear warheads for naval cruise 
missiles and torpedoes, and nuclear warheads for 
anti-ballistic missile (ABM) and air defense systems. 
The NSNWs term would also capture any nuclear 
warheads for surface-to-surface missiles with ranges 
less than 500 kilometers and nuclear artillery shells, 
should such weapons remain in the arsenals.1 NSNWs 
are also referred to as tactical or sub-strategic nuclear 
weapons.2 

As a result of its 2010 Nuclear Posture Review (NPR), 
the U.S. Department of Defense announced that it 
would retire and place in the dismantlement queue 
the nuclear warheads for its sea-launched cruise 
missiles. This leaves the U.S. non-strategic nuclear 
arsenal consisting solely of B-61 gravity bombs. The 
Russians maintain a larger and more diverse non-stra-
tegic nuclear inventory, including gravity bombs plus 
nuclear warheads for torpedoes, sea-launched cruise 
missiles, ABM, and air defense systems, and possibly 
other kinds, totaling as many as 3,700-5,400 warheads. 
Many of those may be old and nearing retirement; the 
“nominal” load of Russian non-strategic nuclear deliv-
ery vehicles is believed to be around 2,100 warheads.3
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U.S. AND RUSSIAN NON-STRATEGIC  
NUCLEAR WEAPONS

The United States plans to conduct a life-extension 
program for its B-61 bombs over the coming decade, 
which will take the three non-strategic variants and 
one strategic variant of the weapon and produce a 
single variant, the B-61-12.4 (This will have the ef-
fect of blurring the distinction between strategic and 
non-strategic nuclear warheads.) Russian nuclear 
warheads generally have a shorter shelf life than their 
American counterparts, and the Russian practice is 
to retire old warheads and build new ones to replace 
them. While Moscow has not disclosed plans for its 
future non-strategic arsenal, some experts believe the 
Russians will replace their aging non-strategic nuclear 
warheads at a less than one-for-one rate, which would 
lead over time to a reduction in the overall size of their 
non-strategic nuclear stockpile. (See Table 19-1.)

Table 19-1. U.S. and Russian Non-Strategic 
Nuclear Weapons.6

Of the 500 U.S. B-61 gravity bombs, some 200 are 
believed to be deployed forward at six air bases in 
Europe: one each in Belgium, Germany, the Nether-
lands, and Turkey and two in Italy. These weapons 
are designated for use by the U.S. Air Force and, un-

Weapons U.S. Russia
Air- Delivered 500 800
ABM or Air Defense 0 700
Ground-Based 0 ?5

Naval 0 600
Total 500 ~2100
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der programs of cooperation, the Belgian, German, 
Dutch, and Italian air forces, which have dual-capable 
aircraft (DCA) that can deliver conventional or nucle-
ar weapons.7 There is no unclassified breakdown of 
the number of NSNWs in the European part of Rus-
sia, though Russia has national-level nuclear storage 
sites plus naval and air force nuclear storage sites on 
its European territory, including some sites situated 
close to North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
allies such as the Baltic states and Norway.

Most, if not all, Russian non-strategic nuclear war-
heads are believed to be “demated” or separated from 
their delivery systems. U.S. non-strategic weapons are 
also demated in that no U.S. B-61 bombs are deployed 
on aircraft, though in Europe they are reportedly 
stored in warhead vaults in hangars that can house 
U.S. or allied delivery aircraft.

U.S. Views on Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons.

President Obama in his April 5, 2009, speech in 
Prague called for reducing the number and role of 
nuclear weapons in U.S. national security strategy, a 
view echoed 1 year later in the Nuclear Posture Review. 
When signing the New START Treaty on April 8, 2010, 
the President noted, “As I said last year in Prague, this 
treaty will set the stage for further cuts. And going 
forward, we hope to pursue discussions with Russia 
on reducing both our strategic and tactical weapons, 
including nondeployed weapons.”8

Were the Russians to agree, this would mean that, 
for the first time, the United States and Russia would 
be negotiating on all nuclear weapons in their arsenals 
with the exception of those retired and in the queue 
for dismantlement. The rationale for bringing NSNWs 
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into the discussion is that it would be difficult in a 
new agreement to reduce deployed strategic nuclear 
warheads to a level below the New START limit of 
1,550 without addressing the thousands of NSNWs 
(and nondeployed strategic warheads) in the sides’ 
arsenals. Indeed, a primary critique of New START 
during the 2010 Senate ratification debate was that it 
failed to deal with non-strategic weapons; the treaty’s 
ratification resolution required that the administration 
seek within 1 year of New START’s entry into force to 
initiate negotiations to reduce the disparity between 
the United States and Russia in such arms.

Anticipating possible new negotiations with Rus-
sia, the administration in February 2011 set up inter-
agency working groups to explore options for address-
ing NSNWs and to examine the kinds of verification 
measures that would be necessary to monitor limits 
on them. On March 29, 2011, U.S. National Security 
Advisor Tom Donilon said that reciprocal transpar-
ency on the “numbers, types, and locations of non-
strategic forces in Europe” should be an initial step in 
getting ready for negotiations on such systems.9 U.S. 
officials raised the subject of NSNWs in consultations 
with their Russian counterparts over the course of 
2011, but there was no indication of an agreement to 
address these in a more formal negotiation. 

NATO considerations will factor heavily in the 
U.S. arms control approach on NSNWs. The Novem-
ber 2010 NATO summit produced a new Strategic 
Concept, which reaffirmed the importance of nuclear 
deterrence for Alliance security. It also noted that 
NATO would “seek to create the conditions for fur-
ther reductions [of nuclear weapons stationed in Eu-
rope] in the future,” adding that the Alliance should 
“seek Russian agreement to increase transparency 



416

on its nuclear warheads in Europe and relocate these 
weapons away from the territory of NATO members. 
Any further steps must take into account the dispar-
ity with the greater Russian stockpiles of short-range 
nuclear weapons.”10

NATO leaders also agreed to launch a Deterrence 
and Defense Posture Review (DDPR), which is to ex-
amine the “appropriate mix” of nuclear, conventional, 
and missile defense forces for the Alliance. The review 
is to be concluded by the May 20, 2012, NATO summit 
in Chicago, IL.

NATO allies hold a range of views on the need for 
American nuclear weapons deployed forward in Eu-
rope. Some allies, such as Germany, the Netherlands, 
and Belgium, see no territorial threat to the Alliance 
that requires U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe. The 
German air force is replacing its Tornado aircraft with 
Eurofighters—which will not be wired to carry nuclear 
weapons—and thus will lose its nuclear role when the 
Tornadoes are retired. The German decision could have 
a major, if not decisive, impact on Dutch and Belgian 
decisions about whether to retain a nuclear role for 
their air forces, which could in turn affect Italian and 
Turkish views on maintaining nuclear weapons on 
their territory. If decisions by individual NATO mem-
bers lead to the abandonment of DCA, NATO could 
find itself disarming by default.

Other allies, including the Baltic states and coun-
tries in Central Europe, see a continued need for U.S. 
nuclear weapons in Europe as a means of underscor-
ing the U.S. security commitment to NATO. Their 
view is shaped by concern that Russia might still 
pose a threat to their security. Russian statements on 
missile defense such as the one by President Dmitry 
Medvedev on November 23, 2011, threatening to tar-
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get missiles on NATO countries hosting U.S. missile 
defense elements, fuel this concern.

It is doubtful that the DDPR will resolve the dif-
ferences among Alliance members regarding threat 
perceptions and the need for U.S. nuclear weapons, 
and doubtful as well that it will go on to produce a 
final decision on whether or not U.S. nuclear weapons 
should remain deployed in Europe. It is more likely 
that the review will defer difficult questions—the DCA 
issue could be kicked down the road as the Tornado 
will remain in the German inventory until 2020-25—
and include language, building on that in the Strategic 
Concept, linking measures on U.S. NSNWs to steps by 
Russia regarding its non-strategic arsenal.

Such an outcome may be desirable for preserving 
flexibility for U.S. negotiators in a future negotiation 
with the Russians. If NATO were to decide at the 
Chicago summit to remove some or all U.S. NSNWs 
from Europe, that would reduce the bargaining chips 
in the U.S. negotiators’ hands. If the Alliance were al-
ternatively to decide that some U.S. nuclear weapons 
must remain in Europe for the foreseeable future, that 
would make it difficult for U.S. negotiators to explore 
what Russia might offer for removal of the B-61 bombs.

Russian Views on Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons.

Although President Medvedev committed along 
with President Obama in April 2009 to a step-by-step 
process aimed at reducing, and ultimately eliminat-
ing, nuclear weapons, the Russians in 2011 showed 
little enthusiasm for engaging in early negotiations on 
further nuclear arms reductions of any kind. Instead, 
Moscow linked further reductions to concurrent or 
prior steps on a range of other questions. On March 1, 
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2011, Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov declared at the 
United Nations (UN) Conference on Disarmament in 
Geneva:

We insist that there is a clear need to take into account 
the factors that negatively affect strategic stability, 
such as plans to place weapons in outer space, to de-
velop non-nuclear arms strategic offensive weapons, 
as well as unilateral deployment of a global BMD [bal-
listic missile defense] system. Nor could we ignore 
the considerable imbalances in conventional arms, 
especially against the backdrop of dangerous conflicts 
persisting in many regions of the world.11

Other Russian officials have reiterated this linkage 
but have not painted a clear path forward for untan-
gling the bundle of questions. This may reflect uncer-
tainty in Moscow as to where to go next on nuclear 
arms reductions. Russian officials have indicated pri-
vately that, before proceeding too far on a new negoti-
ation, Moscow would want to know who will occupy 
the White House after the November 2012 U.S. elec-
tion.12

The one specific position that the Russians have 
put forward on NSNWs is to call for their removal to 
national territory as a precondition for any negotiation 
on such weapons. Moscow likely understands that 
Washington will not accept that as a precondition. 

Part of the Russian uncertainty about next steps on 
nuclear reductions undoubtedly stems from their con-
cern about perceived disadvantages vis-à-vis NATO 
and Chinese conventional military forces. Russian 
conventional force capabilities declined dramatically 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, and 
Russia lags the United States particularly in the area 
of high-tech, precision-guided weapons. Russian of-
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ficials have announced a major 10-year rearmament 
program aimed at refitting the military with more ad-
vanced arms by 2020, along with an ongoing program 
of military reforms, but many analysts doubt that 
Moscow will fully achieve its ambitious goals.13

Given their conventional force weaknesses, the 
Russians may believe that they must rely more on nu-
clear forces—including NSNWs—than in the past (in 
much the same way that NATO during the Cold War 
depended on nuclear weapons to offset conventional 
force imbalances vis-à-vis the Soviet Union and War-
saw Pact). The 2010 Russian military doctrine stated:

The Russian Federation reserves the right to utilize 
nuclear weapons in response to the utilization of nu-
clear and other types of weapons of mass destruction 
against it and (or) its allies, and also in the event of ag-
gression against the Russian Federation involving the 
use of conventional weapons when the very existence 
of the state is under threat.14

It remains unclear, however, what rationale the 
Russians have for maintaining such a large number of 
NSNWs. NATO regards its non-strategic weapons as 
almost solely political in purpose; in a conflict, their 
use would aim primarily to signal the danger of es-
calation to a strategic nuclear exchange. Even if the 
Russian military regards its NSNWs more in military 
than in political terms—as it probably does—the num-
ber in their arsenal remains difficult to justify. In what 
plausible scenario would Russian military planners 
envisage the use of hundreds of non-strategic nuclear 
warheads? 
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General Arms Control Considerations.

If and when the United States and Russia discuss 
arms control for NSNWs—be it confidence-building 
measures, parallel unilateral steps, or legally bind-
ing negotiated limits—several considerations likely 
would apply. First, in contrast to New START, which 
constrains deployed strategic warheads and deployed 
strategic delivery vehicles such as ICBMs, the sides 
likely would focus on non-strategic nuclear warheads 
themselves and not seek to limit the delivery vehicles 
for such warheads. Neither the U.S. nor Russian mili-
taries would want to reduce or constrain delivery sys-
tems that have primarily conventional missions and 
roles.

Second, the sides would have to decide whether to 
take a global or regional approach. While the NATO 
Strategic Concept might be read to imply a regional ap-
proach, the transportability of non-strategic nuclear 
warheads argues for global limitations. For example, 
an agreement limiting the number of non-strategic 
nuclear arms in Europe could be readily undercut by 
the ability of the United States to move warheads into 
Europe from bases in the United States and of Russia 
to move them from the Asian part of Russia.

Moreover, U.S. allies in Asia, particularly Japan, 
would object strongly to an agreement that had the 
effect of pushing Russian nuclear weapons out of Eu-
rope to Asian sites east of the Ural Mountains, which 
could increase the nuclear risk to them. During the 
INF negotiations in the 1980s, the Japanese govern-
ment not only insisted that an agreement not increase 
the threat in Asia, it pressed for reductions of Soviet 
INF missiles in Asia proportional to the cuts being ne-
gotiated for Soviet INF missiles in Europe (in the end, 
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the INF Treaty banned all INF missiles, regardless of 
location). Japanese diplomats have already raised this 
point with U.S. and NATO officials, and Washington 
likely will be sensitive to Tokyo’s concern.

Third, any agreement limiting non-strategic nu-
clear arms would have to include de jure equality of 
limits for the United States and Russia. Any dispar-
ity in Russia’s favor in a legally binding treaty would 
not be ratifiable in the U.S. Senate. For its part, Russia 
would likewise insist that it have equal rights with the 
United States.

Fourth, limits on NSNWs would require new 
verification provisions. The verification challenge 
posed by these weapons is that most or all are sepa-
rated from delivery systems, which as noted above 
the sides would not wish to limit. Counting deployed 
strategic warheads under New START is made easier 
by their association with deployed strategic delivery 
vehicles, such as ICBMs and SLBMs, which can be lo-
cated using national technical means of verification. 
But monitoring treaty limits on NSNWs would almost 
certainly require the negotiation of measures allowing 
the counting and inspection of nuclear warheads in 
storage facilities. This is not an insoluble problem—
Washington and Moscow have accepted increasingly 
intrusive verification steps over the past 50 years—but 
it would mean breaking new verification ground.

Even with the design of new verification measures, 
there still may be a question regarding monitoring 
confidence. The U.S. military and intelligence commu-
nity believe that the New START limit on deployed 
strategic warheads can be monitored with high con-
fidence. This stems in large part from the association 
of deployed strategic warheads with deployed strate-
gic delivery vehicles. Absent an “anytime, anywhere” 
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inspection regime—which neither side likely could 
agree to at present—the sides would have less confi-
dence in their ability to monitor limits on non-strategic 
nuclear warheads, which could be hidden much more 
easily than could ICBMs or SLBMs. 

ARMS CONTROL OPTIONS

Confidence-Building Measures.

This chapter breaks down arms control options 
for NSNWs into three categories: confidence-building 
measures, unilateral steps (including parallel unilat-
eral steps), and negotiated legally binding limits of a 
kind suitable for a treaty. Confidence-building mea-
sures include transparency steps, demating warheads, 
and relocating and consolidating warhead storage 
sites.

Transparency. Transparency would be one confi-
dence-building measure. National Security Advisor 
Donilon proposed transparency regarding the “num-
bers, types, and locations” of NSNWs in Europe. An 
April 14, 2011, paper prepared by Poland, Norway, 
Germany, and the Netherlands, and endorsed by 10 
NATO permanent representatives, called additionally 
for transparency regarding the command and control 
arrangements and operational status, concluding:

Initial exchanges on conditions and requirements 
for gradual reductions of tactical nuclear weapons 
in Europe could be initiated as part of the process of 
enhancing transparency. In a first phase it would be 
useful to clarify the number of weapons that have al-
ready been eliminated and/or put into storage by the 
U.S. and the Russian Federation as a result of the PNIs 
[presidential nuclear initiatives] of 1991-1992.15
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Others have also suggested that transparency re-
garding the implementation of the presidential nucle-
ar initiatives (PNIs) could be a relatively simple initial 
step, since this would require the sharing solely of his-
torical data.16 Some Russian officials have suggested 
in private that transparency would be a logical first 
step on NSNWs.

Greater transparency regarding non-strategic 
weapons could be useful for several reasons. It 
would allow U.S. and Russian officials to shape bet-
ter informed proposals for any formal negotiation 
and would provide, were a treaty to be concluded, 
the foundation for a data base that would likely be an 
essential element of the agreement. Greater transpar-
ency could also give the sides confidence that other 
confidence-building measures or unilateral steps were 
being implemented.

Demating. A second confidence-building measure 
would be for the sides to demate or separate non-
strategic nuclear warheads from delivery systems. Re-
moving the warheads would mean that it would take 
more time for them to be prepared for use. Since this 
may already be the operational practice on both sides, 
such a confidence-building measure would merely 
codify that practice. It could build confidence, though 
the military utility of such a measure would be less to 
the extent that nuclear warheads continued to be co-
located on bases with their delivery systems.

Relocation/Consolidation. A third confidence-build-
ing measure would be to relocate and consolidate non-
strategic nuclear warheads. In its Strategic Concept, 
NATO called for Russia to move its nuclear weapons 
away from the NATO-Russia border. This appears to 
be a particular concern for the Baltic states, and the 
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Poles remain wary of past suggestions by Russia that 
it might deploy nuclear weapons in Kaliningrad on the 
northern Polish border. If, as some analysts believe, 
Russia will be reducing the number of its NSNWs, re-
location and consolidation might be possible on the 
Russian side. (As noted above, Japan would be con-
cerned about measures that relocated nuclear weap-
ons to sites east of the Urals, but Russia has nuclear 
storage sites in the European part of Russia that are 
well away from NATO member states.) Russia likely 
would not be willing to remove non-strategic (or stra-
tegic) warheads from the Kola Peninsula, but ending 
the storage of warheads close to the Baltic states could 
have a useful political impact.

Relocation and consolidation would be a more dif-
ficult proposition for the United States and NATO. 
Consolidation of warheads at fewer sites in Europe 
could end U.S. nuclear deployments in one or more 
countries. This could prove problematic for European 
governments: the basing of U.S. nuclear weapons in 
Germany and Belgium, for example, makes it easier 
for the Netherlands to host U.S. nuclear weapons, 
and vice versa. If the weapons were to be withdrawn 
from Germany, political pressure in the Netherlands 
and Belgium for a similar withdrawal would grow. 
U.S. and NATO officials worry that it would not be 
feasible to consolidate the weapons from locations in 
five countries to four because the reduction would not 
stop there—it could go instead from five to two, and 
perhaps to one or zero.

Unilateral Measures. A second set of arms control 
options is unilateral measures, perhaps conducted in 
parallel. Possible unilateral measures include a U.S./
NATO decision to unilaterally withdraw U.S. nuclear 
weapons from Europe, a unilateral no-increase com-
mitment, and parallel unilateral reductions. As an ex-
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ample of the latter, in 1991 Presidents George H. W. 
Bush and Mikhail Gorbachev announced their presi-
dential nuclear initiatives, a series of unilateral steps 
that eliminated thousands of nuclear weapons on both 
sides, including dramatic reductions in the two non-
strategic nuclear arsenals.

U.S. Nuclear Withdrawal from Europe. One unilateral 
measure would be for the United States and NATO to 
agree unilaterally to withdraw some number of—but 
not all—B-61 bombs from Europe. Those weapons are 
seen as having virtually no military utility in the con-
text of the full array of nuclear and conventional arms 
maintained by the U.S. military; their primary value 
is political, symbolizing the U.S. security commitment 
to Europe. If the primary rationale for the weapons is 
political, there may be nothing magic about the cur-
rent number of 200. Indeed, even officials of NATO 
allies that wish a continued nuclear presence see the 
possibility for some reduction.

A more radical unilateral measure would be the 
removal of all U.S. nuclear weapons from Europe, in 
which case the U.S. extended nuclear deterrent would 
be based on the Asian model, i.e., extended deterrence 
for countries such as Japan and South Korea as pro-
vided by U.S. strategic nuclear forces and forward-de-
ployable non-strategic nuclear weapon systems based 
in the United States. Such a move, however, would 
likely encounter opposition from a number of NATO 
allies who, under current circumstances, continue to 
value an American nuclear presence in Europe. It like-
ly would also prove controversial in the U.S. Congress, 
which has expressed doubts about unilateral measures 
and would be sympathetic to views in the Baltic states 
and Central Europe. Moreover, it is unclear at this 
point whether such a unilateral U.S. move would elicit 
a quid pro quo from Russia other than an agreement to 
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negotiate. While some U.S. officials believe the United 
States should size its overall nuclear arsenal strictly 
according to its calculation of deterrence needs, other 
U.S. officials would not support unilateral withdrawal 
even if deterrence was not degraded, believing that it 
would sacrifice a potential bargaining chip in any fu-
ture negotiation with the Russians.

No Increase Commitment. A second unilateral mea-
sure which the sides might adopt in parallel would 
be a policy of avoiding an increase in the number of 
NSNWs. The United States has no plans for any such 
increase, and Russia presumably has no need to, giv-
en its large current arsenal. Such a measure might be 
relatively easy to adopt, but given its minimal practi-
cal impact, its political effect or contribution to confi-
dence-building would be small.

A no-increase commitment might be matched 
with a commitment not to modernize non-strategic 
weapons, which would appear to be a more robust 
measure. Any commitments in this regard, how-
ever, could be difficult to square with the U.S. B-61 
life-extension program and the Russian practice of 
building new warheads to replace old weapons. It is 
unclear, moreover, how the sides could be sure that 
a no-modernization commitment was being observed. 
Neither likely would be prepared to extend transpar-
ency to cover life-extension or production programs 
for nuclear weapons.

Parallel Unilateral Reductions. Another unilateral 
measure would be parallel unilateral reductions, un-
der which the United States and Russia would each 
announce separate policy decisions to reduce its non-
strategic nuclear arsenal, as was done by Presidents 
Bush and Gorbachev in 1991. One such possibility 
would be for Washington and Moscow each to state 
that it would reduce the number of its NSNWs by a 
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certain percentage, say 50 percent. Given the large 
disparity in U.S. and Russian arsenals, the outcome 
would be unequal and thus not appropriate for incor-
poration in a formal treaty, but such a measure might 
be a positive interim step.

Negotiated Legally Binding Limits.

Negotiated legally binding limits in a treaty could 
take several forms. The limits might apply just to non-
strategic nuclear warheads, or they might cover non-
strategic warheads along with all nuclear warheads in 
a single group. Other possible limits could constrain 
non-strategic nuclear warheads to declared storage 
sites or to national territory. A more ambitious ap-
proach would be to fold U.S. and Russian non-stra-
tegic nuclear warheads into a negotiation that also 
involved conventional forces.

Separate Limit. One approach would be to negotiate 
a limit that applied only to U.S. and Russian non-stra-
tegic nuclear warheads, that is, all nuclear warheads 
except for those captured by the New START Treaty. 
Although this would be the most straight-forward 
way to limit non-strategic warheads, the huge numer-
ical disparity between the U.S. and Russian arsenals—
Russia holds an advantage ranging from four-to-one 
to ten-to-one, depending on how Russian weapons are 
counted—would make negotiation of a de jure equal 
limit very problematic, if not impossible.

Even were Washington and Moscow able to agree 
to an equal limit, the de facto outcome would likely 
generate criticism on one side or the other, if not both. 
For example, a limit of 1,000 non-strategic nuclear 
warheads could produce criticism in the U.S. Congress 
for its codification of a two-to-one Russian advan-
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tage, since the United States has no plans to increase 
its non-strategic arsenal above 500 warheads. Critics 
in Moscow, on the other hand, would complain that 
the agreement forced only Russian reductions while 
allowing the United States the latitude to double its 
non-strategic arsenal.

Single Limit on All Nuclear Warheads. An alternative 
approach would be to negotiate a single limit cover-
ing all U.S. and Russian nuclear warheads: deployed 
strategic warheads, nondeployed strategic warheads, 
and non-strategic nuclear warheads, everything in the 
inventory except for those warheads that have been 
retired or are awaiting dismantlement (these might 
be limited under a separate regime). This single limit 
could be combined with a sublimit on the number of 
deployed strategic warheads. For example, the ap-
proach could constrain the United States and Russia 
each to no more than 2,500 total nuclear warheads, 
with a sublimit of no more than 1,000 deployed strate-
gic warheads (the latter would amount to a reduction 
of about 35 percent from New START’s level of 1,550 
deployed strategic warheads).

The primary advantage of this approach is that it 
could create an important bargaining possibility. The 
United States under New START will have a signifi-
cant advantage in nondeployed strategic warheads, 
and most, if not all, of its ICBMs and SLBMs will have 
been “downloaded,” i.e., they will carry fewer war-
heads than their capacity. That allows the possibility 
to “upload” or put additional warheads back onto 
the missiles. The Minuteman III ICBM has a capac-
ity of three warheads, but the U.S. Air Force plans to 
deploy each missile with only a single warhead. The 
Trident D-5 SLBM, which can carry as many as eight 
warheads, will have an average load of four-five war-



429

heads. Nondeployed strategic warheads will be stored 
and could, if New START broke down, be returned 
to missiles. The Russians appear to be implementing 
their New START reductions by eliminating missiles; 
the missiles remaining in the force will carry mostly 
full loads and thus could not be uploaded with ad-
ditional warheads.

This gives the United States a numerical advantage 
in a category of strategic nuclear warheads to offset 
the Russian numerical advantage in non-strategic 
nuclear warheads. Assuming the United States and 
Russia each made full use of its permitted 1,000 de-
ployed strategic warheads under the sublimit, the 
overall limit of 2,500 would allow each to choose its 
preferred mix of nondeployed strategic warheads and 
non-strategic nuclear warheads to make up the addi-
tional 1,500 warheads. The U.S. military might prefer 
to keep more nondeployed strategic warheads, while 
the Russian military chose to keep more non-strategic 
nuclear warheads. This approach would create a bar-
gaining opportunity that would not be possible were 
strategic and non-strategic warheads addressed and 
limited separately. While letting each side keep more 
of its preferred warhead type, both would have to re-
duce their numbers to well below current levels.

Limit to Declared Centralized Storage Sites. Some 
nonofficial Russian experts believe that negotiating a 
numerical limit and associated verification measures 
to apply to non-strategic nuclear warheads would 
be too challenging and time-consuming. They there-
fore suggest that the sides instead negotiate a regime 
that would limit non-strategic nuclear warheads to 
declared centralized storage sites that would be lo-
cated at some distance from non-strategic delivery 
systems.17 Verification measures could be applied to 
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confirm that warheads were not removed from these 
sites and perhaps to confirm the absence of nuclear 
warheads at emptied storage sites, but the measures 
would not seek to confirm the total number of war-
heads for purposes of a numerical limit in a treaty.

While the separation of non-strategic nuclear war-
heads from their delivery systems would be a positive 
step, the warheads would continue to exist and con-
stitute a latent nuclear capacity that could augment 
deployed strategic warheads. As noted earlier, it may 
be difficult to reduce the New START limit of 1,550 
deployed strategic warheads without negotiating 
numerical reductions in and limits on the large exist-
ing stockpiles of non-strategic nuclear warheads (and 
nondeployed strategic warheads).

Such an approach furthermore would be difficult 
for NATO to implement if the United States continued 
to maintain B-61 bombs in Europe. The locations where 
U.S. nuclear weapons are currently stored reportedly 
are all at military air bases, so an approach limiting 
nuclear warheads to declared centralized storage sites 
would require construction of a new site(s) for hold-
ing those weapons. That could prove costly and very 
difficult politically.

Limit to National Territory. Were the United States 
and Russia to get into serious negotiations on NSNWs, 
Moscow almost certainly would insist, as an element 
of any agreement, on a provision requiring that all 
nuclear warheads be based on national territory. That 
would require the removal of U.S. B-61 bombs from 
Europe. The United States should be prepared to con-
sider this in the context of the right treaty. In private 
conversations, U.S. officials do not exclude this as a 
possible outcome, depending on the other elements of the 
agreement. NATO reactions would likely figure heav-
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ily in Washington’s judgment, and those reactions—
like the reactions of U.S. officials—would be shaped 
by what the Russians in the overall agreement were 
prepared to offer in return.

A variant of this approach would be to require that 
all nuclear warheads be based on national territory 
but allow for their temporary deployment overseas. 
New START offers a precedent: Article IV requires 
that all strategic delivery vehicles be based on na-
tional territory with the proviso that heavy bombers 
may deploy temporarily outside of national territory 
with notification to the other side. Assuming that the 
necessary infrastructure was maintained at some Eu-
ropean air bases, such a provision in a new agreement 
would allow the theoretical possibility to return U.S. 
non-strategic nuclear warheads to Europe in a crisis, 
which might have some political value for assurance 
within NATO. The notification requirement presum-
ably would pose no problem, since the principal point 
of returning the weapons would be to send a political 
signal regarding U.S. support and the risk of further 
escalation. However, such a scenario might prove im-
plausible politically; most analysts doubt that in such 
a crisis NATO would be able to find consensus on a 
proposed response that would be seen by some allies 
as a risky and provocative move.

Negotiate in Broader Format. Finally, one further ne-
gotiated approach for dealing with U.S. and Russian 
non-strategic nuclear warheads would be to fold them 
into broader NATO-Russia or European negotiations 
along with conventional military forces. The logic 
here would be that, to the extent that Moscow believes 
its requirement for non-strategic nuclear warheads is 
driven by its conventional force disadvantages, such 
a negotiation could trade off nuclear reductions for 
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conventional force cuts. In the Mutual and Balanced 
Force Reduction Talks that preceded the negotiation 
on the Conventional Armed Forces in Europe (CFE) 
Treaty, NATO at one point offered to withdraw 1,000 
U.S. nuclear warheads from Europe in return for So-
viet removal of a number of tank divisions from Cen-
tral Europe.

While this approach has some logic, Moscow sus-
pended its observance of the CFE Treaty in early 2008, 
and NATO and Russia have not succeeded in finding 
a way to restore the conventional forces arms control 
regime. The United States and United Kingdom an-
nounced in November 2011 that they were suspend-
ing certain CFE Treaty obligations with regard to Rus-
sia. Dealing with non-strategic nuclear warheads in a 
nuclear arms reduction agreement would be difficult 
enough even without bringing in the added complica-
tions raised by conventional force questions.

Negotiating Prospects.

The near-term prospects for addressing non-stra-
tegic nuclear warheads, either in a negotiated agree-
ment or parallel unilateral measures, appear limited in 
2012. Moscow is uncertain about next steps in nuclear 
force reductions and, in any event, likely will not take 
dramatic new steps until the Russians know the win-
ner of the November 2012 U.S. presidential election. 
To the extent that the White House worries that arms 
control might become an issue in the U.S. presidential 
campaign, the administration probably will not offer 
major new ideas either.

Should President Obama be reelected, he has al-
ready indicated his desire to address non-strategic 
nuclear weapons. The specific view of a possible Re-
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publican president is less clear at this point. Many 
Republicans appear skeptical of the benefits of negoti-
ated arms control, though one of the primary Repub-
lican criticisms of New START was that it did not ad-
dress NSNWs.

On the Russian side, there may well be incentives 
in the medium term for negotiations on non-strategic 
nuclear arsenals. Under New START, the U.S. mili-
tary will have little difficulty maintaining its full al-
lotments of 700 deployed strategic delivery vehicles 
and 1,550 deployed strategic warheads. According to 
the September 2011 New START data exchange, Rus-
sia is already well below the 700 limit, with just 516 
deployed strategic delivery vehicles. Some analysts 
have predicted that Russian deployed strategic deliv-
ery vehicles will fall to as low as 400, with only 1,250-
1,350 deployed strategic warheads.18 Alexei Arbatov 
believes the warheads could fall to as low as 1,000-
1,100.19 This situation could lead Moscow to decide to 
build back up to its New START limits. Alternatively, 
the Russians could seek to negotiate the limits down. 
Russian officials are also concerned about the U.S. ad-
vantage in nondeployed strategic warheads and up-
load capacity. These questions give U.S. negotiators 
leverage that—along with Moscow’s desire to see U.S. 
NSNWs withdrawn from Europe—could be used to 
get Russia to reduce its overly large stock of non-stra-
tegic nuclear arms.

U.S. officials hope to hold increasingly substan-
tive consultations with their Russian counterparts in 
2012, which might prepare the ground for more seri-
ous engagement. But formal proposals and structured 
negotiations that might include non-strategic nuclear 
weapons likely will not get underway until sometime 
in 2013 at the earliest.
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CHAPTER 20

TACTICAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS AND NATO:
A CONVENTIONAL ARMS CONTROL 

PERSPECTIVE

Dorn Crawford

Discussion about nuclear weapons in the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) necessarily oc-
curs on a European landscape. This puts the conver-
sation in sharp contrast to the customary context of 
nuclear arms control: a dialogue between two global 
superpowers on how best to manage, and perhaps 
limit, their inventories of strategic weaponry, and 
thus reduce the risks of mutual destruction. Tradition-
al frames of reference, terminologies, matters of scale, 
planning factors, and force structure issues do not 
make an easy transition to the theater environment.

The conventional arms control experience, on the 
other hand, arises primarily out of the European se-
curity dialogue. In contrast to the above, this body of 
work focuses on objectives and issues of a multilateral 
and regional character, and thus deserves consulta-
tion as a potential source of insights on how security 
concerns have been addressed in this context.

Tactical (or theater, or non-strategic) nuclear weap-
ons (TNWs) have often been observed as constituting 
an essential rung in the escalation ladder between 
conventional and strategic nuclear forces. If that is 
the case, it is fair to contemplate the relative merits of 
treating their discussion either as a strategic nuclear 
topic stepped down, or as a theater conventional topic 
stepped up—with the truth, as usual, probably lying 
somewhere in between. The present effort offers a 
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brief overview of current themes of conventional arms 
control, seeking threads that may inform our perspec-
tive.

OBJECTIVES

The most prominent products of the European 
conventional arms control effort—the Treaty on Con-
ventional Armed Forces in Europe (CFE), the Vienna 
Document on Confidence- and Security-Building 
Measures (VDoc), and the Open Skies Treaty—all 
have as their fundamental premise the obligation to 
refrain from the threat or use of force in the mutual 
relations of the parties. Each has evolved in its own 
way to meet the changing needs of the post-Cold War 
security environment. The essential steps: build on 
maturing political relationships; apply new technol-
ogy; and incorporate lessons learned and document 
best practices.

Perhaps because it represents the “hard arms con-
trol” end of the spectrum, with legally binding limits 
on holdings and robust verification measures—and, 
not coincidentally, is at the greatest present risk of 
unraveling—the CFE regime has probably undergone 
the most extensive conceptual retooling of the lot. The 
original objectives expressed in its mandate were of 
Cold War vintage: 

•  establish a stable and secure balance of conven-
tional armed forces at lower levels;

•  eliminate disparities prejudicial to stability and 
security; and,

•  eliminate the capability for launching surprise 
attack and initiating large-scale offensive ac-
tion.1 
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Most of the attempted adaptation and further 
elaboration of the CFE construct has represented a 
struggle to morph from its bloc-to-bloc origins to a 
truly multilateral character, in which imbalances and 
disparities are Sisyphean realities that can never be 
absolutely resolved but only continuously managed 
by collaborative effort. 

The VDoc has emerged in some thinking as an 
azimuth for future conventional arms control efforts, 
with its principal orientation on military activities 
rather than military equipment holdings. Like CFE, 
the VDoc includes an extensive annual exchange 
of military information. But while CFE seeks to ac-
count for the entire military force structure (including 
higher headquarters, combat service support units, 
storage and maintenance depots, training establish-
ments, airfields, and any other organization or facil-
ity holding, or likely to hold, equipment subject to the 
Treaty), VDoc focuses on field formations and combat 
units. By the same token, CFE verification provisions 
aim principally at intrusively inspecting military gar-
risons and their occupants; VDoc, while including 
limited opportunities to “evaluate” units in peacetime 
locations, has prominent components for inspection 
and observation of specified military activities in the 
field—and requirements to provide advance notifica-
tion of such activities to other parties.

The Open Skies Treaty, while oriented on neither 
military facilities nor activities per se, still provides 
additional opportunities to observe such facilities 
and activities through the conduct of quota-based 
overflights of treaty parties’ territories with sensor-
equipped aircraft.



440

It seems fair to observe that whereas CFE’s main 
aim is limitation, and verification of compliance with 
limits, VDoc and Open Skies instead emphasize trans-
parency and predictability. The distinction is impor-
tant—although similarities in the mechanics of the 
regimes, particularly between CFE and VDoc, have 
sometimes served to inhibit rather than promote the 
further development of one or the other. In the early 
days of their implementation, for example, the specter 
of “harmonization” was an all-too-convenient bogey-
man for keeping a bright line between the two—not 
least by the couple of dozen participants in VDoc who 
are not party to CFE. In turn, after CFE adaptation be-
came mired in unfulfilled Istanbul commitments, circa 
2002, and particularly after Russia’s 2007 “suspension” 
of its fulfillment of Treaty obligations, prospects for 
enhancing the VDoc regime were repeatedly derailed 
by fears of making it a substitute for CFE. Conversely, 
after the United States and most other Treaty parties 
took reciprocal CFE measures against Russia in late 
2011, Russian officials prominently pronounced their 
satisfaction with relying on VDoc instead.

There may indeed be some fungibility at work here; 
but collateral efforts to revive CFE, on the one hand, 
and enhance VDoc and Open Skies, on the other, sug-
gest that more fundamental environmental shifts may 
be in play as well. Some hypotheses derived from ob-
serving these processes:

•  For a variety of reasons, standing force levels 
have declined so much that limits may be less 
important in enhancing security.

•  Doctrine and force structure have changed 
enough that, even if legal limits remain useful, 
holdings of heavy equipment may not be the 
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right metric (and things are still enough in flux 
to leave uncertainty about what is).

•  Economic and budgetary constraints are play-
ing an increasingly prominent role in plan-
ning—not just in force sizing, but in devel-
opment and implementation of arms control 
measures themselves as well (i.e., not just arms 
on the cheap, but arms control on the cheap).

In this environment, some general objectives can 
be discerned from contemporary efforts to update the 
conceptual model for conventional arms control:

1. Promote European and regional security by 
building confidence and reducing uncertainty.

•  In a post-bloc environment, building confi-
dence is principally a function of knowing the 
character and limits of others’ forces. There 
being no formal “balance” to be struck, actors 
acquire confidence from the stability and pre-
dictability resulting from an agreed system of 
limitations (of some sort), and seek what other 
security arrangements they find necessary be-
yond the arms control regime itself.

•  Uncertainty is reduced by obtaining detailed 
information on the disposition of others’ forces, 
both static and dynamic, and conducting visits, 
evaluations, and inspections to verify the infor-
mation supplied.

2. Maintain operational flexibility and operational 
security.

•  Given the continuing flux of force structure, 
doctrine, and technology, parties will tend to 
resist any obligations or constraints that may 
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turn out to be inconsistent with military re-
quirements.

•  States must sustain both unitary sovereign com-
mitments to territorial defense, and, at least for 
NATO Allies, collective commitments.

•  NATO members and aspirants must be pre-
pared to field credible forces to meet out-of-
area contingencies.

3. Reduce costs in an environment of increasing fiscal 
austerity.

•  Parties are compelled economically to seek and 
sustain minimum levels of forces to meet legiti-
mate defense needs.

•  Resources will be difficult to find for new or 
more robust arms control implementation mea-
sures unless they can demonstrate a compelling 
security payoff.

Many readers may be surprised by the absence 
from the foregoing list of the following objective: “Es-
tablish a secure and stable balance of conventional 
armed forces.” This was such a dominant theme of the 
original CFE negotiation that it is still heard from time 
to time, despite its manifestly Cold War formula for 
literally balanced opposing forces. But with the no-
tion of such a “balance” amounting to a mathematical 
equation with no feasible contemporary solution, it 
seems clear that future successes in conventional arms 
control efforts will depend heavily on a final passage 
from the scene of the mindset behind this term.

KEY ISSUES

How might the three broad objectives inform dis-
cussion of the disposition of non-strategic nuclear 
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weapons (NSNWs)? A look at the key issues that have 
helped shape these objectives may provide some in-
sights.

Military Issues.

Modernization. Several components of this issue 
have helped define the course of the conventional 
arms control experience.

•  New Systems. To the extent an arms control 
agreement enumerates the specific types and 
models of weapon systems it addresses, its via-
bility depends heavily on the means it provides 
to incorporate changes over time. This has 
proven a major detriment to the operation of 
the CFE Treaty, which limits five major catego-
ries of equipment (battle tanks, armored com-
bat vehicles, artillery pieces, attack helicopters, 
and combat aircraft), and lists what specific 
types and models are included in each category 
in a “Protocol on Existing Types.” This Proto-
col was meant to be updated regularly and rou-
tinely as the parties declared the introduction 
of new types into their inventories—but quick-
ly bogged down in disputes over types an in-
specting party observed in the field and judged 
should be listed, while the owning party had 
elected not to declare it based on its own judg-
ment of Treaty definitions. The Treaty provides 
no means to resolve such disputes other than by 
consultation; consequently, despite mammoth 
investments of time and effort by the interlocu-
tors, the Protocol has been updated only once, 
provisionally, over the entire life of the Treaty. 
The VDoc contains no such enumeration, but is 



444

widely understood to rely on CFE definitions 
and types for its inventory, and has thus been 
indirectly impacted as well. This is a pitfall to 
be avoided in future constructs if at all possible.

•  New Categories. At the next level of general-
ity, prospects of new systems entering service 
that do not fit comfortably into categories of 
equipment addressed by a conventional arms 
control regime are not easily anticipated. The 
CFE Treaty would require formal amendment, 
and the VDoc a corresponding change in its 
provisions, to accommodate developments like 
aerial drones, now commonly held by many of 
the parties, that would be awkward to classify 
in an existing category.

•  Pace of Change. Obviously it is difficult to con-
clude an agreement on matters in flux, though 
on balance the CFE Treaty and VDoc were re-
markably successful in doing so at the end of 
the Cold War. Still, with reducing uncertainty 
and enhancing predictability at the forefront of 
arms control goals, anticipation of and accom-
modations to change must feature prominently 
in the development of any NSNW agreement.

Arms control dialogue has seldom progressed far 
without entertaining questions of “quality vs. quan-
tity” in determining the metrics of an agreement, in-
cluding closely associated counting rules. Discussions 
underpinning conventional forces talks have touched 
on issues of force structure, doctrine, and equipment 
differences that can be striking among negotiating 
parties. Nevertheless, no weighting formula to score 
the potency of one model of weapons system over 
another, or of one category of equipment against an-
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other, has ever gained serious consideration in this 
dialogue, conventional or nuclear. In the end, a tank 
is a tank, and a warhead is a warhead, and counting 
rules for limitation and verification have had to pro-
ceed on that basis.

Are numerical limits meaningful? Is there an alter-
native? The persistence of questions like these testifies 
to the enduring concerns of participants that quali-
tative factors may increasingly outweigh quantita-
tive ones in threatening stability and security. While 
NSNWs may not presently appear to be a hotbed of 
technological innovation, it would be wise to consider 
prospective developments in weighing the param-
eters of any agreement.

Mobilization. What roles do reserve forces and 
equipment stockpiles play in contemporary planning 
and operations, and how have they changed for the 
key players? Cold War scenarios for European con-
ventional conflict relied heavily on assumptions about 
fleshing out, equipping, arming, and moving low-
strength Soviet units, on the one hand, and redeploy-
ment of U.S.-based units, while drawing equipment 
from forward storage depots, on the other. By con-
trast, while scenarios like these have faded from the 
conventional scene, NSNW cases still rely on storage 
considerations, but on grounds of safety and security 
rather than mobilization. Can demating of NSNW sys-
tems perform a role similar to conventional storage in 
inhibiting potential for surprise attack? Conversely, to 
the extent that familiar themes of nuclear deterrence 
like survivability and retaliatory capacity still apply, 
deliberate storage measures, and especially transpar-
ency of the locations involved, may prove very dif-
ficult to achieve.
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Mobility. Are modern forces sufficiently mobile 
as to render territorial constraints no longer appro-
priate? This is an increasingly compelling question 
in the case of modern conventional maneuver forces 
whose mobility is fundamental to contingency mis-
sions for which distance and duration may be hard 
to predict. For NSNWs that are air-delivered, mobility 
is primarily a function of the demating/storage pro-
visions outlined above; once reconstituted, territorial 
constraints/locations of these highly mobile assets 
seem to have little practical consequence, though the 
signaling effect of basing schemes oriented on specific 
intent and concrete threat assessment may have politi-
cal significance. Ground- and sea-launched systems 
similarly oriented on updated threats and deterrence 
calculations would share such import, of course, but 
also add practical utility to the retaliatory threat they 
would represent.

Political Issues.

Defense needs: What’s the threat? As noted above, a 
central challenge to the adaptation and further elabo-
ration of the CFE construct has been overcoming the 
bloc-to-bloc context in which it originated. A funda-
mental retooling was achieved in the adapted CFE 
Treaty, formulated in strict terms of individual na-
tional and territorial constraints and flexibilities. Still, 
concerns about “imbalances,” usually between Russia 
and NATO, continue to be heard—most often, but by 
no means exclusively, from Russian representatives.

With no similar adaptive mechanism in play, dis-
cussions of NSNWs almost always take this cast, as 
if the only measure of merit is the numerical balance 
between NATO and Russia (with apologies to those 
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who occasionally address other theaters that may be 
of interest to the United States). This perspective and 
its underlying threat assessment yield little room for 
forward thinking about current and projected military 
requirements. 

Is there a credible case to be made for NSNWs 
that does not rely on a Cold War, East-West calculus? 
Certainly the efforts expended on Mideast scenarios 
to urge the fielding of a European theater missile de-
fense system (and, for that matter, NATO out-of-area 
conventional operations) suggest that there should be 
such a case, provided only that a retaliatory compo-
nent remains an essential element of a robust deter-
rence strategy. If so, we should be recasting our con-
versation about the continuing role of these weapons 
in these terms; if not, we should be seeking expedient 
means to reduce or eliminate them.

By the same token, we can and should reject Rus-
sian arguments that co-opt the onetime NATO pos-
ture of using NSNWs to compensate for conventional 
disadvantage. As amusing as such arguments are for 
their irony, they rely on the same fundamental prem-
ise of escalation from a massive NATO conventional 
attack that we have already dismissed in conventional 
arms control forums, as much for its laughability as 
for its quaintness.

Sovereignty.

What rules and limits should apply to the stationing 
of forces outside national territory? Inside? Complemen-
tary issues of what constraints are appropriate on 
where forces may be located have occupied much of 
the conventional arms control dialogue. On the one 
hand, the principle of inhibiting threatening concen-
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trations of forces led to the original CFE Treaty’s geo-
graphic structure of limitation, to the adapted Treaty’s 
national and territorial construct, and to the VDoc’s 
thresholds for notifying and observing, and its con-
straints on conducting military activities—including 
stationing and activities within national territory. On 
the other hand, basic principles of honoring national 
sovereignty were embedded in the CFE Treaty, and 
reinforced in its Adaptation Agreement, in the form of 
requiring formal host nation consent for the stationing 
of forces outside national territory.

In the first instance, the parties have accepted 
limits on their own sovereignty by adopting ceilings 
on the amounts of forces they may hold in the area 
of application, and, derivatively, where those forces 
may be located, by zone or territory. In a couple of 
cases of disproportionately large geography and force 
size (i.e., Russia and Ukraine), zonal and territorial 
boundaries cut across national boundaries to establish 
further sublimits on force concentration in sensitive 
areas. Enter the enduring “flank” debate, whereby 
Russia has perennially chafed at these sublimits as an 
infringement on its sovereignty—which of course it is, 
like all the other provisions of the Treaty (and treaties 
in general)—hence the need for its agreement, signa-
ture, and ratification. Nevertheless, the debate goes 
on, and has loomed large in Russia’s “suspension” of 
its CFE obligations since December 2007.

Looming even larger, in the second instance, is the 
issue of host nation consent, hung up on the residual 
Russian presence in Georgia and Moldova, which 
combined with the flank issue essentially to derail the 
CFE Adaptation Agreement, resulting eventually in 
Russia “suspending” its participation, and in turn the 
reciprocal countermeasures recently undertaken by 
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most of the other parties. Russia’s 2008 incursion into 
Georgia, and subsequent stationing of forces in the 
breakaway provinces it has recognized as sovereign 
entities, have set very difficult roadblocks in the way 
of resolving this issue.

Analogous concerns could arise in discussing the 
disposition of NSNWs, with NATO members’ present 
hosting of warhead storage sites a matter of both es-
calation guarantee and burden-sharing. In Russia, the 
principle of sovereign prerogative could again com-
plicate efforts to arrange provisions for an unfocused 
withdrawal of forces within national territory. The no-
tion of reorienting these forces on an updated threat, 
however, following the missile defense scenario, could 
give some shape and motive force to this prospect in 
both cases—and help guide not only location deci-
sions, but revised (presumably reduced) requirements 
for holdings of NSNW assets as well.

Frozen Conflicts.

What can arms control regimes do to dampen, manage, 
or resolve persistent regional tensions? For most of the 
life of the CFE Treaty, interlocutors have struggled 
to find mechanisms to address the concerns of par-
ties to these regional tensions, reinforcing principles 
of national sovereignty and the legitimacy of its mo-
nopoly of force, delegitimizing weaponry controlled 
by nongovernmental groups or outside parties, and 
exhorting governments to assert control of such as-
sets, usually given the rubric “UTLE” (unaccounted, 
or uncontrolled, Treaty-limited equipment). There is 
little evidence to suggest that these efforts have borne 
much fruit in the Caucasus or Moldova, aside from 
continuing to draw attention to their problems.
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By the same token, an NSNW regime is unlikely 
to play a significant role here, unless by the indirect 
route of stationing in these areas forces or facilities 
whose own security needs may increase the urgency 
of resolving regional tensions (e.g., the Gabala radar 
array in Azerbaijan as a potential component of a co-
operative missile defense system).

Role of Alliances.

How do alliance relationships affect treaty participa-
tion? The CFE Treaty very carefully and purposefully 
reiterates the rights of the parties “to be or not to be” 
members of alliances. Obviously this has not kept 
NATO from being judged by its collective holdings 
as a source of security concerns (or reassurances) by 
those still determined to seek a “balance” of European 
forces. Indeed, the slowness of NATO to undertake 
major reductions in its collective CFE equipment ceil-
ings was a prominent reason offered by the Russians 
as motivating their “suspension” of Treaty participa-
tion.

As noted earlier, this perspective seems even more 
prominent in the NSNW dialogue, which seldom es-
capes a NATO/Russia orientation. Refocusing threat 
assumptions to follow contemporary theater missile 
defense scenarios seems, once again, the appropriate 
and consistent course correction.

The “Reset.”

How can arms control promote Russia dialogue and 
integration? Its troubles notwithstanding, CFE, not to 
mention VDoc and Open Skies, has provided a regu-
lar and intensive venue for dialogue and discussion of 
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security concerns and prospects for cooperation. One 
step the Russians conspicuously did not take in the 
course of their CFE “suspension” was to discontinue 
participation in the Treaty’s Joint Consultative Group, 
which meets weekly in Vienna to discuss Treaty-re-
lated concerns and seek solutions. Analogous bodies 
associated with VDoc and Open Skies provide similar 
consultative venues. The verification centers that con-
duct implementation activities for all three regimes 
foster extensive working-level contacts and dialogue 
as well.

These are all standard mechanisms associated with 
arms control agreements, so it is reasonable to assume 
than an NSNW accommodation would include simi-
lar provisions for implementation and consultation. 
Not drivers of the “reset,” to be sure, but vehicles to 
exploit and facilitate it. 

THREADS, SEAMS, AND GAPS

Overlaying a conventional arms control tem-
plate on a dialogue about the role and disposition of 
NSNWs is an exercise in exploring potential threads 
of continuity and discontinuity, and considering les-
sons and leverages that might improve prospects for 
a successful outcome. From this perspective, a num-
ber of influences seem apparent. What happens with 
NSNWs has a:

•  Substitution effect. The roots of NSNWs have 
commonly been traced to efforts to overcome 
deficits in conventional forces—initially by 
NATO, more recently by Russia. In an environ-
ment of mounting fiscal constraints and fragile 
economies, this logic may seem, if anything, to 
be growing in force. Certainly there is the risk 
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of old arguments about “defense on the cheap” 
reasserting themselves in these conditions. But 
in the end, the existing question remains the 
same: what deficit needs to be compensated 
for? If the only measure of merit is to strike a 
“balance” between Russia and NATO, then 
perhaps (1) rumors of the demise of the Cold 
War were premature, and (2) our fiscal situation 
is not so dire after all. Even more importantly, 
given the resources already being applied to a 
revised threat assessment in the form of a Euro-
pean missile defense system, it certainly seems 
appropriate to apply forces already in the field 
to the same end.

•  Collateral effect. Components of defense strate-
gy seem to work best when consistent and com-
plementary. U.S. conventional forces have long 
since been reoriented from a focus on a heavy 
central European campaign to flexible contin-
gencies in the Mideast, Southwest or Northeast 
Asia, or elsewhere. A ballistic missile defense 
initiative at the center of present European col-
laborative defense efforts aims to counter pro-
spective Mideast threats. If such core concepts 
as the continuity of the deterrence escalation 
ladder continue to apply, then a corresponding 
reorientation of NSNW assets to align with the 
strategy underpinning these conventional and 
missile-defense initiatives certainly seems an 
appropriate next (if not antecedent) step.

•  Spillover effect. It is a well-worn diplomatic 
principle that arms control (and other diplo-
matic) successes can generate momentum in re-
lated deliberations. They may sometimes sup-
ply direct or indirect trade-offs to help balance 
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objectives and outcomes—or simply improve 
the atmosphere for dialogue. Conversely, 
failures, or just a lack of successes, can weigh 
heavily on prospects elsewhere. This is little 
more than an application to social dynamics of 
Newton’s first law (a body at rest tends to stay 
at rest, while a body in motion tends to stay 
in motion). In the most recent case, efforts to 
capitalize on the conclusion of the New Strate-
gic Arms Reduction Treaty (New START) have 
been openly and undisguisedly applied to the 
CFE impasse—though without apparent effect 
to date. The Senate’s conditions for ratification 
of New START instruct a similar derivative 
effort in controlling NSNWs—which, having 
arguably suffered more from inattention than 
disagreement, may be more fertile ground, at 
least for now. And, as the intermediate rung 
on the deterrence ladder, there may be some 
appeal in the logic of addressing it first, in the 
course of advancing more vigorously from the 
successful strategic nuclear case to the dead-
locked conventional one. Obviously other po-
litical considerations (like election cycles) may 
affect specific timing, but a road map remains 
in order.

CONCLUSIONS

A conventional arms control perspective offers a 
number of implications for approaches to the issue of 
NSNWs in NATO. The most salient (and urgent) of 
these seems to be an updated threat assessment for 
NSNW planning, providing a logical model for both 
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deployment and force-sizing. Such an assessment 
could:

•  promote consistency and complementarity in 
defense strategies, assuming such an assess-
ment would conform to those already in use for 
planning conventional forces and theater mis-
sile defenses;

•  through a joint reorientation of NSNWs by 
NATO and Russia, even if undertaken as par-
allel unilateral measures, pave the way for im-
proved collaboration on missile defense;

•  reduce costs, not by substitution of NSNWs for 
conventional forces, but by a coherent reassess-
ment to determine minimum needs; and,

•  set the stage for generating renewed momen-
tum in related areas of security concern like 
CFE and VDoc.

As timing and tactics permit, considerations like 
these may be of use in charting the way ahead in a 
complex and difficult post-Cold War setting.

ENDNOTES - CHAPTER 20

1. ”Mandate for the Negotiation on Conventional Armed 
Forces in Europe,” Agreement by the representatives of the 23 
negotiating states, initialed in Vienna, Austria, January 10, 1989.



455

CHAPTER 21

ARMS CONTROL AFTER START

Malcolm Chalmers

Since the end of the Cold War, with little politi-
cal controversy, the number of U.S. nuclear weapons 
in Europe has been reduced by 95 percent. This trend 
might have continued further. But political controver-
sy has ensured that it has now been brought, at least 
temporarily, to a halt. The renewed focus on nuclear 
disarmament signaled in President Barack Obama’s 
Prague speech on April 5, 2009, followed in October 
2009 by the formation of a new German government 
committed to removal of nuclear weapons from its 
territory, provided encouragement for disarmament 
advocates throughout Europe, while raising alarms 
among supporters of the nuclear status quo. Old and 
familiar arguments seemingly forgotten after the end 
of the Cold War were dusted off. Countless conferenc-
es and seminars were initiated. After years of absence 
from the agenda, nuclear issues began to be debated 
once more at senior levels of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) Alliance. 

The basing of U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe does 
not excite the public passion of the 1980s, on either side 
of the debate. But echoes of that time remain appar-
ent within the political elite of many NATO member 
states. They are particularly evident in those countries 
that were on NATO’s front line facing the Warsaw 
Pact in the 1980s, but were also at the forefront of pub-
lic protest against new NATO nuclear deployments. 
Opposition to nuclear deployments has remained an 
important element in their domestic politics, even as 
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the previous rationale for deployment—the need to 
counter the Soviet Army deployed in the heart of Ger-
many—has long since disappeared. 

As in the 1980s, insistence on withdrawal of U.S. 
nuclear forces on European territory is not driven pri-
marily by a belief in the likelihood of reciprocation, 
either by Russia or by non-nuclear nonaligned states. 
Rather, it is rooted in a belief that nuclear weapons 
are inherently distasteful and dangerous, and are, at 
best, a temporary necessity when faced by evident 
and immediate threats. The lack of any openly-argued 
operational role for these weapons is, from this point 
of view, a clear argument for their withdrawal. In 
contrast to those who point to the importance of U.S. 
nuclear weapons in Europe as symbols of transatlan-
tic burden-sharing and reassurance, these critics put 
more emphasis on the symbolic importance of demon-
strating NATO’s commitment to disarmament. 

In the absence of major new threats to European se-
curity, and in light of the opposition to continuing nu-
clear deployment in key hosting countries, it appears 
likely that these weapons will have to be withdrawn 
at some stage over the next decade or so. But this will 
not happen without a fight. Supporters of the existing 
arrangements have been vocal in expressing concern 
that nuclear withdrawal could undermine the cred-
ibility of NATO’s commitment to nuclear deterrence 
more generally, and would be especially damaging 
if carried out without substantial reciprocation from 
Russia. They view anti-nuclear feelings in Germany, 
in particular, as part of a broader European reluctance 
to share security burdens that, in their view, are being 
borne disproportionately by the United States. They 
have powerful allies in NATO’s new member states 
(especially in the Baltic republics) who view nuclear 
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withdrawal as part of a wider disengagement trend 
that could undermine the credibility of NATO’s col-
lective defense commitments. Their concerns are also 
shared by France, which has been consistently scep-
tical of the Obama administration’s commitment to 
global nuclear disarmament. 

As this debate continues, the primary concern of 
most NATO member states has been to find a consen-
sus on this contentious issue in order to be able to fo-
cus on other risks—the problems in Afghanistan, the 
uncertainties in the Arab world, the security implica-
tions of the financial crisis—that are of more pressing 
concern to the Alliance. The central theme that has 
emerged from these efforts at consensus-building—
and was reflected in NATO’s 2010 Strategic Concept—
has been the desirability of finding ways in which 
the future of U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe can be 
addressed as part of a process of mutual reductions 
with Russia. Those governments that would prefer the 
removal of these weapons are, at least for now, will-
ing to explore whether it is possible to get something 
from Russia in return. And those who support their 
continuing presence view the commitment to recip-
rocation as a way to head off the prospect of further 
unilateral reductions.

With key basing countries reluctant to commit to 
hosting U.S. weapons in the longer term, there are 
questions about how much can realistically be ob-
tained from Russia in return for their removal. As long 
as confrontation with the United States and NATO is 
seen to be fulfilling a useful domestic political role, 
Russia’s government may be unwilling to enter into 
any new agreement—whether on nuclear arms control 
or on missile defense cooperation—that would signal 
a reduction in this tension. As long as Russia sees it as 



458

in its interest for NATO to be divided on this question, 
moreover, it may be less inclined to agree to a process 
that would allow the Alliance to unite around a new 
approach. 

Recent political unrest in Russia, however, sug-
gests that it may be too soon for NATO to abandon 
the search for accommodation. A now reelected, but 
weakened, President Vladimir Putin might come to be 
convinced—perhaps in response to growing economic 
weakness—that it was in Russia’s interests to resume 
and deepen the “reset” process. If he does so decide, 
a renewed attempt to achieve mutual reductions in 
non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNWs) might not be 
a bad place to start. 

It might be easier to achieve agreement on NSNW 
reciprocation than on missile defense, the primary fo-
cus of NATO/Russia efforts over the last year. NATO 
Secretary-General Anders Fogh Rasmussen is right to 
believe that agreement on missile defense cooperation 
would be a “game-changer,” opening up the path to a 
fundamental restructuring of relations between Rus-
sia and the Alliance.1 But, precisely because this is the 
case, such an agreement would also have to involve 
some fundamental changes in strategic approach by 
both Russia and the United States, the conditions for 
which may not yet exist. Russia is still very reluctant 
to agree on a cooperative approach that could give po-
litical legitimacy to the wider U.S. missile defense pro-
gram, fearing that this would hasten the day in which 
its own strategic missile force came under threat. The 
United States, for its part, is unwilling to provide bind-
ing assurances that it will not develop missile defense 
capabilities that could threaten Russia’s long-range 
missiles. Even if the current administration were to 
do so, Russia could not be confident (given its expe-
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rience with the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty) 
that future administrations would abide by such a 
commitment. It is precisely because missile defenses 
are believed—by many in both the United States and 
Russia—to have the long-term potential to change the 
future strategic balance that agreement to cooperate in 
their operation is so difficult. 

In the case of NSNWs, by contrast, the technical 
characteristics of the systems in question are well-
known and unlikely to change fundamentally. Sup-
port for Russian NSNW deployment is reported to 
be strong in the Russian Navy, which relies on TNWs 
to offset U.S. naval superiority and defend its strate-
gic missile submarines. Like NATO in the Cold War, 
moreover, Russia believes that it may need a significant 
sub-strategic arsenal in order to offset the weakness of 
its conventional forces in the event of an invasion. But, 
as in NATO, Russian air and ground forces may be 
increasingly reluctant to devote substantial resources 
to maintaining an asset that cannot be used in more 
limited conflicts. Moreover, in contrast to NATO, the 
very size of Russia’s arsenal—estimated at several 
thousand—should permit significant reductions to be 
made before reaching whatever minimum force lev-
els its services now believe are needed. On the other 
hand, the heightening of the political saliency of these 
weapons within NATO may have made it harder for 
Russia to make unilateral reductions in its own forces 
without an expectation of getting something in return.

BROADENING START

Serious progress in efforts to make reciprocal 
NSNW reductions will depend on there being political 
circumstances, in both Russia and the United States, 
which favor such a process. If such conditions were 
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to develop, however, the form in which reciprocal re-
duction was pursued would be critical in determining 
whether progress could be realized. There are, broad-
ly speaking, two possible ways forward: inclusion of 
NSNWs in treaty-based arms reductions, or reciprocal 
reductions outside a treaty framework. 

The main proposal currently being discussed un-
der the first heading is for the next round of bilateral 
arms reductions to include limits on the total warhead 
stockpiles of both Russia and the United States. All 
nuclear weapons, it is now being argued, are “strate-
gic” in their effects. NSNWs should therefore be in-
cluded in any future agreement to reduce stockpiles. 

One of the advantages of this approach is that it 
provides a way to address the problem of negotiating 
reductions in NSNWs when there is a large numerical 
disparity between U.S. and Russia forces in this cat-
egory. Within an overall ceiling, the United States and 
Russia could separately decide the mix of weapon sys-
tems that they chose to maintain. Russia might decide, 
for example, to maintain more short-range NSNW 
warheads. The United States, by contrast, might pre-
fer to keep a greater capability to “upload” its stra-
tegic missiles or bombers. Such an approach, since it 
would set global limits, would also avoid the adverse 
reaction from America’s Asian allies that could be an-
ticipated were an attempt made to limit the scope of 
any new treaty to U.S. and Russian NSNW arsenals 
in Europe. Both Russia and the United States would 
still retain the option of shifting nuclear forces from 
Europe to Asia. But they would not be given a treaty-
based incentive to do so. 

There are, however, some drawbacks to the all-
inclusive treaty approach. First, it would mark an im-
portant dilution of the attention hitherto given to the 
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strengthening of first-strike stability as an objective of 
strategic arms control. Like previous bilateral nuclear 
treaties, the main focus of the New START is the limi-
tation of ballistic missiles and warheads deployed on 
these missiles. Because of this concern, the Treaty un-
dercounts warheads deployed on strategic bombers, 
each of which is assumed (for treaty purposes) to be 
deployed with only a single warhead. This asymme-
try in counting rules makes sense if one’s objective is 
to focus restrictions on those systems—ballistic mis-
siles—that are most suited to a disarming first strike. 
Were a successor treaty to focus on total warhead 
numbers, however, one stockpiled nuclear artillery 
shell would count as much as one warhead deployed 
on a long-range missile. This may make sense from a 
U.S. point of view. Given trends in Russian forces, to-
gether with the relative invulnerability of U.S. ballistic 
missile submarines, the United States can be relatively 
comfortable about its forces’ ability to survive a first 
strike, even at much lower numbers. But Russian de-
cisionmakers may be less sanguine, especially when 
account is also taken of growing U.S. conventional 
capabilities for long-range strike and ballistic missile 
defense. 

Second, the assumption that NSNWs would be in-
cluded in a legally binding treaty brings other prob-
lems. It is possible that the next few years could see 
some mutual reductions in the systems limited by the 
New START Treaty, with budgetary pressures pro-
viding an incentive for reductions in missile numbers 
in particular. In return for a further round of legally 
binding reductions in offensive forces, however, Rus-
sia seems certain to seek assurances on future U.S. de-
ployments of strategic missile defense systems. Yet it 
is difficult to imagine the U.S. Senate being willing to 
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ratify a treaty that would place legally binding limita-
tions on U.S. missile defenses. Nor does it currently 
appear likely that U.S. technology development will 
be at such a slow pace that Russia will no longer need 
to worry about where this might lead by the 2020s. 

Third, even if the issue of missile defenses can be 
resolved, the proposal that New START’s successor 
treaty should include limits on warhead stockpiles 
will involve formidable verification challenges. One 
of the main reasons why the current Treaty limits only 
numbers of missiles and deployed warheads is that it 
is possible to verify declared numbers of these systems 
with a high degree of assurance. But no techniques are 
available to provide a comparable degree of assurance 
for declarations of stockpiled warheads. A more lim-
ited level of confidence can be provided through mu-
tual declarations on numbers of warheads stored (or 
at least based) at designated storage sites, with some 
attached inspection procedures. But it is likely to take 
significant effort to develop these procedures in ways 
that do not compromise warhead design information. 
And neither party to a treaty can be sure that the other 
does not have additional, undeclared, warheads in 
storage. 

FALLING TOGETHER, BUT SEPARATELY

There is therefore a considerable potential for 
deadlock involved if NATO’s leaders were to see New 
START’s successor as the only possible means for lim-
iting NSNWs in Europe. As a result, NATO’s Strategic 
Concept was careful not to limit itself to this option:

In any future reductions, our aim should be to seek 
Russian agreement to increase transparency on its 
nuclear weapons in Europe and relocate these weap-
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ons away from the territory of NATO members. Any 
further steps must take into account the disparity with 
the greater Russian stockpiles of short-range nuclear 
weapons.2 

The Strategic Concept’s focus on the location of 
Russian weapons should make a reciprocal process 
of reductions, and/or withdrawals, easier to achieve. 
As NATO has made clear, its greatest concern is with 
those NSNWs which are deployed in positions whose 
location strongly suggests that they have a specific 
role in relation to neighboring NATO member states. 
Russia, for its part, views U.S. nuclear weapons in Eu-
rope (for both historical and geographical reasons) as 
being deployed primarily to counter its own forces. 
The European location of both Russian and Ameri-
can weapons may not be very relevant in operational 
terms. Aircraft-launched weapons, in particular, could 
quickly be relocated to Europe in times of crisis. De-
spite this, however, significant political gains might 
still be achievable were the two countries to undertake 
reciprocal withdrawal from their forward locations, 
even if not all the warheads involved were disman-
tled. There would be concerns in Japan were Russia 
to move the weapons in question to its eastern bor-
ders, just as there might be Chinese complaints were 
the United States to redeploy its NSNW warheads to 
Guam or Australia. It would therefore be important 
for both countries to make clear that no such rede-
ployment would take place. 

Such a mutual withdrawal would be likely to 
work best, and be more sustainable, in the context of a 
broader set of confidence-building measures between 
NATO and Russia. These might include, for example, 
measures to demilitarize Kaliningrad, limit the size of 
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exercises near each other’s territory, and increase mu-
tual transparency at military bases near the NATO/
Russia frontier. 

Whether or not specific confidence-building mea-
sures—nuclear or conventional—are undertaken, it 
seems certain that the U.S. conventional troop pres-
ence in Europe will be reduced in coming years as a 
result of the combined effect of budget cuts and the 
relative priority being given to preserving U.S. con-
ventional capabilities in the Asia Pacific. Similar fac-
tors could also lead to further reductions in Russia’s 
Europe-based forces, as it seeks to maintain adequate 
capabilities against potential threats to its south and 
east. NATO’s European member states are also plan-
ning to reduce their conventional forces, whether or 
not there is any agreement with Russia to do so. In 
the absence of a new conventional forces agreement, 
American and Russian withdrawal from Europe could 
still be reversed over a period of months in the event 
of a new and protracted European security crisis. But 
the very fact that neither country feels that Europe is 
a priority for its conventional forces suggests that nei-
ther believes that such a crisis is likely. This broader 
context—mutual, but uncoordinated, reductions in 
conventional forces—may make it easier to achieve 
parallel progress in nuclear arms. 

NUMBERS AND VISIBILITY

As in the case of conventional forces, therefore, 
reciprocal reductions in Europe-based nuclear forces 
may not take the form of a single all-encompassing 
process. They could, instead, involve some combina-
tion of gradual reductions and increased transparency. 
While both have an important role to play, however, it 
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is the relationship between them that is critical. Thus, 
for example, all three NATO nuclear weapon states 
recently announced the total size of their nuclear 
weapon stockpiles (France in 2008, the United States 
and United Kingdom [UK] in 2010). In each case, these 
transparency announcements were accompanied by 
commitments to make further reductions (in the cases 
of France and the UK) or confirmation of large recent 
reductions (in the case of the United States).

This is a good model for future transparency an-
nouncements. NATO is therefore right to ask Russia 
to announce the total size of its arsenal, following the 
example of France, the United States, and the UK. But 
it would not be a confidence-building step were Rus-
sia to announce the size of its nuclear arsenal without 
any accompanying promises of reductions. If such an 
announcement were to confirm that Russia’s arsenal 
was bigger than that of the United States, moreover, 
it could be seen as an act of defiance, reinforcing the 
perception that Russia is unwilling to enter into a seri-
ous process of trust-building. 

While transparency on its own is therefore a mixed 
blessing, it does play a critical role in reinforcing the 
value of reductions that do take place. The decisions 
made by the UK and France to publicize the size of 
their arsenals, despite the lack of any accompanying 
verification, has enabled them to gain credit for the 
substantial post-Cold War reductions that both have 
made. By contrast, one of the reasons for the lack of 
follow-on to the 1991 U.S./Russia Presidential Nu-
clear Initiatives (authorizing large reductions in tac-
tical nuclear arsenals in both countries) was Russia’s 
failure to provide sufficient confirmation (such as rel-
evant stockpile numbers) that it had fulfilled its own 
commitments. 
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This suggests that, if Russian leaders do decide 
that they want to pursue confidence-building steps in 
relation to their NSNWs in Europe, some combination 
of transparency and numerical reductions is likely to 
be needed. Were Russia to announce that it was re-
moving a further 1,000 NSNWs from its stockpile over 
the next period, for example, and accompanied this 
with an offer to match the current levels of transpar-
ency of NATO’s nuclear weapon states in relation to 
its total stockpile, it could make two important points. 
First, it would show that it was listening to concerns 
over the size of an NSNW arsenal that seems well in 
excess of the level that could plausibly be needed for 
self-defense, even allowing for Russia’s conventional 
inferiority. Second, it could help revive the process of 
mutual information-sharing, begun by the establish-
ment of arms control and confidence-building treaties 
signed in the 1980s, but now increasingly under threat. 

A parallel argument can be made in relation to the 
much smaller stockpile of U.S. nuclear weapons in 
Europe. In unofficial analyses based on publicly-avail-
able U.S. government documents, the United States 
still deploys around 150-200 warheads in Europe, all 
of which are B-61 free-fall bombs,3 but there has been 
no official statement confirming this fact. Nor has 
the United States (as of this writing) updated its an-
nouncement on the total size of its arsenal, first given 
at the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) Review Con-
ference in May 2010. A U.S. announcement that con-
firmed the total size of its deployments in Europe for 
the first time, if accompanied by a historical account 
of the reduction in this arsenal over time, could give 
added credibility to its claim to have a good record on 
disarmament since the end of the Cold War. As in the 
cases of France and the UK, such an announcement 
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would have added credibility were it accompanied by 
further measures to reduce the size of its arsenal in 
Europe. The size and nature of such a reduction could 
be calibrated depending on whether it was taken in 
parallel with, or independent of, parallel measures by 
Russia. 

There are several options for such a reduction. 
Even if all six warhead storage locations are kept, the 
United States could decide to reduce the average num-
ber of warheads per location from 30 to, for example, 
10 or 20. It could also decide to reduce the number of 
facilities, for example, by closing one of the two Ital-
ian bases or one of the three north European facilities. 
Or, if it is judged that Russian reciprocal measures are 
sufficient to meet the criteria set out in the Strategic 
Concept, it could decide to withdraw all weapons from 
Europe, with or without a formal announcement to 
this effect. 

A combination of parallel reduction and transpar-
ency measures, along the lines outlined above, could 
go some way towards building mutual confidence, 
while avoiding the complexities involved in subsum-
ing these weapons within a global arms control re-
gime. It might also include further detailed exchanges 
of information (for example, on locations of major 
storage sites) that could further build confidence in 
total arsenal declarations.4 No regime currently ex-
ists that is able to verify warhead stockpiles with the 
degree of accuracy achieved in relation to deployed 
missiles, and it is hard to imagine that such a regime 
can easily be developed, given the ability of states 
to conceal warheads (and warhead components) in 
nondeclared locations. Given this, together with con-
tinuing transparency in relation to the most sensitive 
(START-counted) delivery systems, the steps outlined 
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here may be as much as can be expected in the next 
phase of confidence-building. Were the security of 
either side after reductions dependent on a reliable 
accounting of the arsenal of the other, such unveri-
fied transparency would not be appropriate. For the 
purposes of confidence-building in relation to weap-
ons whose primary purpose is symbolic, however, 
it offers the most feasible way forward. Neither side 
would have anything to gain from concealing weap-
ons that would, in any case, be surplus to operational 
requirements. This calculus would change were the 
United States and Russia to seriously consider much 
deeper cuts in the sizes of their arsenals (for example 
to prevailing UK and French levels). Given current cir-
cumstances, however, it may make sense to accept a 
more limited level of transparency in return for mak-
ing progress in down-sizing arsenals. 

WIDENING START

If there is progress on reciprocal U.S./Russia 
NSNW reductions, it may be most likely to start with 
a package along the lines outlined here. But such 
a package should not be considered in isolation. It 
would affect, and be affected by, wider processes of 
arms reductions, both between the United States and 
Russia, and involving a wider group of countries. 

Given the difficulties that were involved in getting 
the U.S. Senate to ratify the New START Treaty, the 
prospects for a follow-on treaty during the next U.S. 
presidential term are not high. Whether Senate objec-
tions were primarily motivated by strategic or party 
political considerations, the reality is that it is now 
very difficult to conceive of a new treaty that would 
be able to satisfy two-thirds of the U.S. Senate while 
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still making a substantial contribution to wider secu-
rity objectives. 

That being said, it may still be possible to achieve 
significant further reductions in U.S. and Russian stra-
tegic arsenals within the framework of the existing 
treaty. Both countries are currently planning to spend 
significant amounts on modernizing their strategic 
forces (including new missiles and submarines) over 
the next 10-15 years. If some of this expenditure could 
be reduced or postponed as a result of cuts below New 
START ceilings (especially those for delivery vehicles), 
leaders in both countries may have an opportunity to 
make further mutual reductions, even without agree-
ment on a new treaty. By the end of the decade, it is 
therefore possible that levels of both START-countable 
deployed delivery vehicles and warheads (currently 
700 and 1,550 respectively) could be reduced substan-
tially. The political plausibility and extent of such re-
ductions are likely to be greater, however, if they take 
place in parallel with a process of mutual reductions 
and increased transparency in NSNWs.

Further significant reductions in American and 
Russian arsenals may also require some greater as-
surance that other nuclear weapon states continue to 
restrict their own arsenals at relatively low levels. The 
position of China is likely to be of particular impor-
tance. Given the concern that both the United States 
and Russia have about how China’s growing power 
might affect their own security, both countries—and 
Russia in particular—will be nervous about removing 
one of the components where they still retain a signifi-
cant edge. 

As in the case of other nuclear weapon states, Chi-
nese steps towards greater transparency would be 
more likely to contribute to confidence-building were 
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they to be combined with commitments to restraint or 
reduction in capabilities. One recent estimate of Chi-
na’s nuclear arsenal, drawing primarily on U.S. Gov-
ernment sources, suggests that it has a total stockpile 
of around 240 warheads.5 If this were to be confirmed 
officially, thereby placing China’s arsenal at a level 
comparable to those of the UK and France, it should 
make it easier for the United States and Russia to re-
duce their own arsenals. The effect of such Chinese 
transparency would be significantly increased if it 
were also to announce that it had no plans to increase 
its arsenal above this level. 

Such an announcement need not reveal any infor-
mation on the location or readiness state of China’s 
nuclear arsenal, any more than recent announcements 
by France, the United States, and the UK have done 
so. But it would still help reassure those who believe 
that China might be concealing a larger stockpile; and 
it would be a strong signal that China might be pre-
pared to play a part in future mutual restraint regimes. 
Given uncertainties about the future missile defense 
capabilities of the United States, China seems unlikely 
to be willing to give an unconditional “no increase” 
commitment. Even so, greater Chinese transparency 
could be a useful contribution to confidence-building 
at a time when there is growing concern that U.S./
China strategic competition may intensify danger-
ously over the next decade. 

Were China to join the other recognized nuclear 
weapon states in making a stockpile declaration, to-
gether with offering some assurances on future plans, 
it would place pressure on India and Pakistan to con-
sider confidence-building measures of their own. Even 
more than in the cases of Russia and China, however, 
it would be important to manage carefully the rela-
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tionship between transparency and restraint for the 
two acknowledged non-NPT nuclear-armed states. 
Because of the difficult strategic situation in which it 
finds itself, Pakistan will be tempted to see increased 
transparency measures primarily as a means to fur-
ther strengthen the deterrent value of its nuclear force. 
It might, for example, use a transparency announce-
ment as an opportunity to overstate both the size of its 
arsenal (e.g., through the way it enumerates weapons) 
and its future plans for increasing it further. If this 
were to occur, there would be a danger that mutual 
transparency between Pakistan and India could fuel 
the risk of competitive nuclear buildups. 

THE ALLIANCE AND ARMS CONTROL

A process of mutual reductions in U.S. and Rus-
sian nuclear arsenals could have a range of effects 
on current understandings of extended deterrence 
and burden-sharing within NATO, with potentially 
wider implications for alliance politics. For example, 
if the gap between the arsenals of the large and small 
nuclear-armed states does narrow, then alliances—in-
cluding NATO—could become a more important ele-
ment in shaping the structure of international nuclear 
stability. NATO, which refers to the strategic forces of 
the Alliance as providing the “supreme guarantee” of 
the Alliance’s security, already acknowledges that the 
nuclear forces of the UK and France “contribute to the 
overall deterrence and security of the Allies.”6 

NATO and other U.S. alliances have another, prob-
ably more important, effect. The Nuclear NPT has 
been the central legal pillar in international efforts to 
prevent the spread of nuclear weapons. But it would 
not have been possible to persuade key U.S. allies in 
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Europe and East Asia to sign the Treaty as non-nucle-
ar-weapon states without the willingness of the Unit-
ed States to extend nuclear deterrent guarantees to 
them. Given the inherent risks involved in such guar-
antees, however, allies still worry about whether U.S. 
promises would be bankable in times of war. Those 
European allies who believe that they are most at risk 
have therefore historically placed a high premium on 
evidence that the U.S. guarantee is credible, including 
the forward deployment of U.S. nuclear weapons.

Were the United States, along with Russia, to re-
duce the size of its nuclear arsenal to a level closer to 
those of the smaller nuclear weapon states, it would 
not necessarily require an end to forward deployment 
of U.S. nuclear forces in Europe. It would be hard to 
justify retaining the current level of such forces, which 
(at 150-200 warheads) is comparable to the total arse-
nal of the UK. If it were thought desirable to do so as 
a signal of extended deterrence credibility, however, 
the retention of a much smaller force (say 10 or 20 
warheads) would be compatible in principle with a 
smaller overall U.S. arsenal.

If Russia were to make steep reductions in its 
own nuclear force, however, support for maintaining 
even a small U.S. nuclear force in Europe is likely to 
diminish, even among the more “exposed” alliance 
members such as Poland and the Baltic republics. It 
is possible to imagine a scenario in which deep cuts 
in U.S. and Russian global forces still left a few U.S. 
weapons in Europe. It is more likely that European 
NATO members will see such cuts as an opportunity 
to overcome their divisions on this difficult issue, and 
end this deployment entirely. 
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NATO WILL SURVIVE—WHATEVER HAPPENS 
TO NSNWS

The politics of U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe are 
now as much about reassuring the United States that 
its non-nuclear allies are not taking advantage of its 
generosity as about reassuring its allies that the United 
States will come to their aid if required. Indeed, these 
two requirements are closely interrelated. Were the 
United States to conclude that it was no longer worth 
offering protection to its allies because those allies are 
unwilling to do enough for their own defense, then the 
alliance would be damaged beyond repair. In this con-
text, some in the United States argue, demands from 
European countries for the removal of nuclear weap-
ons from their territory risk undermining support for 
NATO within the United States. Why should the Unit-
ed States risk its own cities in the event of a major war 
in Europe, they suggest, if European governments are 
not prepared to bear the political costs of basing U.S. 
nuclear forces on their territory? Nor is this seen as a 
uniquely nuclear phenomenon. European opposition 
to U.S. nuclear forces on their territory is often seen 
as part of a wider process of demilitarization, evident 
also in the lower levels of spending on conventional 
forces by European governments. 

Yet NATO is stronger than some of its American 
critics believe. Its European members have been pre-
pared to deploy significant numbers of their armed 
forces to Afghanistan, despite widespread public 
opposition to the war at home. They have done so, 
primarily, in order to show solidarity with the Unit-
ed States. In turn, the United States was prepared to 
make a vital contribution to NATO’s recent campaign 
in Libya, where France and the UK played the leading 
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role in pushing for United Nations (UN) and alliance 
action. Neither operation suggests an alliance in ter-
minal crisis or decline. 

The argument that the United States is about to 
abandon its interest in Europe in order to focus entire-
ly on the Asia Pacific, is similarly overblown. After a 
decade in which the U.S. military has been focused on 
fighting difficult ground wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
some rebalancing is both inevitable and desirable. But 
it is far from clear that U.S. interest in Europe’s res-
tive neighborhood—the Mediterranean, the Middle 
East, and sub-Saharan Africa—is about to decline. 
Confrontation with Iran remains a central element in 
U.S. strategy, bringing with it an intensification of re-
lationships with Iran’s Arab rivals on the other side 
of the Gulf. U.S military involvements in Africa—for 
example, in Somalia, Kenya, and Uganda—are deep-
ening, not declining. Irrespective of what its European 
allies do, the United States, for good or ill, seems to 
be committed to remaining a major military power in 
Europe’s backyard. 

Concerns over the impact of the NSNW debate on 
NATO’s future are also at risk of being overblown. 
While there may be a temptation to draw comparisons 
with the 1980s Euro-missile debate, the current nuclear 
discussion within NATO is a pale echo of that period. 
Taking place in the shadow of worsening Soviet/U.S. 
relations, and with mass anti-nuclear demonstrations 
taking place across Europe, the Euro-missile crisis of 
the 1980s was rightly a central focus for intra-alliance 
concern. Today, in a Europe where major war is no 
longer the central security concern, and where the 
continuing presence of U.S. nuclear weapons on the 
continent had been almost forgotten until recently, 
apathy is a more common reaction than antagonism. 
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As in the past, the most likely causes for severe divi-
sions within NATO are likely to come as a result of 
U.S. military adventures (such as Vietnam and Iraq) 
which most Europeans are not willing to support, but 
for which the United States will believe it needs allies. 
By contrast, and however the issue is resolved, the fu-
ture of U.S. NSNWs in Europe is not likely to become 
an issue of comparable divisiveness.
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CHAPTER 22

THE CONVENTIONAL AND NUCLEAR NEXUS 
IN EUROPE

Jeffrey D. McCausland

In the aftermath of the Cold War, the United States 
was a party to a variety of nuclear and conventional 
arms control agreements, from the Treaty on Conven-
tional Forces in Europe (CFE) to the “Moscow Treaty” 
on strategic nuclear weapons. Many of the agreements 
focused on Europe, which had been central to the 
East-West confrontation. Others were global. Some 
were bilateral with the Soviet Union and the Russian 
Federation as its successor state under international 
law. Several were multilateral and involved all of 
the states of Europe or had a more global focus. But 
with the disappearance of the Union of Soviet Social-
ist Republics (USSR), what little agreement there was 
among American policymakers about the central role 
and purpose of arms control in the post-Cold War pe-
riod dissipated rapidly. As a result, arms control has 
not played an important role in policy discussions in 
the United States or Europe—except when it emerged 
from political disagreements over controversial sys-
tems like missile defenses or space weapons.

With the election of President Barack Obama, arms 
control appeared once again to be a viable policy op-
tion, but for a very different international security en-
vironment. By the middle of 2010, the Obama adminis-
tration had published a revised Nuclear Posture Review 
(NPR), signed a follow-on agreement to the Strategic 
Arms Reduction Treaty (START) between the United 
States and the Russian Federation, and conducted a 
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summit on the effective control of nuclear material. 
The administration also came to regard the Non-Pro-
liferation Treaty (NPT) with renewed importance as 
a means to retard the proliferation of nuclear weap-
ons. But this renewed commitment to arms control 
occurred in the absence of a grand strategy regarding 
the control of both nuclear and conventional weapons. 
It focused largely on the one area—strategic nuclear 
weapons and their delivery systems—which are ar-
guably the “easiest” for the United States and Russia 
to find common ground. With this in mind, it is clear 
that a successful arms control strategy must better in-
tegrate and update existing agreements while seeking 
new accords that advance American national security 
interests broadly across the spectrum of nuclear and 
conventional weapons. 

FROM STRATEGIC NUCLEAR WEAPONS TO 
NON-STRATEGIC NUCLEAR WEAPONS

Many in the United States believed that the need 
for improved relations between the United States and 
the Russian Federation had become increasingly im-
portant owing to the nature of the emerging security 
environment. Moscow and Washington had experi-
enced serious disagreements over the previous de-
cade, and at the onset of the Obama administration 
bilateral relations were perhaps in a worse state of 
repair than at any time since the end of the Cold War.1 
Consequently, early in the new administration, Presi-
dent Obama called for hitting the “reset button” in the 
relations between the two countries. Despite serious 
differences, the two sides were able to negotiate the 
so-called “New START” agreement by the spring of 
2010, as previously mentioned. This measure was sub-
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sequently ratified by the United States Senate as well 
as the Russian Duma before the end of the year.

The Senate resolution ratifying New START also 
called on the administration to “seek to initiate, follow-
ing consultations with NATO [North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization] allies,” negotiations with Moscow “to 
address the disparity” in Russian and American non-
strategic nuclear weapons (NSNWs), or what were 
formerly called tactical nuclear weapons (TNWs). The 
Senate further directed that this process be commenced 
within 1 year after New START’s effective date early 
in 2012.2 In March 2011 during a speech to the Carn-
egie International Nuclear Policy Conference, Tom 
Donilon, the President’s National Security Adviser, 
underscored the desire of the administration to begin 
such negotiations. Donilon noted that Russian NSNWs 
would be a “priority” for any future discussions. He 
further observed that such discussions would occur in 
concert with negotiations with Washington’s NATO 
allies on the role and number of American NSNWs 
forward-deployed on their territory.3 

Washington’s European allies showed clear sup-
port for these policies. NATO’s New Strategic Concept 
adopted in November 2010 affirmed an Alliance goal 
to “seek Russian agreement to increase transparency 
on its nuclear weapons in Europe and relocate these 
weapons away from the territory of NATO mem-
bers.” It further requested that steps be taken to ac-
count for the disparity between NATO’s and Russia’s 
short-range or non-strategic nuclear stockpiles.4 Ef-
forts to enhance transparency and reduce the number 
of these weapons would seem a logical step from the 
perspective of both American and NATO interests. 
Since the end of the Cold War, the United States had 
dramatically reduced the number of NSNWs forward-
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deployed to Europe to approximately 200. These were 
scattered across NATO military bases in Belgium, 
Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and Turkey. The So-
viet Union (and subsequently the Russian Federation) 
had also unilaterally reduced its non-strategic nuclear 
stockpile as part of the so-called Presidential Nuclear 
Initiatives in the early 1990s, but it still retained a huge 
preponderance over the U.S. numbers. 

Unfortunately, the Russian Federation displayed 
little to no interest in entering talks to reduce its 
NSNWs following the release of the Alliance Strategic 
Concept despite Alliance efforts to raise this issue in 
the NATO-Russia Council.5 Moscow argued that these 
weapons could not be viewed as an isolated issue or 
a simple matter of U.S.-Russian arms control parity. 
Rather, they were part of a more complex security en-
vironment. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov 
emphasized this point during New START confirma-
tion hearings in the Duma in January 2011. Lavrov 
observed that it was impossible to divorce such weap-
ons from a wider discussion of “strategic parity.” He 
added that such discussion must include such issues 
as “conventionally armed long-range strategic weap-
on systems, the weaponization of outer space, ballistic 
missile defense, and the disparities in conventional 
forces.”6 

Many Russian experts have echoed Lavrov’s last 
concern about Russian conventional inferiority with 
respect to NATO and a corresponding need to main-
tain NSNWs as a hedge.7 It is widely believed that 
Moscow had as many as 20,000 non-strategic nuclear 
warheads in its stockpile at the end of the Cold War. 
The United States also deployed thousands of these 
weapons to Europe during the Cold War owing to 
NATO’s perceived conventional inferiority in compar-
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ison to the Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact. They were 
seen as the escalatory link between forward-deployed 
conventional forces and American strategic nuclear 
forces. Consequently, policymakers considered them 
as an integral part of Washington’s policy of extended 
deterrence. 

While the number of these weapons has dropped 
significantly on both sides, it is still believed that Rus-
sia maintains between 2,000 and 4,000 NSNW war-
heads. The exact number is unknown, as is the dis-
tribution between naval, air, and air defense forces.8 
Correspondingly, the Russian military doctrine pub-
lished in 2000 expanded the circumstances under 
which Moscow might use nuclear weapons. Russian 
military planners argued that such weapons could 
be used “in response to large-scale aggression utiliz-
ing conventional weapons in situations critical to the 
national security of the Russian Federation.”9 General 
Nikolai Makarov, Chief of the Russian General Staff, 
declared in late 2011 that “local and regional conflicts 
may develop into a full-scale war involving nuclear 
weapons.” Makarov further commented that Moscow 
placed increased reliance on its nuclear deterrent due 
to the decline in its conventional forces.10 Indeed, in 
the aftermath of a major exercise by the Russian Army 
in early 2011, NATO officials are reported to have 
concluded that in actual war Russia would depend on 
its NSNWs.11 A further complication was Moscow’s 
decision in 2007 to suspend theretofore required re-
porting and inspections measures in accordance with 
the Treaty on CFE. This suspension occurred less than 
1 year prior to a conventional war with neighboring 
Georgia. 

This disparity of views on reduction of NSNWs 
raises several important questions for American and 
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NATO policymakers. How can a broader policy ap-
proach for both NATO and the United States be craft-
ed that addresses the linkage between NSNWs and 
conventional weapons? It is interesting to note in this 
regard that the Alliance’s New Strategic Concept also 
seeks to “strengthen the conventional arms control 
regime in Europe.”12 Therefore, can progress in con-
ventional arms control possibly be linked to proposed 
efforts to reduce NSNWs, all as part of a broader effort 
to stabilize the overall security situation among the 
United States, Europe, and Russia? And with this in 
mind, what is now the status of the CFE Treaty as the 
largest and most ambitious conventional agreement 
ever signed? 

The linkage between nuclear and conventional 
forces had always been clear to Western and Russian 
strategists. Although nuclear weapons took pride of 
place in arms negotiations, talks on both strategic 
nuclear as well as conventional arms control nego-
tiations have always sought to reduce the possibility 
of conflict at any level that might escalate to a major 
nuclear exchange. As a result, both sides made adjust-
ments to their respective nuclear and conventional 
forces, either to account for changes by the other or to 
compensate for perceived inferiorities. Still, through-
out the Cold War (and even in its aftermath) nego-
tiations over nuclear and conventional weapons were 
conducted in separate forums. This approach was to 
some degree due to do the vast size of the respective 
conventional and nuclear stockpiles. Now in the af-
termath of New START, with the changing security 
environment and the drawdown in conventional forc-
es, neither side may enjoy the “luxury” of examining 
these issues separately. Thus, success in finding a way 
to negotiate with Moscow about NSNWs may depend 
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on resolving the long dilemma over CFE and seeking 
other means to provide assurances about convention-
al as well as nuclear forces. At a minimum, progress 
in conventional arms discussions could improve the 
prospects for finding a resolution to the NSNW issue.

THE “ORIGINAL” CFE TREATY AND ITS 
ADAPTATION

In order to consider how conventional arms con-
trol might contribute to finding a solution to the prob-
lem posed by NSNWs, it is important to understand 
how the CFE Treaty came into being and many of 
the underlying issues that have been addressed over 
the past decade. The CFE Treaty was signed in Paris, 
France, on November 19, 1990, between members of 
NATO and the Warsaw Pact. It established limits on 
the aggregate total of conventional military hardware 
for the two blocs, required substantial reductions in 
each nation’s conventional arsenal, and created an in-
trusive regime of inspections and verification. At its 
signing, many analysts hailed it as “the cornerstone 
of European security,” and it is clearly the most am-
bitious and far-ranging conventional arms control 
treaty in history. It underscored a transformation of 
European security that is still in process and whose 
end state is unclear.13

The events that framed this transformation have 
been both largely peaceful and remarkable. Only a 
year before its signing, the Berlin Wall, which had 
served as perhaps the primary symbol of the Cold 
War for nearly 40 years, was breached. Six weeks 
prior to the Paris signing, Germany formally reuni-
fied into a single nation. The 22 nations that signed 
the CFE agreement have subsequently increased to 34. 
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One of the alliances, the Warsaw Pact, has dissolved 
and the other, NATO, has enlarged. A key signatory 
to this agreement, the Soviet Union, has disappeared 
and been replaced by a host of successor states. Final-
ly, the nations that convened in Paris did so under the 
overall auspices of the Conference on Security Coop-
eration in Europe (CSCE). This organization has now 
grown to 56 members and become the Organization 
for Security Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), an en-
tity now matured into an international organization. 
An adapted treaty that reflects many of these politi-
cal changes was signed on November 19, 1999 at the 
OSCE Summit held in Istanbul, but has not yet been 
ratified by a majority of the states involved. 

The initial treaty talks commenced in January 1988, 
with the following mandate agreed upon to guide 
these negotiations:

The objectives of the negotiation shall be to strengthen 
stability and security in Europe through the establish-
ment of a stable and secure balance of conventional 
armed forces, which include conventional armaments 
and equipment, at lower levels; the elimination of dis-
parities prejudicial to stability and security; and the 
elimination, as a matter of priority, of the capability 
for launching surprise attack and for initiating large 
scale offensive action.14

The final agreement required alliance or “group” 
limitations on tanks, artillery, armored combat vehi-
cles, combat aircraft, and attack helicopters—known 
collectively as Treaty Limited Equipment (TLE)—in 
an area stretching from the Atlantic Ocean to the Ural 
Mountains. Each bloc accepted the weapon limits 
shown in Table 22-1.
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Treaty Limited Equipment  Group Limit

Tanks  20,000
Artillery   20,000
Armored Combat   30,000
Vehicles (ACVs)    
Attack Helicopters    2,000
Combat Aircraft               6,800

Table 22-1. TLE Limits.

Subsequent national limits for each treaty signa-
tory were determined during negotiations among the 
members of the two respective alliances. Following 
the demise of the Soviet Union, the successor states 
(within the area of treaty application) determined 
their respective limits from the total allocated to the 
Soviet Union in May 1992. The three Balkan states 
(Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia) did not participate in 
the negotiations to determine national limits for the 
“successor” states of the Soviet Union. They argued 
that their nations were not “successor states” but had 
been “occupied territory.” Consequently, their terri-
tory was no longer part of the treaty’s area of applica-
tion. Still, following their entry into NATO, all have 
indicated a willingness to accede to the adapted CFE 
Treaty once it enters into force. 

Bloc limitations for NATO and the former Warsaw 
Pact were further restrained by a series of five geo-
graphic nesting zones for land-based TLE with lim-
its for each zone. These restraints were imposed to 
prevent destabilizing concentrations of conventional 
military armaments in critical localized areas. A four-
zone area commences with a central region consisting 
of Germany, the Benelux, Poland, the Czech Republic, 
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Hungary, and Slovakia. The term “nesting” signifies 
that, beginning with this initial zone, each successive 
zone subsumes all the preceding zones, plus adjacent 
states and military districts. Cumulative limits are as-
signed on holdings of treaty-limited ground-based 
equipment in each zone. This construct has the effect 
of permitting free movement of equipment and units 
away from, but not towards, the central European re-
gion, which thus inhibits surprise attack in the area 
deemed, during the Cold War at least, to be the most 
vulnerable.

The Soviet Union (and subsequently the Russian 
Federation) further accepted a fifth zone, the so-called 
“flank zone.” This portion of the agreement places 
limits on ground-based systems in the Leningrad and 
North Caucasus Military Districts in the Russian Fed-
eration. Norway is part of the northern portion of the 
flank zone, while the north Caucasus states (i.e., Tur-
key, Greece, Bulgaria, Romania, and Moldova) are in 
the southern portion. Limitations on helicopters and 
attack aircraft apply only to the entire area of applica-
tion due to their ability to reposition rapidly.

One year after the signing of the initial agreement 
and as treaty implementation was commencing, Rus-
sian leaders began arguing for adjustments to their 
equipment limits. They began pressing concerns 
about Russia’s equipment limitations, particularly in 
the flank region, and Moscow undertook a campaign 
to alter those limits. A final compromise was achieved 
at the first Review Conference in May 1996 that per-
mitted Russia higher force levels in the flank zone, 
established a May 1999 deadline for Moscow to meet 
these adjusted levels, and reduced the overall size 
of the flank zone. Still, the problem of Russian force 
levels in this area has continued to be a major issue. 
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It was exacerbated by Russian military operations in 
Chechnya (which is in the flank region) and the con-
flict between Russia and Georgia in 2008. Concurrent 
with these events, treaty signatories had begun (as 
agreed at the 1996 CFE Review Conference) to embark 
on a “modernization” of the treaty, in order to adapt it 
more broadly to the changed European security archi-
tecture, one without a Soviet Union or a Warsaw Pact.

As previously mentioned, on November 19, 1999 
(the ninth anniversary of the CFE Treaty), 30 national 
leaders signed an “adapted treaty” at an OSCE Sum-
mit held in Istanbul. The 19 NATO members accepted 
lower cumulative national limits. All signatories ac-
cepted the new structure of limitations based on na-
tional and territorial ceilings, consistent with the prin-
ciple of host nation consent for the presence of foreign 
forces on any country’s territory. The agreement also 
provided enhanced transparency through increased 
quotas for mandatory on-site inspections, operational 
flexibilities to exceed ceilings temporarily, and an ac-
cession clause that would allow additional states to 
join the treaty regime.

The parties also adopted the “CFE Final Act.” This 
document contained a number of political commit-
ments related to the Adapted Treaty. These included: 
(1) reaffirmation of Russia’s commitment to fulfill ex-
isting obligations under the treaty to include equip-
ment levels in the flank region; (2) a Russian com-
mitment to exercise restraint in deployments in its 
territory adjacent to the Baltic; (3) the commitment by a 
number of Central European countries not to increase 
(and in some cases to reduce) their CFE territorial ceil-
ings; and (4) Moscow’s agreement with Georgia and 
Moldova on the withdrawals of Russian forces from 
their territories. President Bill Clinton noted in his 
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statement at the conclusion of the Istanbul, Turkey, 
summit that he would not submit the agreement for 
review by the United States Senate until Russia had 
reduced weapons to the flank levels set forth in the 
Adapted Treaty to include removing its forces from 
Georgia and Moldova.

The most important agreed change in this Adapted 
Treaty was that the parties deleted the old treaty ar-
rangements from the Cold War framework—eliminat-
ing the bloc construct and reflecting the new reality of a 
Europe no longer divided. The original treaty’s group 
limits were replaced by national and territorial limits 
governing the TLE of every state. The treaty’s flank 
limits were adjusted for Russia, providing Russia con-
siderably more flexibility for deployment of armored 
combat vehicles (ACVs) in the Northern and Southern 
portions of the flank than it had under the original 
treaty. Corresponding transparency measures, which 
apply equally to Russia and all other parties, were a 
crucial part of this deal. Having taken the group struc-
ture out of the treaty to reflect that Europe was no 
longer divided, Allies and other states committed to 
lowering their ceilings in the Adapted Treaty. These 
ceilings became more explicit in the Adapted Treaty 
text and were then codified in Istanbul. Actual con-
ventional force levels are currently well below those 
agreed ceilings and, in the case of NATO members, 
well below the original group limits. 

Other provisions were adopted to reflect the new 
security environment. Russia’s concerns about the 
three Baltic republics achieving NATO membership 
were addressed in two ways. First, the accession clause 
that was part of the Adapted Treaty was coupled with 
these states’ readiness to enter the agreement once 
the Adapted Treaty took effect. Second, it was em-
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phasized that the 1997 NATO-Russia Founding Act 
contained the following key sentence that addressed 
Russia’s concerns about stationing Alliance forces on 
the territory of new member states:

NATO reiterates that in the current and foreseeable 
security environment, the Alliance will carry out its 
collective defense and other missions by ensuring the 
necessary interoperability, integration, and capability 
for reinforcement rather than by additional permanent 
stationing of substantial combat forces.15

Throughout this period of the 1990s the treaty sig-
natories also dealt with a raft of other implementation 
issues—the flank, destruction of Russian equipment—
and reached, for the most part, a successful resolution 
of these concerns. 

THE RUSSIAN “SUSPENSION”

On December 12, 2007, the Russian Federation offi-
cially announced that it would no longer be bound by 
the restrictions of the 1990 CFE Treaty, and suspended 
participation.16 Moscow attributed this action to the 
fact that the 22 NATO members bound by the 1990 
agreement had not ratified the 1999 Adapted Treaty. 
During a specially-called conference in June 2007, it 
provided a detailed list of “negative effects” of the 
conduct of NATO states that caused it to take this ac-
tion.17 These included overall NATO force levels, the 
flank limits, and other unspecified Alliance demands 
for additional transparency. In addition to these con-
cerns, it was clear that Prime Minister Vladimir Putin 
and Russian leaders in general were angry over a se-
ries of issues, including NATO enlargement, the in-
dependence of Kosovo, and plans to install American 
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anti-ballistic missiles on Polish territory. Nonetheless, 
Moscow reassured the other treaty signatories that it 
did not intend to dramatically increase its force lev-
els in the territory adjacent to their borders. Russian 
President Medvedev underscored Russia’s serious-
ness about its Treaty concerns when he described the 
existing agreement as both “unfair” and “non-viable.” 
At the same time, Russian leaders have been quick to 
describe treaty contributions as valuable, and to rein-
force the spirit of trust and cooperation it has engen-
dered.

So far as ratification is concerned, NATO mem-
bers have argued since the Istanbul Summit in 1999 
that their ratification remained contingent upon Rus-
sia complying with the commitments it freely made 
when the Adapted CFE Treaty was signed. Clearly, 
the most contentious obligations were the full removal 
of all Russian military forces from the territory of the 
former Soviet republics Georgia and Moldova. Rus-
sia has adamantly denied this linkage, and Russian 
Prime Minister Putin publicly argued that “there is no 
legal link” between the Adapted CFE Treaty and these 
commitments.18 

Still, it is interesting to note that despite these state-
ments Russia has never formally “withdrawn” from 
the treaty but rather announced that it had “suspend-
ed” certain of its treaty commitments. Senior Ameri-
can officials have noted that Prime Minister Putin not 
only has an excellent understanding of the treaty’s 
provisions but also rejected a proposal by the Russian 
Ministry of Defense to withdraw from the agreement. 
Even President Dmitri Medvedev seemed to indicate 
his preference for avoiding the treaty’s “complete and 
final collapse” as he noted during a speech in 2007.
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In response, NATO initially endorsed a “parallel 
actions package” in March 2008 in an attempt to avoid 
the treaty’s demise. The package represented a seri-
ous shift in the NATO position, as it called for NATO 
countries to begin the ratification process (which is 
some countries such as the United States might take 
several months) while Russia commenced its force 
withdrawals. Once the forces had been removed from 
Georgia and Moldova, NATO countries would strive 
to complete ratification of the Adapted Treaty quickly. 
NATO members also pledged to address many Rus-
sian security concerns once the Adapted Treaty was 
in place. For example, all new NATO members that 
are not treaty signatories (Slovenia, Estonia, Latvia, 
and Lithuania) agreed to accede to it. NATO also 
announced that following final ratification it would 
be willing to discuss Russian concerns about future 
weapon ceilings and limitations placed on Moscow in 
the so-called “flank zones” that border Turkey, Nor-
way, and the Baltic Republics.19 

Unfortunately, the initiative made little to no prog-
ress. The effort was largely undermined by the dete-
riorating relations between NATO countries and the 
Russian Federation in the aftermath of the conflict in 
Georgia in the late summer of 2008. In fact, one expert 
observed that Russia’s conduct in this conflict violated 
the principles contained in both OSCE documents as 
well as the preamble to the CFE Treaty. These docu-
ments call for parties to refrain from “the threat or use 
of force against the territorial integrity or political in-
dependence of any State,” and commit the signatories 
to peaceful cooperation and the prevention of military 
conflict anywhere on the European continent.20 The 
Georgia situation was further complicated by Mos-
cow’s subsequent decision to recognize South Ossetia 
and Abkhazia as independent nations. 



492

Following the meeting of OSCE foreign ministers 
in June 2009, the so-called “Corfu Process” began to 
examine European security challenges. By early 2010, 
an effort was undertaken in the CFE Joint Consultative 
Group to develop a framework document that would 
simply contain principles of conventional arms con-
trol which all nations could agree upon. It was hoped 
that this would serve as a basis for new negotiations, 
and in the interim offer each state the option of com-
plying either with the existing CFE Treaty or the list 
of specific requirements described in the framework 
document.

At the NATO Lisbon Summit in November 2010, 
the Alliance reaffirmed its continued commitment to 
the CFE Treaty regime and all associated elements. 
The Final Communiqué noted that although agree-
ment had not yet been achieved, progress among 
the participating states was encouraging. The Allies 
further underscored the indivisibility of security for 
all parties and urged continued “efforts to conclude 
a principles-based framework to guide negotiations 
in 2011.” They further stated that this process should 
build “on the CFE Treaty of 1990, the Agreement on 
Adaptation of 1999, and existing political commit-
ments.” While the ultimate goal remained, that is, to 
insure the continued viability of conventional arms 
control in Europe and strengthen common security, 
member states further recognized (as noted at the pre-
vious Summit) that “the current situation, where the 
NATO Allies implement the Treaty while Russia does 
not, cannot continue indefinitely.”21

Despite these lofty goals, little progress was real-
ized in achieving a framework document. This was 
largely due to Russian insistence on disallowing any 
language in the framework document recognizing 
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“host nation consent” for stationing of foreign forces 
that included the phrase “within internationally rec-
ognized borders.” Such insistence was obviously be-
cause of Russian recognition of the former Georgian 
provinces of Abkhazia and South Ossetia and the con-
tinued presence of Russian forces on their territory. 
By the summer of 2011 the Russian Deputy Foreign 
Minister Aleksandr Grushko declared that the nego-
tiations had “ended up in an impasse” and blamed the 
West for this development.22

The failure to achieve agreement on the framework 
document prior to the September 2011 Review Confer-
ence, with the 4th anniversary of the Russian suspen-
sion of participation in the agreement now rapidly re-
ceding, has left Washington and its NATO allies with 
few choices. On November 22, 2011, the United States 
announced that “it would cease carrying out certain 
obligations” under the treaty with regard to the Rus-
sian Federation.23 NATO allies quickly followed suit 
with similar announcements.24 In addition, the United 
States and its allies argued that sharing of sensitive 
data by treaty signatories with the Russian Federa-
tion should be considered a compliance violation as 
the data is supposed to be provided only to “active” 
participants in the agreement. 

It does, however, seem clear that American and 
NATO policymakers do not wish to terminate the 
treaty or argue that the Russian Federation is in “ma-
terial breach.” This is clear in a number of ways. First, 
the announcement reaffirmed the U.S. willingness to 
implement the treaty and carry out all obligations with 
the other signatories. Second, it offered to resume full 
implementation with Moscow should it decide to re-
turn to compliance. Finally, the United States declared 
that in the spirit of transparency it will “voluntarily 
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inform Russia of any significant change” in Ameri-
can forces in Europe.25 Thus the November 22, 2011, 
announcement appears simply to acknowledge that, 
after 4 years, the United States and its NATO partners 
could not continue to fulfill treaty obligations absent 
some reciprocity from Moscow. But this U.S. reaction 
may offer an opportunity to bypass the logjam that has 
occurred for the past 4 years. It could clear the agenda 
and allow negotiations to commence that consider 
other areas of mutual interest between Russia and 
NATO as well as other conventional arms proposals.

The failure to find a solution that would have al-
lowed the Adapted CFE Treaty to enter into force was 
clearly a disappointment. Still American and Euro-
pean policymakers can take some solace from the fact 
that during the 4-plus years since the Russian Federa-
tion suspended its participation, the Alliance has been 
able to maintain internal unity on the issue. It seems 
clear in retrospect that the Russian Federation firmly 
believed that over time some NATO members would 
in fact “break ranks” and seek to ratify the Adapted 
CFE Treaty. At a minimum, the Federation hoped that 
the issue would cause increased friction among alli-
ance members. Clearly this did not occur. Of course, it 
is important to realize that the Russian war with Geor-
gia did serendipitously serve to enhance NATO unity. 

It is also important to realize that the partial ces-
sation of U.S. and its Allies’ participation may com-
plicate efforts to begin a new round of negotiations. 
A few states may need to terminate the existing CFE 
Treaty in order to begin discussions of a new agree-
ment in order to comply with domestic legal require-
ments. Some legal experts believe that this could be 
accomplished by reopening the Adapted Treaty ne-
gotiations while maintaining the existing number of 



495

participating parties at 29 (absent the Russian Federa-
tion). This could also help to restrain an increase in 
forces in volatile subregions like the North Caucasus. 

THE WAY AHEAD

In seeking a way ahead several cautions are in or-
der. First, the historical record is clear that arms con-
trol can never be an “end” or objective of policy in 
itself. An arms control accord is neither good nor bad 
when examined in isolation. Each treaty or agreement 
has value only insofar as it provides a “way” to miti-
gate concerns over or threats to national security and 
thus reduce the possibility of conflict or limit its con-
sequences. Consequently, a resurrection of the CFE 
Treaty or creation of a new agreement de novo must 
be consistent with both American and NATO security 
interests. 

Second, at its very core any arms control agreement 
depends upon a harmony of interests among the sig-
natories. This “harmony” is based on careful analysis 
by all potential parties that the benefits to be gained 
from entering the arms control regime outweigh the 
risks associated with the measures such a regime 
might require. These might include reducing military 
forces or accepting high levels of transparency that 
allow exchanges of sensitive data, verification, and 
inspections. One does not get something for nothing.

Third, it is often easy to dismiss the success of arms 
control since we lose sight of its focus. A successful 
agreement is one that contributes to the prevention of 
conflict and enhances stability. But measuring the ef-
ficacy of an arms control agreement is like trying to 
determine the success of a contingent condition like 
“deterrence.” Arms control regimes, like deterrence, 
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are difficult to correlate completely with causes and 
effects of policies, because their ultimate metrics are 
for events that we do not want to happen (wars, arms 
races, increased tensions, and so on). Thus apparently 
successful arms control, like apparently successful de-
terrence, can come crashing down in a heartbeat.

If the Alliance is to use conventional arms control 
to achieve it stated goals, what are some of the ele-
ments that might be contained in a future arms control 
strategy? First, every effort should be made to main-
tain firm ceilings on conventional forces, particularly 
in volatile areas such as the North Caucasus and Bal-
kans. This must occur even if the CFE Treaty is dis-
carded, and new negotiations to limit conventional 
weapons are commenced. Second, any negotiation 
must include the Baltic and Balkan states as potential 
signatories to a future agreement. Third, the inspection 
regime associated with any future agreement must be 
simplified. This would seem logical based on today’s 
reduced possibility of a major conflict. Still there will 
be particular concerns over Russian concentrations of 
forces on the part of those states that share borders 
with the Russian Federation. Consequently, limita-
tions could be negotiated on the movement and con-
centration of forces in geographically defined zones 
within such frontier areas (i.e., the Baltic States and 
Leningrad Military Districts). This would limit, but 
not prohibit, the deployment of any nation’s forces on 
its own territory as well as the stationing of foreign 
forces even with a host nation’s consent. 

Fourth, every effort must be made to integrate ef-
forts in conventional arms control with other arms 
control treaties and agreements in order to achieve 
the synergy of a comprehensive approach. This must 
include the Vienna Document (focused on confidence- 
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and security-building measures) and the Open Skies 
Treaty. These agreements provide an existing level 
of reassurance concerning conventional forces that 
should not be discounted. This is particularly true in 
the current security environment where the prospects 
of a major conflict in Europe seem remote. Still both 
can be strengthened and improved. The Vienna Docu-
ment has not been changed or even tweaked since 
1999, despite Russia’s indication of interest in new 
proposals.26 But it is still critical to remember that ulti-
mately these agreements, while important, may not be 
a full substitute for an agreement that includes legally 
binding limits, information exchanges, and a verifica-
tion regime.27

SHORT-TERM PROSPECTS

Arms control negotiations do not occur in a vacu-
um but rather are part of the ongoing political process 
within and between states. Consequently, prospects 
for success in conventional arms control and reduc-
tions in NSNWs may be limited in 2012 owing to both 
Russian and American national elections. In the mean-
while, it may still be possible to pursue cooperative 
security efforts between NATO and Russia concern-
ing NSNWs. 

This eventuality may, however, require a new par-
adigm for thinking about arms control when dealing 
with such weapons. Policymakers need to consider 
that the dramatic reduction in tensions has greatly 
reduced the possibility of a conflict between NATO 
and Russia. Consequently, NSNWs may actually pose 
a greater common threat to both sides based on the 
possibility that they could fall into the hands of a ter-
rorist group and be used against either Russia or the 
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West. President Obama noted such a possibility in his 
remarks at the opening plenary session of the Nuclear 
Security Summit held in Washington, DC, in April 
2010. He noted that “the single biggest threat to U.S. 
security, both short-term, medium-term, and long-
term, would be the possibility of a terrorist organiza-
tion obtaining a nuclear weapon.”28

Nonofficial Russian experts have offered some 
ideas on this subject focusing primarily on enhanced 
transparency measures and consolidation of nuclear 
stockpiles. For example, Alexi Arbatov has argued 
that trying to limit the overall number of Russian and 
American NSNWs in Europe is clearly too hard at this 
moment. He has proposed that both sides consolidate 
their arsenals in their own centralized storage sites. 
These sites should be separate from air or naval bases 
to insure that the weapons could not be quickly com-
bined with appropriate delivery systems. Both sides 
could then monitor any movement of the warheads 
without necessarily having specific information on 
how many warheads were stored at any site. Another 
expert, Anatoliy Diakov, has also urged Washington 
and Moscow to implement detailed transparency 
measures and data exchanges.29 

Many of these ideas are consistent with suggestions 
made by the National Academy of Sciences in its re-
port entitled Global Security Engagement—A New Model 
for Cooperative Threat Reduction (2009). This report rec-
ommends a renewed effort by American policymakers 
to create a new comprehensive threat reduction (CTR) 
program.30 Such an approach would seem to be a logi-
cal extension of United Nations (UN) Security Council 
Resolution (UNSCR) 1540—“Enforcement of Effective 
Measures Against Proliferation.” This resolution was 
proposed/adopted because of the joint efforts of the 
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United States and Russian Federation. UNSCR 1540 is 
the first obligation binding on all UN member states 
under Chapter VII of the UN Charter to take and en-
force effective measures against the proliferation of 
weapons of mass destruction (WMD). One of its re-
quirements is that all states take and enforce effective 
measures to control nuclear weapons and materials 
in order to reduce the possibility of proliferation or 
their acquisition by terrorist organizations.31 Hence it 
would seem to be a clear point of reference for Wash-
ington and Moscow in determining policy. 

A FINAL WORD

During the course of the CFE negotiations, a West-
ern arms control expert once remarked that he felt like 
he was watching 300 years of European hostilities un-
fold. Critics of this process frequently become so en-
meshed in the technical details of definitions, count-
ing rules, stabilizing measures, inspection regimes, 
etc., that they overlook the connection between these 
small points and the larger security issues. Still, while 
the devil may well lie in the details, the CFE accord is 
rooted in the collective attempt of over 30 sovereign 
states to improve their respective security. National 
fears and historical antagonisms may complicate the 
flow of negotiations, but they also contribute to the 
agreement’s enduring value. It is thus important to 
keep such apparent untidiness in proper perspective 
as Europe gropes its way to reducing the possibility of 
conflict through a new architecture based on coopera-
tive security. 

The search for a new arms control strategy that 
addresses the question of non-strategic nuclear forces 
must seek to both extend and become a part of exist-
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ing agreements. It must also combine our past experi-
ences from both conventional and nuclear arms con-
trol. Finally, even as we profit from lessons of the past, 
we must also acknowledge the new realities that will 
govern the security environment of the future. 
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CHAPTER 23

SUMMING UP AND ISSUES FOR THE FUTURE

Tom Nichols
Douglas Stuart

Jeffrey D. McCausland

The authors and analysts who participated in this 
conference set themselves a difficult task: to consider 
the role and future of tactical or non-strategic nucle-
ar weapons (NSNWs) in the North Atlantic alliance. 
Their answers cover a range of views, but at least two 
salient conclusions emerge from this volume. First, it 
should be evident that in the more than 2 decades since 
the end of the Cold War, the problem itself—that is, 
the question of what to do with weapons designed in 
a previous century for the possibility of a World War 
III—is understudied, both inside and outside of gov-
ernment. Tactical weapons, although less awesome 
than their strategic siblings, carry significant security 
and political risks, and they have not received the at-
tention that is commensurate with their importance. 
Second, it is clear that whatever the future of these 
arms, the status quo is unacceptable. It is past the time 
for the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
to make more resolute decisions, a coherent strategy, 
and more definite plans about its nuclear status.

These decisions are fundamental to the identity of 
NATO. The United States and its closest allies must 
define what, exactly, the Alliance believes constitute 
its greatest threats in the future, and in doing so must 
clarify NATO’s identity, purpose, and corresponding 
force requirements. So far, NATO remains a “nuclear 
alliance,” but it is increasingly hard to define what 
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that means. Today, this seems to be more a description 
of a situation rather than a strategic concept, denoting 
only that the United States maintains a small stock of 
tactical nuclear weapons in Europe and continues to 
declare a tie between European NATO’s security and 
the U.S. strategic arsenal. 

During the Cold War, this was enough. But does 
the continuation of a “nuclear alliance” now mean that 
America’s extended deterrent in Europe is operative 
against threats from any source, and not just Russia? 
Indeed, does the presence of tactical nuclear weap-
ons on the Continent represent an underlying belief 
that Russia is still NATO’s chief adversary? If not, is 
NATO even an “alliance” anymore, or is it now a col-
lective security arrangement meant to keep the peace 
in Europe and—as in the case of Libya—other theaters 
as well? If the Atlantic Alliance is going to find a new 
future as a collective security or peacekeeping orga-
nization, this in turn raises the question of whether it 
needs nuclear weapons at all.

What remains on the agenda in the wake of this 
report? Specifically, three issues need to be addressed 
in the near future.

1. Do TNWs or NSNWs have a role in U.S. defense 
planning at all? This is the logically prior question to 
determining NATO’s future as a nuclear alliance. 
Since the advent of nuclear parity with the Soviet 
Union in the 1960s, American nuclear doctrine has 
continually, and sometimes intentionally, wavered on 
what the United States sees as the essential purpose 
of nuclear weapons. Specifically, Cold War deterrence 
conflated (again, sometimes intentionally, but also at 
times from confusion) two seemingly contradictory 
propositions, namely, that nuclear weapons exist only 
to deter the use of similar weapons against the United 
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States and its allies, and that nuclear weapons provide 
a military capability that makes them usable as actual 
instruments of war. The most recent U.S. overview of 
nuclear policy, the 2010 Nuclear Posture Review (NPR), 
recapitulated this ambivalence in its conclusions by 
noting that America’s preference would be a world in 
which nuclear weapons serve only as a deterrent, but 
that the time had not yet arrived to declare deterrence 
to be the sole purpose of the U.S. arsenal. Without a 
determination on this overarching issue, the future 
of tactical weapons in Europe will remain unclear as 
well.

2. Does NATO need to counter only Russia, or does it 
need to retain nuclear abilities for other uses? The United 
States, Canada, and Europe need to decide what role 
NSNWs play in Atlantic security. It may well be point-
less to try including the Russians in this conversation. 
Increasingly, Russia’s thinking on nuclear weapons 
is driven by internal Russian beliefs and problems 
rather than actual threats from NATO or anyone else. 
The Alliance will have to decide how much Europe’s 
security is threatened, if at all, by Russian foreign pol-
icy. In any case, the deployment of NSNWs in Europe 
should reflect potential threats to NATO’s security 
rather than the haphazard distribution of forces left in 
the wake of the Warsaw Pact’s collapse.

3. Do TNWs need to remain in Europe itself? Even if 
the United States and its European allies decide that 
NATO should maintain a capability to conduct sub-
strategic nuclear strikes, it does not logically follow 
that NSNWs need physically to remain in Europe—
especially if Russia is no longer the main security con-
cern. The basing of TNWs presents significant security 
and maintenance challenges, as is the case with any 
installation where nuclear weapons are present. On a 
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more prosaic level, the presence of tactical arms scat-
tered about Europe occasionally generates needless 
political problems, as evidenced by Germany’s about-
face on the issue, at first advocating for the removal 
of NSNWs, and then insisting they should remain for 
the foreseeable future. The Alliance, with the Amer-
icans leading on this issue, needs to make a clearer 
distinction between tactical weapons and the ability to 
engage in tactical strikes, whether in Europe or outside 
the NATO area. This is particularly important due to 
the costs not only to maintain the weapons but also to 
procure future aircraft and train crews that can em-
ploy theses weapons if directed to do so. 

The role of nuclear weapons in Western security 
is an equation with multiple variables, each affecting 
the other. NSNWs are only a part of that equation. For 
nearly 5 decades, however, these weapons were a cru-
cial link binding Europe’s freedom to the American 
promise to wage nuclear war to defend that freedom 
as part of a common and allied endeavor. It will be 
difficult, but not impossible, to find greater clarity on 
this one issue. But it is imperative to do so, not only 
because of the importance of nuclear weapons them-
selves, but because the dilemmas raised by the pres-
ence of tactical nuclear weapons are central to the 
question of NATO’s future. 
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