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Abstract 

Within the context of the U.S.-Russian nuclear competition, this dissertation investigates 

the feasibility of cooperation on an Arctic Nuclear Weapons-Free Zone.  The strategic 

dimension has been largely neglected in assessing the potential for establishing an arms 

control regime in a region of such geo-strategic importance.  In the tradition of offence-

defence theory, this work stems from the assumption that conditions defined by a 

reduction in threatening strategic behaviour must be established between the two Arctic 

nuclear powers before such an initiative can move forward in the form of cooperation.  

This work proposes a refined Offence-Defence Balance model to assess the intensity of 

the strategic competition between two nuclear states under conditions dominated by 

Deterrence by Denial versus Deterrence by Punishment nuclear strategies.  Qualitative 

indicators of sea, air, and land-based delivery platforms for nuclear forces oriented 

towards the offense or defence, including plans for nuclear modernization, ballistic 

missile defence, and conventional counterforce alternatives, assessed in conjunction 

with offensive or defensive nuclear postures determine whether nuclear states are likely 

to engage in cooperative initiatives towards arms control or competition and arms races.  

The assessment demonstrates that efforts by the U.S. to achieve nuclear superiority 

through counterforce dominance have resulted in actions by its principal nuclear 

competitor to pursue nuclear postures and delivery technologies that offset the U.S. 

nuclear advantage. Such conditions intensify the strategic competition, creating a 

nuclear security dilemma, which generates new arms races, and challenge the future of 

arms control treaties such as the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty and the 

Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces Treaty, and militate against cooperation on new 

arms control initiatives such as an Arctic Nuclear Weapons-Free Zone. 

Keywords:  Nuclear deterrence; arms control; United States defence policy; Russian 

defence policy; Arctic security  
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

In 2004 security analyst Pavel Podvig stated that “the process of nuclear 

disarmament that the Soviet Union and the United States started in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s seems irreversible … however difficult the progress might look, it is now 

impossible to imagine that Russia and the United States could return to Cold War 

confrontation.”1 Unfortunately, Podvig at the time had not anticipated how strained 

relations between the U.S. and Russia would become.  In recent times NATO 

enlargement2 and the alliance’s response to Russia’s annexation of Crimea and 

attempts to annex eastern Ukrainian provinces have derailed the arms control process.  

The U.S. modernization of its nuclear arsenal and expansion of the triad to include 

conventional alternatives, as well as missile defences, have been viewed as provocative 

by Russian leadership and seemed to have spurred the two nations back into a nuclear 

arms race, particularly since Vladimir Putin’s return to the presidency in 2012.  

Predictions of more favourable relations between Putin and President Elect Trump have 

been paradoxically linked with a new arms race.3  The important take-away from these 

events is that the size and orientation of nuclear forces remain an important foreign 

policy issue, which has significant implications for strategic instability not seen since the 

height of the Cold War.  The role of nuclear weapons as a tool of foreign policy must 

continue to be approached with great concern in the increasingly uncertain strategic 

                                                 
1 Preface in Pavel Podvig (Ed.), Russian Strategic Nuclear Forces (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
MIT Press, 2004), xv. 
2 In some sources, NATO “enlargement” is also referred to as “expansion,” as in expanding 
eastward towards Russia’s borders.  Enlargement refers to the addition of new members into the 
Alliance, which includes the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. 
3 On Thursday December 22nd (2016) Donald Trump Tweeted a message that the U.S. “must 
greatly strengthen and expand its nuclear capability until such time as the world comes to its 
senses regarding nukes.”  In a conversation with an MSNBC reporter Friday December 23rd 
Trump stated “let it be an arms race. We will outmatch them at every pass and outlast them all.”  
The President Elect is known to make provocative grandiose statements that hold little weight in 
actual policy formulation.  Analysts have suggested that these statements are intended to 
demonstrate U.S. strength to Russia and China, rather than indicate actual plans to increase its 
nuclear capabilities.  Melissa Fares, “Trump ‘arms race’ comment sows more doubt on nuclear 
policy,” Reuters, Dec. 23, 2016, http://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trump-nuclear-
idUSKBN14B1ZZ. 

http://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trump-nuclear-idUSKBN14B1ZZ
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trump-nuclear-idUSKBN14B1ZZ
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environment of hybrid warfare4 and attempts by America’s adversaries to offset its 

conventional and non-conventional advantages on a number of fronts.5  

The title of this dissertation “Arms Control of the Eve of Destruction?” is intended 

to capture the essence of the danger nuclear forces pose in the world today.   

In the interest of promoting strategic stability, bi- and multilateral arms control 

agreements have been pursued by the major powers since the Cold War, inspired by 

critical confrontations such as the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962, which led to the 

1963 Test Ban Treaty and 1968 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty.  Numerous arms 

control agreements continued between the U.S. and its Soviet rival from détente into the 

Reagan years.  The Able Archer crisis of 19836 led to the Reagan-Gorbachev 

negotiations that culminated in the elimination of an entire class of nuclear weapons 

delivery system in 1987.7  This was followed by Strategic Arms Reductions Treaty 

(START) negotiations in the 1990s.  Indeed, since the end of the Cold War and the 

perception of the end of the rivalry between the U.S. and the Soviet Union there has 

been a strong global interest in the control, reduction, and elimination of nuclear 

                                                 
4 Mainly associated with Russia and its interference in affairs in Ukraine.  A NATO analyst defines 
the concept as a blend of “conventional / unconventional, regular / irregular, and information and 
cyber warfare” and “hybrid threats exploit all the ‘full spectrum’ of modern warfare” in which 
“modern adversaries make use of conventional / unconventional, regular / irregular, overt / covert 
means, and exploit all the dimensions of war to combat the Western superiority in conventional 
warfare.”  Damien Van Puyvelde, “Hybrid war – does it even exist?” NATO Review Magazine, 
2015, http://www.nato.int/docu/review/2015/also-in-2015/hybrid-modern-future-warfare-russia-
ukraine/EN/index.htm. 
5 Primarily U.S./NATO in Eastern Europe versus Russia, and U.S. offshore balancing capabilities 
in the Asia Pacific versus China. 
6 In November 1983 NATO conducted a simulation exercise involving a nuclear war with the 
Soviet Union at a time of high tension, as the Soviet Union had actually been on alert for U.S. first 
strike preparations.  The exercise was codenamed ABLE ARCHER 83 and involved high level 
officials such as the Secretary of Defence, Chairman of the JCS, and even the President and the 
Vice President.  The scenario involved a drill that simulated the release of nuclear weapons.  The 
KGB believed that U.S. forces were actually being placed on high alert and planning for a nuclear 
first strike.  Analysts and historians suggest that ABLE ARCHER 83 may have been the closest 
the U.S. and Soviet Union had come to nuclear war, as a result of misperception, since the 
Cuban Missile Crisis.  Benjamin B. Fischer, A Cold War Conundrum: The 1983 Soviet War Scare, 
CIA Center for the Study of Intelligence, March 19, 2007 (updated July 7, 2008).  
https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/books-and-
monographs/a-cold-war-conundrum/source.htm.  David Austin Walsh (Ed.), The Cold War Heats 
Up – New Documents Reveal the “Able Archer” War Scare of 1983, Military History Now, 20 May 
2013.    http://militaryhistorynow.com/2013/05/20/the-cold-war-heats-up-new-documents-reveal-
the-able-archer-war-scare-of-1983/.  
7 i.e. the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF), 1987. 

http://www.nato.int/docu/review/2015/also-in-2015/hybrid-modern-future-warfare-russia-ukraine/EN/index.htm
http://www.nato.int/docu/review/2015/also-in-2015/hybrid-modern-future-warfare-russia-ukraine/EN/index.htm
https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/books-and-monographs/a-cold-war-conundrum/source.htm
https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/books-and-monographs/a-cold-war-conundrum/source.htm
http://militaryhistorynow.com/2013/05/20/the-cold-war-heats-up-new-documents-reveal-the-able-archer-war-scare-of-1983/
http://militaryhistorynow.com/2013/05/20/the-cold-war-heats-up-new-documents-reveal-the-able-archer-war-scare-of-1983/
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weapons, including enhanced transparency and trust between former rivals.  Statements 

from defence leaders and strategists worldwide, in addition to a growing number of 

international conferences and publications, have been promoting arms control, non-

proliferation, and disarmament, including the creation of more nuclear weapons-free 

zones.8  Nuclear disarmament organizations such as Pugwash, Ploughshares, and 

Science for Peace are leaders in promoting an Arctic nuclear weapons-free zone 

(NWFZ).  An Arctic NWFZ treaty would prohibit the deployment, stationing, stockpiling, 

transit, and testing of nuclear weapons within the region,9 prevent the use of nuclear 

weapons against any target or territory in the zone, and establish measures for 

compliance and verification within the treaty.10  Advocates for an Arctic NWFZ see the 

potential for this initiative to expand towards a nuclear weapons-free world.11  Indeed the 

elimination of nuclear weapons has been a vision of the four former U.S. senior 

statesmen George Shultz, William Perry, Henry Kissinger, and Sam Nunn in their Wall 

Street Journal Op Ed series “Towards a World Without Nuclear Weapons.”12  This vision 

                                                 
8 Most of the Southern Hemisphere is covered under Nuclear Weapons-Free Zones (NWFZs). 
9 Given my data analysis, this is the concept that I devised drawing upon UN and Pugwash 
definitions of NWFZ. 
10 According to the United Nations and Canadian Pugwash, a nuclear weapon-free zone treaty 
would prohibit the possession, development, testing, manufacture or production of nuclear 
weapons within the region.  United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs, Nuclear-Weapon-Free 
Zones, http://www.un.org/disarmament/WMD/Nuclear/NWFZ.shtml.  Canadian Pugwash Call for 
an Arctic Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone (24 August 2007). 
11 The zone has been defined as all territory north of the Arctic Circle.  Michael Wallace, and 
Steven Staples, Ridding the Arctic of Nuclear Weapons: A Task Long Overdue, Rideau Institute, 
Canadian Pugwash Group (March 2010), 14.  Ploughshares, Conference on an Arctic Nuclear 
Weapons Free Zone (Copenhagen, August 2009).  Thomas S. Axworthy, and Sara French, “A 
Proposal for an Arctic Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone,” Paper presented at the Interaction Council 
Expert Meeting on Achieving a World Free of Nuclear Weapons (Hiroshima, Japan, April 15-16, 
2010).  http://arcticgovernance.custompublish.com/a-proposal-for-an-arctic-nuclear-weapon-free-
zone.4764371-142902.html.  Accessed 10/072013. 
12 George Shultz, William Perry, Henry Kissinger, and Sam Nunn, “A World Free of Nuclear 
Weapons,” Wall Street Journal, Jan. 4, 2007,  
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB116787515251566636.  George Shultz, William Perry, Henry 
Kissinger, and Sam Nunn, “Toward a Nuclear-Free World,” Wall Street Journal, Jan. 15, 2008,  
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB120036422673589947.  See brochure: George Shultz, William 
Perry, Henry Kissinger, and Sam Nunn, Towards a World Without Nuclear Weapons, Nuclear 
Security Project, http://www.nuclearsecurityproject.org/uploads/publications/NSP_brochure.pdf.  
Eben Harell, The Four Horsemen of the Nuclear Apocalypse, Time, March 10 2011,  
http://science.time.com/2011/03/10/the-four-horsemen-of-the-nuclear-apocolypse/.  

http://www.un.org/disarmament/WMD/Nuclear/NWFZ.shtml
http://arcticgovernance.custompublish.com/a-proposal-for-an-arctic-nuclear-weapon-free-zone.4764371-142902.html
http://arcticgovernance.custompublish.com/a-proposal-for-an-arctic-nuclear-weapon-free-zone.4764371-142902.html
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB116787515251566636
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB120036422673589947
http://www.nuclearsecurityproject.org/uploads/publications/NSP_brochure.pdf
http://science.time.com/2011/03/10/the-four-horsemen-of-the-nuclear-apocolypse/


4 

demonstrates that nuclear disarmament and arms control can transcend partisanship, 

encouraging cooperation towards a less dangerous world.13   

The Arctic initiative has great value in the interest of encouraging regional 

stability, through prohibiting the deployment of nuclear assets in the region, possibly with 

implications for curbing further militarization of the High North by the Arctic Five states.  

The potential for an Arctic NWFZ must be considered in light of the region’s current and 

historical strategic importance to the United States and Russian Federation.  These 

former Cold War rival superpowers used the Arctic region as part of their nuclear 

standoff.  These state competitors continue to conduct military operations in the region 

as part of their nuclear strategies.14  These involve undersea nuclear submarine 

operations, long-range bomber aircraft exercises over the pole, land-based ICBM’s 

deployed to launch over the Arctic (i.e. the shortest distance for ICBMs to reach targets 

in the other state), and the establishment of northern radar sites as part of early warning 

for continental defence.  The region’s broader strategic importance has been increased 

by the accelerated melting of Arctic sea ice in the summer months, which has generated 

increasing international interest in the region in terms of economic development and 

alternative navigation routes, complicated by disputes between Arctic states concerning 

territorial sovereignty.15  As noted, the five Arctic coastal states16 are building up their 

                                                 
13 This argument works if one believes that nuclear weapons make the world less safe, 
particularly if non-rational leaders are in control of nuclear capabilities.  Kenneth Waltz argues 
that nuclear weapons make the world safer by deterring confrontation and conflict between 
nuclear powers.  It could be argued that the Cold War remained cold because the superpowers’ 
possession of nuclear weapons prevented direct confrontation and general war.  But these 
arguments have not been tested to the contrary.  Kenneth Waltz, “The Spread of Nuclear 
Weapons: More May Be Better,” Adelphi Papers, No. 171, London: International Institute for 
Strategic Studies, 1981.   
14 Nolan indicates that since 1994 the U.S. and Russia “retargeted ballistic missiles toward the 
Arctic Ocean” although previous target sets remain programmed in missile computer memories.  
Janne Nolan, An Elusive Consensus: Nuclear Weapons and American Security after the Cold 
War (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 1999), p. 12.  
15 The changing Arctic – becoming ice-free in the summers – may lead to an increase in surface 
naval operations.  These conditions would also facilitate sub-surface submarine activity and ASW 
(anti-submarine warfare) operations, including intelligence gathering, making it more difficult for 
Russian submarines to hide from U.S. attack submarines (a.k.a. “hunter-killer” submarines 
designed to seek and destroy ballistic missile or other attack submarines). 
16 Canada, U.S., Russia, Denmark, and Norway. 
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Arctic military capabilities in defence of their national sovereignty, security, economic 

and commercial interests in the region.17   

The role of international institutions, such as the Arctic Council and United 

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea,18 facilitate dispute resolution and encourage 

cooperation among Arctic states.  However, provocative political rhetoric and military 

activity indicates persistent tensions between Arctic actors, which has led to an Arctic 

arms rivalry that many fear might become an arms race.  Tensions between Western 

states (primarily NATO members) and Russia in the Arctic have seen a reflection in 

Eastern Europe since 2014 with Russia’s annexation of Crimea and attempts to seize 

territory in Eastern Ukraine, in addition to U.S. support to rebels against the Russian-

backed Assad regime in Syria.  These events risk current arms control agreements and 

have the potential to challenge near- to long-term arms control cooperation.   

The conditions of Arctic military competition constitute a security dilemma,19 in 

which the defensive activities, deployments, and capabilities development by the U.S. 

and Russia in the region provoke a response from one another, potentially spiraling into 

an arms race.20  Such conditions include ambiguity in terms of the intentions of the other 

                                                 
17 Joint military exercises are routinely conducted by those four Arctic littoral states that are 
members of NATO.  In addition, these four Arctic states have stakes in NATO’s missile defence 
program in Europe in opposition to Russia’s interests.  Nigel Chamberlain, “Increasing Military 
Activity in the Arctic,” NATO Watch, Briefing Paper No. 32 (March 14, 2013).  Ernie Regehr of the 
Simons Foundation addresses the tensions that missile defence has on strategic relations 
between the U.S., Russia, NATO, and China and argues that these cannot be separated from 
Arctic security issues.  He identifies a number of BMD installations in the Arctic and suggests that 
these are a source of mistrust and disharmony in relations between the U.S. and Russia, but 
argues that the focus of mistrust is not the Arctic, but rather the NATO missile defence program in 
Europe.  Four of the five Arctic littoral states have direct stakes in this missile defence program. 
This context has greatly inhibited the potential for arms control and military cooperation.  Ernie 
Regehr, Disarming Arctic Security: Missile Defence and the Arctic, Simons Foundation (June 4, 
2013), 
http://www.pugwashgroup.ca/images/documents/2013/Missile%20Defence%20and%20the%20Ar
ctic-DAS_June%204%202013_1.pdf.  Accessed 08/06/2013.  
18 The Arctic Council, Illulissat Declaration, and United Nations Law of the Sea Treaty. 
19 This is a concept in defensive realism that describes conditions in which actions taken by one 
state to increase its security through building up its military capabilities threaten the security of 
other states, particularly if those states view one another as adversaries.   
20 The spiral model describes conditions in which a state cannot determine whether another 
state’s actions are aggressive, it assumes the worst and responds by acquiring as many weapons 
as possible.  Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1976), 62-66, 112. 

http://www.pugwashgroup.ca/images/documents/2013/Missile%20Defence%20and%20the%20Arctic-DAS_June%204%202013_1.pdf
http://www.pugwashgroup.ca/images/documents/2013/Missile%20Defence%20and%20the%20Arctic-DAS_June%204%202013_1.pdf


6 

actor to use its military to attack or defend.  Each state’s perceptions (and 

misperceptions) of threatening military capabilities and postures increases one another’s 

fear, uncertainty and mistrust that intensifies strategic competition.  In theory, each 

state’s military capabilities, including nuclear forces, can be distinguished based on 

being offensive or defensive in orientation, and a state’s overall military posture may be 

characterized as being essentially offensive or defensive.  A strategic competition is 

created when states compete with one another militarily and view one another as 

strategic rivals.  A security dilemma characterizes conditions within an intense strategic 

competition when offensive and defensive postures and capabilities are 

indistinguishable.  This creates uncertainty about a state’s intentions to use capabilities 

against the other, rather than for defensive purposes.  For the purpose of this study, the 

security dilemma is defined narrowly as conditions under which offensive and defensive 

nuclear postures and weapons are indistinguishable, suggesting a capability to attack as 

well as to defend.  

According to defensive realist Robert Jervis, the security dilemma can be 

mitigated if conditions are such that defence has the advantage over offensive 

technologies and tactics; and further, if defensive postures can be distinguished from 

offensive ones.  On the other hand, the security dilemma is the most intense when 

offensive weapons capabilities are dominant and offensive postures are not 

distinguishable from defensive ones,21 which reinforces perceptions of threat dominated 

by conditions of uncertainty, unpredictability, and ambiguity.  Under these conditions, 

states tend to view the actions of their adversaries as intentionally hostile.  In response, 

they pursue postures and develop weapons capabilities to offset the perceived threat 

posed by the adversary, even though neither state may harbour aggressive or 

expansionary intent.  This is the essence of the security dilemma and the spiraling arms 

races that accompanies strategic competition.   

                                                 
21 Robert Jervis, "Cooperation under the Security Dilemma," World Politics, vol. 30, no.2 (Jan. 
1978): 186-189, 194, 199.  See literature review: Karen Ruth Adams recently suggested an 
amendment to Offence-Defence Theory, reformulating the concept to Offense-Defence-
Deterrence Theory (ODDT).  The thesis will explore a further development of this conceptual 
innovation beyond the purely quantitative analysis Adams put forward.  First-strike nuclear 
weapons for preventive or preemptive attack may be considered offensive weaponry; second-
strike nuclear weapon systems meant to provide an assured retaliatory capability are defensive in 
function.  
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Arms control advocates argue that the limitation and control of offensive arms 

through arms control treaties can mitigate the security dilemma and reduce the risks 

associated with arms races,22 i.e. arms control leads to nuclear stability through 

transparency, predictability, and restraint – a mitigated security dilemma.  This is a 

mutually reinforcing approach in which the mitigation of tensions is required in order to 

encourage cooperation on arms control, which in turn creates greater stability through 

predictability, trust, and transparency, encouraging longer-term cooperation and 

therefore the longevity of an arms control treaty.  Strategic competition constrains such 

cooperation and an intense security dilemma and deepening mutual mistrust makes it 

highly unlikely.  This is the framework within which this dissertation explores the potential 

for cooperation on an Arctic NWFZ, which can be applied to cooperation on any nuclear 

arms control regime.  

Strategic relations between the U.S. / NATO states and Russia in multiple 

geopolitical regions including the Arctic are increasingly competitive.  Military competition 

at the conventional level has intensified as a result of mutual mistrust, provocative 

military activities, uncertainty regarding intentions, and a new Arctic arms buildup.  The 

nuclear strategic dimension plays a role in the Arctic security dilemma and comprises 

the focus of this research.  The nuclear competition between the U.S. and Russia – both 

Arctic states bordering the Arctic Ocean – is assessed in this work to understand (and 

predict) the conditions under which an arms control treaty covering the Arctic geopolitical 

region can be promoted.  However, rather than following the agenda of advocates for an 

Arctic NWFZ in promoting cooperation towards the broader goal of global nuclear 

disarmament, this work suggests that an Arctic NWFZ is a logical move towards fulfilling 

NPT23 and New START24 objectives.  This is a distinction between idealistic 

disarmament and pragmatic acknowledgement of a world in which nuclear weaponry 

exists and is employed by nuclear powers for deterrence. 

                                                 
22 Graham T. Allison, Albert Carnesale, and Joseph S. Nye, Jr. (Eds), Hawks, Doves, and Owls: 
An Agenda for Avoiding Nuclear War (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1985). 
23 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, 1968. 
24 New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, 2010. 
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Background: Necessary Conditions for an Arctic NWFZ 

Research Questions 

This dissertation seeks to answer the research question: How can an Arctic 

Nuclear Weapon-Free Zone be promoted?  This question requires an investigation into 

the conditions under which the two nuclear powers in the region encourage arms control 

cooperation.  Therefore, the primary research question leads to a secondary research 

question: Under what conditions could the U.S. and Russia cooperate on an Arctic arms 

control regime?  This secondary research question can be applied specifically to arms 

control in the Arctic geographical region, but has broader application to considering 

cooperation on any bilateral arms control between the United States and Russian 

Federation.  The question of cooperation on arms control (versus competition and arms 

races) has been a theme in international security studies literature, which applies an 

offence-defence framework to determine the likelihood of cooperation versus 

competition.  This framework – refined specifically for nuclear deterrence calculations 

between strategic competitors (rival states) – is used to evaluate current conditions and 

forecast future nuclear arms control cooperation or competition by measuring the 

intensity of the strategic competition.  This analysis therefore proposes to address a third 

research question: How can conditions favouring bilateral cooperation on arms control 

be established?  This question considers how conditions favouring cooperation could be 

created when states are engaged in an intense security dilemma.  This approach, 

although objective in its application, has policy implications, which concerns the future of 

an Arctic NWFZ, as well as the endurance of current arms control treaties, such as New 

START and the INF Treaty. 

As noted, the Arctic is an important region in the strategic operations of both the 

U.S. and Russia.  Without cooperation between these nuclear powers, an arms control 

regime in the Arctic cannot be effectively pursued and enforced.  Therefore, this study 

proceeds from considering how an Arctic NWFZ agreement could be reached between 

the United States and Russia in light of their current nuclear postures, the militarization 

of the Arctic, as well as developments in other geopolitical regions that contribute to the 

deterioration of relations between them.  It becomes clear that certain necessary 

conditions must first be established that would encourage both states to cooperate on an 

Arctic regional arms control regime.  The mutual benefit of such cooperation is 
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increasing strategic stability in the region, as well as improving strategic relations 

between the two states.  Therefore, the second question leads this investigation to 

consider what conditions must be established for cooperation and the third questions 

considers how to reach these conditions.  The answer to the third question will comprise 

the bulk of this dissertation as it expands the investigation into the broader nuclear 

rivalry between the U.S. and Russia and the direction of relations as a result.  These 

relations determine the likelihood of cooperation, not only on an Arctic NWFZ, but also 

on other bilateral arms control agreements.  

The following summarizes the logic: An Arctic NWFZ can be promoted when 

certain conditions are established that encourage the U.S. and Russia to negotiate, 

compromise, and ultimately cooperate on an Arctic arms control regime.  These 

conditions are not present in relations between the U.S. and Russia at this time.  In order 

to establish conditions favourable to cooperation, the strategic behaviour of the U.S. and 

Russia must change in order to have an effect on their relations.   

The interest of this study is the strategic dimension, rather than the traditional 

approach to the Arctic NWFZ question couched in the idealism of advocacy. This 

investigation is focussed on the pragmatic issue of feasibility which considers the role of 

the Arctic in the nuclear competition that characterizes U.S-Russian strategic relations.  

The current nuclear postures of the U.S. and Russia25 – involving the reliance of both 

states’ national security strategies on counterforce postures and a commitment to 

maintaining strategically credible nuclear arsenals and capabilities – suggest conditions 

under which it may not be politically feasible to negotiate an Arctic arms control treaty.  

On the other hand, there is a lengthy history of cooperation on arms control between the 

U.S. and USSR / Russia during the Cold War and after.  These involve the limitation or 

reduction of warhead numbers (the SALT I agreement of 1972,26 the INF treaty of 

1987,27 the START I agreement of 1991,28 the SORT agreement of 2002,29 and the New 

                                                 
25 In addition to a growing Sino-American nuclear rivalry. 
26 Strategic Arms Limitation Talks. 
27 Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces Treaty.  This treaty saw the elimination of an entire class of 
nuclear weapons delivery system – namely intermediate range ballistic missiles, as well as 
ground-launched cruise missiles. 
28 Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty. 
29 Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty.  Also known as the Treaty of Moscow. 
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START agreement of 2010), and the banning of nuclear testing (the Partial Test Ban 

Treaty of 1963,30 the Seabed Treaty of 1972,31 and the Threshold Test Ban treaty of 

197432).  In addition, with the negotiated New START treaty in 2010 many analysts hold 

out hope for further progress.  New START entails the reduction of accountable nuclear 

warheads in each country to 1550 – a level of nuclear arms last seen in the early 1950s. 

Moreover, the spread of NWFZs around the world has led some analysts to 

suggest that modestly improved political and diplomatic relations between Washington 

and Moscow might permit the negotiation and implementation of an Arctic NWFZ.  

However, the deterioration of such relations since the Russian seizure of Crimea in 

February 2014, Russia’s ongoing attempts to acquire the eastern provinces of Ukraine 

(Donetsk and Lugansk),33 and the deteriorating situation in Syria, has ignited what many 

have termed a “new Cold War,”34 with the rise of military competition between 

U.S./NATO and Russia in eastern Europe and the Middle East.  

To return to the logic of how to answer the research questions this work applies 

the offence-defence framework of defensive realism to consider the intensity of strategic 

competition, which may involve a security dilemma.  In considering how an Arctic NWFZ 

could be promoted, given the political and military climate surrounding both Arctic 

geopolitics and the nuclear strategies of its most powerful actors, this study proceeds 

with the assumption that the necessary conditions for cooperation require that the 

intensity of the strategic competition be circumvented or mitigated.  This assumption 

answers the second research question: Under what conditions could the U.S. and 

Russia cooperate on an Arctic arms control regime?  Mitigating the most volatile effects 

of an intensive nuclear competition between the U.S. and Russia would encourage 

cooperation, as both states find greater self-interest and mutual benefit through arms 

control rather than continuing with competitive postures and costly arms racing.  The 

third question of how these conditions could be established concerns a change in the 

                                                 
30 Banned atmospheric testing. 
31 Banned the emplacement of nuclear weapons on or under the seabed beyond the 12 mile 
territorial sea. 
32 Limited underground tests to less than 150 kilotons. 
33 Donetsk:  Ukrainian: Донецьк; Russian: Доне́цк. 
Lugansk:  Ukrainian: Луганськ; Russian: Луганськ.  
34 Also known as Cold War 2.0. 
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strategic behaviour of both states.  In the tradition of defensive realism, this work asserts 

that the negative effects of strategic competition, comprising a security dilemma, would 

be mitigated though a change in the current nuclear posture and size and quality of 

nuclear forces.  By shifting from offensive to defensive orientations, the perception of 

threat in each state would be significantly reduced, which reduces the intensity of the 

rivalry.  A less intensive rivalry allows the two states to consider negotiation and 

cooperation towards stability-enhancing measures provided through arms control.   

This logic employs a rational model in which states pursue self-interest with a 

cost-benefit calculus.  This rationality, however, is bounded by the impact of perception, 

which is influenced by the fear, mistrust, uncertainty, and the sense of vulnerability that 

rival states’ offensive nuclear postures and forces create within states.  The cost-benefit 

analysis also considers the pursuit of mutual benefit of arms control, as both states 

perceive the stabilizing effects of such regimes to reduce uncertainty, enhance 

transparency, reliability, and predictability of the other state’s use of its nuclear 

capabilities.   

This work considers the nature of nuclear policies held by the U.S. and Russia 

that determines their nuclear strategies and the orientation of systems for offensive or 

defensive purposes.  With the evolution of nuclear strategies since the end of the Cold 

War and the implementation of the terms of the New START agreement, new 

opportunities and challenges can be identified that establish conditions that may favour 

or obstruct initiatives for an Arctic NWFZ.  Of special interest to this work is the 

exploration of the impact of the orientation of the various delivery technologies 

comprising the nuclear triad ~ i.e. nuclear weapons systems (missile-launching 

submarines, long-range bombers, land-based ICBMs, cruise missiles, conventional 

counterforce weapons), and other relevant offensive and defensive capabilities 

(advanced 'active' anti-aircraft defences, BMD interceptors, and tracking and cueing 

radars) that may inhibit or block progress toward further arms control measures, 

including reductions below New START.  This study involves the role of perceptions of 

rival states’ intentions and capabilities, particularly technologies viewed to be offensive, 

and doctrines that determine nuclear policy and targeting strategies.  Part of this 

evaluation considers how events in other geopolitical regions, particularly U.S./NATO 

versus Russian behaviour in Eastern Europe, impact the rivalry and competitive 
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behaviour in other regions such as the Arctic.  These are relevant as they involve 

nuclear deployments as part of each state’s competing strategies.  

Sufficient Conditions 

This study identifies necessary conditions for U.S.-Russian cooperation on 

negotiating arms control such as an Arctic NWFZ.  These conditions are described as a 

less intense strategic competition and mitigation of the nuclear security dilemma, 

resulting from one or both states pursuing less offensive nuclear deterrence systems 

and postures, possibly adopting a MAD (retaliation only) or Minimum Deterrence 

posture.  Sufficient conditions more specifically concern specific benefits that an Arctic 

NWFZ would provide to the U.S. and Russia.  Although necessary conditions are the 

primary focus of this dissertation (with broader application for determining bilateral 

cooperation on any arms control), sufficient conditions are also explored in terms of U.S. 

and Russian receptivity to an Arctic NWFZ in order to assess the prospects for such an 

accord. 

With these priorities, necessary conditions of reduced emphasis on offensive 

systems and postures may allow for consideration of retrenchment in nuclear naval and 

air assets in the Arctic, with a shift of focus on early warning systems.  Being a stronger, 

more threatening nuclear player, the U.S. may have to be the first actor to withdraw its 

nuclear assets in the region (or limited zone in the region to be declared nuclear free).  

Sufficient conditions require two items: 1) assurances of reciprocation by the other state 

to withdraw its nuclear capabilities in regions declared nuclear-free; and 2) both states 

being able to continue to threaten one another with strategic nuclear forces in other 

contexts to maintain the deterrence balance.  Receptivity to an Arctic NWFZ depends on 

the perceived benefits of such a regime which are specific and unique to each state.  

These are based on security interests, assets, and geography, elements that impact 

whether a state perceives gains in an Arctic NWFZ, which are explored in Chapter 7.  

Accommodations may have to be considered in light of challenges to achieve reaching 

sufficient conditions for agreement on Arctic arms control.  For instance, among the 

challenges to receptivity to Arctic nuclear arms control is Russia’s Northern Fleet bases, 

which are located in Russian Arctic territory.  Considering accommodations involves 

recognizing the differences between the two states and how they perceive the projection 

of their nuclear assets.  Such options consider limited regions for denuclearization, 
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alternatives for basing nuclear naval assets, in addition to considering conventional 

alternative options if deterrence operations are perceived to be considered a necessity 

to either state.   

 Contribution to the Field of Arms Control   

The investigation into the strategic feasibility of an Arctic NWFZ explores a 

direction that current literature and proposals on an Arctic NWFZ have neglected until 

recently;35 namely, the intensity of the Arctic security dilemma which challenges the 

potential for cooperation between the nuclear competitors – the United States and 

Russian Federation.  Although current literature on the pursuit of a NWFZ in the Arctic 

presents a survey of regional strategic issues, it does not explicitly utilize the offence-

defence framework in evaluating the national interests of nuclear powers in pursuing 

disarmament.  Instead, the literature tends to rely on normative logic, arguing the moral 

imperative of an Arctic NWFZ; whereas this dissertation ventures into the realm of 

realpolitik, which considers strategic calculations of national interests and the role of 

perceptions, demonstrating a considerable departure from the idealism of almost all 

disarmament literature.36  In addition, the offence-defence theory (ODT) comprises an 

established approach in nuclear security, strategy, and arms control literature in the 

assessment of state capabilities and intentions, to identify trends and opportunities for 

shifting policies and missions that would increase or decrease international stability.  

Essentially, this work uses the ODT framework to demonstrate the potential for 

                                                 
35 Ernie Regehr at the Simons Foundation explores cooperative security initiatives in considering 
the potential for an Arctic NWFZ within the framework of the Arctic Council, international law, with 
the goal of broader non-militarization of the region.  His work considers the strategic realities, but 
does not outline the same security dilemma framework employed in the work herein, but does 
effectively touch on the issues that this work will present.  Ernie Regehr, A Nuclear-Weapon-Free 
Zone and Cooperative Security in the Arctic, Simons Foundation (Oct. 14, 2014),  
http://www.thesimonsfoundation.ca/sites/all/files/A%20Nuclear-Weapon-
Free%20Zone%20and%20Cooperative%20Security%20in%20the%20Arctic-
DAS%2C%20October%2014%202014.pdf.  
36 It should also be noted that disarmament and arms control comprise different approaches to 
the evaluation of the role and employment of nuclear forces.  Arms controllers tend to be more 
pragmatic in terms of accepting the reality that nuclear weapons are unlikely to be abolished, 
given that the capabilities and knowledge exist, and that there will always be the potential for a 
state to cheat.  In addition, there is great difficulty in devising a credible system of collective 
enforcement for any disarmament regime.  Arms controllers, therefore, seek for ways to create 
conditions of stability through mutual agreement on reductions in weapons to lower the risk of 
inadvertent launch, miscalculations, and accidents.  Lower numbers and defensive postures are 
viewed to be effective frameworks for enhancing stability.     

http://www.thesimonsfoundation.ca/sites/all/files/A%20Nuclear-Weapon-Free%20Zone%20and%20Cooperative%20Security%20in%20the%20Arctic-DAS%2C%20October%2014%202014.pdf
http://www.thesimonsfoundation.ca/sites/all/files/A%20Nuclear-Weapon-Free%20Zone%20and%20Cooperative%20Security%20in%20the%20Arctic-DAS%2C%20October%2014%202014.pdf
http://www.thesimonsfoundation.ca/sites/all/files/A%20Nuclear-Weapon-Free%20Zone%20and%20Cooperative%20Security%20in%20the%20Arctic-DAS%2C%20October%2014%202014.pdf
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cooperation on most nuclear arms control agreements between two rival nuclear 

powers.  While working within this defensive realist framework, my contribution provides 

an adaptation tailored to the dyadic nuclear rivalry between the U.S. and Russia.  This 

adaptation is a refinement of Karen Ruth Adams’ Offence-Defence-Deterrence theory 

(ODDT) concept for relations between strategic competitors dominated by nuclear 

deterrence logic.37  Adams’ model includes the nuclear element within the assessment 

of conventional military capabilities, in which a state’s capabilities are either offensive, 

defensive, or deterrence dominant, to determine the likelihood of war.  The offence-

defence concept in my study focusses entirely on nuclear deterrence – namely offensive 

or defensive dominant nuclear deterrence postures and weapons – to determine the 

extent to which each state perceives the other as a threat, which influences conditions 

conducive to either cooperation (arms control) or competition (arms races).  This is a 

new innovative approach to understanding the indicators and dynamics of nuclear 

competition between states.  The application of this approach to an arms control regime 

in the Arctic provides one instance for which this framework can be replicated in other 

comparable cases (and can also be tested against agreements that have been agreed to 

in the past between the nuclear rivals – U.S. and USSR and in the current emerging 

arms competition between the U.S. and China). 

This study also sheds light on the appropriateness of a nuclear arms control 

treaty for a strategically critical region such as the Arctic.  Lessons learned from other 

arms control agreements and zones where nuclear weapons are now prohibited or 

otherwise constrained may provide some marginal guidance on specific treaty provisions 

for the Arctic region.  They may also shed light on whether the entire territory north of the 

Arctic Circle should be under consideration or whether a more limited area, such as the 

                                                 
37 Offence-Defence-Deterrence Theory is a revised ODT concept attributed to Karen Ruth Adams 
(see chapter 3 of this work).  Adams’ Offence-Defence-Deterrence Balance approach 
distinguishes between offensive, defensive, and deterrence oriented weapons.  Her approach is 
that deterrence is more defensive than defence dominant systems because deterrence is about 
prevention and does not require acquiring territory for the purpose of enhancing defence.  
Deterrence dominance in her model tends to involve strategic weapons such as nuclear 
weapons, but is included in an analysis of offensive and defensive weapons that span the 
conventional to the non-convention (and thus nuclear).  The approach in this dissertation 
focusses on nuclear deterrence relations and how such weapons and postures are offensively or 
defensively oriented.  Karen Ruth Adams, “Attack and Conquer: International Anarchy and the 
Offence-Defence-Deterrence Balance,” International Security, Vol. 28, Iss. 3 (2003/04): 45-83. 
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Arctic Basin or Northwest Passage should be considered.38   The latter approach might 

feature the incremental expansion of a NWFZ throughout the greater Arctic region with 

the possible disengagement and drawing down of deployed sea and air nuclear forces.   

The feasibility of creating a NWFZ in the Arctic is of particular relevance to 

current debate concerning nuclear policy, the currently planned modernization of nuclear 

arsenals, and arms control.39  The focus of this study on the nuclear deterrence postures 

of the U.S. and Russia (and even China), might be maligned as a debate better suited to 

the study of the Cold War.  For a brief time after the end of the Cold War the threat of 

nuclear weapons lost significant salience in U.S. national security debate.  However, the 

debate about U.S. nuclear strategy has re-emerged in strategic circles, particularly 

beginning with the Bush Administration’s plans to modernize the nuclear triad, the 2002 

withdrawal from the 1972 ABM Treaty, Obama’s Prague Agenda and New START, and 

especially with the increase of tensions between the U.S. and Russia from Obama to 

Trump.  Such tensions have been worsened by the election of President Trump who has 

made statements about expanding the arsenal that demonstrate little knowledge about 

the nuclear triad, maintains an ambiguous relationship with Russia’s leadership, and 

started to engage in brinkmanship with North Korea’s leadership.  The conflict over the 

eastern Ukrainian provinces has created a standoff between Russian and NATO forces, 

in which Russia has signalled a reliance on its nuclear deterrent to preserve its national 

security interests.  

In contrast to the arguments of arms control and disarmament advocates that the 

U.S. should rely less on these military instruments, strategic scholars have highlighted 

that the other nuclear and near-nuclear states (Russia, China, France, Britain, Israel, 

India, Pakistan, North Korea, and Iran) continue to consider nuclear weapons as “useful 

                                                 
38 The Arctic Basin has been suggested by some scholars as a possible region for an Arctic 
NWFZ.  These issues will be covered in chapter 7. 
39 The return to tensions with Russia (especially under Putin) concern the modernization of 
Russia’s Northern Fleet and its nuclear arsenal, as well as the U.S. modernization of its nuclear 
arsenal and BMD plans.  These are further complicated by a rising nuclear China, in conjunction 
with proliferation concerns regarding rogue states and non-state actors.  These issues reinforce 
U.S. interest in nuclear deterrence postures, actions, modernizations that provoke traditional 
rivals into spiraling arms races in the form of modernization, including cyber warfare with the 
capacity for destruction on a scale of nuclear detonation. These realities put the nuclear issue on 
the table and complicate considerations of an Arctic NWFZ. 
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tools of statecraft.”40  A new nuclear age has emerged in which the role of nuclear 

weapons in national strategies has expanded to include the possibility of comprehensive 

missile defences and conventional counterforce alternatives.  Deterrence strategies 

include deterring the use of other types of WMD, such as biological, chemical, and 

radiological weapons, and possibly cyber attacks (concerning the vulnerability of nuclear 

systems and C2 to cyber attacks).41  Such threat assessments must consider the 

credibility of using nuclear forces for warfighting, ballistic missile defence, and other 

counterforce threats that can be used to counter them or even to support U.S. policies to 

pursue strategic advantage over its long-time adversary Russia.  Nuclear weapons 

policies and strategies are inherently linked with arms control and even disarmament 

initiatives, and thus with broader international security concerns.42  It is within this 

context that the strategic feasibility of an Arctic NWFZ must be considered.  

Central Argument 

The three research questions previously put forward proceed towards the central 

argument of this dissertation:   

1) How can an Arctic Nuclear Weapon-Free Zone be promoted?  This work 

answers the How question through evaluating the necessary conditions under which an 

Arctic NWFZ could be promoted, therefore: 

                                                 
40 Bradley A. Thayer, and Thomas M. Skypek, “Reaffirming the Utility of Nuclear Weapons,” 
Parameters, 42.4, 43.1 (Winter/Spring 2013), 
http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pubs/parameters/Issues/WinterSpring_2013/6_Article_Thaye
rSkypek.pdf. Accessed Sept. 18, 2013.  Keir A. Lieber, and Daryl G. Press, “The End of MAD? 
The Nuclear Dimension of U.S. Primacy,” International Security, 30.4 (Spring 2006): 7-44.  Keir A. 
Lieber, and Daryl G. Press, "The Nukes We Need," Foreign Affairs, 88.6 (Nov-Dec 2009), 
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/65481/keir-a-lieber-and-daryl-g-press/the-nukes-we-need.  
Rebecca Heinrichs, and Baker Springs, “Deterrence and Nuclear Targeting in the 21st Century, 
Heritage Foundation Backgrounder, No. 2747, November 30 2012.  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/11/deterrence-and-nuclear-targeting-in-the-21st-century.  
Accessed 09/30/2013. 
41 The deterrence debate regarding cyber attacks concerns cyber disruption of banking systems, 
international trade, and networked infrastructure). 
42 Nuclear strategist and critic Janne Nolan identifies the challenges in the persistence of 
counterforce dogmatism in the American policy process.  She suggests that the discussion of 
strategic nuclear weapons is not passé and the debate concerns the direction of U.S. policy.  See 
Janne Nolan, An Elusive Consensus: Nuclear Weapons and American Security after the Cold 
War (Washington, D.C.:  Brookings Institution Press, 1999), viii.  

http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pubs/parameters/Issues/WinterSpring_2013/6_Article_ThayerSkypek.pdf
http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pubs/parameters/Issues/WinterSpring_2013/6_Article_ThayerSkypek.pdf
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/65481/keir-a-lieber-and-daryl-g-press/the-nukes-we-need
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/11/deterrence-and-nuclear-targeting-in-the-21st-century
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2) Under what conditions could the U.S. and Russia cooperate on an Arctic arms 

control regime?  This question is answered through applying the offence-defence theory 

framework to cooperation on arms control.  Part of applying this framework considers 

where the dyadic nuclear rivalry between the U.S. and Russia is now and where it may 

be headed.  A mitigated security dilemma characterized by a moderate to low intense 

strategic competition is required for cooperation and if these conditions do not describe 

current relations, then this work proposes to consider how they might be encouraged: 

3) How can conditions favouring bilateral cooperation on arms control be 

established?  

In the tradition of offence defence theory conditions defined by defensively 

oriented postures and systems, rather than offensive ones, encourage cooperation on 

arms control and tend to reduce the likelihood of arms races.  These conditions, if 

expanded to retrenchment of forward deployed systems in the Arctic region, would 

encourage U.S.-Russian cooperation on an Arctic arms control regime, whether on a 

limited or comprehensive bases.  The data in chapters 4 and 5 indicate that the U.S. 

holds a more dominant offensive counterforce advantage relative to Russia, with Russia 

responding to perceived U.S. provocation through the pursuit of asymmetric capabilities.  

With both sides experiencing mutual vulnerability as a result, and Russia in a more 

fearful state given the U.S. advantage and NATO enlargement with conventional 

superiority, the U.S. would likely have to make the first move in reassuring Russia.  Such 

reassurance would take the form of concessions through reductions and less 

provocative systems and postures, moving from an emphasis on offensive to defensive 

deterrence.  In this way, Russia might be more willing to reciprocate, as it did when 

Obama pursued New START with Medvedev, beginning with giving up BMD in Czech 

Republic and Poland.43    Therefore, the central argument proposed in this dissertation is 

the following: 

A shift from offensive to defensive orientations in the nuclear postures and weapons 

systems of the United States, followed by similar strategic behaviour in Russia, creates 

                                                 
43 However, the Aegis Ashore BMD program did later continue in Poland and Romania. 
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conditions conducive to cooperation on arms control, which includes the potential for 

promoting an Arctic NWFZ. 

The Value of an Arctic NWFZ 

An Arctic NWFZ is a logical option for moving towards NPT and New START 

objectives. The NPT multilateral treaty requires the P5 (nuclear weapons states) to 

prevent the spread of nuclear weapons, enhance current arms control measures, and 

move towards nuclear disarmament.44 The New START bilateral treaty requires the 

United States and Russia to reduce the number of accountable nuclear warheads and 

delivery platforms to 1550 and 700, respectively.45  An Arctic NWFZ concept would likely 

take the form of a multilateral treaty, while emphasizing bilateral cooperation between 

the primary nuclear actors in the region, namely the United States and Russia.  This 

option contributes to NPT disarmament goals through establishing an exclusion zone 

that also provides for the reduction of nuclear deployments, and therefore, warhead 

numbers required under New START.  The strategic importance of the Arctic region 

requires flexibility and adaptation by the United States and Russia in their counterforce 

nuclear activities in the Arctic if the NWFZ is to be achieved.  Therefore, the feasibility of 

an Arctic NWFZ rests upon the intensity of the nuclear security dilemma between the 

U.S. and Russia, as it pertains to cooperative or conflictual relations between them.  

The strategic importance of the Arctic challenges the potential for an Arctic 

NWFZ because the region continues to play a significant role in the nuclear strategies of 

the United States and Russia.   However, cooperation in the form of a whole or partial 

arms control regime for the Arctic that would restrict the deployment, development, or 

testing of nuclear weapons and associated weapons technologies that can shift the 

nuclear balance,46 may be negotiable if certain conditions are met.  Such conditions 

require mitigating the security dilemma through shifting from offensive to defensive 

                                                 
44 United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs, Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear 
Weapons (NPT): http://www.un.org/disarmament/WMD/Nuclear/NPT.shtml.  
45 According to the Measures for the Further Reduction and Limitation of Strategic Offensive Arms  
(Feb. 5, 2011) – i.e. the New START Treaty – the United States and Russia must reduce the 
number of deployed nuclear warheads to 1550 on the three legs of the Triad.  According to the 
treaty, the limit is 700 deployed delivery platforms – ICBM, SLBM, and bombers – but allowing for 
a total of 800 for deployed and non-deployed delivery vehicles.   
46 Relating to perceptions of U.S. primacy with a first-strike capability. 

http://www.un.org/disarmament/WMD/Nuclear/NPT.shtml
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nuclear postures and weapons systems, so that each side would increasingly perceive 

the other as less threatening, thereby encouraging reductions in nuclear arsenals and 

forward deployments that includes the Arctic region.  The development of offensive 

conventional technologies and ballistic missile defence systems play a role as 

constraining variables in the potential for a shift to a less dangerous international 

system, 47 as do policies that reaffirm a commitment to extended deterrence and security 

assurances to allies and partners.48  The continued sway of U.S. doctrine promoting 

American nuclear advantage, and Russia’s equally provocative response, reinforces a 

counterforce targeting strategy that necessitates large arsenals and associated 

missions.  These factors cannot be ignored in assessing the potential for further nuclear 

reductions and retrenchment in forward deployments, including the Arctic.  

Theoretical Framework 

This study assesses variables primarily at the international level of analysis, 

particularly between two state actors (i.e. a dyad).  This work also acknowledges that 

states’ decisionmaking on nuclear policy results from the influence of the most powerful 

domestic actors in setting the direction of strategic policy towards counterforce, 

particularly in the United States.  However, in keeping with the rational model of 

evaluating state behaviour under anarchy this work evaluates these policies at the 

international level.  The theoretical framework for this study is guided by defensive 

realism with a specific focus on offence-defence theory (ODT).  This framework views 

                                                 
47 The current Russo-American rivalry involves the pursuit of ballistic missile defence programs by 
the U.S., as well as the re-arming of Russia’s nuclear submarine force that is part of its Northern 
Fleet (primarily based above the Arctic Circle – its headquarters located in Severomorsk in the 
Kola Gulf of the Barents Sea), as well as Tupolev-95 long-ranger bomber regiments.  Richard 
Weitz, “Russia: The Non-Reluctant Arctic Power,” Second Line of Defense (February 12, 2011),   
http://www.sldinfo.com/russia%E2%80%99s-recent-arctic-moves-the-non-reluctant-arctic-power/. 
Accessed 09/16/2013.  
48 i.e. NATO obligations.  U.S. policy is tied into extended deterrence, in which getting rid of 
tactical nuclear weapons becomes problematic. Axworthy argues that a precondition to any 
NWFZ requires debate on NATO’s nuclear strategy. “Arctic Nuclear-Weapon-Free-Zone would be 
Stepping Stone Towards Global Zero,” The Canadian Daily (Dec. 10, 2012),   
http://www.thecanadiandaily.ca/2012/12/10/arctic-nuclear-weapon-free-zone-would-be-stepping-stone-
towards-global-zero-ceasefire-ca/.  Accessed July 17, 2013. Although U.S. and NATO nuclear 
strategy may no longer be focussed solely on a threat from Russia – as non-state actors and 
rogue states have replaced the former Soviet Union as the primary threats to United States 
national security – a resurgent Russia and revisionist China are increasingly being seen as 
adversarial, requiring the maintenance of a credible nuclear deterrent.  

http://www.sldinfo.com/russia%E2%80%99s-recent-arctic-moves-the-non-reluctant-arctic-power/
http://www.thecanadiandaily.ca/2012/12/10/arctic-nuclear-weapon-free-zone-would-be-stepping-stone-towards-global-zero-ceasefire-ca/
http://www.thecanadiandaily.ca/2012/12/10/arctic-nuclear-weapon-free-zone-would-be-stepping-stone-towards-global-zero-ceasefire-ca/
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the major players in Arctic geopolitics as nation-states which are distinguished by their 

political and economic status, and particularly by their offensive and defensive military 

capabilities and nuclear postures.  Aside from attempts to regulate international activity 

in the Arctic region through international law and multilateral agreements,49 there is no 

overarching authority that can credibly enforce these conventions in the event that a 

state decides to use its military power to pursue its political, military, and economic 

interests.  International organizations such as the Arctic Council and the United Nations 

provide a forum for international discussion and cooperation to some degree – while bi- 

and multi-lateral organizations, such as NORAD and NATO act as balancing forces 

against actual and potential adversaries (such as Russia and China) in the region.  

These organizations and alliances assist in mitigating the effects of international anarchy 

and reinforce stability in the Arctic, and in global politics in general.  Nevertheless, the 

intensity of the strategic competition between state actors on the side of the offence 

versus defence, determines to a great extent whether relations between major players, 

such as the U.S. and Russia will shift towards cooperation or competition.   

The role of nuclear weapons in determining the offence-defence balance is 

assessed through indicators involving delivery capabilities by land, sea, and air, 

counterforce versus countervalue targeting,50 and capable missile defence systems that 

could eliminate the other state’s first strike and retaliatory capability.  In addition, 

conventional forces and C251 systems that are part of the nuclear triad must also be 

assessed in the ODB analytical framework.  This framework therefore builds upon 

Robert Jervis’ model that combines variables to determine the intensity of the security 

dilemma in a strategic competition, namely whether offence or defence is dominant, and 

whether offence or defence has the advantage.  In addition, Van Evera’s Misperceptive 

Fine-Grained Structural Realism framework (discussed in chapter 3) contributes to the 

assessment of the variables in terms of assessing specific military technologies, 

                                                 
49 Such as the Arctic Council, Ilullisat Declaration (2008), and the United Nations Law of the Sea 
Treaty (1972). 
50 In Jervis’ “Cooperation” the section on Offence Defence Differentiation and Strategic Nuclear 
Weapons discusses the perception of weapons that target civilians (countervalue), including 
retaliation, as offensive or defensive.  This discussion includes perceptions of weapons in the 
context of deterrence being offensive while providing defence, and the issue of BMD systems and 
second strike.  Jervis, “Cooperation,” 206-210. 
51 C2 = Command and Control. 
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geography,52 doctrines, and (mis)perceptions.53  Perceptions and misperceptions that 

states have towards other states they view as allies, neutral, or adversaries,54 influence 

how a state views another’s intentions, with respect to how it may employ its defensive 

or offensive military capabilities.55  Past experiences play a role in these perceptions.  In 

the Arctic, these relations concern how the U.S., the USSR, and post-Cold War Russian 

Federation used the region as part of their nuclear force employment and associated 

targeting strategies.   

The framework for this study demonstrates how the offence-defence balance 

determines the intensity of strategic competition, and possibly a nuclear security 

dilemma, in which offense-dominant systems and postures interfere with attempts to 

cooperate on a regional arms control regime, particularly as it applies to the Arctic.  The 

level of intensity of the strategic competition provides a context within which the two 

nations are likely to cooperate on disarmament in terms of incentives – increasing gains 

while reducing costs to both sides; as well as expectations that each side will 

cooperate.56 

The analytical focus on the rivalry between the U.S. and Russia at the 

international level of analysis fits with Levy and Thompson’s dyadic-level theories in 

which interactions between pairs of states offers a greater understanding of causal 

variables influencing outcomes such as international rivalries, war, and bargaining.  The 

international rivalries model well suits U.S.-Russian relations in which each state singles 

out the other as representing the greatest threat to its interests and the rivalry persists 

                                                 
52 For instance, Russia’s doctrine to deploy tactical nuclear weapons to counter NATO and BMD 
in Eastern Europe; as well as deterrence operations in the Arctic. 
53 Van Evera, 1999, 160. 
54 Jervis uses “misperception” to indicate “inaccurate inferences, miscalculations of 
consequences, and misjudgements about how others will react to one’s policies.”  These concern 
those perceived intentions of another state in which “overestimates and underestimates of 
hostility have led to war in the past.”  In addition, Jervis argues that there are times that require 
distinguishing “between misperceptions of a state’s predispositions – that is, its motives and goals 
– and misperceptions of the realities faced by the state ... either can lead to incorrect predictions.” 
Robert Jervis, “War and Misperception” Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 18.4 (Spring 1988): 
675-700.  Jervis notes that conflict can be caused by two states exaggerating “each other’s 
hostility when their differences are in fact bridgeable.”  Robert Jervis, Perceptions and 
Misperceptions in International Politics (Princeton University Press, 1976), pp. 58-113. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
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because both states have conflicting interests that remain unresolved.57  This rival 

dyadic model is flexible and can be adapted to accommodate not only the offence-

defence balance, but also other players in the rivalry, namely China – a nuclear power 

and rising peer competitor to the to the U.S. – as well as NATO activities in Europe, the 

non-nuclear Arctic states that are part of NATO, and the bilateral continental security 

arrangement between Canada and the U.S., namely NORAD. 

NATO figures prominently in the analysis of the dyadic rivalry between the U.S. 

and Russia, particularly NATO behaviour, in which the U.S. is a key player, that Russia 

views as provocative.  The question of NATO’s role in Arctic military affairs has been 

considered in recent literature.  NATO does not yet have an Arctic policy.  During the 

late 2000s the Arctic states have been increasing their defence capabilities in the region 

and have participated in joint military exercises to test responses to multiple security 

challenges in the difficult operating environment.  Many of these actors are NATO-

member and NATO-partner states.  With the Russian resurgence and provocative 

activity in Eastern Europe and in the Arctic, there have been recommendations – 

especially by Norway – for a NATO Arctic strategy.  The potential for the situation in 

Eastern Europe to spill over into the Arctic has been noted by analysts, who emphasize 

the implications with the article V framework.58  These have not been without 

challenges.  Spokespersons for NATO have reiterated that NATO has no intentions of 

increasing its presence and activities in the region.59  In addition, Canada has also been 

reluctant to encourage NATO activity in the Arctic, as it pursues its defence in the region 

bilaterally with the United States (and occasionally through joint exercises that include 

Denmark).  Canada is also concerned for its sovereignty, including the status of the 

Northwest Passage, which opposes the U.S. position on the strait being international 

rather than domestic internal.  Also, Canada’s reluctance includes concerns that non-

                                                 
57 Jack S. Levy, & William R. Thompson, Causes of War, John Wiley and Sons Ltd., 2010, 55-59. 
58 Brooke A. Smith-Windsor, “Putting the ‘N’ Back into NATO: A High North Policy Framework for 
the Atlantic Alliance?” NATO Research Paper No. 94 (July 2013).  Catherine Trainor, “Why 
Russia’s Arctic Strategy is Starting to Worry NATO,” Russia Direct (19 November 2014),  
http://www.russia-direct.org/why-russias-arctic-strategy-starting-worry-nato.  Luke Coffey and 
Daniel Cochis, “NATO Summit 2016: Time for an Arctic Strategy,” Heritage Foundation (16 June 
2016), http://www.heritage.org/global-politics/report/nato-summit-2016-time-arctic-strategy. 
59 Statement by the Secretary General in May 2013.  Brooke A. Smith-Windsor, “Putting the ‘N’ 
Back into NATO: A High North Policy Framework for the Atlantic Alliance?” NATO Research 
Paper No. 94 (July 2013). 

http://www.russia-direct.org/why-russias-arctic-strategy-starting-worry-nato
http://www.heritage.org/global-politics/report/nato-summit-2016-time-arctic-strategy
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Arctic NATO-member states would increasingly influence Arctic military affairs.  This 

would be inevitable given that NATO responses to emerging security challenges and 

crises are decided through consensus.60   

In this study, the analysis looks at NATO deterrence behaviour as part of U.S. 

behaviour.  The U.S. is the greatest contributor in NATO efforts and has the greatest 

influence in decisionmaking (although the process is consensus-based).  The SACEUR 

is always an American.  U.S. extended deterrence exists under its nuclear umbrella – 

American air-delivered tactical weapons and theatre missile defence.  As noted, events 

in Eastern Europe may have spillover in the Arctic, particularly as Russia pursues A2/AD 

in Northern and Eastern Europe.  Lacking a framework, informal joint arrangements may 

be required to counter them.  On the nuclear front, it tends to be the U.S. and Russia 

that employ nuclear capabilities in the region in efforts to counter one another; however, 

these activities overlap with responses from NATO Arctic nations when Russia’s long-

range bombers probe the airspace of Canada, Greenland (Denmark), and Norway.  

Such realities anticipate future exploration of a NATO Arctic strategy.  In the current 

study, U.S. nuclear behaviour through NATO focusses on the European context, while 

U.S. nuclear behaviour in the Arctic is viewed primarily as unilateral.  The focus on the 

dyadic rivalry in this way allows for a simpler approach to exploring restraint and 

retrenchment of forward operations in the region in the interest of stability-enhancing 

arms control.  

Variables that influence state behaviour include actors and processes at the 

domestic level.  However, because this study focuses on relations between states – at 

the international, particularly dyadic, level of analysis – it limits any discussion of nuclear 

policy and doctrine to outputs at the state level.  Much work has explored the complex 

interplay of domestic level variables to the development of doctrines promoted by the 

most powerful actors on national decisions on nuclear policy,61 such as Administration, 

                                                 
60 Frameworks for adapting NATO activity in the Arctic focussing on the Arctic-5 or Arctic-8 states 
have been explored in Smith-Windsor. 
61 On the Russian/Soviet side “political leadership has the final say on those matters as it 
considers, but it operates in the presence of other influences, including competing policy 
positions, special interest groups, Kremlin politics, bureaucratic efforts, and technological and 
economic interests,” according to a CIA study from 1973.  CIA, Soviet Nuclear Doctrine: 
Concepts of Intercontinental and Theater War, Research Paper Central Intelligence Agency 
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Congressional actors, senior Pentagon officials and commanders at Strategic 

Command, that determine state preferences and drive the direction of nuclear strategy.62  

These processes will not be addressed in this study in the interest of maintaining the 

focus of the work on relations between states and parsimony of the theory and its 

application.  The behaviour of rational state actors – in pursuing offensive or defensive 

nuclear postures and weapons systems – and how these impact security competition 

and constrain cooperation – remains the primary focus. 

This study finds that an intense strategic competition comprising a nuclear 

security dilemma continues to exist between the U.S. and Russia, within which the Arctic 

region plays a role in their deterrence strategies.  This is the context in which the political 

feasibility that both states would agree on an Arctic NWFZ is investigated.  This requires 

investigating how the security dilemma could be mitigated to facilitate conditions 

characterized by more defensive deterrence behaviour that would allow the competing 

nuclear powers – the U.S. and Russia – to cooperate on an Arctic NWFZ.  

Given the strategic context of the Arctic this study will assess how the intensity of 

the nuclear competition between the U.S. and Russia encourages cooperation or 

degrades towards competition and arms races.  The intensity of the strategic competition 

will be determined by an assessment of the Offence-Defence Balance (ODB).  The ODB 

concept is adapted for a deterrence era and assesses the offensive or defensive 

orientation of nuclear weapons systems and postures, including non-nuclear systems 

that may complement their use in counterforce scenarios, and how these are perceived 

                                                 
Directorate of Intelligence, June 1973, CIA Archive released 12/21/1993, p. 3.  
https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/docs/DOC_0000268107.pdf.  
62 Powerful Pentagon actors, such as the Joint Chiefs of Staff and STRATCOM commanders, 
perceive a strong nuclear arsenal as the cornerstone of U.S. (and continental) security.  Alden 
and Schurmann describe the impact of ideological competition on U.S. foreign policy.  This 
competition is characterized by partisan struggles between public opinion, advocacy groups, 
Congress, and executive leadership, in which foreign policies adopted by the president are vitally 
dependent on domestic legitimacy.  These processes will not be explored herein, in the interest of 
focusing on rational actors at the international level.  Alden and Schurmann, 1990.   
An example of discussing the role and impact of domestic variables includes the implementation 
of the New START treaty which was ratified by both the U.S. and Russia and was intended to 
reduce the number of deployed strategic nuclear warheads by one-third, had been blocked by a 
defense appropriations bill passed through the House in late July 2013.  This bill stated that no 
U.S. funds will be allocated to the reduction of nuclear forces under New START.Bill Gertz, Inside 
the Ring: Bill Blocks Nuclear Cuts, Washington Times (July 24, 2013),   
http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2013/jul/24/inside-the-ring-bill-blocks-nuclear-cuts/?page=all.  
Accessed July 24, 2013.  

https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/docs/DOC_0000268107.pdf
http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2013/jul/24/inside-the-ring-bill-blocks-nuclear-cuts/?page=all
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by rivals who face the dilemma of how to respond that best ensures their security.  

These are assessed qualitatively, with any quantitative figures considered in relation to 

the quality of force structure, given the context within which those numbers are 

focussed. 

This process employs an innovative typology adapted from of Jervis’ 

“Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma,”63 Stephen Van Evera’s “Offence Defence 

and Security Dilemma” and “Nuclear Revolution and Causes of War” chapters,64 and 

Karen Ruth Adams’ Offence-Defence-Deterrence Balance,65 to form a new model that 

best applies to strategic competition dominated by nuclear deterrence calculations.  This 

is understood as the offensive deterrence / defensive deterrence balance (OD/DD B) 

that is distinguished by its focus on nuclear deterrence.  This model applies a typology 

describing offensive and defensive nuclear postures and systems which demonstrate the 

intensity of the strategic nuclear competition between rival states (a dyad).  This 

methodology assesses Russian and U.S. nuclear postures and nuclear weapons 

systems to determine their levels of provocation and potential for destabilization, and 

what this means for the prospects future cooperation on arms control, possibly achieved 

through reductions in strategic nuclear weapons, delivery platforms, and missions.   The 

intensity of the strategic competition, particularly a nuclear security dilemma, describes 

the conditions under which cooperation may or may not be feasible.  This framework is 

outlined in Chapter 3 of this dissertation.  

The adapted offence-defence typology is intended as a guideline, rather than a 

rigid formal model that would constrict the data and limit its interpretation.  In addition, 

this study acknowledges how arms control agreements were negotiated between the 

U.S. and USSR during the height of the Cold War, as well as in the post-Cold War 

Period.  This understanding provides insight into how these adversaries were able to 

pursue common interests in spite of mutual distrust and hostility and suggests necessary 

                                                 
63 Robert Jervis, "Cooperation under the Security Dilemma," World Politics, vol. 30, no.2 (Jan. 
1978): 167-214. 
64 Stephen Van Evera, Causes of War: Power and the Roots of Conflict (Ithaca, New York: 
Cornell University Press, 1999): 117-192; 240-254. 
65 Karen Ruth Adams, “Attack and Conquer: International Anarchy and the Offence-Defence-
Deterrence Balance,” International Security, Vol. 28, Iss. 3 (2003/04): 45-83.  
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conditions that would encourage cooperation among adversaries on the mutual benefits 

of arms control.  

Employing this approach, this study hypothesizes that an Arctic NWFZ could be 

achieved if the U.S. (possibly in cooperation with Russia) pursues a shift in nuclear 

policy towards defensive orientations, possibly minimum deterrence.66  Potential benefits 

to the U.S. in pursuing significant reductions in nuclear force employment involve 

reduced costs in maintaining a smaller survivable second-strike capability, including a 

reduction in costly and provocative forward deployed systems, as well as allowing the 

Pentagon to re-orient strategic thinking towards niche areas to meet emerging non-

nuclear challenges characterized by today’s hybrid warfare and asymmetric threats.  

Thus, a U.S. shift towards defensive dominant deterrence systems and postures 

could mitigate the nuclear security dilemma by removing the perceived threat to Russia’s 

(as well as China’s) national security – namely the U.S.’s global nuclear activities, 

missile defence objectives, long-range conventional precision strike capabilities, an 

equally vast and varied nuclear arsenal and delivery capabilities.  The removal of this 

wide-reaching threat could encourage Russia to consider downsizing its nuclear arsenal, 

and ease tensions to allow both the U.S. and Russia to discuss the possibility of the 

retrenchment of nuclear deployments in regions, such as the Arctic, that had served as a 

strategic region in nuclear deterrent policies during the Cold War.67  

This investigation suggests that the U.S. and Russia may find a common interest 

in the benefits of an Arctic NWFZ Treaty, even if they can not greatly mitigate the 

security dilemma.  Mutual interests may include maintaining a conventionally armed 

strike capability in the region, continuing nuclear deterrence with a more defensively 

oriented posture, and a prohibition on attack submarines in the region that would 

threaten second-strike.  Such an arrangement would allow Russia to maintain its 

Northern Fleet bases as long as it ballistic missile submarines are not armed with 

nuclear warheads in Arctic operations.  This arrangement would encourage greater 

                                                 
66 Kristensen, et al., 2009.   
67 The author acknowledges that a shift of this magnitude would be challenged by traditional 
values and beliefs held by significant actors in the Pentagon, Congress, and the State 
Department that have a significant on U.S. national security and foreign policy (Alden and 
Schurmann, 1990).  However, the focus of the theory and its application is on state actors, rather 
than domestic level variables that influence and constrain U.S. foreign policy behaviour. 
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transparency and predictability, resulting in a less intense nuclear and conventional 

military competition in the Arctic.  It is possible that both states might agree to an Arctic 

arms control agreement covering the entire region or a limited zone, such as the 

Canadian Basin,68 or the central Arctic Ocean basin.  In the midst of competition and 

conflict regarding national interests in the Arctic, in addition to mistrust, uncertainty, and 

perceptions of hostility characterizing the nuclear dilemma, this work considers 

opportunities that both nations may find helpful in developing ways to cooperate.  

                                                 
68 This process considers a role for Canada as a close defence partner to the U.S., characterized 
by its membership in NATO and NORAD.  As a non-nuclear Arctic nation, Canada might be able 
to act as a broker between U.S. and Russia, and encourage a limited NWFZ in the Arctic Basin.  
Incremental steps towards creating areas of denuclearization could lead to considerations of 
expanding NWFZs, with the retrenchment of forward deployed nuclear systems and 
geographically constrained SSN and SSBN patrols, in addition to associated bomber flights near 
the airspace of other Arctic states.  In addition, this study will also consider the potential mutual 
strategic benefits of an Arctic arms control agreement that includes the containment of other 
nuclear power rivals, such as China which is a rising global power and an emerging Arctic player. 
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Research Logic  

 

Figure 1:  Research Logic 

Plan of Work 

The following chapter provides a review of the literature on proposals for an 

Arctic NWFZ and what is missing from these initiatives, a discussion on the nuclear 

policies of the United States, NATO, and Russian Federation, considerations for shifting 
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nuclear postures towards minimum deterrence, and a brief discussion of offence-

defence theorists.  Chapter Three expands on the literature of offence defence theory to 

develop a suitable framework for assessing the nuclear security dilemma between two 

rival states using offence-defence logic refined for strategic relations dominated by 

nuclear deterrence logic.  This framework is applied in Chapters 4 and 5 to evaluate the 

relative offensive and defensive nuclear deterrence postures and weapons systems of 

the United States and Russian Federation, which includes assessment of each state’s 

perception of threat posed by the orientation of the adversary’s employment of its 

nuclear forces.  This data is further analyzed in Chapter 6 which evaluates the findings 

of Chapters 4 and 5 to consider the receptivity of the U.S. and Russia to shifting their 

nuclear postures and systems towards more defensive nuclear postures, particularly 

minimum deterrence.  The unlikelihood of such a shift – as explained by the counterforce 

dominance of U.S. nuclear doctrine and responses by Russia to develop capabilities to 

offset the vulnerabilities posed by the U.S. nuclear superiority – provides a context within 

which to explore how these states might cooperate on an Arctic NWFZ in spite of an 

intensive nuclear security dilemma.  Chapter 7 explores potential options and receptivity 

to an Arctic NWFZ and how to promote such an initiative within the intense strategic 

rivalry between the U.S. and Russia.  These findings are reviewed in the conclusion with 

respect to the way forward in future arms control between the United States and Russia, 

which implies the prospects for an Arctic NWFZ. 



30 

Chapter 2.  
 
Literature Review:  Strategic, Political and 
Conceptual Impediments to an Arctic NWFZ 

The following literature review explores the gaps in proposals for an Arctic NWFZ 

in terms of the strategic dimension.  In addressing the strategic dimension, this 

discussion reviews U.S. and NATO nuclear policy vis-à-vis that of Russia with respect to 

the challenges of competing strategic interests centred around the need for credible 

deterrence while complying with arms control agreements to move towards nuclear 

forces reductions.  The concept of minimum deterrence is explored for feasibility in the 

scenario of maintaining deterrence with the lowest possible numbers of nuclear 

weapons, and a context within which traditional MAD logic has been replaced by 

counterforce doctrines.  Finally, the literature of the primary security dilemma offence-

defence theorists is presented with a view to addressing the challenges of U.S. and 

Russian nuclear forces reductions and implications for pursuing an Arctic nuclear arms 

control regime. 

Proposals for an Arctic NWFZ  

Although existing literature advocating the creation of an Arctic NWFZ 

acknowledges the pragmatic realities of U.S.-Russian strategic competition, it often 

subordinates such realities within a normative framework arguing for the elimination of 

nuclear weapons globally through regional arms control and cooperation.69  However, 

serious consideration of the Arctic security dilemma confronting officials in Moscow and 

Washington may challenge such assumptions.  

Briefings and reports produced by foundations that advocate an Arctic NWFZ 

include Pugwash, Science for Peace, and the Simons Foundation.  These organizations 

                                                 
69 Michael Wallace & Steven Staples, Ridding the Arctic of Nuclear Weapons: A Task Long 
Overdue (Rideau Institute, Canadian Pugwash Group, March 2010),  
http://assembly.nu.ca/library/Edocs/2010/001500-e.pdf.  Thomas Axworthy & Sara French, A Proposal 
for an Arctic Nuclear –Weapon-Free Zone (Draft). Presented to the International Council Expert 
Meeting on “Achieving a World Free of Nuclear Weapons” (Hiroshima, Japan, April 15-16, 2010),  
http://img9.custompublish.com/getfile.php/1197654.1529.wyqsuutwuw/A+Proposal+for+an+Arctic+Nucle
ar-Weapon-Free+Zone[3].pdf?return=www.arcticgovernance.org.  
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acknowledge the historic and emerging strategic issues concerning the Arctic, such as 

the militarization and strategic rivalry between the two dominant nuclear powers.  

However, they put greater emphasis on the moral imperative of regional arms control 

that advances the cause of global nuclear disarmament.  These works assume that a 

NWFZ will resolve strategic dilemmas by diminishing the perceived threat that the 

adversary might cause70 and lessen the incentive to station nuclear weapons along 

borders elsewhere.  The argument is that such a treaty would be seen as a confidence-

building measure with political and psychological as well as military significance.  

These perspectives emphasize idealistic notions of cooperation for a common 

good, facilitated through institution-building between states to achieve mutual gains.  

The ultimate goal of these NWFZ proponents is global nuclear disarmament.  Thomas 

Axworthy argues that common security could (and should) replace competitive arms 

races in order to move towards a nuclear weapon free world71 and Axworthy and French 

suggest that an Arctic NWFZ would influence broader initiatives for global nuclear 

reduction, and ultimately, disarmament.72  Their argument is premised on the notion that 

nuclear weapons are a force of instability and direct danger to human civilization.  

Wallace and Staples state that the Canadian Pugwash Group views nuclear weapons to 

be the most potent threat to peace in the Arctic.  They argue that the militarization of 

conflicting interests in the region must be prevented, and suggest confidence-building 

multilateral efforts as the remedy for Arctic militarization, coupled with a bolstered Arctic 

legal regime.73  These works point to the need for a reduced role for nuclear weapons in 

the national security policies of the U.S. and Russia,74 for which their governments must 

agree that they are not losing strategically and/or the positive gain outweighs the 

                                                 
70 Axworthy and French, Proposal.  
71 (Authors: “Friends of The Canadian”), “Arctic Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone Would be Stepping 
Stone Towards Global Zero,” The Canadian Daily (December 20, 2012), 
http://www.thecanadiandaily.ca/arctic-nuclear-weapon-free-zone-would-be-stepping-stone-towards-global-
zero-ceasefire-ca/.     
72 Axworthy and French, Proposal.  From this perspective an Arctic NWFZ is not really arms 
control but rather a contribution towards nuclear disarmament.  This notion could be debated 
between arms controllers and disarmament advocates.  This author views the concept as 
controlling nuclear arms in a specific region through prohibition, while acknowledging that nuclear 
forces continue to be deployed elsewhere. 
73 Wallace & Staples, Ridding, 9. 
74 Particularly with the New START agreement from which they see the potential to extend arms 
control to the Arctic.  This would place considerations of retaliatory capability on the back-burner, 
so to speak. 
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perception of loss.  An Arctic NWFZ would scale-down militarization through 

cooperation, and encourage global efforts towards eliminating of all nuclear weapons.75  

These perspectives are not entirely misguided.  Their acknowledgement of 

strategic challenges identifies important actors and issues that pose real obstacles to 

cooperation.  Pugwash acknowledges that obstacles to an Arctic NWFZ include the 

history of the region as a “key arena of the US-Russian military standoff” and 

“regrettably, this legacy of the Cold War remains.”  They argue that “an effective and 

enforceable Arctic NWFZ will require a sea change in the nature of US-Russian 

relations, including their demilitarization.”  Pugwash further suggests that NATO nuclear 

doctrine “which holds that nuclear weapons play an ‘essential’ role in the security of its 

members” could also be an obstacle to an Arctic NWFZ.76  Wallace and Staples identify 

U.S. bureaucratic opposition from proponents of nuclear deterrence and escalation 

dominance at the DoD and the importance of Russia’s Northern Fleet ballistic missile 

submarine force, which is based primarily North of the Arctic Circle.77  Russia’s current 

maritime infrastructure would not easily see the shift of the Northern Fleet assets to 

Eastern bases, nor an interest in reducing their ballistic missile submarine fleet if they 

were to close Northern bases.78  The U.S. focus on the sea-based platform of its nuclear 

force structure also creates obstacles in reducing deployments within the Arctic Circle, 

as sources indicate that its SSNs continue to stalk Russian SSBNs in the region.  Ernie 

Regehr of the Simons Foundation indicates that U.S. undersea activity in the Arctic is 

primarily SSNs conducting exercises or transiting between Atlantic and Pacific Oceans; 

but its SSBNs (Ohio class) generally operate in the Atlantic or Pacific (although are 

capable of deploying to the Arctic). The U.S. and Russia are unlikely to give up the sea-

based leg of their triads, given the second strike guarantee it provides, and as long as 

Russia maintains its Northern Fleet base north of the Arctic Circle (especially with the 

construction of its new fleet of Borei class Bulava missile submarines), the U.S. will 

                                                 
75 This is what Axworthy and French refer to as a “minimization and elimination” framework of the 
International Commission on Non-Proliferation and Disarmament. Axworthy and French, 2010. 
76 “Canadian Pugwash Call for an Arctic Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone,” Canadian Pugwash Group, 
24 August 2007.  http://www.pugwashgroup.ca/events/documents/2007/2007.08.24-
Arctic_%20NWFZ.pdf.  
77 U.S. allies – the UK and France – also have capabilities to operate nuclear missile submarine 
operations in the Arctic and are possibly operating covertly there in support of U.S. operations. 
Wallace and Staples, Ridding, 12. 
78 Ibid., 7. 

http://www.pugwashgroup.ca/events/documents/2007/2007.08.24-Arctic_%20NWFZ.pdf
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continue to maintain Arctic undersea assets to counter Russian submarine activity.  

Although U.S. sea supremacy objectives enshrined in the 1986 Maritime Strategy lost 

traction as Russian naval forces declined, its interest in sea power projection is 

demonstrated in the 2015 Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower, which 

includes requirements for Arctic access and presence.79  

Wallace and Staples mention that U.S. Arctic policy since 2009 re-affirmed its 

interest in maintaining mobility of its air and sea vessels in the Arctic (including the 

Northwest Passage), as well as upgrading BMD systems in the Arctic.80  In discussing 

Russian and U.S. nuclear policy and operations in the Arctic, Regehr argues that “a 

nuclear weapon free Arctic is not just about transferring weapons out of the Arctic, but 

about contributing to overall reductions in global arsenals.”81  

An article by Adele Buckley, Romeo Dallaire, Erika Simpson, and Mike Wallace 

acknowledges that “the main obstacle to making the Arctic a nuclear-weapon-free zone 

is that the region served as a key arena of US-Russian military confrontation during the 

Cold War .... Russian leaders attach great importance to the role of the Arctic as a 

strategic area crucial to Russia’s ability to maintain a nuclear deterrent force.” These 

authors suggest that an Arctic NWFZ would not require a major change in relations 

between the U.S. and Russia, but would be a confidence-building step towards more 

ambitious initiatives.  In addition, a shift in U.S. foreign and defence policy to the Asia 

Pacific may provide conditions for reorienting nuclear strategy away from the Arctic 

towards countering China’s increasing military activity,82 suggesting that the time is right 

for an Arctic NWFZ.  However, these sources fail to consider the multiple regions in 

                                                 
79 Objectives include: U.S. forward naval presence, maritime cooperation between U.S. and allies, 
and all domain access in order to counter the challenges of Area Access / Area Denial (A2/AD).  
Although the Arctic is discussed as an Area of Operation, the documents not specify these would 
be submarine operations.  United States Department of the Navy, A Cooperative Strategy for 21st 
Century Sea Power: Forward, Engaged, Ready, March 2015. 18.   
http://www.navy.mil/local/maritime/150227-CS21R-Final.pdf.   
80 Ibid., 8. 
81 Ernie Regehr, “A Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone and Cooperative Security in the Arctic,” The 
Simons Foundation Briefing Paper, October 14, 2014.  2.   
http://www.thesimonsfoundation.ca/sites/default/files/A%20Nuclear-Weapon-
Free%20Zone%20and%20Cooperative%20Security%20in%20the%20Arctic-
DAS%2C%20October%2014%202014_1.pdf. 
82 Adele Buckley, An Arctic Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone – Needed Now, Cadmus, 1.5 (Oct. 
2012).  http://www.cadmusjournal.org/files/pdfreprints/vol1issue5/Reprint_CJ-
I5_An_Arctic_Nuclear_Weapon_FreeZone_AB.pdf,  Accessed 09/25/2013. 
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which the U.S. must maintain its sea power projection and air bases in order to defend 

its Arctic defence interests, which includes its need to counter Russian Arctic sea and air 

operations.  These Arctic capabilities would be maintained parallel to any pivot to Asia 

(and these days to Eastern Europe).   

It is important to note that these authors acknowledge that the process towards 

an Arctic NWFZ will be long, but argue for its potential through innovative cooperation.83  

Phyllis Creighton reviews the Non-Proliferation Treaty to suggest that non-nuclear Arctic 

states, such as Canada, could play a role in the spread of NWFZs by starting with 

denuclearizing the Northwest Passage.  Creighton suggests that commitment to the 

Treaty would guide non-nuclear Arctic NATO states to prioritize the NWFZ over alliance 

commitments with respect to accepting or rejecting nuclear weapons in their territory.84  

However, this proposal could isolate nations from the U.S. that find protection under 

NATO’s extended deterrence, especially Canada and Greenland (Denmark).  In 

addition, it could produce a hostile reaction in Washington that would adversely affect 

U.S.-Canadian and U.S.-Danish relations.  This approach may not be strategically 

viable.85   

Although these advocacy publications appreciate the strategic landscape of the 

Arctic, they fail to acknowledge the important role it continues to play in the nuclear 

deterrent strategies of the United States and the Russian Federation.  They assume that 

a NWFZ would encourage cooperation rather than an altered form of military 

competition, but do not adequately explore how to achieve cooperation while Arctic 

military and economic competition increases.  Nevertheless, they do see a role for 

Canada in leading discussion between circumpolar states on incremental steps towards 

an Arctic NWFZ, which provides opportunities for creating conditions that could bring the 

U.S. and Russia to the negotiating table.  

                                                 
83 Adele Buckley, Romeo Dallaire, Erika Simpson, and Mike Wallace, “A Nuclear-Weapon-Free-
Zone in the Arctic,” Embassy News Magazine, Sept. 15, 2010.   
http://www.arcticsecurity.org/?p=421.  
84 Phyllis Creighton, An Arctic Nuclear Weapon-Free-Zone: Why Now is the Time? Science for 
Peace Bulletin, 2010-01-08.  http://www.scienceforpeace.ca/an-arctic-nuclear-weapon-free-zone-why-
is-now-the-time.  Accessed 08/25/2013. 
85 Indeed, Canada supports de facto retention by NATO.  It does not share the burden, possibly 
viewed as shirking its alliance obligations. 
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Nuclear Policy of the U.S., NATO, and Russia 

The nuclear policies of the U.S., NATO, and Russia, as revealed in national 

documents and alliance political statements, suggest conditions under which an Arctic 

arms control agreement might be possible.  These sources articulate an interest in 

reducing nuclear arsenals and their associated missions.  At the same time these 

statements also reaffirm a commitment to a credible deterrence capability as long as 

there are nuclear weapons in the world.  

President Obama’s April 2009 Prague Agenda stated a new policy to reduce 

America’s nuclear arsenal, with the ultimate goal of “a world without nuclear weapons.”  

The President stated intentions to revise the role of nuclear weapons in U.S. defence 

posture towards a “fundamental role” to “deter attacks against the U.S. and our allies 

and partners.”86  The Agenda calls for strengthening the NPT as a basis for cooperation 

and affirms commitment to the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, through which 

verification mechanisms will reduce arms races and encourage reduction in nuclear 

arsenals.  Until those conditions are met, these statements demonstrate a continued 

reliance on deterrence.  

The U.S. Department of Defense 2010 Nuclear Posture Review87 affirmed that as 

long as nuclear weapons exist, the U.S. “must maintain a safe, secure, and effective 

nuclear arsenal,” “maintain strategic stability with other nuclear powers,” “deter potential 

adversaries,” and “reassure allies of security commitments.”  It reaffirmed an investment 

into modernizing the U.S. nuclear infrastructure in support of its deterrence policy, 

                                                 
86 Embassy of the United States, Prague, Czech Republic.  Keeping Nuclear Weapons out of the 
Hands of Terrorists.  Undated.   http://prague.usembassy.gov/pragueagenda.html.  Accessed 
09/30/2013.  The White House, Office of the Press Secretary.  Remarks by President Barack 
Obama.  April 5, 2009.  http://www.whitehouse.gov/the_press_office/Remarks-By-President-Barack-
Obama-In-Prague-As-Delivered.  Accessed 09/30/2013.   
During the Reagan Administration – a world free of nuclear weapons was proposed in discussion 
between the President and Gorbachev at the 1986 Reykjavik summit.  This initiative failed, but 
did pave the way for the 1987 Intermediate Range (INF) bilateral treaty that eliminated an entire 
class of nuclear weapons.  “Reykjavik Summit: The Legacy and a Lesson for the Future,” Nuclear 
Threat Initiative, December 1, 2007.  http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/reykjavik-summit-legacy/.  
Ambassador James E. Goodby, “Looking Back: The 1986 Reykjavik Summit,” Arms Control 
Today, September 1, 2006.  https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2006_09/Lookingback.  
87 United States Department of Defense, Nuclear Posture Review Report (April 2010). 
http://www.defense.gov/npr/docs/2010%20nuclear%20posture%20review%20report.pdf.  Accessed 
08/17/2013. 
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including regional deterrence.  However, it also maintained DoD’s commitment to the 

Non-Proliferation Treaty, strengthened through New START, and acted as a guide for 

Obama’s strategy to reduce nuclear risks to the U.S.  It mentions the Prague Agenda 

with regards to steps to be taken towards global nuclear disarmament.  Notably, it states 

that the Administration is “committed to working with Russia to preserve stability at 

significantly reduced nuclear force levels,” through New START.  This and other policy 

documents demonstrate consistency in emphasizing a commitment to maintaining 

deterrence while making efforts to reduce its nuclear arsenal through New START, with 

the potential to eventually reach a world without nuclear weapons.  

According to the 2010 White House National Security Strategy88 (NSS 2010) the 

U.S. is reducing its nuclear arsenal and reliance on nuclear weapons, “while ensuring 

the reliability and effectiveness of our deterrent.”  It also states that “our military must 

maintain its conventional superiority and, as long as nuclear weapons exist, our nuclear 

deterrent capability.”  

 The 2010 NSS mentions that the U.S. was working with Russia to advance non-

proliferation through reducing their nuclear arsenals, and “cooperating to ensure that 

other countries meet their international commitments to reducing the spread of nuclear 

weapons around the world.”  The document states that the U.S. is an Arctic Nation with 

“broad and fundamental interests in the Arctic region,” including national security needs, 

environmental, social, and scientific responsibilities, and stronger international 

cooperation.89  The 2009 Arctic Region Policy lists the following national security 

interests of the U.S. involving the Arctic: “missile defense and early warning; deployment 

of sea and air systems for strategic sealift, strategic deterrence, maritime presence, and 

maritime security operations; and ensuring freedom of navigation and overflight.”90  

                                                 
88 United States White House, National Security Strategy, May 2010.  
http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/rss_viewer/national_security_strategy.pdf.  Accessed 
08/15/2013. 
89 NSS, 2010, p. 50. 
90 White House, National Security Presidential Directive and Homeland Security Presidential 
Directive: Arctic Region Policy, NSPD-66 / HSPD-25, 9 January 2009.   
https://fas.org/irp/offdocs/nspd/nspd-66.htm.  

http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/rss_viewer/national_security_strategy.pdf
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Building upon this, the Arctic Strategy91 that was released in 201392 followed by the 2016 

Arctic region policy,93 re-affirm the U.S. desired end state for the Arctic: “a secure and 

stable region where U.S. national interests are safeguarded, the U.S. homeland is 

defended, and nations work cooperatively to address challenges.”  This end-state 

includes promoting defense cooperation and preparing to respond to the range of 

security challenges in conjunction with “like-minded nations.”94  One could suggest this 

means NATO nations (although NATO has no stated Arctic policy).  The 2016 Strategy 

emphasizes “unity of effort”, highlighting bilateral relationships such as NORAD, and 

joint multilateral efforts with other Arctic nations.  Russia is identified as a nation that 

threatens its neighbouring states and has ambitions in the Arctic, including signalling “a 

recommitment to deterrence and to build capability to defeat aggression against the 

United States and its allies in the Arctic as well as in other regions” for which DoD 

capability requirements include “the full spectrum of U.S. forces, including nuclear and 

cyber forces.”95  Common interests in the Arctic were identified between the U.S., 

Canada, and Russia in the 2013 NSAR as potential cooperation to enhance “practical 

cooperation between our militaries and promote greater transparency.”96  The 2016 

Strategy, however reflects some divergence from these more favourable conditions, in 

light of Russia’s increasingly threatening strategic behaviour.  This might constrain 

attempts for agreement on Arctic arms control (let alone disbarment), given the U.S. 

interest in achieving full domain awareness as well as ability to deter threats to U.S. 

allies and the homeland, which requires capabilities to meet the spectrum of challenges, 

including Russian military activity, that emerge in the Arctic with increasing international 

activity in the region.  

                                                 
91 Department of Defense, National Strategy for the Arctic Region, 2013. 
92 White House, National Strategy for the Arctic Region, 10 May 2013.  
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/docs/nat_arctic_strategy.pdf.  
93 Department of Defense, Report to Congress on Strategy to Protect United States National 
Security Interests in the Arctic Region, OUSD Policy, December 2016.  
https://www.sullivan.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/2016_ArcticStrategy-Unclass.pdf.  
94 DoD, “Arctic Region,” 2016, p. 2. 
95 Ibid., p. 10. 
96 White House, “Arctic Region,” p. 6-7, 9-10. 
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Like the 2010 NPR and NSS, the 2012 DoD policy document “Sustaining U.S. 

Global Leadership: Priorities for 21st Century Defense”97 states that the U.S. will maintain 

a nuclear arsenal as long as nuclear weapons exist, and will use them against any 

adversary threatening “unacceptable damage”.  This strategy also states that “it is 

possible that our deterrence goals can be achieved with a smaller nuclear force,” and 

demonstrates intention to reduce the number of nuclear weapons and their role in U.S. 

national security strategy.   

The 2015 NSS reaffirms the U.S. commitment to the Prague Agenda amidst 

emerging new threats (ISIL, refugee crisis, cyber attacks, economic challenges), while 

managing those that continue (Al Qaida, pandemics, WMD proliferation).98  Among 

these the NSS document identifies Russian aggression as a threat that needs to be 

countered.  Among U.S. strategic interests, the document identifies the challenge of a 

catastrophic attack on the U.S. homeland or critical infrastructure; threats or attacks 

against U.S. citizens abroad and its allies; and the proliferation and/or use of weapons of 

mass destruction.99  Notably in this NSS U.S. leadership is a theme in terms of how to 

meet the national security challenges at home and abroad, including using “all of the 

instruments of U.S. power” in order to fulfill this role.  However, in light of statements that 

the U.S. must act unilaterally at times, it prefers collective action through allies, 

particularly NATO and allies in Asia.  The emphasis in terms of responding to threats is a 

strong military, viewed as the “bedrock of national security,” to deter aggression to the 

homeland and project power if deterrence should fail, which requires the U.S. to “remain 

dominant in every domain.”100  In re-affirming its commitment to European allies (NATO) 

in response to Russian aggression in Ukraine, what it means for European security 

(including international rules and norms) the NSS asserts the following: “We will protect 

our investment in foundational capabilities like the nuclear deterrent, and we will grow 

our investment in crucial capabilities like cyber, space, and intelligence, surveillance, 

                                                 
97 United States Department of Defense, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities for 21st 
Century Defense, January 2012.   http://www.defense.gov/news/defense_strategic_guidance.pdf.  
Accessed 09/19/2013. 
98 China identified as an emerging strategic challenger in the Asia Pacific, a resurgent Russia, 
Iran’s nuclear program, and North Korea’s nuclear and ballistic missile developments are also 
identified. 
99 White House, National Security Strategy, February 2015, p. 2.  http://nssarchive.us/wp-
content/uploads/2015/02/2015.pdf.  
100 NSS, 2015, 7-8. 
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and reconnaissance.”101  It argues that the U.S. needs to maintain an advantage in the 

capabilities needed to prevail against any adversary.102  Some analysts might interpret 

this as the U.S. striving for primacy, whereas pursuing strategic advantage in the interest 

of preserving national security and the security of allies might also be a fair 

interpretation.  Notable in the 2015 NSS is the identification of WMDs has the greatest 

threat, in which the U.S. reiterates its interest in seeking “a world without nuclear 

weapons.”103  However, as long as nuclear weapons exist, it will “maintain a safe, 

secure, and effective nuclear deterrent that preserves strategic stability.”  It is important 

to note also that this document promotes the NPT and the reduction of nuclear weapons 

and their role within New START.  It also pushes for the comprehensive test-ban treaty 

and various regional nuclear weapon-free zone protocols. 104  This is particularly 

important as it suggests an interest in pursuing arms control in spite of the threat posed 

by Russian and Chinese strategic challenges. 

Changes in nuclear deployment may cause fears of a decline in the credibility of 

a nuclear arsenal in the minds of American conservatives and senior elements of the 

military.  This issue concerns both the debate about the quantity and quality of the 

nuclear capability (whether to maintain the nuclear triad or revert to a dyad) and the 

ability of a reduced arsenal to support the requirements of extended deterrence to U.S. 

allies.  NATO’s Strategic Concept claims a commitment to “the goal of creating the 

conditions for a world without nuclear weapons” but it also “reconfirms that, as long as 

there are nuclear weapons in the world, NATO will remain a nuclear Alliance.”105  Since 

the 1950s, NATO relied on nuclear weapons to deter and defend against an attack on 

the Alliance, but emphasized remoteness of circumstances in which the Alliance would 

need to resort to their use.106 

                                                 
101 NSS, 2015, 8, 25. 
102 Ibid. 
103 Ibid., 11. 
104 Ibid., 11. 
105 NATO, Strategic Concept: Active Engagement, Modern Defence, Adopted by Heads of State 
and Government at the NATO Summit in Lisbon, 19-20 November 2010. p. 5.  
http://www.nato.int/lisbon2010/strategic-concept-2010-eng.pdf.  Accessed August 17, 2013.   
106 Steven Pifer, NATO, Nuclear Weapons and Arms Control, Brookings Arms Control Series, 
Paper 7 (July 2011): 1.   
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Further on, the Concept states that “we are resolved to seek a safer world for all 

and to create the conditions for a world without nuclear weapons in accordance with the 

goals of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, in a way that promotes international 

stability, and is based on the principle of undiminished security for all.”107  The Concept 

affirms that NATO has reduced significantly the number of nuclear weapons in Europe 

and those weapons upon which its strategy relies, and intends to make further 

reductions while seeking cooperation with Russia.108  Such statements indicate that the 

interest in nuclear reduction still exists on the American and NATO side, which suggests 

the possibility for considering regional arms control, particularly in its statement in 

seeking Russian agreement.   

NATO’s 2012 Deterrence and Defense Posture Review109 reaffirmed the 

alliance’s commitment to “create conditions for a world without nuclear weapons,” but 

restated it will remain a nuclear alliance as long as nuclear weapons exist.  The alliance 

is prepared to consider the reduction of non-strategic nuclear warhead as long as Russia 

reciprocates this action.110 

Russia’s military and national security policy pose challenges to reciprocal 

reductions.  Russia’s ongoing rivalry with NATO plays a role in the nation’s nuclear 

posture.  Its Military Doctrine (2010) 111 states the Federation considers the existence of 

NATO as a primary threat to its national security.  Its fundamental strategic concern, and 

fear, is caused by NATO’s expansion towards Russian territory.  Until recently, both 

                                                 
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2011/7/19%20arms%20control%20pifer/0719_ar
ms_control_pifer.pdf.  
107 Ibid., 23. 
108 Ibid., 24.  The decline in numbers from 7000 tactical nuclear warheads in the early-to-mid-
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109 Deterrence and Defense Posture Review, NATO Summit, May 20, 2012.  
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_87597.htm?mode=pressrelease. Accessed 08/20/2013. 
110 Indeed, nuclear policy specialist James Acton argues that although the U.S. can take the lead 
in reducing nuclear arsenals, it requires cooperation from other nuclear armed states.  Nuclear 
armed states, such as Russia and China require assurances that arms control “will not undermine 
the survivability of their nuclear forces” which is challenged by “conventional weaponry, 
particularly ballistic missile defence and long-range high-precision conventional munitions.”  
James M. Acton, “Bombs Away? Being Realistic About Deep Reductions, Washington Quarterly 
(Spring 2012), 37-38. 
111 Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation for the Time Period through the Year 2020: 
http://www.sras.org/military_doctrine_russian_federation_2010. 

http://www.brookings.edu/%7E/media/research/files/papers/2011/7/19%20arms%20control%20pifer/0719_arms_control_pifer.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/%7E/media/research/files/papers/2011/7/19%20arms%20control%20pifer/0719_arms_control_pifer.pdf
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_87597.htm?mode=pressrelease
http://www.sras.org/military_doctrine_russian_federation_2010
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Russia’s National Security Strategy (2009)112 and its declaratory Military Doctrine 

mention little about Russia’s nuclear policy, except for its reliance on nuclear deterrence 

and nuclear parity with the United States.  After 2014 this traditional stance was 

jettisoned in favour of a more explicit commitment to nuclear first use in the event of war 

with NATO or the United States.  According to the new military doctrine announced in 

2014 Russia’s continued reliance on nuclear weapons will compensate for the reduction 

in other conventional forces since the early 1990s and for the establishment of 

conventional force superiority by the European NATO countries alone.  In addition, 

Russian authorities have viewed the deployment of strategic anti-ballistic missile 

defence systems in Eastern Europe and Asia as a direct threat to their ability to defend 

and deter.  Of almost equal concern to Moscow strategists are networked weapons and 

sensors deployed in outer space that are able to contribute to the U.S.-anchored system 

of global missile defences.  Anxiety about the deployment of long-range precision-strike 

conventional weapons as threats to its national security also exists, although that is 

prospective and involves fears that the Pentagon’s ‘Third Offset Strategy’ may also 

confer strategic primacy on the United States in terms of future warfare in space, 

cyberspace or maritime theatres of military operation. 

Although these policy documents indicate that both the U.S. and Russia maintain 

nuclear strategies centred upon counterforce deterrence postures, aggravated by 

reciprocal intentions to modernize nuclear-relevant long-range strike systems, they also 

demonstrate a residual interest in nuclear arsenal reductions, especially in U.S. nuclear 

policy circles.  In its “reset” of relations with Russia, the Obama Administration hoped to 

see an opportunity through the New START process, and other instruments provided 

through the NPT113 and CTBT,114 to encourage reductions in nuclear weapons 

cooperatively with Russia.  Events in Ukraine and elsewhere in Eastern Europe since 

2013 and the Russian intervention in Syria in support of Bashar Al-Assad’s government 

have dimmed all such hopes for the immediate future.  

                                                 
112 National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation to 2020, March 12, 2009.  
http://www.scrf.gov.ru/documents/99.html. 
113 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, 1970. 
114 Comprehensive Test-Ban Treaty, 1996. 

http://www.scrf.gov.ru/documents/99.html
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Considerations of a Shift in Nuclear Strategy towards 
Minimum Deterrence 

 
“When we build, they build. When we cut, they build” 

~ Former US Secretary of Defense  
Harold Brown, 1979 

Defining Deterrence 

Traditional deterrence and the role of nuclear weapons can be understood as 

“deterrence by punishment”, as stated by James Acton, being the threat “to inflict 

damage on an adversary in response to specified actions to try to convince it that the 

costs of aggression would outweigh the benefits.”115  This approach to nuclear weapons 

is retaliation-focussed and in traditional deterrence employing nuclear weapons 

deterrence is used to prevent the use of nuclear weapons by the adversary. 

Nevertheless, Acton identifies how arguments for large nuclear arsenals follow the logic 

of “deterrence by denial” which threatens the adversary to prevent him from “achieving 

its desired objectives.”  As long as a state has the capability to inflict punishment to 

prevent or stop an action, its leaders may want to develop their deterrent by adding an 

ability to physically deny to an aggressor the object in dispute.. 

Kristensen, Norris, and Oelrich discuss the use and misuse of the term 

“deterrence” from the Cold War and afterwards.  They affirm that “deterrence” is used to 

define “whatever it is that nuclear weapons do,” such as referring to ICBMs as the “land-

based deterrent,” SLBMs as the “sea-based deterrent,” and nuclear weapons deployed 

in Europe as the “extended deterrent.”116  Kristensen and his colleagues, in addition to 

experts at other arms control advocacy think-tanks, are critical of the American focus on 

counterforce deterrence strategies that threaten a competitor’s nuclear strike 

capabilities.  They view the development of systems to carry out counterforce functions 

as unnecessarily provocative to Russia and China, as well as costly, since such systems 

                                                 
115 James Acton, Deterrence During Disarmament: Deep Nuclear Reductions and International 
Security, Adelphi Series, Vol. 50, Iss. 417 (2010), p. 15. 
116 Kristen, Norris, Oelrich, From Counterforce to Minimal Deterrence, (2009), 15. 
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require large numbers of warheads and delivery platforms in order to target as many of 

the competitor’s known nuclear assets as possible.      

Thayer and Skypek argue that nuclear weapons remain relevant to the U.S. 

foreign and defence policies of deterrence and coercion to “advance and protect its 

interests in international politics.”117  These weapons play an important role in deterring a 

nuclear attack on the U.S. (and the North American continent as a whole) by threatening 

retaliation.  Strategic and tactical nuclear weapons allow the U.S. to extend deterrence 

to its allies, which is also a non-proliferation mechanism by removing incentive for them 

to acquire nuclear weapons.  Nuclear weapons are argued to have contributed to peace 

and stability since 1945 through deterring attacks against the U.S. military and its bases 

around the world,118 and preventing the escalation of conflict.  Nuclear weapons are said 

to deter the use of other weapons of mass destruction against the U.S., its military and 

allies.  Thayer and Skypek argue that “nuclear weapons are essential for tipping the 

balance in Washington’s favour by a willingness to raise the stakes and risk nuclear 

confrontation.”  In terms of the threat posed by China and Iran the authors argue that 

“what was true during the Cold War for Moscow remains true today for other adversaries 

... only nuclear weapons can deter China.”  To preserve its national interests a credible 

extended deterrent must be a national priority of the U.S.119  It is clear this perspective is 

steeped in balance of power and relative security logic that would work against 

cooperative solutions to reduce the number of nuclear weapons in the U.S. and Russia.  

They argue that disarmament is just not strategically feasible, given U.S. national 

interests and commitment to allies. 

Other prominent contributors to the debate on deterrence, such as Lieber and 

Press, also argue that the security challenges of the current era – such as the 

proliferation of WMD among adversaries of Western nations – require the U.S. to 

                                                 
117 Bradley A. Thayer and Thomas M. Skypek, “Reaffirming the Utility of Nuclear Weapons,” 
Parameters, 42.4, 43.1 (Winter/Spring 2013), 
http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pubs/parameters/Issues/WinterSpring_2013/6_Article_Thaye
rSkypek.pdf. Accessed Sept. 18, 2013. 
118 Particularly in the Asia Pacific region.  A rising China and the growth of its military power 
requires a credible extended deterrent from the U.S. “to reassure allies, prevent devastating 
nuclear proliferation, and intense security competition in Asia.”  Ibid. 
119 This raises the question whether extended deterrence requires U.S. nuclear superiority without 
Russia and China feeling threatened. 

http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pubs/parameters/Issues/WinterSpring_2013/6_Article_ThayerSkypek.pdf
http://www.strategicstudiesinstitute.army.mil/pubs/parameters/Issues/WinterSpring_2013/6_Article_ThayerSkypek.pdf
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maintain nuclear capabilities, which includes an extended deterrent component to 

protect its allies.  Most importantly Lieber and Press highlight the Obama 

Administration’s need to carefully consider the capabilities it will need to maintain in 

order to counter the challenges of the 21st century (namely threats by rogue actors in 

Pyongyang and Tehran).  This requires a credible deterrent with “a range of retaliatory 

options,” which includes both nuclear and conventional capabilities – a flexible deterrent 

with a counterforce focus.  This capability must be maintained as the U.S. reduces its 

arsenal.120  

However, a pragmatic evaluation of U.S. security interests does not necessarily 

preclude downsizing its nuclear arsenal, while maintaining a credible deterrent.  

Strategic analysts have proposed the “minimum deterrence” concept, which would see 

the reduction of the U.S. arsenal and associated deterrence missions abroad – but not 

total elimination.  Rather, it would redefine U.S. national interests with more a narrow 

focus, determining the requisite size of a nuclear arsenal for credible deterrence, which 

would save on costs, while possibly influencing reductions in the arsenals of other 

nuclear states.  

A Council on Foreign Relations report121 considers U.S. policies to reduce 

nuclear weapons to their “lowest possible level consistent with maintaining a credible 

deterrent.”  The challenge is that in addition to requiring the cooperation of global 

                                                 
120 Keir A. Lieber & Daryl G. Press, “The Nukes We Need: Preserving the American Deterrent,” 
Foreign Affairs, 88.6 (Nov./Dec. 2009), 40, 50.  
In their article “The End of MAD?” Lieber and Press evaluate U.S. nuclear capability relative to 
that of Russia and China in the post-Cold War international security context.  They argue that the 
U.S. has nuclear superiority which could wipe out the retaliatory capabilities of the other two 
nuclear powers with its counterforce strikes.  Notably, the authors argue that nuclear weapons in 
the current era do not have the same effects in producing a peaceful stalemate, as they did 
during the Cold War (9).  U.S. nuclear primacy has the potential effect of encouraging Russia and 
China to build up their nuclear arsenals, which could ignite a nuclear arms race and create 
instability in the current nuclear imbalance.  The authors indicate that U.S. hawks will continue to 
favour nuclear primacy because of its deterrent power against challengers (i.e. new “peer 
competitors”).  On the other hand, owls – arms control analysts – fear that nuclear primacy might 
be destabilizing.  Doves demonstrate concern for an “unconstrained” U.S. with overly ambitious 
foreign policies.  The authors argue that a state’s pursuit of nuclear primacy “must be evaluated in 
the context” of its foreign policy goals – the benefits of U.S. nuclear primacy might exceed the 
risks (39).  Keir A. Lieber & Daryl G. Press, “The End of MAD? The Nuclear Dimension of U.S. 
Primacy,” International Security, 30.4 (Spring 2006), 7-44.   
121 Council on Foreign Relations, US Nuclear Weapons Policy, CFR Task Force Report, April 
2009. http://www.cfr.org/content/publications/attachments/Nuclear_Weapons_TFR62.pdf.  Accessed 
08/10/2013. 

http://www.cfr.org/content/publications/attachments/Nuclear_Weapons_TFR62.pdf
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partners – such as Russia under New START – to promote reductions in nuclear 

arsenals, conditions for cooperation between nations such as China and the U.S. are not 

ready to be met due to the asymmetry between their arsenals.  Nevertheless, the report 

encourages cooperation between U.S., Russia, and China on banning the testing of anti-

satellite capabilities and transparency regarding weapons in space.122   

Immediately following the end of the Cold War, arms control specialist and 

defence scientist Peter Gizewski (Centre for Arms Control and Non-Proliferation, 

Ottawa, Canada)123 and Hans M. Kristensen (Federation of American Scientists, 

Washington, D.C.) considered whether massive nuclear arsenals were justified in the 

post-Cold War and clarified the meaning of minimum nuclear deterrence to better inform 

debate on the level and character of reductions, and whether nuclear strategy could 

credibly shift from counterforce targeting to countervalue.124   He stated that a minimum 

deterrence strategy deters an aggressor from launching an armed attack through relying 

on a nuclear force “capable of inflicting limited but unacceptable damage” on the 

aggressor with the fewest number of nuclear weapons necessary.  This strategy was to 

use countervalue targeting, in which the industry and population of an adversary were to 

be targeted for retaliation following a first strike.125  Although the post-Cold War period 

saw changes in the international environment, there remained challenges to adopting 

minimum nuclear deterrence, particularly with the continued U.S. heavy reliance on 

nuclear weapons for national security and concern that every “Soviet” intention may not 

be benign.  Nevertheless, Gizewski indicated that changes in the international threat 

                                                 
122 Indeed, the outer space dimension is directly related to the issue of nuclear arms control, 
particularly with respect to the placement of nuclear weapons in outer space, and especially the 
development of ASAT capabilities that could be used for missile defence purposes. 
123 Peter Gizewski, “Minimum Deterrence and the Superpowers: Past and Present,” Chapter 1 in 
Peter Gizewski (Ed.), Minimum Deterrence in the Post-Cold War Era: How Low Can We Go?  
Aurora Papers 11, Canadian Centre for Arms Control and Disarmament (1991), pp. 1-13.  
124 Counterforce targeting: against adversary nuclear weapons and Command and Control (C2). 
Countervalue targeting: retributive attacks on economic assets and civilians (population centres). 
125 Or even a highly limited first strike to try to coerce an end to a destructive conventional attack. 
This approach has its origins in the Eisenhower Administration whose containment strategy 
focussed on maximum security at a minimum cost, where nuclear deterrence relied on a secure 
retaliatory capability.  Gizewski highlights how high East-West tension was not conducive to the 
strategy during the Cold War.  In addition, U.S. political-bureaucratic interests, such as the 
replacement of Strategic Air Command, would not be served by this new strategy; and many did 
not view minimum deterrence to be compatible with U.S. global commitments and extended 
deterrence obligations.  
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environment generated more interest in minimum deterrence, and the issue shifted to 

the centre of strategic debate after the Cold War.  In addition to reducing costs of 

maintaining large arsenals and modernization, Gizewski highlighted several arguments 

for minimum deterrence.  Concentrating on countervalue rather than counterforce would 

reduce existing arsenals and much of the pressure for a nuclear arms race. Reduced 

arsenals would lessen the risk of a nuclear accident.  Reductions in arsenals would also 

increase the survivability of command, control, and communications (C3), and thus the 

potential for terminating a war prior to an all-out exchange.  One obstacle to this 

approach is whether a counterforce posture could ever be considered credible in terms 

of whether civilian leadership would ever launch a nuclear strike on a population centre.  

Is minimum deterrence a feasible strategy?   

Kristensen, Norris, and Oelrich consider the possibilities for a shift in U.S. policy 

to minimum deterrence in their assessment of missions for which nuclear weapons are 

“indispensable.”126  A reduction in nuclear missions logically leads to a reduction in 

arsenals.  The authors affirm that the number needed to fulfill basic deterrence does not 

exceed 1000, and an excess of nuclear weapons threatens U.S. national security and 

increases international insecurity.  Pragmatically, the authors acknowledge that nuclear 

weapons are required to survive a nuclear attack and be able to threaten retaliation 

against an aggressor; that is to say their role must still be one of being able to deter a 

nuclear attack.  The strategy of minimum deterrence has the potential for reducing the 

salience of nuclear weapons through a “self-cancelling mission.”  Much of the minimum 

deterrence role could then be fulfilled by conventional alternatives.  Kristensen, et al. 

argue that a shift away from the counterforce doctrine will create opportunities to 

negotiate symmetrical reductions in U.S., Russian, and Chinese forces.  However, this 

argument is premised on the notion of reciprocation by adversaries, assuming they have 

a greater interest in reducing costs associated with modernization than ensuring their 

own credible deterrent. 

Heinrichs and Spring argue against minimum deterrence and Obama’s intention 

to use it as a stepping stone towards U.S. disarmament.  They propose retaining a large 

                                                 
126 Hans M. Kristensen, Robert S. Norris, & Ivan Oelrich, From Counterforce to Minimal 
Deterrence: A New Nuclear Policy on the Path Toward Eliminating Nuclear Weapons, Federation 
of American Scientists & The Natural Resources Defense Council, Occasional Paper No. 7 (April 
2009).  http://www.fas.org/pubs/_docs/OccasionalPaper7.pdf.   

http://www.fas.org/pubs/_docs/OccasionalPaper7.pdf
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nuclear arsenal focussed on maintaining flexibility and counterforce targeting,127 which 

would be a sound targeting policy consistent with a “protect and defend” strategy for the 

U.S. and its allies.  They suggest that if the U.S. maintains an asymmetric advantage 

through a strong nuclear arsenal, they will be able to shape events rather than be 

controlled by them and the will of other nations.  This strategy departs radically from the 

Cold War concept of deterrence based on strategic vulnerability (i.e. the “balance of 

terror”), in which the U.S. required the capability to retaliate with nuclear weapons by 

targeting the adversary’s undefended population and economic centres (countervalue 

targeting).  The authors argue that a countervalue strategy is not a credible deterrent 

because the President is unlikely to use nuclear forces for those purposes.  The authors 

also argue that a misunderstanding of deterrence or an “ideological pursuit of ridding the 

world of nuclear weapons” are counterproductive in a multipolar strategic nuclear 

environment.  The “growing complexity and uncertainty of global threats” calls for the 

rapid modernization of the U.S. nuclear arsenal.  They argue that the U.S. must have a 

credible capability to target an adversary’s political and military assets (counterforce).  

The rational argument put forward is that deterrence creates a “calculus in the minds of 

U.S. enemies that attacking the U.S. is not worth the cost.”  They cite the Bush 

Administration’s 2001 NPR that included conventional weapons, defensive weapons, 

and nuclear weapons, calling for both missile defence and long-range conventional 

precision strike weapons to supplement its nuclear force.  These are the “three legs” of 

the strategic posture to achieve “maximal” rather than “minimal” deterrence.  

Triangulated capabilities are also required for U.S. commitment to allies under NATO 

and various bilateral security treaties.  Interestingly, the authors suggest that arms 

control can enhance deterrence in accordance with the counterforce strategy, in terms of 

its utility in dismantling weapons that complicate the counterforce planning.  

In “The Lost Logic of Deterrence,”128 Richard Betts argues that the U.S. held on 

to deterrence logic that served well during the Cold War, but is now “needlessly 

                                                 
127 Rebecca Heinrichs, and Baker Springs, “Deterrence and Nuclear Targeting in the 21st 
Century,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder, No. 2747 (Nov. 30, 2012).  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/11/deterrence-and-nuclear-targeting-in-the-21st-century.  
Accessed 09/30/2013. 
128 Richard K. Betts, “The Lost Logic of Deterrence: What the Strategy that Won the Cold War 
Can – and Can’t – Do Now,” Foreign Affairs (March/April 2013): 
http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/138846/richard-k-betts/the-lost-logic-of-deterrence.  Accessed 
09/20/2013. 
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http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/138846/richard-k-betts/the-lost-logic-of-deterrence


48 

aggravating relations with Russia,” while rejecting deterrence where it would have been 

useful, such as preventing the Iraq war and a potential war with Iran.  In addition, 

deterrence would be an effective policy towards the containment of China.  Betts 

suggests that errors in the U.S. approach to deterrence is the result of 

misunderstandings of the concept itself, in addition to faulty threat assessments, 

forgetting the lessons of history, and short-sighted policymaking.  In a much earlier 

article (1985),129 Betts discussed the dynamics of policy reform with respect to a 

possible shift toward “no first use”, and how it was constrained by the obstacles posed 

by NATO elites who were committed to the doctrine of threatening first use and 

deliberate escalation.  Betts argued that because the threat of nuclear weapons and the 

risk of inadvertent escalation existed, effective nuclear deterrence by NATO continued, 

despite an imbalance in conventional forces that favoured the Soviets on the central 

front.  Deploying highly accurate counterforce nuclear weapons in highly forward-

deployed land sites creates a “threat that leaves something to chance” (as Schelling 

characterized it).  Because of the risk of inadvertent or unintended nuclear escalation by 

U.S. and NATO forces, the compound deterrent effect of the allied nuclear forces 

effectively deterred a far superior Soviet conventional and nuclear strike force.   

The strategic analysis literature demonstrates that the debate surrounding 

reductions in nuclear arsenals concerns whether to shift from counterforce to 

countervalue strategy – from first use to a focus on retaliation – and the issue of 

credibility of the threat.  Arguments against reductions concern whether a reduced 

arsenal would leave the U.S. vulnerable to non-rational nuclear powers, as well as 

whether their deterrent based on a countervalue strategy lacks credibility and would thus 

be ineffective.  In addition, arguments against reductions include how the U.S. could 

guarantee the safety of its allies under NATO’s extended deterrence commitments.   

The rise of nuclear powers such as China, nuclear proliferation by rogue states 

(specifically North Korea), potential acquisition by hostile non-state actors, and 

resurgence of strategic nuclear investment by Russia encourage U.S. nuclear 

modernization focussed on a counterforce strategy,130 necessitating a large arsenal, 

                                                 
129 Richard Betts, Compound Deterrence VS. No-First-Use: What’s Wrong is What’s Right, Orbis 
(Winter 1985): 697-718. 
130 The debate may also concern whether a change in U.S. nuclear policy and downsizing of its 
arsenal and retrenchment of deployed systems will be echoed by Russia.  Whether one would 
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supported by long-range conventional strike and missile defence capabilities.  These 

arguments are invoked by actors at the domestic level as they influence the direction of 

U.S. nuclear policy through access to decisionmakers and their advisors.  Given the 

steady enhancement of both Chinese and North Korean nuclear capabilities, these 

arguments are likely to be even more compelling in the future.  

The Security Dilemma and Offence-Defence Balance (ODB) 
Theory  

According to Robert Jervis, the security dilemma describes conditions under 

which many of the means by which a state attempts to increase its security is perceived 

as threatening by other states.131  The intensity of the security dilemma strongly 

suggests the likelihood of states going to war.  The intensity of the security dilemma is 

determined by two variables: 1) whether defensive weapons can be distinguished from 

offensive weapons; 2) whether defence or offence has the advantage.132  This is the 

offence-defence balance (ODB) theory.  War is most likely when offence has the 

advantage and defensive weapons are not distinguishable from offensive ones.  War is 

least likely when defence has the advantage and offensive and defensive weapons are 

distinguishable.  The latter conditions facilitate cooperation, such as on arms control 

treaties.  Jervis adds intervening variables into this model, such as perception of one 

another’s capabilities and intentions.  Stephen Van Evera’s concept of the ODB and the 

security dilemma also considers (mis)perceptions of the offensive and defensive 

                                                 
call them “hawks” or “pragmatists,” Pentagon officials argue against reducing nuclear arsenals or 
cutting down on nuclear missions because of the uncertainty of whether the adversary would 
reciprocate.  Mistrust of the adversary is a tradition within the defence community that has existed 
during and after the Cold War.  A statement by former US Secretary of Defense Harold Brown 
captures the essence of concern for cuts in the U.S. nuclear arsenal: “Soviet spending has shown 
no response to U.S. restraint—when we build they build; when we cut they build.” 
Presented in a statement before a joint meeting of the House and Senate Budget Committees in 
early 1979 regarding the fiscal 1980 budget.  This statement is often abbreviated to “We build, 
they build. We stop, they build.”  Peter Huessy, The New Cold War with Russia, Gatestone 
Institute, Jan. 5, 2012.  http://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/2727/new-cold-war-russia. 
131 Jervis, “Cooperation,” 169. 
132 According to Jervis, when offence has the advantage, “it is easier to destroy the other’s army 
and take its territory than to defend one’s own.”  When defence has the advantage, Jervis argues 
that “it is easier to protect and to hold than to move forward, destroy, and take.” (187). 

http://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/2727/new-cold-war-russia
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capabilities of states and articulates a number of hypotheses that define conditions in 

which war is more likely to occur.133   

Offence-Defence Theory itself generates debate.  Glaser and Kaufmann highlight 

the primary criticisms of the theory’s utility is the “lack of an agreed definition of the 

theory’s key independent variable, the offense-defense balance” resulting in 

“inconsistent application and testing of the theory.”  In addition, the theory is flawed in 

that the ODB cannot be measured because of the uncertainty of the outcome of wars.134  

The authors seek to refute these criticisms through assessing the ratio of the cost of the 

attacker’s forces to the cost of the defender’s forces in terms of military capability to 

carry out missions; and also put forward a series of assumptions and specifications to 

operationalize the definition of ODB, suggesting that a “broad approach” to measuring 

the ODB through a cost-ratio that incorporates not only military technology and 

geography, but also size of forces, cumulativity of resources, and nationalism – factors 

that could significantly shift the ratio.135  Indeed, conceptualizing the ODB is also 

challenging in terms of whether offensive or defensive weapons can in fact be 

distinguished, complicated by how other actors perceive them, in conjunction with the 

intentions of the state in possession of those capabilities, creates variants of the model 

in defensive realist circles.136  Nevertheless, the common understanding is that when 

offense has the advantage and offensive weapons are not distinguishable from 

defensive ones, conflict137 or conquest138 is more likely.  Van Evera specifies how false 

perceptions of the offence-defence balance of capabilities on both sides account for the 

causes of war.139  In taking the concept a step further, Karen Ruth Adams distinguishes 

                                                 
133 i.e. the conditions under which conquest is easy.  Stephen Van Evera, Causes of War: Power 
and the Roots of Conflict (Cornell University Press, 1999), 117-123. 
134 Charles L. Glaser, and Chaim Kaufmann, “What is the Offense-Defense Balance and Can We 
Measure it?”  International Security 22.4 (Spring 1998), 45. 
135 However, they argue for the exclusion of the nature of external alliance behaviour and first-
move advantages.  Ibid., 46-47. 
136 Brown, et al. presents thirteen articles describing the various approaches to ODB theory in 
Offense, Defense, and War, 2004.  This volume includes Jervis’ Cooperation Under the Security 
Dilemma, Van Evera’s Offense, Defense and the Causes of War, and Adams’ Attack and 
Conquer. 
137 Robert Jervis, “Cooperation,” 1978. 
138 Van Evera, 1999. 
139 “Misperceptive Fine-Grained Structural Realism” locates the causes of war in misperceptions 
that exaggerate the “power of the offence, the size of first-move advantages, the size and 
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between defence and deterrence dominance with a focus on technological 

capabilities.140 Relative capabilities matter because a great power is tempted by its 

capability to “exercise and expand” its influence.  In terms of Offence Defence 

Deterrence theory then, “although deterrence makes nuclear states more secure ... 

nuclear states may attack and conquer non-nuclear states.”141  Adams distinguishes 

between defence and deterrence:  deterrent operations contain the element of 

punishment, whereas defensive operations involve damage limitation; and defence 

actually provides more incentive for expansion and conquest in terms of less risk in 

taking such action, such as a state extending one’s territorial perimeter.  Whereas in 

deterrence dominated eras, the cost of miscalculation is much higher, and expansion is 

not necessary because absolute weapons that can survive a first strike and can be 

delivered to their targets make it unlikely that “deterrence would be overturned.”142 Like 

Van Evera’s “Fine Grained Structural Realism,”143 Adams identifies variables that 

contribute to the operationalization of the ODDB concept, namely: technology, military 

doctrine, force posture, deployments, geography, regime popularity, collective security 

systems, defensive alliances, and balancing behaviour of neutral states.144  Thus, the 

difference between Adams’ approach to ODDB and Jervis’ and Van Evera’s ODB is that 

she sees the potential for conquest and war not only in the offence, but also in defence 

dominance, and separates deterrence dominance from the defence based on the degree 

of risk in playing the odds.  In addition, Adams argues that states armed with second 

strike nuclear weapons are “less vulnerable to conquest and less likely to attack other 

states” than in the offence-defence dominant eras.145   

                                                 
frequency of power fluctuations, and the cumulativity of resources.”  I.e. “war is more likely when 
states believe that conquest is easy.”  Ibid., 11. 
140Adams refers to this as the Offence-Defence-Deterrence Balance (ODDB).  Karen Ruth 
Adams, “Attack and Conquer? International Anarchy and the Offense-Defense-Deterrence 
Balance,” International Security, 28.3 (Winter 2003/04): 45-83. 
141 Because of its primacy, Adams argues that the U.S. is likely to be tempted in this way.  Ibid., 
48. 
142 Ibid., 50-51. 
143 Van Evera’s fine-grained structure of international power locates the causes of war in the 
“offence-defence balance, the size of first-move advantages, the size and frequency of power 
fluctuations, and the cumulativity of resources.”  Van Evera, Causes, 12. 
144 Adams, “Attack,” 52. 
145 However, Adams does suggest that non-nuclear states remain vulnerable to conquest by 
nuclear weapons states.  If one nuclear weapons state proceeds with conquest threatening lesser 
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Conclusion 

This literature review brings together the arguments of the various perspectives 

on an Arctic NWFZ, the role of nuclear weapons in U.S. and Russian national security 

policy, deterrence postures and the prospects for minimum deterrence, and defensive 

realist offence defence theory.  The arms control literature proposing an Arctic NWFZ 

demonstrates that a normative agenda dominates the subject without more objective 

analysis of feasibility in light of strategic realities.  Part of this issue could be due to the 

fact that these works are primarily Canadian, providing a unique non-American 

perspective focussed on disarmament rather than strategy and arms control.  This gap 

highlights that a more balanced credible analysis needs to be done within a realist 

framework.  Defensive realism, particularly with its focus on competition with the 

potential for cooperation on arms control, provides the most appropriate realist 

framework, especially its offence-defence theory.  The works of Jervis, Van Evera, and 

Adams utilize ODT to assess variables that apply to the nuclear balance (in addition to 

conventional conflict) and security dilemma.  Each of these works provide refinements to 

ODT in its application to the analysis variables that determine causes of conflict or 

cooperation, demonstrating an evolution of the concept allowing for further refinements.  

Such refinements are undertaken in chapter 3 of this dissertation to analyze variables of 

the offence-defence balance for nuclear deterrence, explaining and predicting the 

causes of arms control cooperation or nuclear arms races.   

The various works on minimum deterrence reviewing the deterrence concept 

consider postures that are oriented towards countervalue retaliation roles versus more 

credible counterforce missions and how they impact cooperation.  This discussion 

highlights the problem of moving from counterforce to minimum deterrence within 

conditions dominated by strategic calculations and military competition.   

In light of this dissertation’s focus on nuclear deterrence and arms control in the 

Arctic, the literature review assessed nuclear politics and deterrence strategies of the 

U.S./NATO and Russia to understand the perspectives and roles nuclear weapons play 

in the strategic competition between the U.S. and Russia.  The review of official 

documents, such as national security strategies, nuclear posture reviews, defence policy 

                                                 
non-nuclear weapons states, there will likely be an increase in the proliferation of nuclear 
weapons among lesser powers to avoid becoming targets.  Adams, “Attack,” 48, 82-83. 
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reviews, and military doctrines, suggest an interest in cooperation and pursuing more 

stabilizing relations.  However, the tone of the documents also suggests that both states 

continue to view one another with suspicion.  These perspectives are paramount to 

understanding conditions under which arms control like an Arctic NWFZ might be 

feasible. 
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Chapter 3.  
 
Theoretical Framework: Offence-Defence Theory and 
Nuclear Deterrence 

This chapter presents the theoretical framework for analyzing the intensity of the 

strategic competition between the U.S. and Russia.  In utilizing Offence Defence Theory 

(ODT) this work employs a typology designed to assess the orientation of each state’s 

nuclear weapons systems and postures.  This process which assesses the potential for 

nuclear weapons reductions and shifts in the nuclear postures of the United States and 

Russia, within the parameters of New START and beyond.146  

In the tradition of offence-defence theory (ODT), the dominance of the offence 

versus the defence in military technologies, doctrine, and posture,147 determines the 

intensity of the strategic competition, and possibly a security dilemma,148 which 

defensive realists argue can explain and predict whether states will engage in conflict or 

cooperation.149  Cooperation can be understood as states pursuing arms control 

agreements and national policies that see a reduction in nuclear forces that are 

offensively-oriented. The potential for shifts in the nuclear policies of the United States 

and Russian Federation can be determined through assessing the dominance of the 

offense versus defense in nuclear deterrence systems and postures.  In reviewing the 

size, quality, and orientation of weapons systems, this approach pays particular attention 

to delivery technologies that threaten the other state’s second-strike capabilities.  

Understanding the conditions that contribute to the intensity of the strategic competition 

                                                 
146 Statement in President Obama’s Berlin speech in June 2013 proposing further reductions of 
nuclear warheads to one-third below New START levels.  The White House, Office of the Press 
Secretary, Remarks by President Obama at the Brandenburg Gate – Berlin, Germany, June 19, 
2013.  Web.  Accessed 24/04/2015.  Available at: https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-
office/2013/06/19/remarks-president-obama-brandenburg-gate-berlin-germany. 
147 Stephen Van Evera also lists geography, regime types, and diplomatic behaviours among the 
determining factors of the Offence-Defence Balance.  Diplomatic factors include collective 
security systems, defensive alliances, and balancing behaviour (164).  Van Evera, Causes of War 
(1999), 160-166. 
148 The strategic competition would include a security dilemma if nuclear deterrence postures and 
systems are indistinguishable in terms of being offence or defence dominant. 
149 Robert Jervis, “Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma,” World Politics, Iss. 30, No. 2 
(Jan.1978): 167-214. 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/06/19/remarks-president-obama-brandenburg-gate-berlin-germany
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/06/19/remarks-president-obama-brandenburg-gate-berlin-germany
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sheds light on the future of U.S.-Russian cooperation versus competition.  The outcome 

is therefore contingent upon whether these nations will seek to further cooperate on 

bilateral arms reductions, or continue towards nuclear arsenal modernization and 

expansion of missions that threaten one another into increasingly provocative nuclear 

postures and destabilizing nuclear arms races. 

The Offence-Defence Theory in the Nuclear Age   

Security problems and the security dilemma are still of great importance,  
today perhaps more than ever. 

-John H. Herz 150 
 

No state can ever be certain that another state will not use its offensive 
military capability to attack the first state. 

-John Mearsheimer151 
 

Waves of Security Dilemma and Offence Defence Theory 

The Offence-Defence Balance that determines the intensity of strategic 

competition and the existence of a security dilemma is a hallmark of Defensive Realist 

theory.152  A security dilemma describes a more intense strategic competition because 

the ambiguity of offensive or defensive deterrence creates more uncertainty and fear – 

and is thus more destabilizing – than conditions under which states can distinguish 

between offensive and defensive deterrence.  This is because indistinguishable 

offensive / defensive nuclear deterrence postures and systems make it difficult for states 

to determine their strategic competitor’s intensions and willingness to use nuclear 

weapons.   

John Herz first established the security dilemma concept, upon which future 

theorists expanded to include the variables of offence-defence balance.  The framework 

                                                 
150 John H. Herz, “The Security Dilemma in International Relations: Background and Present 
Problems,” International Relations, 17 (2003), 412. 
151 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, New York:  W. W. Norton & 
Company, Inc., 2001, 31.  
152 Offensive realism argues that since major powers seek hegemony in order to maximize 
security, the security dilemma cannot be escaped. 
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developed in this chapter expands further on the concept to apply to the strategic 

competition between rival nuclear states.   

A security dilemma describes extreme conditions under strategic competition in 

which states exhibit military behaviour that appears threatening to one another.  Such 

actions intended to make states feel more secure under a self-help anarchical 

international system may inadvertently make other states feel insecure as a result of a 

state deploying offensive capabilities.  The security dilemma emerges when ambiguity 

about states’ intentions to employ these capabilities offensively, even if the state 

deploying them views their role as defensive.  States cannot be certain that they will not 

be targeted and thus face the dilemma of arming themselves in kind in order to reduce 

their perception of vulnerability.   

Thus, Herz describes the security dilemma as the “psychological” conditions in 

which the anarchical structure of the international system requires states to survive and 

flourish through self-help competition with other states, who regard one another with 

suspicion.153  The characteristics of the security dilemma are inherent in behaviours and 

perceptions of states centred on the dilemma of “kill or perish,” creating incentives for 

“attacking first or being destroyed.” 154 The security dilemma creates “uncertainty and 

anxiety about neighbours’ intentions.”155  Mutual suspicion establishes conditions for a 

“continuous arms race for power and armaments.”156   In addition to describing 

behaviours that create competition between states, Herz describes conditions in which 

the security dilemma can be mitigated.  Mitigation requires conditions in which states 

feel more secure and establish a system that provides them with greater protection.  

These conditions are determined by state policies and national interests, which reflect 

state interests and perceptions of security.157  

                                                 
153 John H. Herz, Political Realism and Political Idealism, University of Chicago Press, 1964 
(1951), p. 3, 7. 
154 John H. Herz, International Politics in the Atomic Age, Columbia University Press, 1966 
(1959), p. 231.  See also John H. Herz, “Idealist Internationalism and the Security Dilemma,” 
World Politics, Vol. 2, Iss. 2 (1950): 157-180. 
155 Ibid., 232. 
156 Ibid.  
157 Ibid., 235, 237. 
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Herz’s conceptualization of competition in the security dilemma encompasses the 

structural and behavioural elements that appear in later defensive realist literature of 

Robert Jervis, Kenneth Waltz, Stephen Van Evera, and Charles Glaser.158  These works 

describe the security dilemma in terms of relative material capabilities between states – 

namely military and economic assets – which influence how states perceive one another 

as peer competitors.  Under conditions of uncertainty, the efforts of one state to increase 

its defensive capability in order to enhance its own security, tends to create insecurity in 

other states.  Thus, the other states, fearing an impending attack from the militarizing 

first state, will respond by building up their defensive capabilities in order to enhance 

their own security relative to the first state.  This behaviour spirals because states 

perceive the intentions of other states’ building up military capabilities as threatening, 

placing them in an “existential predicament.”  The dilemma is inherent in the paradoxical 

activity of attempting to increase one’s security, while unintentionally making others 

insecure.  The responses taken by those states in turn make the first state insecure. 

These conditions often fuel arms races, which intensify the security dilemma and create 

instability in relations between rival great powers.   

As security dilemma theory underwent further developments, the concept was 

refined to account for the variety of variables that impact perceptions of relative 

advantage and disadvantage – capabilities and intentions – among great powers.  These 

approaches expanded notions of advantage and disadvantage into a concept 

understood as the offence-defence balance (ODB) to analyze relative capabilities and 

strategies among peer competitors (i.e. great powers).  The Offence-Defence balance 

became associated with the security dilemma and provided a framework within which 

defensive realists could explore the causes of war and peace.  They tested their theories 

and hypotheses against a series of large-scale conventional wars.  They also applied the 

security dilemma to the nuclear age, particularly with respect to the bipolarity of the Cold 

War, followed by the unipolar post-Cold War, and later post-9/11 world.159   

                                                 
158 The work of Kenneth Waltz focused more on the other components of defensive realism ~ the 
impact of an anarchical international system on state behavior.  His work does not explore 
security dilemma to the extent of offence-defence theory; and therefore, does not figure largely in 
the development of the ODT in this current work. 
159 The latter concerns new state and non-state challengers attempting to acquire WMD 
capabilities that include nuclear weapons and delivery technologies. 



58 

In accounting for nuclear weapons, theorists tended to lump nuclear deterrence 

in with defensive advantage – when wars are less likely – as long as state actors are 

assumed to be rational.160  Herz argued that the advent of “absolute” weapons 

establishes states as impermeable units, but they remain insecure because of 

international anarchy and the security dilemma.  In the atomic age, Herz argues that the 

compelling force of the security dilemma is demonstrated by an attitude of “us or them,” 

in which fear drives the development of nuclear weapons.161  Notably, in terms of 

thermonuclear war, Herz argues that such weapons create conditions in which “the 

means through which the end162 would have to be attained defeats the end in itself” 

because the enemy’s destruction would equal one’s own destruction (i.e. the logic of 

mutually assured destruction (MAD)).  However, Herz recognizes that although this logic 

precludes the end, it is no guarantee in times when rationality is abandoned.  Ultimately, 

security can only be achieved through mutual accommodation.163    

Waltz’s work focussed on the structural explanations for competition between 

states.  In an anarchical international system, states will develop military capabilities in 

order to enhance their security, which in turn threaten the security of other states.  This 

is the essence of the security dilemma.  Relative material capabilities are a reflection of 

a state’s power, and as long as a state’s defensive capabilities do not threaten the other 

state’s security, or a state balances against the capabilities of another power, there will 

be stability in the international system.  The essence of this defensive realist approach is 

that non-threatening defensive-oriented behaviours reduce the likelihood of war.  In 

terms of nuclear weapons, Waltz argued that MAD was most stabilizing and promoted 

the concept that nuclear weapons make conquest so “unprofitable” that they provide 

absolute security.  He argues that in a multipolar world, the more nuclear weapons 

distributed among states, the more stable relations will be between them.  Using a 

rational behaviour approach, Waltz argues that nuclear weapons “make the cost of war 

                                                 
160 The idea is that deterrence requires a sense of mutual vulnerability, which requires each state 
to have a secure second-strike capability.  This, according to Thomas Schelling, reflects the 
passive nature of deterrence, which “posits a response to something unacceptable but is 
quiescent in the absence of provocation.  It is something like “defense” in contrast to “offense.”  
Thomas Schelling, Arms and Influence, New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 2008 
(1966), x. 
161 Herz, Atomic Age, p. 242. 
162 i.e. intended outcome. 
163 Herz, Atomic Age, p. 234. 
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seem frighteningly high and thus discourage states from starting any wars that might 

lead to the use of such weapons.”164 Nuclear weapons, therefore, provide a force for 

balancing relations between states due to their massive destructive potential.165 Nuclear 

forces therefore, are a force for stability, as the deterrent character of such capabilities 

“removes a major cause of war.”166  Waltz’s emphasis on the deterrent nature of nuclear 

weapons indicates a defence dominant perspective that stabilizes relations between 

nuclear powers.167 Thus nuclear deterrence reduces uncertainty and fear between rival 

states, because nuclear weapons do not encourage conquest or taking the offence, 

since a state with nuclear weapons does not require more territory to feel secure. Such 

weapons would not be required to be oriented towards the offence because the state’s 

security is already guaranteed by a second-strike capability.168 

Jervis’ work “Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma” established a framework 

within which the ODB would determine competition or cooperation under the security 

dilemma.169  His defensive realist approach allows for the possible mitigation of the 

security dilemma, which would encourage cooperation on arms control agreements.  

Using a game theory approach, he established a four-worlds model that describes 

multiple outcomes as a result of states pursuing offensive or defensive nuclear postures 

(including ambiguous ones that are perceived as provocative and destabilizing), and 

whether conditions demonstrate the advantage of the offence or defence.  Jervis uses 

this model to analyze the causes of war or cooperation when rival states are in a security 

dilemma.  Jervis includes nuclear weapons in his assessment of the intensity of the 

                                                 
164 Kenneth Waltz, “The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: More May be Better,” Adelphi Papers, 171 
(1981), 3. 
165 Ibid., 4. 
166 Ibid., 6. 
167 Waltz even argues that miscalculation is unlikely in a nuclear confrontation as it is “never 
rational to engage in a war where the possibility of a nuclear exchange exists.” Kenneth Waltz, 
“Nuclear Myths and Political Reality,” American Political Science Review 84 (1990), 740. 
168 Although this security and stability requires the invulnerability of the state’s nuclear forces. 
Ibid., 741.  This logic can be seen behind arguments for moving away from offensively-oriented 
nuclear forces towards MAD or Minimum Deterrence. 
169 Jervis defines the security dilemma as the conditions under which “an increase in one state’s 
security decreases the security of others,” and argues that when “defensive weapons differ from 
offensive ones, it is possible for a state to make itself more secure without making others less 
secure."  Jervis, “Cooperation,” 186.  Jervis, “Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma,” excerpt 
from Part VIII Military Technology, Strategy, and Stability, in Richard K. Betts (Ed.), Conflict After 
the Cold War: Arguments on the Causes of War and Peace, Routeledge, 2015. p. 428. 
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security dilemma, and describes how defensive second-strike capabilities can 

encourage defensive policies and reduce the intensity of the security;170 whereas “if 

each side relies on vulnerable weapons aimed at the other state’s weapons” incentives 

to strike first would be very high with the potential for pre-emption.  The latter describes 

the causes and results of an intensive security dilemma.171  Notably, Jervis asserts that 

technology and beliefs (perceptions)172 can magnify the security dilemma.   

 
       Offence has the Advantage Defence has the Advantage 
 

1 2 
Doubly dangerous Security dilemma, but 

security requirements may 
be compatible 

3 4 

No security dilemma, but 
aggression possible. 
Status quo states can 
follow different policy 
than aggressors. 
Warning given. 

Doubly stable 

 

Figure 2:  Jervis’ Four Worlds 173 

 

Van Evera provides a helpful framework for assessing the offence-defence 

balance (ODB) in his 1999 work Causes of War: Power and the Roots of Conflict.174  He 

proposes a concept he calls fine-grained misperceptive realism in which he accounts for 

the impact of misperception, even more than reality, when it comes to states’ 

perceptions of the threat posed by their own and other states’ offensive or defensive 

                                                 
170 “Concerning nuclear weapons, it is generally agreed that defense is impossible – a triumph not 
of the offense, but of deterrence.  Attack makes no sense, not because it can be beaten off, but 
because the attacker will be destroyed in turn.”  Jervis, “Cooperation,” 198. 
171 Ibid., 212. 
172 “The shift from defense to deterrence has greatly increased the importance and perception of 
resolve.” - Ibid., 198. 
173 Ibid., 211. 
174 Stephen Van Evera, Causes of War: Power and the Roots of Conflict, Princeton University 
Press, 1999. 
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advantage in military capabilities that determines whether war is more or less likely.175  

Misperceptions of the ODB are influenced by variables such as false optimism about the 

outcome, ease of conquest, geography, first-move advantage, cumulativity of resources, 

and windows of opportunity and vulnerability.  These variables apply to conventional 

conflict.  Van Evera also provides an assessment of the impact of the nuclear revolution 

on the causes of war.  He proposes six alternative worlds in which nuclear weapons play 

varying roles creating outcomes that are conducive or obstructive to instability and 

conflict.176  His discussion focuses on the world of mutual assured destruction (MAD), 

describing two types of outcomes based on a MAD world of deterrable (rational) states 

and a MAD world of undeterrable (non-rational) states.  He argues that MAD among 

deterrable states is a stable world because states clearly perceive the risks and costs of 

using nuclear weapons, as well as the motives and intentions of other nuclear weapon 

states.  Van Evera affirms that a MAD world among deterrable states bolsters the 

defence because states that can destroy each other are less likely to initiate nuclear use 

or attempt conquest.  In light of offence dominance, Van Evera argues that “MAD gives 

defenders a large advantage over aggressors” and in this world “states also can better 

defend third parties against aggressors under MAD.”177  On the other hand, in MAD 

among non-deterrable states, Van Evera argues that states are less sensitive to costs 

and misperceive one another’s motives and capabilities.  Under these conditions the 

pacifying effect of MAD disappears.178  Van Evera’s other alternative worlds consider 

offence-dominance in which states either have capabilities to defend themselves as well 

as strike the other, are vulnerable to surprise attack, or one state (U.S.A.) has unilateral 

superiority.  These three worlds are unstable and the risk of conflict or nuclear exchange 

is high.   

Another unstable world presented by Van Evera is the misperception of a world 

in which mankind absolutely rejects nuclear weapons.  In this world nuclear knowledge 

is still available, increasing the potential for a breakout state to gain unilateral superiority, 

resulting in a “race back to nuclear capabilities,” which will raise the chances of 

                                                 
175 See Van Evera, Causes of War, Chapter 6, “Offense, Defense, and the Security Dilemma,” p. 
117-192. 
176 Ibid., 242. 
177 Ibid., 242-248. 
178 Ibid., 250. 
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preventive war.  In light of cooperation, Van Evera suggests that in order to maintain a 

world where states reject nuclear weapons, a collective security system, in which 

members agree “to disarm any state trying a nuclear breakout,” and there would be full 

transparency and a verification regime of each states’ nuclear activities.179 Ultimately, 

Van Evera highlights the potential for a benign or malign world in light of the nuclear 

revolution.  As long as states are deterrable and punishable, the nuclear world will be 

benign; however, if it is more difficult for states to be deterred or punished, then the 

world will be dangerous.  Further destabilizing would be a world in which states believe 

they can escape from MAD.180  In his chapter discussing the impact of the nuclear 

revolution on the causes of war, Van Evera describes how the perception of nuclear 

actions – motives and behaviours of states relative to one another – increases or 

decreases instability, which essentially describes conditions of low or high intensity 

strategic competition.  In Van Evera’s MAD world of deterrable states, the competition is 

low; whereas in the world of non-deterrable states, or worlds in which states can defend 

their assets and attack others, states have first strike advantage, or one state has 

unilateral superiority, the competition is intense and would describe a security dilemma, 

risking conflict and nuclear use.181 

In Glaser’s Rational Theory of International Politics, he describes material 

capabilities as one of three variables that determine national security policy.182 Material 

capabilities influence the ability to “deter and coerce,” to “defend and attack.”  He 

                                                 
179 Ibid., 250-251. 
180 Ibid., 253. 
181 Van Evera describes each of these worlds in detail – Ibid., 242 – 253.  Among these worlds 
Van Evera describes a MAD world in which “the leading powers have secure nuclear deterrents 
that could annihilate an attacker’s society even after suffering an all-out surprise attack.” (242).  I 
would sub-divide Van Evera’s description of MAD to allow for a lower intense SD defined by 
Minimum Deterrence.  Keith Payne’s “Assured Vulnerability” is part of both. Keith Payne, 
Deterrence in the Second Nuclear Age, Lexington, Kentucky: University Press of Kentucky, 1996.  
pp 60-61.   
182 Glaser’s three variables are the following: 
1) Motives – what a state values; its fundamental interests and goals; 
2) Material – determine military capabilities; 
3) Information – “what the state knows about its adversary’s motives and what it believes its 
adversary knows about its own motives.”  These influence actions and reactions, and thus a 
state’s strategy. 
Charles Glaser, Rational Theory of International Politics: The Logic of Competition and 
Cooperation, Princeton University Press, 2010, p. 3. 
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describes the offence-defence balance as the relative effectiveness of states in using 

their military capabilities to defend or attack territory: “when defense is easier than 

offense, equally powerful states should have better prospects for defending against each 

other and be more secure ... if the advantage of defense is large, even a much weaker 

state should be able to effectively defend itself.”  In addressing nuclear weapons, Glaser 

states that these are the “clearest example of a technology that provides a large 

advantage to the defence.”  Notably, he argues that nuclear forces required for 

deterrence by retaliation are less costly than those required to deny, i.e. those oriented 

towards the offence.  Distinguishability of the offence and defence is also important to a 

state’s ability to threaten another state.  Glaser, like Jervis, argues that when offence 

and defence are distinguishable, “a state can defend itself without threatening an 

opposing state’s ability to defend itself,” whereas indistinguishability is viewed as 

threatening.183  Ultimately, focusing on states as security seekers, Glaser argues that 

competition is fueled by insecurity.184  He describes the security dilemma in terms of 

offence-defence (in)distinguishability with respect to states’ perception of vulnerability to 

the military capabilities of the adversary.  Like other defensive realists, he argues that 

the security dilemma can be “mild or cease to exist” through states’ signaling benign 

motives and pursing defensive military capabilities.  These conditions would encourage 

peace and cooperation.185  

The indistinguishability of offensive and defensive systems and postures is how 

Jervis and other defensive (and offensive) realists describe conditions constituting a 

security dilemma. Indistinguishability offensive or defensive systems and postures 

creates uncertainty and with it perceptions of threat, fear, and unpredictability, and under 

such conditions states act to increase their security relative to the other state.  As long 

as offensive and defensive systems and postures are distinguishable – even if 

offensively dominant – there may be strategic competition, but no security dilemma, 

because intentions are more clearly communicated.  In his model of four worlds in 

                                                 
183 Ibid., 4-5. 
184 Ibid., 7. 
185 In his theoretical development, Glaser argues that the anarchic international system does not 
necessarily create a general tendency towards competition.  Rather conditions within anarchy 
determine whether states will compete or cooperate, for which material and information variables 
play important roles.  Ibid., 9.  Glaser’s approach involves analysis at the level of the international 
environment and the unit (states’ motives), in assessing the security dilemma and states’ 
strategies for cooperation or competition.  Ibid., 14. 
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“Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma,” Jervis describes conditions of competition 

between states, but no security dilemma when offensive and defensive postures are 

distinguishable (quadrant 3).186  In this study, security dilemma is narrowly defined with 

these parameters.  A security dilemma exists when nuclear postures are not 

distinguishable.  When postures are distinguishable, intense strategic competition still 

exists, particularly if rival states’ postures are distinguishable offence dominant.  The key 

component determining an existing (and possibly intensifying) security dilemma is 

ambiguity. 

In their reconceptualization of the security dilemma concept, Booth and Wheeler 

describe two levels of the security dilemma condition as “dilemma of interpretation about 

the motives, intentions and capabilities of others” and a “dilemma of response about the 

most rational way of responding,” which follows from the first dilemma.187  Ultimately, this 

situation describes how a state perceives the behaviour of the adversary and how it 

responds, and how the response signals certain benign or malign intentions based on 

how the states perceives its vulnerability relative to the other state.  If the response is 

hostile then it creates a “spiral of mutual hostility” that neither side wanted, creating a 

“security paradox.”  The security paradox is the security competition resulting from states 

that “react in a military confrontational way” that risks “creating a significant level of 

mutual hostility when none was initially intended by either party.”  What needs to be 

emphasized is that conditions between strategic competitors constitutes a security 

dilemma only when offence and defence is indistinguishable, creating a challenge for 

states in how to respond to avoid further antagonizing the other side towards instable 

arms racing conditions. 

                                                 
186 Jervis, “Cooperation,” 211. 
187 Ken Booth and Nicholas J. Wheeler, “Uncertainty: Rethinking the Security Dilemma,” Chapter 
10 in Paul Williams (Ed.), Security Studies: An Introduction, Abington, Oxon: Routeledge, 2008).  
PDF of chapter – no page numbers.  Available at:  
http://cadair.aber.ac.uk/dspace/bitstream/handle/2160/1924/security%20studies%20chapter%201
0,%20Wheeler.pdf?sequence=1.   

http://cadair.aber.ac.uk/dspace/bitstream/handle/2160/1924/security%20studies%20chapter%2010,%20Wheeler.pdf?sequence=1
http://cadair.aber.ac.uk/dspace/bitstream/handle/2160/1924/security%20studies%20chapter%2010,%20Wheeler.pdf?sequence=1
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Conceptualizing the Offence-Defence Balance for Nuclear 
Deterrence 

The literature employs the ODB and security dilemma concept to explain when 

conflict or cooperation is more likely between states.  In terms of conflict, the focus tends 

to be on why states go to war and the theories factor in nuclear weapons as capabilities 

that contribute to the larger military competition, where nuclear weapons are viewed as 

highly defensive weapons that deter conflict.  One of the challenges of applying offence-

defence theory and the security dilemma concept to the nuclear world is that in contrast 

to conventional forces, nuclear weapons are “offensive” in that they threaten 

unacceptable damage or assured destruction against an adversary.188  These offensive 

weapons are employed as defensive measures to ensure the security of the state 

through prevention.  In one sense nuclear weapons are indistinguishable offensive or 

defensive weapons.  From this perspective when states deploy nuclear weapons they 

have essentially created a security dilemma.  However, in considering relative offensive 

and defensive capabilities, nuclear weapons can be either defence dominant if both 

states are deterred, or offence dominant if one or both states have (or are perceived to 

have) a first strike advantage.  As discussed, a security dilemma exists when offensive 

and defensive postures are indistinguishable, because under these conditions a rival 

state’s intentions regarding whether and how it would use nuclear weapons is unclear 

and thus uncertain.  If a state clearly communicates intentions through offensive or 

defensive nuclear postures and weapons systems, there is no security dilemma.  If there 

is ambiguity in the communication of intentions – such as a posture that contains 

contradictory provocative and non-provocative messages in conjunction with the 

deployment of offensive systems – then uncertainty, combined with a sense of fear, 

mistrust, and a need for assurance, creates a security dilemma.  A high intense strategic 

competition dominated by counterforce logic, but clearly distinguishable offensive 

systems and postures, is dangerous and destabilizing, but is not a security dilemma.  

However, an ambiguous situation at the high end of the strategic competition may be 

even more dangerous because the security dilemma creates uncertainty about a state’s 

intentions.  This might lead a state to misperceive its competitor’s behaviour and 

                                                 
188 “In the context of deterrence, offensive weapons are those that provide the defense.” Jervis, 
“Cooperation,” p. 206. 
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respond in a way that provokes costly and destabilizing arms races.  Opportunities for 

cooperation in the form of arms control decrease significantly under such conditions. 

Thus, in the nuclear era the ODB framework still applies, not to determine 

whether or not states will go to war, but whether states will pursue cooperation on arms 

control or arms races, based on how vulnerable states feel relative to the orientation of 

the adversary’s nuclear arsenal.  Offensive or defensive advantage is determined by 

first- or second-strike – first-strike postures and systems indicate offense dominance, 

whereas second-strike/retaliatory postures and systems indicate defence dominance.  

First strike advantage is offensive and destabilizing, particularly if it targets the other 

side’s military forces.  Second strike tends to be more defensive, and relies on 

invulnerable retaliatory nuclear forces (such as bombers and ballistic missile 

submarines) to threaten unacceptable damage in response to a nuclear first strike.  This 

traditional deterrence model is often described as defence-dominance in ODB literature, 

where a low intensity security dilemma describes conditions under which states are likely 

to cooperate on stability-enhancing agreements, such as arms control.  

The gap in the application of offence-defence theory in the nuclear era is that 

nuclear deterrence must be separate from defence dominance,189 and treated as the unit 

of focus in the offence-defence balance.  Nuclear deterrence is the use of the threat of 

unacceptable damage or total annihilation to prevent another state from using nuclear 

weapons (and other weapons of mass destruction) or taking some military action that 

poses an existential threat to a state or its allies.190  Deterrence is a unique condition that 

is separate from the deployment of defensive conventional military assets to protect and 

hold a territory to repel foreign invasion that is associated with defence dominance.  

                                                 
189 From footnote 185 in the Introduction:  Karen Ruth Adams’ Offence-Defence-Deterrence 
Balance approach distinguishes between offensive, defensive, and deterrence oriented weapons.  
Her approach is that deterrence is more defensive than defence dominant systems because 
deterrence is about prevention and does not require acquiring territory for the purpose of 
enhancing defence.  Deterrence dominance in her model tends to involve strategic weapons such 
as nuclear weapons, but is included in an analysis of offensive and defensive weapons that span 
the conventional to the non-convention (and thus nuclear).  The approach in this dissertation 
focusses on nuclear deterrence relations and how such weapons and postures are offensively or 
defensively oriented.  Adams, Karen Ruth, “Attack and Conquer: International Anarchy and the 
Offence-Defence-Deterrence Balance,” International Security, Vol. 28, Iss. 3 (2003/04): 45-83.  
190 Assumed to be within a collective defence organization, such as NATO.  Security of such 
allies is known as “extended deterrence.”  
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Classical deterrence is a game of chicken between two rational nuclear actors,191 where 

both actors know that one state’s nuclear strike against the other will result in a 

retaliatory strike, with a magnitude of damage that is unacceptable.  Thus, rather than 

evaluating the causes of war, in a deterrence ODB model it is the causes of nuclear 

force employment that is the question.192  The challenge of applying offence defence 

theory in the nuclear age is that there are no case studies to evaluate why nuclear 

weapons have been used because, mercifully, they have not.193  The nuclear taboo 

remains very strong.  Arguments that no large scale conventional wars occurred since 

the advent of nuclear weapons serve to reinforce notions that in the nuclear age, 

deterrence dominates relations between nuclear powers.  

Threat and Vulnerability 

As the Cold War progressed, the U.S. and USSR competed to achieve nuclear 

superiority.  Both states sought nuclear delivery technology that would provide a first-

strike advantage, in addition to innovations towards ultimate defence from nuclear attack 

(such as ABM systems).  Superiority would render the other state’s retaliatory capability 

vulnerable which would negate its deterrent.  This race for superiority created 

insecurities in the state perceiving itself at a disadvantage.  In response that state would 

acquire capabilities to offset its adversary’s advantage.  The goal is to be able to break 

through the opposing state’s superior nuclear deterrence system.  Such capabilities 

include the innovation of technology in the development of MIRVs to defeat missile 

defences, cyber attacks to infiltrate networked nuclear systems, C3, stealth bomber 

and/or submarine capabilities to get through radar detection systems.  Such actions 

inspire arms races, nuclear modernization programs, and acquisition of more than 

enough warheads to destroy both states (and the world) several times over.  In times of 

reduced tensions (détente), the U.S. and Russia were able to negotiate on formal 

treaties for controlling the number, quality, and delivery of nuclear arms that either side 

could possess and deploy (examples include the SALTs, SORTs, STARTs).  These 

                                                 
191 Steven J. Brams and D. Marc Kilgour, “Deterrence Versus Defense: A Game-Theoretic Model 
of Star Wars,” International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 32, Iss. 1 (Mar. 1988): 5-6. 
192 The approach developed in this work refines the “causes of war” in the nuclear age to “causes 
of threat.” 
193 Nuclear weapons were used once in history to coerce Japan from aggression during the 
Second World War. 
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included efforts to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons technology (the NPT), prohibit 

testing of nuclear devices (the CTBT), and prevent comprehensive missile defences 

(ABM Treaty).  At times when geopolitical events or cheating on arms control treaties 

occurred to intensify the rivalry, one or both states would withdraw from the agreement, 

or negotiations in progress would be halted, and competitive arms buildups would 

resume.   

These cases strongly suggest that the intensity of the strategic competition does 

indeed determine conditions encouraging cooperation or competition between states 

regarding nuclear weapons systems and postures.  Threatening behaviour and 

capabilities tend to create conditions of fear, mistrust, and uncertainty, particularly under 

the ambiguity under a security dilemma.  Offensive systems and postures relative to 

defensive ones reinforce a state’s perception of vulnerability to the threat posed by an 

adversary’s advantage in nuclear technological capabilities and posture.  Such 

conditions are not conducive to cooperation on arms control, particularly those involving 

nuclear arms reductions. 

This study employs the offence-defence balance to assess the intensity of the 

strategic competition and whether a nuclear security dilemma exists.  This is not to 

determine the likelihood of war according to ODT tradition,194 but rather to assess the 

level of threat that offensive nuclear deterrence systems and postures pose to states 

within a dyad (i.e. relative force employment between two states).195  Offensive systems 

and postures serve to create advantages for one state and vulnerabilities in the other.  

Assessing the offensive nature of the states’ nuclear systems196 and how they are 

oriented in policy and strategy,197 provides an understanding of how these indicators 

impact the ODB in terms of creating asymmetric threats and advantages.  In this way, 

                                                 
194 i.e. causes of war determined by one side’s offensive advantage over the other. 
See Chapters 6, “Offense, Defense, and the Security Dilemma,” in Stephen Van Evera, Causes 
of War: Power and the Roots of Conflict, Princeton University Press, 1999. pp 117-192. 
195 Glaser and Kaufmann argue that “The offense-defense balance is well defined only for specific 
dyads of states, not for the entire international system” – Charles L. Glaser and Chaim Kaufmann, 
“What is the Offense-Defense Balance and Can We Measure It?” International Security, Vol. 22, 
No. 4 (Spring 1998): 5.  
196 In terms of nuclear triads (sea, air, land), conventional capabilities, space capabilities, ballistic 
missile defences, cruise missile technology stealth, cyber and electronic warfare. 
197 i.e. towards targeting the other sides’ military capabilities (counterforce) and/or industrial and 
population centres (countervalue). 
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the ODB can be understood in terms of Stephen Biddle’s “balance as effect,” as well as 

“balance as cause.”198  According to Biddle, the ODB as effect is a result of technology, 

geography, force size, and patterns of diplomatic behaviour.199  Biddle’s ODB as cause 

refers to the cause of war, arms race dynamics, crisis behaviour, and relative gains 

sensitivity. 200  For the purpose of this study, the ODB is both effect and cause of 

offensive or defensive nuclear technologies, policies, and postures, because it defines 

conditions that also reinforce conditions of a low, moderate, or highly intense strategic 

competition.  This logic provides a tool to understand and explain current conditions of 

nuclear relations between the U.S. and Russia and predict the potential for future of 

cooperation on nuclear arms control and reductions.     

This logic can be captured in the figure 1 diagram below.  This diagram describes 

the following effects and outcomes:  An intense strategic competition militates against 

cooperation on treaties to promote nuclear arms reductions.  A less intense competition, 

as a result of defensively dominant nuclear deterrent systems and postures creates 

conditions that facilitate cooperative behaviour fostering negotiation on controlling the 

size and character of arsenals and associated missions.  In either of these contexts a 

feedback loop occurs in which the degree of intensity influences the development of new 

postures and upgrades to nuclear deterrence systems – i.e. conditions at the dyadic 

level are both determined by nuclear deterrence systems and postures, as well as 

influencing their evolution.  

  

                                                 
198 Stephen Biddle, “Rebuilding the Foundations of Offence-Defence Theory,” Journal of Politics, 
Vol. 63, No. 3 (Aug. 2001): 744-745. 
199 Ibid., 744. 
200 Ibid., 744-745. 
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Figure 3:  Logic 

 
A recurring issue raised in ODT literature is the poorly operationalized concept of 

the ODB, which makes the concept either too broad to apply in explaining or predicting 

the causes and types of conflict, or too restrictive, thereby failing to acknowledge 

variables beyond military technologies.  Because we are dealing with nuclear deterrence 

systems and postures, it is important to employ the ODB concept in a way that is 
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appropriate for deterrence dominance, in addition to defining the parameters of the 

concept.  A number of scholars argue that ODB is an ambiguous and confusing concept 

for assessing the pre-nuclear era, and becomes even more ambiguous in the nuclear 

era.201   While Levy and others criticizes ODT for focussing on technology,202 with policy 

kept at a distance, this work argues that ODB between nuclear rivals requires the 

evaluation of both technology (nuclear weapons systems) and policy (as part of states’ 

nuclear postures – policy, doctrine, strategy).  

Debate in the literature on conceptualizing the ODB includes disagreement on 

applying the ODB at the systemic level, because the concept is constructed to consider 

the balance in relative terms, i.e. between two units (states).  In its basic conceptual 

form, the ODB can be understood as “the amount of resources that a state must invest 

in offense to offset an adversary’s investment in defense.”203  Thus the balance is often 

discussed in terms of a numerical ratio of offence versus the defence.  Because the ratio 

can “vary infinitely,” in what Lynn-Jones describes as a “continuum,” it is misleading to 

describe the international system as being offensively or defensively dominant.204  

Rather, a number of scholars argue that a dyadic relationship is a more suitable unit of 

analysis to measure the ODB.205  Therefore, the ODB approach in this work assesses 

relative capabilities and postures at the dyadic level.   

This work also applies Lynn-Jones’ ODB concept in terms of the balance of 

threat, namely “the ease with which power (that is, resources) can be translated into 

                                                 
201 Jack S. Levy, “The Offensive/Defensive Balance of Military Technology: A Theoretical and 
Historical Analysis,” International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 28, No. 2 (June 1984): 235.  Biddle, 
“Rebuilding,” 742.  Keir A. Lieber, “Grasping the Technological Peace: The Offense-Defense 
Balance and International Security,” International Security, Vol. 25, No. 1 (Summer 2000): 76-77.  
202 Whereas Fearon argues that technological and organizational offence-defence balance is not 
a very important cause of war “except in case of nuclear weapons.”  James D. Fearon, The 
Offence-Defence Balance and War Since 1648, University of Chicago, Department of Political 
Science (April 8, 1997).  (Unpublished). p. 31-32. 
203 Sean M. Lynn-Jones, “Offense-Defense Theory and Its Critics,” Security Studies 4, No. 4 
(summer 1995): 665.  Available at: http://slantchev.ucsd.edu/courses/pdf/lynn-jones%20-
%20offense-defense%20theory%20and%20its%20critics.pdf.  
204 Ibid., 666. 
205 Charles L. Glaser and Chaim Kaufmann, “What is the Offence-Defence Balance and Can We 
Measure it (Offence, Defence, and International Politics)?”  International Security, Vol. 22, No. 4 
(Spring 1998): 57.  Biddle, “Rebuilding,” 757. Fearon, Offence-Defence Balance, 12. Lynn-Jones, 
“Offense-Defense Theory,” 666. 

http://slantchev.ucsd.edu/courses/pdf/lynn-jones%20-%20offense-defense%20theory%20and%20its%20critics.pdf
http://slantchev.ucsd.edu/courses/pdf/lynn-jones%20-%20offense-defense%20theory%20and%20its%20critics.pdf
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threat.” 206  As earlier noted, the focus on the perception of threat is best suited to the 

assessment of offensive versus defensive nuclear weapons postures and systems, 

because these are both objectively and subjectively perceived to threaten the security of 

the adversary state, causing it to respond with offensive nuclear deterrence 

behaviour.207  Because nuclear deterrence systems differ from conventional systems in 

their destructive capacity208 (and associated fallout), offense dominance does not 

necessarily increase the likelihood of the use of nuclear weapons, but it does encourage 

the other state to build up its arsenals and technologies, whether defensive or offensive, 

in order to be able to counter the threat posed by a more powerful nuclear rival.  

However, there is the potential that the stronger state’s offence dominant systems could 

trigger nuclear use by the weaker side.  Fearing that the dominant state will use its 

capability to launch a disarming first strike, the weaker state may decide to strike pre-

emptively (although this decision would be suicidal).  This possibility, among other 

destabilizing scenarios in which deterrence fails, must be considered in the ODB 

assessment. 

Conceptualizing Deterrence 

Lawrence Freedman considers nuclear weapons as a problem in strategy, 

because strategy otherwise defines the military means to achieve a political end.209  

Whereas the destructive power of nuclear weapons can become ends in themselves, 

inverting the hierarchy of ends (policy) dictating ways (strategy) and means (capabilities 

~ force employment / employment of instruments of the state).  Nuclear weapons have 

only ever been used once – against Japan in 1945 – and have since never been used.  

Freedman states that “the study of nuclear strategy is … the study of the nonuse of 

these weapons.”210  The threat of their use is often enough to compel the enemy to 

                                                 
206 Lynn-Jones, “Offense-Defense Theory,” 666. 
207 See discussion below incorporating Karen Ruth Adams’ argument that deterrence dominance 
is more defensive than defence dominance. 
208 Except for conventional capabilities (like CPGS) that are being incorporated into the U.S. New 
Triad, with a “deterrence by denial” (CF) role. 
209 An application of Von Clausewitz’ dictum “war is politics by other means.”  Carl Von 
Clausewitz, Vom Kriege (1832). 
210 Lawrence Freedman, The First Two Generations of Nuclear Strategists, Chapter 25 in Peter 
Paret (Ed.), Makers of Modern Strategy: From Machiavelli to the Nuclear Age, Princeton 
University Press, 1986.  pp 735-778. 
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comply with the demands of the state threatening nuclear use.  The destructive capacity 

and role of nuclear weapons in deterring the aggression of adversaries encouraged 

great powers and major players to acquire nuclear arsenals for national security, power 

projection, and prestige.  Such national interests encourage revisionist states and 

aspiring regional powers to acquire nuclear capabilities today (North Korea, Iran). 

The concept of deterrence involves the logic of the adversary’s cost-benefit 

analysis of the other state’s response to it taking a certain action.  Scholars distinguish 

deterrence from compellence in this way – to prevent/avoid rather than induce a certain 

type of behaviour.211  Richard Betts states that “deterrence is a strategy for combining 

two competing goals: countering an enemy and avoiding war.”212  This is the strategy 

that Betts argues won the Cold War, but may not be effective in the strategic 

competitions that characterize the post-Cold War / 21st Century world. 

In the current era of strategic standoff between the U.S./NATO and Russia, the 

non-use of nuclear weapons is being reconsidered.  Analysts suggest that in the second 

nuclear age, the nuclear strategies of U.S. adversaries involve thinking about how 

nuclear weapons may actually be employed early in a conflict or in a discriminate 

manner to get the U.S. to back down in a conflict (i.e. nuclear warfighting strategies).  

Murdock argues that the conventional superiority enjoyed by the U.S. creates escalation 

control in its favour, but causes its adversaries to consider breaking the nuclear 

threshold.  The ladder of nuclear escalation therefore provides the U.S. with options to 

discourage adversaries from employing the nuclear option.213  Should deterrence fail 

under the less stable conditions of the 21st Century security environment – in which 

nuclear triads are being outfitted with conventional alternatives, in addition to new forms 

                                                 
211 Thomas Schelling, Strategy of Conflict, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 
1960.  Thomas Schelling, Arms and Influence, 69-72.  Richard K. Betts (Nuclear Blackmail and 
Nuclear Balance, 4) describes the blackmail nature of deterrence by punishment when using a 
“threat designed either deter or compel action by the opponent.” 
212 Richard K. Betts, Lost Logic of Deterrence, Foreign Affairs (Mar/Apr 2013):  
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2013-02-11/lost-logic-deterrence.  
213 Clark Murdock, Project Atom: A Competitive Strategies Approach to Defining U.S. Nuclear 
Strategy and Posture for 2025-2050, A Report of the CSIS International Security Program (May 
2015), p. VI. 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2013-02-11/lost-logic-deterrence
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of offensive capabilities designed to target the other side’s nuclear forces – options for 

de-escalation and tactical use of nuclear weapons have become an option.214     

Deterrence is a concept that is most frequently linked to nuclear weapons and 

the threat of their use to deter some undesirable behaviour by an undesirable state 

(a.k.a. a hostile state).  Federation of American Scientists experts Kristensen, Norris, 

and Oelrich identify how the term deterrence has been “used and misused” during and 

after the Cold War to define “whatever it is that nuclear weapons do.”215 The authors 

compiled a series of statements from documents produced by the White House, 

Pentagon, and State Department that refer to “nuclear deterrence” in terms of nuclear 

forces comprising “offensive strike systems” and “active and passive defences,”216 

including “missile defences,” a “responsive infrastructure,” and bound by “enhanced 

command and control, planning, and intelligence systems.”217  This new triad is stated to 

remain “a cornerstone of strategic deterrence.”218 Elinor Sloan argues that this new triad 

is designed for deterrence by denial, as opposed to deterrence by punishment.219  

Deterrence by denial is designed to strip the military (counterforce) assets of any 

adversary. 

The role of nuclear weapons as powerful tools for bargaining, denial, and 

coercion has been addressed by the works of Schelling,220 Betts,221 Payne,222 and 

others.  Through the threat of punishment, nuclear weapons are employed in a kind of 

                                                 
214 Such capabilities involve low collateral damage with low-yield, highly accurate warheads.  
These weapons would be used in limited exchanges. 
215 Hans M. Kristensen, Robert S. Norris, and Ivan Oelrich, From Counterforce to Minimal 
Deterrence: A New Nuclear Policy on the Path Toward Eliminating Nuclear Weapons, Federation 
of American Scientists & The Natural Resources Defense Council, Occasional Paper No. 7, April 
2009.  p. 15. 
216 Passive defences are about civil defence – protection, sheltering, evacuation of civilians – 
rather than part of the strategic triad. 
217 Ibid., 15-16. 
Statement from the White House 2006 U.S. National Security Strategy, March 2006. p. 22. 
218 Ibid., 16.  
Statement from the Office of the Secretary of Defence, National Defense Strategic, June 2008. p. 
12. 
219 Elinor Sloan, Modern Military Strategy: An Introduction, Routledge, 2012.  pp. 100-115. 
220 Thomas Schelling, Arms and Influence. 
221 Richard K. Betts, Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Balance. 
222 Keith B. Payne, Deterrence in the Second Nuclear Age, University Press of Kentucky, 1996. 
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“violent” diplomacy in which action is threatened or used in order to bring about a 

desired action.  The fear of consequences thereby influences the behaviour of the actor 

being threatened.223  Betts notes the psychological character of deterrence, which 

“depends on the beliefs of the deteree” and the calculation and moderation of risk by 

either state facing the need to use/threat of use.224  Both Schelling and Betts use the 

term “compellence,” which expands Betts’ concept of “blackmail” through the threat of 

using nuclear weapons.225  These types of threats were assessed to a great extent with 

respect to deterrence during the Cold War, namely how to deter the USSR.  As noted, 

nuclear weapons played a significant role in such deterrence strategies, particularly 

those of the U.S.226  Payne discusses deterrence in the post-Cold War nuclear age 

almost exclusively focussing on WMDs – how to deter their use and prevent 

proliferation.  It is important to note that Payne affirms that Cold War thinking about 

deterrence, which invariably involves nuclear deterrence, remains a framework for the 

development U.S. national security policy.227   

The highly destructive capacity of nuclear weapons provides their possessor with 

a powerful bargaining tool.  Nuclear strategies and systems were designed with the goal 

of deterring through the threat of punishment (Massive Retaliation), followed by the 

mutually assured destruction (MAD) balance of terror that emerged when the Soviet 

Union achieved parity with the U.S. through developing its own thermonuclear weapon 

technology and delivery capabilities.  This reinforced the threat of assured destruction in 

response to an attack with a nuclear weapon, reinforced mutual deterrence.  This logic 

falls under the umbrella of deterrence theory.  The offensive counterforce postures and 

systems that both sides developed in response to the nuclear stalemate sought to 

overcome this balance in order to achieve primacy and contain the other state.  Each 

state sought to deter by denying the other’s ability to strike.  Deterrence by denial 

functions through the threat of offensive nuclear weapons systems that also incorporates 

                                                 
223 Schelling, Arms and Influence, x. 
224 Betts, Nuclear Blackmail, 134, 12-13. 
225 Ibid., 3-8. 
226 Payne, Deterrence, 1, 5. 
227 Ibid., 15. 
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conventional capabilities (like precision strike).  These approaches are effective to deny 

the other side from using its nuclear capabilities, negating its second-strike potential. 

The argument that traditional deterrence by threat of punishment may fail fits well 

within the concern for offensive technologies and postures, implemented for deterrence 

by denial.  The failure of deterring the enemy through threatening unacceptable damage 

(deterrence by punishment) has been argued as a real possibility in the post-Cold War 

period, with the rise of irrational state and non-state actors who may launch a WMD 

believing they have nothing to lose.  Offensive technologies designed for counterforce 

strike provide a hedge against the potential for escalation to nuclear use during a 

conventional conflict.  Having the capability of using counterforce offensive weapons and 

ballistic missile defences still serves as a deterrent, in the event that traditional 

deterrence by punishment fails, because it creates vulnerabilities in the adversary’s 

capability to strike first or retaliate.  Ambiguity and uncertainty are inherent in whether 

the adversary will take the risk to test the resolve and capability of the state to unleash 

its forces against all of the adversary’s nuclear assets (although this is also a gamble 

because imperfect intelligence may not provide complete knowledge of the locations of 

all the other side’s nuclear weapons delivery platforms).  The hope is that a cost/benefit 

analysis is done by the other side’s leadership and, in the event that this process fails, 

denial covers the vulnerability gaps on this side.  Thus, deterrence by denial provides a 

strategy for dealing with unknowns, both for a somewhat predictable but increasingly 

aggressive rival like Russia or China, as well as unpredictable nuclear capable rogue 

states like North Korea, breakthrough states like Iran, and the less likely non-state actors 

that seek not only a nuclear warhead, but the means of its delivery to the U.S. and its 

allies.  

In addition, Betts highlights the reluctance to apply traditional deterrence by 

punishment because of the threat of annihilating another state’s population and 

economy is no longer viewed as legitimate.228  The morality and legitimacy, and 

therefore the credibility, of threatening countervalue nuclear targeting have been posed 

as arguments favouring the shift to counterforce targets and have, not coincidentally, 

contributed to the development of more offensive systems.  These include conventional 

                                                 
228 Indeed, Betts argues that that “too much deterrence of Russia is a mistake ... continuing 
implicit deterrence does less to protect against a negligible threat from Russia than to feed 
suspicions that aggravate political friction.” Betts, “Lost Logic of Deterrence.” 
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alternatives, such as long-range precision strike capabilities,229 that serve a deterrent 

role.  The concept of tailored deterrence has been put forward in policy documents, such 

as the U.S. DoD’s 2006 Quadrennial Defense Review230 and the Deterrence Operations 

Joint Operating Concept,231 which required the development of specific capabilities 

within the arsenal to respond to varying threats by different types of adversaries.232  

Thus deterrence by denial is linked to the modernization of nuclear weapons technology 

and delivery systems, pursuit of more comprehensive ballistic missile defences, greater 

lethality, enhanced precision, and faster strike capabilities.   

The use of the concept of deterrence concerns how it is applied in the 

development of Offence-Defence Theory for the nuclear age.  This concept when 

applied to nuclear weapons, strategy, and policy tends to be comprehensive.  

Deterrence strategies involving the role of nuclear weapons in national security policy 

includes the targeting of the other side’s deterrence forces that may threaten the 

homeland, as well as allies in North America and Europe (NATO allies).233  The concept 

of deterrence for this study encompasses the role of nuclear weapons, their deployment 

on delivery systems comprising the modernized Triad, which links sea, air, land 

(including conventional counterforce capabilities), space, defences, C2, intelligence, 

planning, and response, as well as postures comprising doctrine, policy, and strategy, as 

intended to deter strategic military behaviour of the adversary.  In this way, nuclear 

weapons are the ultimate deterrent weapon, and the concept is applied broadly in this 

work to refer to “whatever it is that nuclear weapons do,” in terms of how nuclear forces 

are oriented to deter threatening strategic behaviour by an adversary. 

                                                 
229 Such as the proposed Conventional Prompt Global Strike (CPGS) program. 
230 U.S. Department of Defense, The 2006 Quadrennial Defense Review, Washington, D.C.: 
Office of the Secretary of Defense (Feb. 2006).  p. 49. 
231 U.S. Department of Defense, Deterrence Operations Joint Operating Concept, Office of the 
Secretary of Defense (Dec. 2006).  p. 25. 
232 Such tailored approaches must be supplemented with situational awareness and operational 
intelligence on “adversary assets, capabilities, and vulnerabilities.”  DoD, Deterrence Operations, 
29-30. 
It will be noted below that enhanced monitoring capabilities also play a role in shifting the offence 
defence balance, by giving one side an information advantage over the other. 
233 Including assurances to allies in the Asia Pacific – primarily Japan and South Korea. 
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Deterrence Dominance in the Nuclear Era 

Since the focus of this work is on nuclear weapons systems and postures 

(comprised of policies, doctrines, and strategies), the ODB concept has been tailored to 

the nuclear era by adapting Karen Ruth Adams’ Offence Defence Deterrence Theory 

(ODDT) concept.  Adams’ concept adds deterrence to the offence defence balance, in 

which a state’s military capabilities are either offence, defence, or deterrence dominant.  

Nuclear forces are included with conventional capabilities in the ODB.  Whereas, the 

concept developed for this work focusses primarily on nuclear deterrence – the offensive 

or defensive orientation of nuclear systems and postures.  

In Adam’s logic, deterrence is more defensive than defence dominance because 

the destructive capacity and taboo of nuclear weapons focus on prevention – deterrence 

– of aggressive military action.  Deterrence is the ultimate defence because defence 

dominance in military force employment may still involve taking of territory and deploying 

forces to secure a state’s territory and population.  The threat of nuclear weapons use 

precedes the need to deploy such forces.  Nuclear deterrence is based on non-use by 

threatening unacceptable damage (deterrence by punishment) or threatening to deny 

the adversary the ability to strike (deterrence by denial).  Biddle gets close to the 

concept of the role of nuclear weapons in defence dominance as he considers them as 

the ultimate defensive weapon, having “virtually unlimited firepower” which “renders 

offensive conquest impossible or pointless under a wide range of circumstances.”234 

Fearon states that “nuclear weapons favor the defender by making deterrence the 

inescapable condition ... nuclear states retain the power to utterly devastate an 

opponent.”  Furthermore, he argues that “Whereas in a defense-dominant world states 

can safely prosecute war on the perimeter without worrying much about total defeat, in a 

deterrence dominant world wars on the perimeter of a state always carry some risk of 

escalating to include nuclear strikes to one’s home territory.”  Fearon argues that 

“nuclear weapons may favor the defender at the same time as they increase military 

variance (by introducing risks of complete annihilation), in which case both the standard 

argument and the military variance argument point in the direction of less war.”235 The 

                                                 
234 Biddle, “Rebuilding,” 745. 
235 Fearon, “Offence-Defence Balance,” 37. 
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idea is that nuclear weapons as offensive or defensive capabilities, due to their 

destructive capacity, make war less likely.236  

Traditional deterrence is based on mutually assured destruction (and therefore, 

mutually assured deterrence) ensured by each side having a secure second-strike 

capability.  Whereas, countervailing strategies involve warfighting scenarios in which 

nuclear weapons would be employed at varying levels of confrontation with the goal of 

de-escalating conflict; however, this approach requires a state to have some asymmetric 

advantage to win in a limited nuclear exchange.  This strategy involves targeting the 

enemy’s military assets in order to disable their strike capability to force them into 

backing down in defeat.237  However, this strategy assumes that the other actor will 

respond rationally and back away from escalating to strategic nuclear exchange.  This 

approach is risky because the other actor may indeed start using higher yield strategic 

weapons against one’s population centres instead of counterforce targets in order to 

convince one to back down first.  Countervailing strategies are considerably 

destabilizing, given the uncertainty of how actors will respond.  

As stated, the highly destructive character of nuclear weapons defines their role 

as deterrent forces that can (rationally) prevent aggressive actions taken by an 

adversary, stop an action already taken, or coerce an action through the threat of 

unacceptable damage.238  The fear of unacceptable damage as a result of first use or 

retaliation with nuclear weapons, therefore, makes their use unlikely, reserved for 

instances of extreme duress under crisis conditions.  In this way, Karen Ruth Adams 

describes the deterrent effect of nuclear weapons in terms of a departure from 

conventional offence-defence balance theory.  Adams suggests that in the distinction 

between conventional and nuclear eras, states should attack one another more often in 

the conventional than in the nuclear era, and likewise states should be conquered more 

                                                 
236 Kenneth Waltz argues this point in a work published in the Adelphi Papers.  Kenneth N. Waltz, 
“The Spread of Nuclear Weapons: More May be Better,” Adelphi Papers, Vol. 21, Iss. 171 (1981) 
1-32.  
237 The Schlesinger Doctrine, 1974. 
238 Additional understanding of the concept of deterrence is described in an online article post by 
Giorgio Bertolin, “the ability to prevent an enemy’s attack by inducing fear”, also referring to its 
classical form “deterrence by threat of denial and deterrence by threat of punishment”  Bertolin, 
To What Extent is Nuclear Deterrence Important in the Post-Cold War World? E-International 
Relations Students (June 4, 2013): http://www.e-ir.info/2013/06/04/to-what-extent-is-nuclear-
deterrence-important-in-the-post-cold-war-world/.  

http://www.e-ir.info/2013/06/04/to-what-extent-is-nuclear-deterrence-important-in-the-post-cold-war-world/
http://www.e-ir.info/2013/06/04/to-what-extent-is-nuclear-deterrence-important-in-the-post-cold-war-world/
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often in such eras.239  She states that in the nuclear era “deterrence hinges less on 

relative capabilities than on the possession of second-strike nuclear forces.”240 

Interestingly, she argues with her findings that in deterrence dominant eras – 1946-1997 

– that it was thirty times more likely that a nuclear state would attack a non-nuclear state 

than one of its peers.  She seems to take the offensive realist approach following her 

findings that states not only seek security, but also “drive for universal domination.”241  

Notably, she finds that states armed with second strike capability are “less vulnerable to 

conquest and less likely to attack other states.”242  Whereas, states like the U.S. that 

have both defensive and offensive nuclear forces, have “intervened” abroad since the 

development of atomic weapons in the 1940s.  The same could be said about the USSR 

and resurgent Russia. 

In Adams’ perspective, deterrence dominance is more defensively-oriented than 

defence dominant conditions, because the latter allows offensive action to some extent, 

such as expanding one’s territory to reinforce defensive capacity.   Conditions of defence 

and deterrence are distinguishable, in that “attack and conquest should occur more often 

in defense-dominant eras than in deterrence-dominant ones,” because “attack is more 

likely in defense-dominant eras” since “states face fewer costs for playing the odds” than 

in an era of “absolute weapons” that “dramatically increase the costs of 

miscalculation.”243  In addition, states have incentive to extend their perimeter for 

defensive advantage (i.e. conquest is more likely) in defence-dominant eras, rather than 

in deterrence dominant eras in which states focus on defending against absolute 

weapons.244   

Adams proposes an offence-defence-deterrence balance (ODDB) approach to 

analyze the incidence of attack and conquest, in which she argues that deterrence 

                                                 
239 These are presented as hypotheses 5 and 6 in Adams - Karen Ruth Adams, “Attack and 
Conquer: International Anarchy and the Offence-Defence-Deterrence Balance,” International 
Security, Vol. 28, No. 3 (2003/04): 62. 
240 Ibid., 67. 
241 Ibid., 81. 
242 Ibid., 82. 
243 Ibid., 49. 
244 Ibid. 
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discourages military conquest more than defence and offence dominance.245  In quoting 

Jervis, Adams states that “deterrence is ‘the equivalent of the primacy of the 

defense.’”246  Indeed, Van Evera states that “thermonuclear weapons restored the power 

of the defence ... giving it an overwhelming advantage” and Glaser affirms that “nuclear 

weapons created a revolution for defence advantage.”247  Adams argues that 

“deterrence dominance requires absolute weapons that can survive first strikes and be 

delivered to their targets,” and should be compared to offence and defence at the 

operational level of analysis.248  Adams determines the dominance of the offence, 

defence, and deterrence by assessing the “potential lethality, protection, and mobility of 

state-of-the-art offensive, defensive, and deterrent operations from prevailing 

conditions.”249  She takes a deductive, rather than inductive approach, to aggregate 

historical outcomes.  Her analysis focuses on technology developments at the 

operational level as the sole determinant of the balance with limited consideration of 

other variables, such as military doctrine, force posture and deployments, and defensive 

alliances.250  The framework proposed herein incorporates all of these variables into the 

offence-defence analysis. 

Like Adams’ work, this study assumes that the revolution in nuclear weapons 

technology as part of modern strategies to counter emerging threats, requires its own 

unique method of assessing the ODB, given the highly destructive, and therefore, 

deterrent, capacity of the weapons.  For this study Adams’ ODDT concept is refined 

further to create two new categories, Offensive Deterrence and Defensive Deterrence, 

which qualitatively assesses the variables of nuclear postures and nuclear weapons 

systems.  The typology designed for this study therefore differs from Adams’ description 

of Offensive, Defensive, and Deterrence Operations because we are looking at the 

deterrence balance in terms of offensive and defensive dominance.  Deterrence is taken 

                                                 
245 Ibid., 50.  Adams argues that “conquest is most likely in offense-dominant eras because 
prevailing technology favours offensive operations.  Attack is most likely in such eras as well 
because states are likely to respond preemptively to the threat of conquest. Attack and conquest 
are less likely in defense-dominant eras, yet more likely than in deterrence-dominant eras ... 
because states may punish attackers with absolute weapons.”  Ibid, 59. 
246 Ibid, 62.    Jervis, “Cooperation,” 198. 
247 Sources from Lieber, War and the Engineers, p. 123 (see endnote 2).  
248 Adams, “Attack and Conquer,” 51. 
249 Ibid. 
250 Ibid, 52. 
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and broken down into Offensive Deterrence (OD) and Defensive Deterrence (DD), 

further divided into offensive/defensive nuclear weapons systems and 

offensive/defensive nuclear deterrence postures.  The acronym for the Offensive 

Deterrence and Defensive Deterrence Balance is OD/DD B. 

Borrowing from Jervis’ ODB Security Dilemma model of four worlds to predict 

cooperation between state actors (see Figure 2), the employment of the two variables 

rely on a descriptive typology to assess characteristics that make a system and posture 

more offense or defence dominant:  1) The dominance of offensive versus defensive 

nuclear deterrence systems – i.e. in traditional theoretical language – the characteristics 

of armaments and military technologies that are offensively or defensively oriented; 2) 

Offensive or defensive nuclear deterrence postures, which signal a state’s benign or 

hostile intentions.  Assessment of this variable also considers the complexity of 

indistinguishable postures, which are ambiguous – containing both offensive and 

defensive elements.  An indistinguishably offensive/defensive posture is threatening to 

the adversary because it poses challenges to the transparency of the state’s intentions 

for how and when it might employ its nuclear forces.  This creates a sense of intense 

uncertainty and fear, which can be destabilizing because the adversary may respond 

with building up a range of capabilities to respond to the potential ways in which they 

might be attacked.  Offensively dominant nuclear deterrence postures are threatening, 

but at least intentions are clear and there may be some predictability to how the 

adversary will attempt to counter those challenges. 

Jervis’ model allows for evaluating conditions during eras of nuclear and non-

nuclear weapons threats; whereas the model developed for this work focusses primarily 

on relations dominated by the nuclear threat.  Like Jervis, Stephen Van Evera also 

envisages different worlds, but focuses on stability based around the existence and role 

of nuclear weapons.  The analytical framework in this work adapts both Jervis’ use of 

assessing offensive and defensive postures and capabilities within a world in which 

nuclear weapons define relations of deterrence between adversaries, and builds upon 

selections from Van Evera’s nuclear worlds.  These worlds either encourage stability 

through MAD, or instability through U.S. unilateral superiority or international relations 

governed by offensive first strike postures.  Like Jervis’ and Van Evera’s “worlds” the 

approach developed in this work employs a descriptive typology applying a set of 

offensive and defensive indicators that determine the intensity of the strategic 
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competition.  The figure below captures the logic of Jervis’ and Van Evera’s worlds, in 

terms of Minimum Deterrence, MAD, and Counterforce Dominance, as one might label 

the different worlds in Jervis’ table (See figure 4).  The logic is then adjusted for a scale 

of intensity, which this study argues better captures the varying levels of strategic 

competition (figure 5). 

 
   Offence has the Advantage Defence has the Advantage 

1 2 

Doubly dangerous 
 
Counterforce Dominance 
 
~High Intensity Strategic 
Competition and Security 
Dilemma  

Security dilemma, but 
security requirements may be 
compatible 
 
MAD with potential for 
one or both states to seek 
CF advantages 
 
~Moderate to High Intensity 
Strategic Competition due to 
the Security Dilemma 

3 4 

No security dilemma, but 
aggression possible. 
Status quo states can follow 
different policy than 
aggressors. 
Warning given. 
 
 CF Dominance with 
elements of MAD 
 
~Moderate to High Intensity 
Strategic Competition due to 
offensive arms, but clear 
communication of intentions 
lower uncertainty about future 
actions; allows for proportional 
responses in preparation for 
possible aggression 
 

Doubly stable 
 
 MAD or Minimum 
Deterrence 
 
~Low intensity Strategic 
Competition – significantly 
reduced uncertainty, low 
perception of threat; mutual 
reassurance; predictability 

 
Figure 4:  Adaptation of Jervis’ Four Worlds251 

Indictors (discussed below) are applied to place the strategic rivalry within the 

scale of intensity.  These indicators describe offensive and defensive postures and 

weapons which are applied to the U.S. and the Russia cases.  The degree of offensive 

                                                 
251 Jervis, “Cooperation,” 211. 

Offensive 
Posture not 
Distinguishable 
from Defensive 
One 

Offensive 
Posture 
Distinguishable 
from Defensive 
One 
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or defensive orientation of their weapons and postures places their national security 

approach to nuclear weapons within counterforce dominance, Mutually Assured 

Destruction, or Minimum Deterrence, conceptualized generally in the following diagram 

and in more detail in figure 5 below. 

 

Figure 5:  The Strategic Competition Scale of Intensity 
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Strategic Impact of the Operational Level of Analysis 

Biddle and Adams focus on outcomes of the ODB/ODDB at the operational level 

in terms of force employment as a causal variable.  Employment is an operational level 

variable (means) that achieves strategic level (ways) objectives.  Nuclear weapons are 

strategic weapons by definition.  For this study, nuclear deterrence postures and 

deployed systems (e.x. U.S. SIOP/OPLAN) have strategic level outcomes as observed 

in the degree of threat they pose to the rival state and the actions that state takes in 

response.  Nuclear weapons have strategic level implications (grand strategic political 

importance), 252 primarily because of the fear they instil as absolute weapons.  Taboo 

surrounds their use because of their destructive capacity and long-term effects on 

populations and the environment, as observed in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  The 

operational planning and tactical deployment of nuclear weapons has a higher strategic 

impact.  The tactical use of nuclear weapons, such as the potential use of Iskander 

missiles253 by Russia against a European state would have strategic level effect of 

escalating the conflict.254  Nuclear use against military targets could ignite a nuclear 

response of greater magnitude, which could escalate to use of strategic weapons 

against strategic targets – counterforce or countervalue.255  Size, type, and delivery 

platform of weapon plays role in its use strategically, however, smaller yield weapons 

                                                 
252 Glaser and Kaufmann argue that “of the three levels of war recognized by most analysts – 
strategic, operational, and tactical”, “the offense-defense balance should be defined at the 
strategic level” (i.e. final war outcomes) – Glaser and Kaufmann, “What is the Offence-Defence 
Balance,” 4 (54).  This contrasts with Adam’s focus at the operational level – military technology – 
technological change that shifts the advantage of offence-defence-deterrence. 
253 The 9K720 Iskander -M (NATO designation – SS-26 Stone) is a short-range ballistic missile 
with a range of 500 km and is equipped for a variety of warheads.  Dave Majumdar, “Introducing 
the Iskander: The Russian Missile NATO Fears,” The National Interest (Apr. 1, 2016):  
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/introducing-the-iskander-the-russian-missile-nato-fears-
15653.   
254 However, strategists such as Colin Gray disagree that with the argument that any nuclear use 
carries the risk of uncontrolled escalation.  Colin Gray, Weapons Don’t Make War: Policy, 
Strategy, and Military Technology, University of Kansas Press, 1993. 
255 A debate remains among nuclear strategy analysts about the impact of tactical weapons.  
Some argue that there is no such thing as tactical nuclear weapons.  STRATCOM Commander 
General John Hyten stated that “I think every nuclear weapon that is employed is strategic.”  
Albert Mauroni (Director, U.S. Air Force Center for Unconventional Weapons Studies) indicates 
that the “impact of any nuclear weapon is felt at the strategic level of national leadership.”  Albert 
J. Mauroni, “Why Tactical Nuclear Weapons are Still a Thing,” DefenseOne, 4 October 2017.  
http://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2017/10/why-tactical-nuclear-weapons-are-still-
thing/141540/?oref=d-mostread.  

http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/introducing-the-iskander-the-russian-missile-nato-fears-15653
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/introducing-the-iskander-the-russian-missile-nato-fears-15653
http://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2017/10/why-tactical-nuclear-weapons-are-still-thing/141540/?oref=d-mostread
http://www.defenseone.com/ideas/2017/10/why-tactical-nuclear-weapons-are-still-thing/141540/?oref=d-mostread
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can also be strategic if they are intended to be used as to disarm the adversary’s 

strategic launch platforms (strike under launch).  Such weapons are precise, quick, with 

small yields designed for counterforce targeting.  They have strategic level implications 

because of their capability to eliminate the adversary’s strategic strike capability, i.e. 

second strike, affecting the balancing logic of classical deterrence based on the threat of 

retaliation. 

Classifying Nuclear Deterrence Systems and Postures 

As discussed, the focus on nuclear weapons and their delivery capabilities, 

comprising nuclear deterrence systems is one of the variables includes assessing 

innovative technologies.  However, these must be done in conjunction with postures (i.e. 

how systems are employed to achieve policy ends and strategic aims), which direct the 

deployment of systems according to political objectives.  Nuclear weapons are strategic 

weapons and thus have had political significance since their inception.  Nuclear postures 

are determined by policy objectives and strategic doctrine, as well as being influence to 

some extent by the types of delivery technologies currently available (i.e. means 

dictating ways).  New capabilities allowing for some offensive, or perceived defensive, 

advantage tend to be in response to the direction of political and strategic priorities.256   

Weapons systems, delivery platforms, and associated missions and postures 

tend to be couched in terms of offensive versus defensive capabilities and intentions.  

This language carries over from the Cold War dialogue in which the U.S. and 

USSR/Russia competed with offensive arms, as well as attempted to limit offensive arms 

through arms control treaties such as SALT and SORT.  Old and new debates on new 

technologies, missile defence, and deploying multiple warheads on one missile concern 

                                                 
256 In his critique of ODT allowing too much influential power of military technological innovation 
on military outcomes, Lieber does acknowledge the complexities involved in the causal effects of 
nuclear delivery technology, suggesting that this special type of capability does not conform to the 
claims of ODT that he is criticizing.  Lieber’s contribution is his Clausewitzian approach (i.e. the 
means through which political objectives are pursued) that technological innovations are pursued 
through strategies as directed by political goals.  His argument is essentially that politics is more 
of a causal factor than technology.  Kier Lieber, War and the Engineers: The Primacy of Politics 
over Technology, Cornell University Press, 2005. p. 3. 
Colin Gray puts forward a similar argument in Weapons Don’t Make War that policy and strategy 
in the pursuit of international goals supercede weapons technology; although it should also be 
noted that Gray does not view weapons as either offensive or defensive, but rather the policy 
under which they are deployed. 
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whether such capabilities allow a state a first-strike advantage, while eliminating the 

other side’s retaliatory capability.  Strategic analysts describe such capabilities as 

offensive in nature, in contrast to defensive weapons systems that are designed and 

intended to protect and defend through the basic role of deploying such systems to deter 

a nuclear weapon attack by ensuring retaliation against high-value targets held by the 

attacker. 

Unlike offensive realists, this study views certain capabilities and technologies as 

offensively or defensively dominant,257 distinguished by their role as either intensifying or 

reducing the strategic competition by the nature of their impact on the other side’s 

retaliatory capability.  However, defining offensive and defensive weapons can be 

challenging because certain weapons can be viewed as both offensive and defensive, 

depending on how they are deployed, oriented, and received by the perceptions 

(misjudged or otherwise) of the opposing state’s leadership.  Therefore, classification 

used in this study depends on whether the weapon and its delivery platform have the 

potential to diminish or destroy the other state’s capability to retaliate (i.e. its nuclear 

deterrent).  We consider specific technologies within weapons systems that are 

defensively or offensively oriented.  For example, Russia and China may fear the U.S. 

development of CPGS because it would have precision and speed of deployment, which 

can destroy any target in the world within an hour.  This capability, although a 

supplement to the U.S.’s nuclear weapons system, is a single capability that threatens 

China’s nuclear retaliatory capability. In addition, the issue of denial surrounds the 

missile defence debate.  In the event of deterrence failure, strategists argue that missile 

defence closes the gap, particularly when confronting irrational adversaries.258  On the 

other hand, arguments against BMD suggest that this kind of defensive capability is 

                                                 
257 Offensive realists, such as Mearsheimer, argue that weapons cannot be distinguished as 
offensive or defensive, because they can be employed in both capacities. In addition, Colin Gray 
argues that there has never been an aggressive weapon, only aggressive owners and operators 
of weapons.  Rather, it is the policy intentions of a state that shift the balance more rapidly than 
the capabilities of armed forces (Gray, Weapons Don’t Make War, 45, 29, 30). 
258 Scott Sagan argues for “defence, not deterrence” when dealing with irrational states.  Sagan, 
“The Commitment Trap: Why the United States Should not Use Nuclear Threats to Deter 
Biological and Chemical Weapons Attack,” International Security, Vol. 24, No. 4 (Spring 2000): 
106.   
Colin Gray also argues for necessary defences against WMD, using the same reasoning that 
there are irrational states that cannot be deterred.  Colin Gray, The Second Nuclear Age, 
Boulder, CO: Lynn Rienner Publishers, 1999. p. 148.  
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destabilizing because missile defences could start an arms race, make nuclear weapons 

more usable by the state (being invulnerable to retaliation).259  Lynn-Jones identifies a 

number of methods that weapons can be modified to be distinguishably oriented to the 

offence or defence.  For instance, silo-based ICBMs combine defensive technology 

(hardened silo) with offensive technology (multiple, highly accurate, destructive nuclear 

warheads). 260  

The assessment of the OD/DD in this study considers both accurate and 

inaccurate perceptions,261 rather than misperception primarily.262  This is because when 

force postures are distinguishable and intentions are clearly communicated, the 

perception of the level of threat posed by military capabilities and weapons technologies 

are generally transparent and responses tend to follow suit.  It can be argued that this is 

more frequent when force postures are defence dominant and weapons systems and 

capabilities are distinguishably defensive, or at least non-threatening, to the other state.  

Perception and misperception are difficult to evaluate, because of the challenges in the 

indistinguishability of some weapons systems and postures in terms of offense or 

defence dominance.  Nevertheless, this study works to assess intentions and 

capabilities and how each side perceives them, from the types of declaratory policy and 

threat assessments produced by national governments.  Van Evera is quite correct in 

suggesting that “war is more likely when states believe that conquest is easy.”263  For 

this study, the issue is that the security dilemma becomes more intense when state 

governments believe that the opposing state (in a dyad) is capable of threatening their 

ability to retaliate in a nuclear exchange.  When leaders believe that the other state is 

not threatening to its nuclear retaliatory capability, the intensity of the strategic 

                                                 
259 Elinor Sloan, Modern Military Strategy: An Introduction, New York: Routeledge, 2012.  p 112. 
260 He indicates that states can deploy invulnerable retaliatory forces at relatively low cost, 
making conquest virtually impossible; whereas some systems make offensive action easier to use 
and less costly.  Lynn-Jones, 675-676. 
261 As explored in Robert Jervis, Perceptions and Misperceptions, and “Cooperation Under the 
Security Dilemma.”  
262As proposed by Stephen Van Evera, Causes of War – misperceptive fine-grained structural 
realism, p. 11.  
263 Ibid. 
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competition declines.  It is possible that perceptions that state leaders possess about the 

relative power between states tend to define conditions more than the reality.264  

Defining Nuclear Deterrence Systems and Postures 

It is important to define precisely what is meant by Nuclear Deterrence Systems 

and Nuclear Deterrence Postures, so that the ODB of nuclear deterrence can be 

effectively assessed.  The following descriptions of each provide a set of characteristics 

that comprise indicators used to classify each state’s nuclear deterrence force 

employment as offensive or defensive. 

Nuclear Deterrence Postures  

• Postures are informed by policy, doctrine265 and strategic planning  

• Role of Nuclear Weapons and how Nuclear Deterrence Systems are deployed to 

carry out declared policy objectives – involves specific targeting strategies – type 

of deterrence: CV, CF, combination of both, extended deterrence – involves 

methods of employing nuclear deterrence systems to deal with an array of 

threats and crises, e.x. countervailing strategy – flexible options for which to 

employ nuclear weapons266 

• Determined by motives: national preferences (values, interests, goals) and 

intentions – commitment to certain doctrines and beliefs regarding the role of 

nuclear weapons in deterrence 

                                                 
264 This is because of security analysts’ preference for worst plausible case assumptions when 
carrying out threat analysis – according to Dr. Douglas Ross, comment, May 2017. 
265 Doctrine contains the philosophical element involving the principles, practices and procedures 
that guide action with respect to the deployment and employment of capabilities and actions 
toward a specified objective.  In terms of military organizations, the concept contains the element 
of identity, function, and mission-specific roles informed by tradition, which includes standard 
operating procedures, such as those relating to nuclear capabilities required for deterrence.  
Adapted concept.  See Barry Posen, The Sources of Military Doctrine: France, Britain, and 
Germany Between the World Wars (Cornell University Press, 1984) and Inadvertent Escalation: 
Conventional War and Nuclear Risks (Cornell University Press, 1991).  
266 Definition is adapted from different perspectives on what a nuclear posture constitutes:  Perry 
and Schlesinger, On the Nuclear Postures (2009), p. 19. Web.  Courtney N. Stewart, Should the 
Nuclear Posture Review Be Conducted More Frequently?” Center for Strategic and International 
Studies (Sept. 12, 2011), p. 38.  Web.  
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• Influenced by perceptions and misperceptions of rival nations’ intentions and 

capabilities267 

 
Nuclear Deterrence System Indicators 

These are the various classes of deterrence capabilities – nuclear weapon 

delivery technologies that are oriented for deterrence by punishment or deterrence by 

denial.  These classifications determine whether a weapon, delivery platform, or 

monitoring capability is either offensive or defensive dominant.  In addition, within this 

classification are qualifiers that define the offensive or defensive character of a system, 

namely: faster delivery, super-accuracy, invulnerability, stealth, low yield. 

Nuclear Deterrence Systems 

• Nuclear Weapons Systems: 

• Military capabilities:268  

• Nuclear triad ~ sea, air, land, ISR, space, missile defences ~ consider 

apparent innovations and asymmetries which the adversary perceives as 

threatening 

• Nuclear weapon classification ~ ballistic missiles, cruise missiles, MaRVs, and 

MIRVs 

• Key technologies:  

•Missile Defence Systems269 ~ limited and comprehensive defences against all-

out ICBM attack 

•Conventional Precision Strike Capabilities 

•ASAT and space-based capabilities 

• Stealth; Precision; Low-yield warheads 

                                                 
267 Contains the element of information – ISR – Glaser’s third variable: what is known about 
adversary’s motives (intentions); what adversary knows about one’s motives (intentions).  Glaser, 
Rational Theory of International Politics, 3.   
This information is incomplete in most cases, increasing uncertainty, unless states are 
transparent with one another. 
268 Additional technologies that may offset the strategic balance by impacting C3 and nuclear 
weapons systems and damage to national infrastructure on level of a nuclear attack include 
cyberwarfare capabilities, electronic warfare, and electromagnetic pulse.  The impact of these 
technologies are uncertain and debated and so have not been explored in this study, but should 
be considered in future research. 
269 Offensive once they go past the number and size of system. 
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• Cyber and Electronic Warfare ~ capabilities often favouring the offence over 

defence 

• Geographical advantages/disadvantages: positioning / deployment of weapons 

systems in regions that are perceived as either threatening or benign to rival 

nuclear powers; survivability of systems, such as SSBNs that ensure a state’s 

retaliatory capability remains intact.  

 

The analysis in the following chapters will focus primarily on the three legs of the 

triad, but also includes the role of cruise missile developments, in addition to missile 

defence, conventional counterforce options, and ISR.  The other indicators – space, 

cyber, electronic warfare - are areas of development that impact the security and 

operational effectiveness of the nuclear triad, but are secondary to the focus of this 

dissertation.  The focus of this work is on the orientation of systems and postures for 

defensive or offensive advantage, allowing for future research to expand into the other 

dimensions of warfare. 

Table 1: Offensive / Defensive Nuclear Deterrence Systems 

 
 OFFENSIVE DEFENSIVE 

Sea-based 
Systems 

SLBMs270 ~ improved 
accuracy,271 variable yielded-
warheads for CF warfighting 
roles and low-collateral damage  
-employment of super-fuze 
technology to increase 
destructive capacity against 
hard targets  
-forward deployments near 
other states to threaten both 
military and non-military targets 

Sea-based systems less 
vulnerable ~ more survivable – 
enhances defensive, retaliatory 
role 
Tended to have a CV role273 up to 
1990 (now guidance technology 
since then gave U.S. SSBNs 
significant CF and counter C3 
capability) 

                                                 
270 Jervis, “Cooperation,” 209.  Jervis suggests the challenges of employing SLBMs for CV and 
CF (needing to be protected from attack - anti-submarine warfare) renders SLBMs as 
indistinguishably offensive or defensive dominant.  He affirms that as long as states believe they 
only require 2nd strike capability, then defence dominance of SLBMs permits conditions in which 
the security dilemma is mitigated because each side is only enhancing its defence, without 
menacing the other – this allows states to infer one another’s intensions through defensive 
posturing, and avoiding arms races.  However, modern innovations to Trident SLBNs have 
allowed these submarines to apply counterforce weapons and have a first strike capability.  
271 Jervis, “Cooperation,” 207. 
273 Ibid. 
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Anti-Submarine capabilities: 
SSNs to target other state’s 
SSBNs272 ~ to eliminate other 
state’s sea-based nuclear 
deterrent 

Air Delivery 
Platforms 

New long-range strike bombers 
– capable of delivering high-
yield gravity bombs and 
precision-guided cruise missiles 
(standoff weapons); equipped 
with stealth capability to make it 
through radar defences ~ 
capability to target military and 
non-military sites 
New fighter aircraft 
 

Long range bomber aircraft – 
sustains 2nd strike retaliatory 
capability if capable of reaching 
CV targets274 

Land-based 
Systems 

ICBMs – offensive (can destroy 
other state’s strategic missiles) 

275 (CF) 
Highly accurate warheads,276 
variable yielded-warheads for 
CF warfighting roles and low-
collateral damage effects 

ICBMs – defensive (can destroy 
other state’s cities or industrial 
centres) 277  (CV) 
Hardened silos – make first strike 
more difficult278 (invulnerable) 

Cruise Missiles Enhance counterforce 
capabilities279  
Automatic guidance system 
(GPS) and terrain-reading radar 
Difficult to detect ~ radar 
evasion; difficult to intercept 
Smaller yield  
Ground-launched / Air-launched 
/ Sea-launched 

Act as an assurance on 
submarines when intended to 
serve as a secure retaliatory 
delivery platform armed with 
higher-yield warheads 

Re-entry 
Vehicles 

Multiple independently-
targetable re-entry vehicles 
(MIRVs) – enhance 
counterforce capabilities;280  
Multiple targetable capabilities 
and decoys can evade BMD 
systems. 

Maneuverable re-entry vehicles 
(MaRVs) 281 to penetrate missile 
defence systems and sustain AD 
capability 

                                                 
272 Ibid. 
274 Since the 1970s assisted in the role by adding long-range ALCMs. 
275 Ibid. 
276 Ibid. 
277 Ibid. 
278 Ibid. 
279 Ibid., 206. 
280 Ibid., 206. 
281 Ibid. 
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Missile 
Defence 

BMD systems to protect 
cities282 
-comprehensive national or 
continental missile defence 
renders the other side’s nuclear 
strike capability ineffective 

Anti-ABM (BMD) agreements ~ 
treaty or capped deployments 
Sites that protect specific ICBM 
fields,283 and bomber forces 
(retaliatory sites) and limited 
countervalue sites such as the 
nation’s capital city and political 
leadership 

Space-Based 
Capabilities284  

Anti-satellite capabilities 
(ASAT) – laser weapons;  
Any weapon deployed in space 
or platform to facilitate nuclear 
first-strike and subsequent 
missile defence against 
retaliation (such as mirrors to 
direct lasers from earth to 
space targets  

GPS (to assist stellar inertial 
guidance). 
Adherence to arms control 
treaties and agreements to 
prohibit the placement and 
deployment of weapons systems 
in outer space and on celestial 
bodies (see Outer Space Treaty, 
1967) 

Conventional 
Alternatives 

Conventional precision strike 
weapons (e.x. CPGS) – tend to 
be counterforce weapons that 
can strike with rapid speed and 
precision at any target on the 
globe. 
Land-mobile ICBMs and 
SLBMs with conventional 
warheads ~ less destructive 
power, but no fallout – CF role 

Replacing nuclear warheads on 
ballistic missiles with conventional 
alternatives that would have less 
destructive power and no fallout ~ 
depends on whether these are 
used for countervalue targeting 
rather than counterforce  

Cyber 
Warfare285  

In the cyber realm it is easier to 
attack than defend.  Impact on 
infrastructure – taking out 
essential services (electricity, 
clean water, food sources), 
damage to economy and 
banking systems – disruption 
on scale that can be compared 

Cyber defences that include 
redundancies, effective firewalls; 
closed intranet systems 
inaccessible from external 
sources. 
Protect C3 connectivity to ensure 
retaliatory capability 

                                                 
282 Ibid. 
283 Ibid. 
284 In this work space-based capabilities will be discussed within the confines of the other 
domains of nuclear weapons systems. 
285 The cyber dimension of warfare is an emerging security and defence issue with significant 
strategic implications in its role in 5th generation/hybrid warfare.  This area of strategic research is 
relatively new and its effects are only beginning to be understood by analysts and military 
planners.  Therefore, the cyber domain will not explored in this study, but is acknowledged to 
have bearing on the nuclear balance, particularly if systems are attacked and disrupted to 
threaten instability through external control over networked weapons systems.  Interestingly the 
U.S. Bureau of Arms Control, Verification, and Compliance states that with respect to cyber 
attacks against the U.S. nuclear arsenal “The most likely cyber threat to nuclear weapons 
systems would come from adversary states trying to prevent a launch rather than cause one” and 
that there are “multiple physical and procedural barriers to an attempt to inject false warning 
information or a launch order into our forces through cyberspace.”  U.S. Department of State, 
U.S. Nuclear Force Posture and De-Alerting, U.S. Bureau of Arms Control, Verification, and 
Compliance, Fact Sheet, 14 December 2015.  Available at: https://2009-
2017.state.gov/t/avc/rls/250644.htm. 

https://2009-2017.state.gov/t/avc/rls/250644.htm
https://2009-2017.state.gov/t/avc/rls/250644.htm
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to damage caused by a nuclear 
detonation. 
Cyber capabilities directed for 
deterrence by denial. 

Electronic 
Warfare286 

Electronic Warfare (EW) – 
capable of interrupting 
communications and other 
operational networking 
capabilities – destabilizing 
because cutting off 
communications raises risk of 
human error through 
miscalculation of threats – i.e. 
lower-level commanders may 
be given discretion to order 
launch of nuclear weapons 

 

 EMP Detonation of nuclear warhead 
in the upper atmosphere – 
creates an electromagnetic 
pulse - yield capable of burning 
electrical grid – cause major 
disruptions to financial and 
communications systems 
worldwide -  weapon of mass 
disruption287 

Ability to rapidly restore disrupted 
financial and communications 
systems following EMP attack – 
may reduce incentive to launch 
such attack in first place288 
Hardening of key C3 assets with 
fiber optic links helps ensure 
retaliatory capability 

UAV Stealth capability  
Capability to deliver nuclear 
warhead with a method similar 
to cruise missile technology; 
ability to cross borders without 
detection. 
Certain drone capabilities may 
fulfill the qualifications of 
ground-launched cruise 
missiles – intermediate range 
class which is prohibited under 
INF Treaty. 
Superiority in unmanned 
systems would give one state 
advantage over the other. 
Stealth drones ~ strike options 
including leadership and 
decapitation. 

 

                                                 
286 Electronic warfare plays an important role as a disrupter of communications systems that can 
impact operational capabilities as well as emergency responses.  Much information about this 
domain is not publicly available, as part of operational security requirements.  This domain has 
bearing on the nuclear balance, but will not be explored in this study. 
287 Robert Spalding and Adam Lowther, “Rethinking the Ground-Based Strategic Deterrent,” 
Breaking Defense (Dec. 29, 2014): http://breakingdefense.com/2014/12/rethinking-the-ground-
based-strategic-deterrent/.  
288 Ibid. 

http://breakingdefense.com/2014/12/rethinking-the-ground-based-strategic-deterrent/
http://breakingdefense.com/2014/12/rethinking-the-ground-based-strategic-deterrent/
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Drone ISR assets – 
surveillance / targeting / 
intelligence advantage. 

# Missiles/ 
Warheads 

Seeking high level of insurance; 
desire for protection; 
contemplation for CF strike = 
acquisition of large #s of 
missiles289 
Hidden / undisclosed numbers 
as a way to keep the other side 
uncertain ~ reduces stability-
enhancing transparency 

Low numbers of strategic 
warheads, and even lower 
undeployed tactical warheads 
providing for minimum deterrence 
posture 
Transparent about numbers, 
including those deployed, those 
stockpiled / in storage, and those 
awaiting dismantlement  

ISR ~ 
intelligence, 
surveillance, 
reconnaissance 
~targeting   

Enhanced monitoring (ISR) 
capabilities ~ as long as it 
places one state at a greater 
advantage relative to the other. 
Methods: Espionage 
(HUMINT), SIGINT, IMINT 
Targeting Intelligence: 
Enhanced intelligence 
capabilities to know where a 
competitor’s mobile secure 
second-strike capability is 
located, and where it may be 
headed (in the case of SSBNs 
or mobile ICBMs, strategic air 
bases) – vulnerable to a 
counterforce strike and gives 
one state an advantage over 
the other and negates the 
stability-enhancing effect of that 
state’s ability to respond to a 
pre-emptive strike.290 
ISR that is able to detect and 
neutralize Wohlstetter’s multi-
step system of integrated 
planes, weapons, refueling, 
bases, communication, and 
effective attack routes291 would 
allow rival forces to neutralize 

Early warning – defensive 
because makes first strike more 
difficult292 
Capability to evade the other 
state’s intelligence capabilities to 
know where all its mobile second-
strike platforms are located.  This 
is stability-enhancing because a 
secure retaliatory capability deters 
a pre-emptive first strike.293  

                                                 
289 Jervis, “Cooperation,” 207.  Jervis suggests that given the acquisition of high number of 
warheads for these reasons, that it is difficult to infer the other state’s intentions from its military 
posture; however this paper suggests that intentions can be strongly suggested from assessing a 
state’s military posture, which may be reflected in its nuclear deterrence capabilities.  In addition, 
the indistinguishability of nuclear postures creates greater uncertainty and mistrust. 
290 Austin Long and Brendan Rittenhouse Green, “Stalking the Secure Second Strike: 
Intelligence, Counterforce, and Nuclear Strategy,” Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 38, No. 1-2 
(2015): 39. 
291 Ibid. 
292 Jervis, “Cooperation,” 207. 
293 Ibid. 
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the secure second strike at any 
one of these levels.  

Geography294 Deployment of weapons 
systems or missile defences in 
geographical regions which 
threaten the rival state’s 
security, either through posing 
a first-strike capability, or 
negating the other side’s secure 
retaliatory capability.  

Geographical deployment of 
nuclear weapons systems which 
are focussed on maintaining a 
secure retaliatory option, rather 
than posing an offensive first-
strike threat.   
Deployment in mountainous 
regions, caves, far from coasts, 
etc. 

Warhead Yield Smaller yield – in kilotons – 
allowing for greater usability in 
a warfighting scenario aided by 
earth penetration before 
detonation. 
Low yield but designed to 
destroy hardened deeply buried 
ICBM silos or C3 targets (with 
low-yields for ground-shock 
coupling).  This is a 
counterforce capability, both by 
conventional and nuclear 
warhead. 

Larger yield – in megatons – 
providing for greater destruction, 
generally targeting economic and 
population centres. 

 

Each variable can be operationalized under the following descriptors: 
 
Offensive Nuclear Deterrence Systems:  Systems dominated by offensive 

technologies to delivery nuclear warheads to the adversary or to disarm or blind (C2 

systems) the adversary.  These are capabilities associated with a first-strike posture.  

Such systems are diverse, designed for counterforce targeting.  First strike advantage 

renders the adversary incapable of retaliation reflecting unmitigated nuclear 

superiority.  Characteristics would include large arsenals that target the nuclear 

launch capabilities of the adversary, such as ICBM silos, bomber aircraft bases, 

SSBNs and docking facilities, and command and control.  Offensive counterstrike 

weapons include ICBM warheads with higher yields, earth penetrating nuclear and 

non-nuclear weapons (silo, C3, and bunker busters), hunter-killer submarines (SSNs), 

MIRVed ICBMs, and conventional precision strike technology.  Accuracy and lethality 

                                                 
294 Geographical deployments of certain weapons systems have an impact on the ODB in terms 
of the threat such deployments pose to the other state.  For instance, Russia’s deployment of 
Iskander tactical missiles in Kaliningrad (its European enclave) can be seen as an offensive move 
to offset the threat Russia perceives that the U.S. missile defence shield near its border poses.  
Andrew Osborn, “Russia seen putting new nuclear-capable missiles along NATO border by 
2019,” Reuters (23 June, 2016).  www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-europe-shield-
idUSKCN0Z90WT?il=0.  

http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-europe-shield-idUSKCN0Z90WT?il=0
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-europe-shield-idUSKCN0Z90WT?il=0
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define the offensive nature and threat posed by these delivery technologies.  Also, 

accurate low-yield nuclear weapons that are more useable and credible in a 

warfighting scenario potentially lower the nuclear threshold and are thus 

destabilizing.295  In addition to strike capabilities, BMD systems and thick air defence 

networks are also considered offensive because (if capable) they greatly reduce or 

eliminate the adversary’s ability to retaliate. Forward deployed systems – such as the 

ballistic missile defence program in Europe, which will see Aegis Ashore components 

installed in Poland and Romania, radars in Turkey, Aegis ships in Spain, and 

command centre in Germany – are perceived as offensive by Russia because they 

would be positioned in geographically threatening locations.  If both sides have 

offensively-oriented nuclear weapon systems, the nuclear forces on either side are 

not secure. These capabilities reduce or eliminate mutual deterrence capabilities, with 

one side appearing to achieve nuclear dominance through offensive nuclear and 

conventional technologies, and the other side developing innovative technologies to 

offset the gaps in its capabilities that make it vulnerable.  Offence-dominant systems 

tend to be on high alert and readiness, which will increase the risk of miscalculation, 

false retaliation, and accidents.   

 

Defensive Nuclear Deterrence Systems:  Systems dominated by defensively-oriented 

delivery capabilities designed for second strike retaliation characterized by smaller 

arsenals and less emphasis on counterforce targets.  The nuclear forces on each side 

are secure, survivable and reliable.  The various legs of the nuclear triad are 

deployed in more defensive non-threatening positions, at a distance from the 

adversary’s territory.  It is possible that one leg of a nation’s nuclear triad may be 

eliminated to reduce warhead numbers and delivery systems, as well as the potential 

for accidents and miscalculation.296 Missile defence systems are limited, such as the 

                                                 
295 Elinor Sloan, Strategy, 108. 
Acton also references the credibility of nuclear threats, resting on the “threat that leaves 
something to chance” – the possibility of unintended escalation from tactical or lower strategic 
levels of nuclear use.  (The original concept was developed by Thomas Schelling in The Strategic 
of Conflict (1960)).  James Acton, Reclaiming Strategic Stability, Strategic Studies Institute, 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (Feb. 5, 2013).   
http://carnegieendowment.org/2013/02/05/reclaiming-strategic-stability. 
296 Cimbala presents a number of options for a minimum deterrent force and micro deterrent force 
involving variations of triads and dyads, in which one leg is eliminated.  Three scenarios involve 
different dyads in which there are no ICBMs, bombers, or SLBMs.  Stephen J. Cimbala, “Nuclear 

http://carnegieendowment.org/2013/02/05/reclaiming-strategic-stability
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ABM Treaty between the U.S. and Russia that allowed each state one missile 

defence site – capital city or ICBM field – with a maximum of 100 anti-ballistic 

missiles.297  Single warheads placed on ICBMs in accordance with the New START 

provisions were stability-enhancing.  Systems to reduce potential crisis instability 

include increased survivability of nuclear forces, hardening of C2 systems, enhanced 

early warning, and improved crisis communication channels.298  

 
Offensive Nuclear Deterrence Posture:  Flexible policy on the role of nuclear weapons 

to respond to conventional and unconventional (including nuclear, chemical, 

biological, and cyber) threats to national security.  This describes a doctrine of 

counterforce first- or second-strike, including “launch under attack” and “launch on 

warning.”  This has pre-emptive potential in the event that one side fears that the 

opponent’s system may strike thereby eliminating its capability to respond, which 

might cause the other state to take pre-emptive action by striking first.  Force 

employment concepts may include a countervailing strategy or tailored deterrence.  

The former describes the targeting of C2 and military targets in a limited warfighting 

capacity in varying levels of escalation to win the conflict by achieving residual wide 

margin of numerical superiority and threatening assured destruction on the 

decapitated adversary.299  Tailored deterrence is a customized approach to respond 

to varying scenarios and actors, including irrational actors, based on assessing an 

adversary’s decision calculus and its inferred influence on the adversary’s choices.300  

Extended deterrence and assurances to Allies and partners are supported through 

forward deployment and high numbers and types of nuclear weapons.  The goal is to 

achieve strategic superiority.  Intentions are obscured with each side assuming the 

worst in terms of the other’s intentions behind capabilities and new technologies, such 

                                                 
Arms Control After a Time of Troubles,” Chapter 7 in Mark Galeotti (Ed.), The Politics of Security 
in Modern Russia, Burlington, VA: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2010.  113-119. 
297 Daryl Kimball, The Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty at a Glance, Arms Control Association 
(Aug. 2012).  https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/abmtreaty.  
298 James Acton, Reclaiming Strategic Stability, Strategic Studies Institute, Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace (Feb. 5, 2013).  http://carnegieendowment.org/2013/02/05/reclaiming-
strategic-stability. 
299 If no C3 is left after decapitation, no negotiations are possible. And no threats are possible.   
300 Michael Johnson and Terrence K. Kelly, “Tailored Deterrence: Strategic Context to Guide Joint 
Force 2020,”  Joint Force Quarterly, 74 (July 1, 2014).  Sean P. Larkin, “The Limits of Tailored 
Deterrence,” Joint Force Quarterly, No. 63 (Oct. 2011). 

https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/abmtreaty
http://carnegieendowment.org/2013/02/05/reclaiming-strategic-stability
http://carnegieendowment.org/2013/02/05/reclaiming-strategic-stability
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as ballistic missile defence and conventional strike developments.  Such postures are 

destabilizing and encourage arms racing. 

 
Defensive Nuclear Deterrence Posture:  Limited policy objective defining the only role 

of nuclear weapons to be used in response to an attack by nuclear weapons, to be 

done on a limited scale.  Countervalue targeting of either population and economic 

centres (cities),301 or infrastructure targeting designed to cripple the economy and 

military industry.302  A third approach could possibly be a combination of limited 

countervalue and counterforce retaliation.  The objective is to threaten retaliation of 

unacceptable damage to deter any further strikes.  Intentions in a defensively-

dominant posture are transparent and perceptions of one another’s intentions and 

capabilities are more accurate.  The policy promotes a minimum force size to 

maintain strategic stability303 and deterrence, as well as to the extent possible 

credible extended deterrence and reassurance to allies.  

These descriptions of the variables and their associated indicators have been 

bundled under the three defined levels of the strategic competition: Counterforce 

Dominance, Mutually Assured Destruction, and Minimum Deterrence.  Applying these 

indicators to each state will position them within one of these levels, demonstrating how 

each state perceives the role of its nuclear capabilities and employs them.  The 

                                                 
301 Some analysts suggest that targeting cities is not a credible threat because many consider it 
morally unjustifiable.  
302 Proposed by Kristensen, et al, Minimal Deterrence, 31-33. 
303 James Acton identifies the problem with identifying “strategic stability” in the post-Cold War 
global strategic environment.  He affirms that the term tends to be unclear in terms of an agreed 
understanding of what strategic stability actually means, which Acton argues “detracts from the 
quality of debate on nuclear policy.”  He also mentions that the Russians apply the term in 
diplomatic exchanges within the understanding of “the absence of armed conflict between 
nuclear-armed states.”  Ultimately, he advocates Schelling’s definition of crisis stability: “if neither 
side has or perceives an incentive to use nuclear weapons first out of fear that the other side is 
about to do so.”  Acton also addresses the concept of arms race stability which is linked to crisis 
stability, particularly with respect to the idea of first-strike stability.  Arms race stability is the 
“absence of perceived or actual incentives to augment a nuclear force—qualitatively or 
quantitatively—out of the fear that in a crisis an opponent would gain a meaningful advantage by 
using nuclear weapons first.” Ultimately, he settles on the following definition for crisis stability 
between nuclear adversaries: “A deterrence relationship is stable if neither party has or perceives 
an incentive to change its force posture out of concern that an adversary might use nuclear 
weapons first in a crisis.”  Notably Acton states that the root of instability is the state’s response to 
vulnerability.  James Acton, Reclaiming Strategic Stability, Strategic Studies Institute, Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace (Feb. 5, 2013).   
http://carnegieendowment.org/2013/02/05/reclaiming-strategic-stability.  

http://carnegieendowment.org/2013/02/05/reclaiming-strategic-stability
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assessment of relative nuclear deterrence postures and systems defining the OD/DD 

balance will likely include overlapping indicators in some cases.  The intensity of the 

strategic competition will be determined based on the greater dominance of offence or 

defence in assessing the systems and postures in their entirety (as close to this as 

possible, given limitations on knowledge of assets and capabilities that may be 

classified).   

The tables below provide the indicators to classify nuclear deterrence systems 

and postures, with additional explanations for each of the three levels of force 

employment to be conceptualized in the following scale of strategic competition intensity. 
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Figure 6:  Strategic Competition Intensity 
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Table 2: Indicators:  Nuclear Deterrence Postures 
Type of Deterrence A1: Deterrence by Denial 

A2: Deterrence by Punishment 
A3: Deterrence by Punishment 

Strike Doctrine A1: First Strike / Pre-emption / Theatre First Use 
A2: No First Use / Second Strike only 
A3: No First Use / Second Strike only 

Targeting Strategy A1: Counterforce ~ Warfighting – C2 and strategic 
launch platforms 
A2: Second Strike / Retaliation ~ Countervalue ~ 
Massive Retaliation304 / Assured Destruction 
A3: Second Strike / Constrained Retaliation ~ Limited 
Countervalue ~ Unacceptable Damage 

Deterrence for 
Allies 

A1: Extended Deterrence 
A2: Extended Deterrence 
A3: No Extended Deterrence 

  
 

Table 3: Indicators:  Nuclear Deterrence Weapons 

 
Alert Level A1: Systems on high alert 

A2: Systems de-alerted305 
A3: Systems on reduced operational readiness306 

Size of Arsenal A1: large warhead #s (upwards of several thousand) 
A2: moderate warhead #s (several hundred to few 
thousand) 
A3: minimum warhead #s (few hundred maximum)307 

Multiple Warheads A1: MIRVs / single warheads 
A2: MaRVs / single warheads 

                                                 
304 Massive Retaliation in the early Cold War was employed by the U.S. unilaterally, as it had a 
lead in nuclear forces and the Soviets had not yet developed ICBMs.  Patrick M. Morgan, The US 
Approach to Deterrence, Chapter 9 in Carl G. Jacobson (Ed.), Strategic Power USA/USSR, 
London: MacMillan Press, Ltd., 1990, p. 132.  In this work Massive Retaliation may apply in terms 
of avoiding limited wars and deterring nuclear use – tactically or strategically. 
305 Weapons are removed from alert status. (Kristensen and McKinzie, p. 9).  “A de-alerting 
initiative is defined as a removal of nuclear warheads from a delivery vehicle as part of an official 
de-alerting announcement. A partial de-alerting measure is defined as a reduction of warheads 
on an alert delivery vehicle that retains an upload capability, or a reduction of the operations of 
that delivery vehicle in a way that reduces the number of deployed alert warheads, or the time it 
would take to launch them.”  Hans M. Kristensen and Matthew McKinzie, Reducing Alert Rates of 
Nuclear Weapons, United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research, Geneva, 
Swizerland,2012. p. 12.  Available at: http://www.unidir.org/files/publications/pdfs/reducing-alert-
rates-of-nuclear-weapons-400.pdf.  
306 Reduces how quickly a weapon system can be used ~ e.x. delaying launch procedures or 
targeting requirements.  Kristensen and McKinzie, Reducing Alert Rates, p. 9. 
307 Keith B. Payne and James Schlesinger, Minimum Deterrence: Examining the Evidence, 
National Institute for Public Policy, Routeledge, 2014.  

http://www.unidir.org/files/publications/pdfs/reducing-alert-rates-of-nuclear-weapons-400.pdf
http://www.unidir.org/files/publications/pdfs/reducing-alert-rates-of-nuclear-weapons-400.pdf
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A3: Single warheads 
Submarine Fleet A1: SSBN and SSN / SSK 

A2: SSBN 
A3: SSBN 

ICBM Platform A1: Rail / Road Mobile ICBMs  
A2: Silo-based / hardened silos 
A3: Silo-based / no land-leg 

Air Delivery 
Platform 

A1: Long-range stealth bomber and stealth fighter 
A2: Long-range bomber 
A3: Long-range bomber 

Missile Defence A1: BMD to protect homeland 
A2: Limited BMD (possibly within ABM Treaty 
parameters) / theatre missile defence308 
A3: Very limited, if any, BMD 

Strategic Warning / 
Situational 
Awareness  

A1: Enhanced ISR 
A2: Limited ISR / Early Warning 
A3: Early Warning 

Usability of 
Deterrence 
Weapons 

A1: Usable nuclear and conventional weapons 
(strategic and tactical) 
A2: Non-usable nuclear weapons 
A2: Non-usable nuclear weapons 

Cruise Missile A1: Cruise Missile ~ air, sea, or ground launched309 
A2: Cruise missile capabilities focussed on 2nd 
strike310 
A3: No cruise missile capabilities 

 
 
A1:  High Intensity Nuclear Strategic Competition ~ Counterforce Dominance 

These conditions describe a security dilemma, particularly as offensive weapons 

deployed by a state are intended to ensure its security.  This indicates indistinguishability 

of offensive and defensive systems and postures 

Posture: 

• Type of Deterrence: Deterrence by Denial 

                                                 
308 Theatre missile defence, such as the Phased Adaptive Approach in Europe targets short- and 
medium-range missiles and are not capable of intercepting strategic missiles; therefore, these are 
not strategic systems.  Russian officials have admitted at times that the system poses no 
strategic threat to Russia.  Thomas M. Nichols, No Use: Nuclear Weapons and U.S. National 
Security, University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013.  p. 123. 
309 The deployment of ground-launched cruise missiles would violate the INF Treaty. 
310 Although Jervis argues that some arms controllers argue that cruise missiles, like MIRVs, 
enhance counterforce capabilities.  Jervis, “Cooperation,” 206. 
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• Strike Doctrine: First Strike / Pre-emption / Theatre First Use  

• includes disarming first strike, pre-emptive strike (launch on warning), limited 
tactical first use (associated with de-escalation doctrine) 

• Targeting Strategy: Counterforce ~ Warfighting – C2 and strategic launch platforms 

• warfighting options – complicated war plans that involve damage limitation and 
escalation control 

• Extended Deterrence: Nuclear umbrella to NATO allies in Europe311  

Weapons: 

• Alert Status: Systems on high alert (between 5 and 15 minutes following launch 
orders)312 ~ configured to launch on warning 

• Size of Arsenal: Large numbers of warheads ~ several thousands to carry out 
counterforce role with aim to disarm enemy nuclear forces before they can strike 

• Multiple Warheads: MIRVs – Multiple Independently Re-targetable Vehicles are 
designed to defeat missile defences  

• Submarine Fleet: SSBNs with first and second-strike capability as well as SSNs / 
SSKs for hunting and killing SSBNs (to remove the sea-based secure second-strike 
capability)  

• ICBM Platform: Rail and Road mobile ICBMs – although more survivable, mobile 
ICBMs have a reload capacity that adapts well to protracted warfighting (if reloadable 
missiles are trailed by truck or railcar).313 Such ICBMs, being survivable like SLBMs, 
have a defensible character, but also offensive since they can avoid being threatened 
if the other side’s ISR cannot locate them. 

• Air Delivery Platform: Long-range stealth bomber and stealth fighters ~ stealth 
signatures intended to evade detection in airspace of other state; stealth fighters, 
especially dual-capable, could target bombers and potentially deliver nuclear 
warheads like a bomber 

• Missile Defence ~ national BMD systems designed to negate other side’s first and 
second-strike capability  

                                                 
311 For Extended Deterrence - for NATO allies in Europe and allies in the Asia Pacific (Japan, 
South Korea, Australia), extended deterrence deters regional aggression and prevents 
proliferation of nuclear weapons among more states. 
312 Critics: nuclear forces on high alert risk unauthorized, mistaken, or accidental use.  Hans M. 
Kristensen and Matthew McKinzie, “De-Alerting Nuclear Forces,” Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, 19 
June 2013.  http://thebulletin.org/de-alerting-nuclear-forces.  
313 Pavel Podvig, New START on Rail-Mobile ICBMs and Reloads, Russian Strategic Nuclear 
Forces, April 2010.  http://russianforces.org/blog/2010/04/new_start_on_rail-mobile_icbms.shtml.  

http://thebulletin.org/de-alerting-nuclear-forces
http://russianforces.org/blog/2010/04/new_start_on_rail-mobile_icbms.shtml
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• Strategic Warning: Enhance Intelligence, Surveillance, Reconnaissance to eliminate 
or significantly reduce fog of war to have the capability to locate and track all nuclear 
platforms by sea, air, and land with the option to eliminate at will 

• Usability of Deterrence Weapons: more usable nuclear and conventional counterforce 
weapons designed for flexible warfighting options equipped with: 

 -enhanced accuracy 
 -stealth 
 -low-yield explosive power (kilotons as opposed to megatons); miniaturization of  

warheads 
 -speed 
 ~may include tactical NWs – usable in theatre operations with potential to 

escalate to strategic responses 
 

• Cruise Missile: CF weapons with guidance systems and capability to evade radar 
detection to avoid interception 

Conditions: 
 

• Uncertainty 
• Provocative / threatening behaviour 
• Mutual fear and vulnerability 
• Generates competitive arms races 
• Destabilizing  

• Outcomes:  -potential violation of arms control agreements 
   -possible abandonment of security-enhancing agreements 
 
A2: Moderate Intensity Nuclear Strategic Competition ~ Mutually Assured 
Destruction (MAD) 

MAD is described by Keith Payne as having “requirements falling between ‘Warfighting’ 

and ‘Minimum Deterrence’.314 

Posture: 
• Type of Deterrence:  Deterrence by Punishment 

• Strike Doctrine: No First Use / Second Strike only 

• Targeting Strategy: Second Strike / Retaliation ~ Countervalue ~ Massive Retaliation / 
Assured Destruction 

                                                 
314 Keith B. Payne, Deterrence in the Second Nuclear Age, University of Kentucky Press, 1996.  
p. 61. 
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• countervalue ~ Assured Destruction through Massive Retaliation against population 
and industrial centres; may have counterforce effects as C2 and military 
installations will be co-located near capital cities 

• Extended Deterrence: Deterrence by punishment threat to allies as part of nuclear 
umbrella 

Weapons: 
• Alert Level:  Systems would be de-alerted under MAD to prevent immediate launch of 

weapons, allowing for accurate assessment of situation requiring response, rather 
than the potential for accidental launches or miscalculation 

• Size of Arsenal: Moderate numbers – several hundred to a few thousand warheads 

• Multiple Warheads: Single or MaRV 

• Submarine Fleet: Survivable SSBNs to threaten second strike.  Minimal attack 
submarines, if any, to protect SSBNs rather than to hunt and kill adversary’s SSBNs. 

• ICBM Platform: survivable ICBM to threaten second strike 

• Air Delivery Platform: long-range bomber capability to threaten second strike. 

• Missile Defence: Limited to provisions from the 1972 ABM Treaty so that each state 
would have countervalue targets at risk and secure retaliatory capabilities suitable for 
deterrence by punishment 

• Strategic Warning:  Limited ISR to provide sufficient intelligence to verify adversary’s 
missile launch or intention to launch.  Emphasis on defence, rather than offensively 
seeking out first or second-strike systems (such as SSBNs) to eliminate.  Prioritization 
of early warning systems – by way of satellites and radars and verification through 
processing centres. 

• Usability of Strategic Weapons ~ weapons designed for deterrence by punishment 
tend to be of higher yield for countervalue targeting; within the concept is that these 
weapons would have massive destructive power which would prevent the other side 
from striking first; the preventive power of these deterrence weapons make them 
weapons of non-use in traditional deterrence logic. 

• Cruise missiles may be deployed on air and sea platforms with an emphasis on 
ensuring second strike  

Conditions: 
 
• Reduced uncertainty / increased predictability  

• Improved trust and communication of intentions   

• Mutual vulnerability  
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• Future aggression is possible if one state attempts to achieve advantages 

• Stabilizing conditions ~ security requirements may be compatible  

• Adherence to arms control commitments 

A3: Low Intensity Nuclear Strategic Competition ~ Minimum Deterrence 

Concept reduces role of nuclear weapons in national security strategy by reducing 

nuclear missions315 

Posture: 
• Type of Deterrence:  Deterrence by Punishment 

• Strike Doctrine: No First Use / Second Strike only 

• Constrained Second Strike / Retaliation; No First Use (re: tactical force 
employment) 

• Targeting Strategy: Second Strike / Constrained Retaliation ~ Limited Countervalue ~ 
Unacceptable Damage ~ including infrastructure targeting to reduce the country to 
less-developed status316 

• Deterrence for Allies:317 The question of extended deterrence to allies is difficult in 
light of any nuclear posture from Deterrence by Denial to Deterrence by Punishment - 
even under less provocative postures associated with Minimum Deterrence the U.S. 
still has a responsibility under Art. V to defend its NATO allies and partners, which 
may require the threat to retaliate with nuclear weapons in order to deter the use of 
nuclear weapons against one or more members states.  Extended Deterrence by 
Punishment may only apply to strategic threats, as opposed to tactical nuclear use by 
the adversary.  

Weapons: 

                                                 
315 Kristensen, et al, Minimal Deterrence, 23. 
316Thomas M. Nichols, No Use: Nuclear Weapons and U.S. National Security, University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2013.   
317 Nichols, an advocate for minimum deterrence, argues for an end to the nuclear umbrella to 
allies under extended deterrence, as part of a minimum deterrence nuclear posture.  Ibid. 
Keith Payne and his colleagues however argue that extended deterrence for allies is an important 
contribution towards non-proliferation (p. xvii).  They even suggest that extended deterrence does 
not have to be extended nuclear deterrence, but rather conventional deterrence spread among 
the allies.  They also argue that conventional deterrence would be more credible. (10)   Keith B. 
Payne and Hon. James Schlesinger (20 additional authors), Minimum Deterrence: Examining the 
Evidence, National Institute for Public Policy Series on U.S. Strategic Goals and Force 
Requirements, 2013.  http://www.nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Final-Distro.pdf.  

http://www.nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Final-Distro.pdf
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• Alert Level: Systems on reduced operational readiness to allow for time between 
warning of adversary’s launch / strike and preparing response to avoid inadvertent 
launch / miscalculation 

• Size of Arsenal: Lowest numbers of warheads required to threaten retaliation 

• Multiple Warheads: None – single warheads only 

• Submarine Fleet: SSBNs only (survivable) – no attack submarines to threaten other 
side’s sea-based seconds strike capability 

• ICBM Platform:  survivable ICBMs to threaten second-strike 

• Air Delivery Platform:  long-range bomber capability to threaten second-strike 

• Missile Defence:  

• Strategic Warning: Emphasis on early warning via radars, satellites, intelligence to 
confirm that adversary is planning to launch / has launched a first strike 

• Usability of Strategic Weapons: high yield countervalue weapons designed to 
threaten second-strike; not usable 

• Cruise Missile: No deployment of cruise missile that would be construed as offensive 

Conditions: 
 
• Certainty about intentions ~ transparency 
• Improved trust and communication of intentions 
• Reassuring / non-threatening 
• Mutual vulnerability  
• Low threshold of nuclear threat 
• Increased strategic cooperation ~ restraint 
• Adherence to arms control agreements 
• Outcomes: -potential for further nuclear arms reductions  

-potential for eliminating classes of nuclear delivery systems / warheads 
 

Summary of Framework and its Application 

The theoretical framework described in this chapter is applied to military 

capabilities and their associated strategies based on deterrence rather than the use of 

capabilities.  Nuclear weapons are weapons of deterrence by their nature as instruments 

not to be used but to prevent their use (and use of other WMDs) by threat of punishment 

or denial.  As weapons of coercion they create a balance of terror between nuclear 

states, and taboo continues to surround their use (vis-a-vis the international community). 
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The proposed OD/DD Balance dyadic model allows for the assessment of 

relative capabilities, policies, and systems orientations between two state actors.  

Although this is a closed system, the loose application of the model and typology allow 

for related nuclear deterrence behaviour (i.e. NATO) to influence the nuclear policies, 

strategies, and systems of the state the U.S. relative to Russia.  The typology of nuclear 

deterrence systems and postures help categorize where these variables fit within the 

spectrum of offensive or defensive deterrence activities that determine the intensity of 

the strategic competition.  The analysis of relative offensive and defensive deterrence 

provides a means to assess the balance of threat perceived by each state and actions 

they take with their nuclear systems and postures to close the vulnerability gap.  This 

model explains and forecasts the likelihood of cooperation on arms control or nuclear 

arms races, rather than traditional offence-defence theory which explains and predicts 

the causes for which states go to war.  

Perception plays an important role in offence-defence analysis.  The perception 

of threat by each side serves to interpret the actions of the adversary as hostile, 

intensifying the strategic competition, and possibly creating a security dilemma, resulting 

in increasing nuclear warheads, adopting threatening postures and deterrence systems.  

Because this study incorporates perception of threat within the assessment of 

capabilities, policies, and postures, the OD/DD balance typology can serve as a tool of 

understanding, as well as allowing for the explanation and predicting of the nuclear 

deterrence behaviours of the U.S. and Russia. 

The following two chapters present the empirical data for offensive and defensive 

nuclear systems and postures of the United States (chapter 4) and Russia (chapter 5).  

These empirical chapters comprise an assessment of the indicators of offensive or 

defensive dominance in nuclear deterrence that increase or decrease the severity of the 

strategic competition between the nuclear rivals.  The analysis of this data in chapter 6 

demonstrates that the dyad is dominated by counterforce deterrence by denial 

calculations that comprise an intense strategic competition between the U.S. and 

Russia.  Such conditions militate against cooperation on arms control, however the 

assessment considers potential options that could see receptivity less provocative 

nuclear force employment that would encourage future cooperation. 
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Chapter 4.  
 
U.S. Nuclear Deterrence Systems and Postures  

The following chapter presents the empirical data on U.S. nuclear deterrence 

systems and postures to formulate a picture of the orientation of U.S. force employment.  

This material is synthesized under the indicator tables presented in the previous chapter 

3, based on the typology defining offensive and defensive deterrence.  The description 

of nuclear postures and associated nuclear weapons delivery systems involves a review 

of U.S. perceptions of the role of nuclear weapons in national security strategy, which 

will be expanded upon in the assessment of the intensity of the strategic competition 

between U.S. and Russia in chapter 6.  Given that perceptions play an important role in 

the offence-defence balance in nuclear deterrence, the presentation of the data is best 

preceded by a discussion of the context within which U.S. thinking about nuclear 

weapons emerged. 

Background of American Strategic Thinking on Nuclear 
Weapons  

U.S. strategic thinking shifted during the Second World War from isolationism to 

global engagement in the form of liberal internationalism.  Near the end of the War the 

use of the atomic bomb against Japan (Hiroshima and Nagasaki) as a form of coercion 

provided the U.S. with the ultimate weapon to influence and promote its defensive 

interests abroad.  For a time, the U.S. was unique in having this capability alone and 

after the Second World War it emerged as a major global player, particularly with the 

decline of the British Empire.  Its only challenger was the Soviet Union, which was 

ideologically motivated to spread its brand of communism through expansionism, 

provoking the U.S. to embark on a strategy of containment.  Containment of the Soviet 

threat included threatening the use of nuclear weapons to deter, and thus contain, Soviet 

aggression, until the Soviets developed their own nuclear capability.  The U.S. remained 

ahead in the nuclear competition with the Soviet Union and as a rational cost-saving 

measure employed a coercive strategy known as Massive Retaliation from 1954 
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onwards.318  Richard K. Betts views Massive Retaliation in terms of a coercive first-strike 

advantage by a superior nuclear-capable U.S., affirming that “a first strike option was a 

serious element of U.S. policy through much of the post-war period.”319  The U.S. relied 

on its nuclear superiority to keep its primary rival in check.  When the Soviet Union 

achieved its own nuclear capability (and ICBM delivery platform), it used the weapons 

initially to threaten pre-emption, and later to deter the United States in a type of standoff 

later understood as Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD).   

Essentially mutual threat and vulnerability from one another’s nuclear weapons 

came to define the strategic competition between the U.S. and Soviet Union, within 

which “each ‘adversary partner’ has seen the other as primarily responsible for the 

relationship which has had both objective and subjective features.”320  The U.S. hoped to 

maintain superiority that ensured its national security, and the Soviet Union saw this 

threat and worked to close the vulnerability gap, creating a threat to the U.S.  Under 

these conditions a debate emerged in the U.S. strategic community about what the role 

of nuclear weapons should be, namely to prevent a Soviet nuclear attack, or play a 

larger role in “political leverage and intimidation.”321  First strike options were included in 

Strategic Air Command (SAC) war plans.  The debate included whether the U.S. should 

strive for strategic superiority, with some actors concerned that strategic buildup would 

provoke Russia to respond by building up its strategic arsenal, while others reluctantly 

(or otherwise) argued that the U.S. could permit Russia to make a “decisive 

breakthrough.”322   

                                                 
318 Announced in a speech by Secretary of State John Foster Dulles in January 1945, “the United 
States would meet Soviet provocations not necessarily where they occurred but where the United 
States chose, based on its ‘deterrent of massive retaliatory power’.”  U.S. Department of State, 
Foreign Policy Under President Eisenhower, Office of the Historian, Undated.  Available at: 
https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory/short-history/eisenhower.  
319 Richard K. Betts, Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Balance, Brookings Institution, 1987.  p. 161. 
320 Ken Booth, U.S. Perceptions of Soviet Threat: Prudence and Paranoia, Chapter 4 in Carl G. 
Jacobson (Ed.), Strategic Power USA/USSR, London: MacMillan Press, Ltd., 1990, 68.  
321 Richard K. Betts, Nuclear Blackmail and Nuclear Balance, Brookings Institution, 1987, ix. 

Influential actors included civilian strategic analysts and military commanders, including SAC and 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff and their supporters in the executive branch. 
322 President Kennedy spoke about this in his concern for less security as a result of letting 
Russia have technological and numerical advantage.  Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, p. 217-
218.   

https://history.state.gov/departmenthistory/short-history/eisenhower
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Perceptions of vulnerability to Soviet pre-emption, particularly with the 

development of their ICBMs, led to the warfighting Flexible Response strategy.  This 

strategy combined the vulnerability to Soviet nuclear strike with “strategic and tactical 

nuclear superiority, greater conventional forces, and planning options for successfully 

fighting controlled nuclear and non-nuclear wars.”323  Fearing escalation, MAD emerged 

as a default strategy under Secretary McNamara in the mid-1960s, focusing on a secure 

second-strike for the purpose of deterring, rather than damage limitation, by threatening 

population and industrial centres rather than targeting the adversary’s forces.324  Yet, 

this capability of assured destruction required large stockpiles of warheads and delivery 

systems.  In spite of its focus on an assured second-strike, the Kennedy Administration 

maintained the option of pre-emption believing that “nuclear weapons could be made a 

rational instrument of policy.”325  This appears to actually be a continuation of the 

Massive Retaliation policy that began under President Eisenhower’s New Look,326 which 

expanded upon President Truman’s policy of preparing to use the nuclear threat in 

response to a number of crises that threatened U.S. interests abroad.327  In an effort to 

move away from targeting population centres (cities) towards a more credible option of 

targeting military infrastructure, the counterforce school began to take shape in the 

hopes of limiting the damage from large nuclear exchanges on countervalue targets, 

particularly if deterrence failed.  In this way, the Nixon and Carter Administrations 

elaborated on Flexible Response providing additional strategic war options with highly 

selective nuclear war plans.  In the late 1970s this included new theatre nuclear 

capabilities and better conventional forces,328 clearly focussed on warfighting 

counterforce targeting and deterrence by denial.  This strategy gave rise to offensively-

oriented nuclear forces with greater precision and smaller yields in order to limit damage.  

As discussed in chapter 3 on indicators of offensive and defensive systems, smaller 

                                                 
323 Patrick M. Morgan, The US Approach to Deterrence, Chapter 9 in Carl G. Jacobson (Ed.), 
Strategic Power USA/USSR, London: MacMillan Press, Ltd., 1990, p. 134. 
324 Gaddis, Containment, 218. 
325 Ibid., 219.  Betts, Nuclear Balance, 161.  Fred Kaplan, “JFK’s First Strike Plan,” The Atlantic 
(Oct. 2001): https://www.theatlantic.com/magzine/archive/2001/10/jfks-first-strike-plan/376432/.  
326 Announced by Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, this strategy allowed for the U.S. to 
reduce the costs of building up a conventional force to rival that of the USSR in Europe, rather to 
rely on its nuclear forces to deter aggressive Soviet military activity. 
327 Betts, Nuclear Blackmail, 7. 
328 Morgan, US Approaches, 134. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magzine/archive/2001/10/jfks-first-strike-plan/376432/
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yield precision weapons suggest usability and offensively-oriented forces are viewed as 

first-strike capabilities and effective tools of coercion.   

Betts argues that the U.S. used nuclear coercion as a foreign policy tool (a.k.a. 

nuclear diplomacy) since the early period of the Cold War.329 Indeed, Keir A. Lieber 

argues that “the precise role of nuclear weapons in U.S. strategy was undefined in the 

years immediately after the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but for U.S. leaders the 

primary objective was to maintain America’s nuclear superiority.”330  In the late 1940s 

(and 1961), the U.S. even considered  preventive nuclear strike against the Soviet Union 

in order to preserve its nuclear monopoly.331 Lieber points out that such monopoly not 

only deterred Soviet aggression, but also allowed the U.S. greater freedom of 

maneuverability; this advantage ended with the first Soviet nuclear test in August 

1949.332  President Eisenhower expanded upon using the threat of preventive war and 

atomic diplomacy in dealing with the Korean conflict and China.333  The Massive 

Retaliation nuclear policy was actually massive pre-emption, in which the Eisenhower 

Administration highlighted the necessity of being able to strike first in response to 

warning of Soviet aggression.334   

The coercive role of nuclear weapons with the U.S. threatening first strike against 

the Soviet Union remained an option and sustained U.S. interest in nuclear superiority.  

The U.S. competed with the Soviet Union to maintain superiority, particularly after 

concerns of a missile gap,335 in light of the Soviet strategy of “massive nuclear 

                                                 
329 Betts refers to nuclear “blackmail” as “coercion by the threat of punishment or to compel action 
by the opponent.” Betts, p. 5. 
330 Kier Lieber, War and the Engineers: The Primacy of Politics over Technology, Cornell 
University Press, 2005. p. 134. 
331 Ibid., 134. 
332 Ibid., 135. 
333 Ibid., 137. 
334 Ibid., 138.  Alexey Arbotov also argues that in the “1940s and 1950s, the United States 
considered atomic and hydrogen bombs dropped from aircraft as the ultimate means to destroy 
the enemy’s armed forces and industrial-urban assets if the Soviet Union or China were to attack 
U.S. allies in Europe or Asia.”  Alexey Arbatov, “The Hidden Side of the U.S.-Russian Strategic 
Confrontation,” Arms Control Association (Sept. 2016): 
https://www.armscontrol.org/ACT/2016_09/Features/The-Hidden-Side-of-the-US-Russian-
Strategic-Confrontation. 
335 It has been suggested that the missile gap was not a strategic reality, but rather a political tool 
employed by Kennedy’s Democrats in order to defeat Nixon in the 1960 elections.  The reality 

https://www.armscontrol.org/ACT/2016_09/Features/The-Hidden-Side-of-the-US-Russian-Strategic-Confrontation
https://www.armscontrol.org/ACT/2016_09/Features/The-Hidden-Side-of-the-US-Russian-Strategic-Confrontation
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blackmail,” which Western analysts viewed as an offensive rather than defensive 

orientation.336  Perceptions between the U.S. and USSR regarding the nature of the 

threat led to an arms race because the methods one side took with its arsenal to defend 

its national security, were often perceived by the other as offensive.  This insecurity-

inducing competition occupied the thinking of the U.S. strategic culture,337 in which “the 

belief systems ... have sustained an enduring consensus about national security.”338 

Belief systems influencing the doctrine for the role of nuclear weapons in national 

security policy tended to be dictated by those influential actors in the Pentagon, namely 

the Joint Chiefs and commanders at SAC (the later STRATCOM).  These actors had a 

monopoly on the direction of nuclear targeting strategies, particularly the counterforce 

approach that emerged during the Kennedy years (i.e. flexible response) and continued 

through the Carter years (countervailing strategy).  U.S. interests in maintaining a 

strategic advantage extended into the 1980s under President Reagan’s Strategic 

Defence Initiative (SDI).  The concept involved maintaining a strong nuclear arsenal, 

supplemented with national ballistic missile defence and air defence that would provide 

continental security from a Soviet nuclear strike.  This was a defensive posture from the 

American perspective, but had the ability to render Soviet nuclear forces useless (if SDI 

had been effective). 

Throughout the Cold War, the U.S. deterrent adjusted in accordance with 

developments in Soviet offensive capabilities, reflected in target sets,339 which for 

credible counterforce options, required more warhead numbers and delivery capabilities.  

It has been highlighted that the U.S. sense of vulnerability to its adversary’s 

                                                 
was that U-2 flights had found that the Soviets had not in fact built any significant number of 
ICBMs to create a gap – a fact that Washington was well aware of at the time.  James Fergusson, 
University of Manitoba, 19 December 2017.  Douglas Ross, Simon Fraser University, 20 
December 2017. 
336 Betts, Nuclear Balance, 5. 
337 Strategic culture has been defined as “that set of shared beliefs, assumptions, and modes of 
behaviour, derived from common experiences and accepted narratives (both oral and written), 
that shape collective identity and relationships to other groups, and which determine appropriate 
ends and means for achieving security objectives.”  Thomas G. Mahnken, United States Strategic 
Culture, Report prepared for the Defense Threat Reduction Agency, Advanced Systems and 
Concepts Office, Comparative Strategic Cultures Curriculum, 13 Nov. 2006. p. 4.  Available at: 
http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/dtra/mahnken_strat_culture.pdf.  
338 Janne Nolan, Elusive Consensus, 3. 
339 Nolan, Elusive Consensus, 21. 

http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/dtra/mahnken_strat_culture.pdf
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technological advantages drove modernization programs throughout the Cold War.340  

Fear of a Soviet surprise attack encouraged technological developments in the U.S 

arsenal, in all three legs of the triad, maintained at high readiness and targeted towards 

military forces and installations,341 to offset any Soviet advantage.   

After the Cold War, the U.S.-Soviet rivalry dissolved for the most part and the 

nuclear powers formally agreed on reducing nuclear forces through the Strategic Arms 

Reduction Treaty (START I) in 1992.342   Nevertheless, changes toward “adaptive 

targeting”343 were pursued with the newly created STRATCOM (SAC was abolished in 

1991), to accommodate the new kinds of threats posed by the post-Cold War global 

strategic environment.344 A second treaty (START II) was also signed in the early 1990s, 

focussing on restricting the MIRVing of ICBMs, and further demonstrated that bilateral 

cooperation on arms control required conditions of reduced tensions between (former) 

state rivals.  However, START III negotiations ended when the George W. Bush 

Administration withdrew from the 1972 ABM Treaty to pursue national missile defences 

and the New Triad, which China and Russia perceived as a threatening move to their 

respective nuclear deterrents.  The New Triad was proposed in the 2001 NPR in order to 

maintain U.S. superiority and influence, which arms controllers argued was increasingly 

destabilizing.  At the end of the Cold War the United States enjoyed unilateral global 

power projection through its superior military without any peer challengers.345  

Nevertheless, the U.S. and Russia did in fact pursue the Strategic Offensive Reductions 

Treaty in May 2002 (also known as the Moscow Treaty), which required reductions in 

                                                 
340 Nolan identifies the following periods of U.S. perceptions of relative inferiority to Soviet nuclear 
developments during the Cold War:  The “bomber gap” and “missile gap” during the 1950s and 
1960s, and threats of a disarming attack against land-based missiles (a.k.a. the “window of 
vulnerability”) in the late 1970s and early 1980s.  Ibid., 22. 
341 Nolan, Elusive Consensus, 22. 
342 May 1992 in Lisbon.  START talks had begun under President Reagan in the early 1980s, and 
gained traction under President Bush I and President Gorbachev. 
343 This targeting plan “allowed for rapid and flexible retargeting of ‘spontaneous threats which are 
more likely to emerge in a new international environment unconstrained by the Super Power 
stand-off.’” Nolan, p. 31.  Quoted from Hans Kristensen, “Targets of Opportunity: How Nuclear 
Planners Found New Targets for Old Weapons,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, Vol. 53 (Sept-
Oct. 1997): 22-28. 
344 Nolan, Elusive Consensus, 31. 
345 Although new security challenges of the 1990s included the rise of non-state actors, 
transnational threats, civil wars, WMD, and rogue states.  
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deployed strategic forces to 1700-2200 warheads.346  Both nations were receptive to this 

initiative, but Russia was keen on reductions that allowed both states to maintain parity 

and predictability.  The initiative was agreed, however, SORT “does not specify which 

warheads are to be reduced or how reductions should be made.”347  The vagueness of 

this approach clearly had long-term implications, particularly in the U.S. modernization of 

its strategic forces. In addition, the treaty provides the option for withdrawing from the 

treaty with three months’ notice and without requiring justification for the withdrawal. 

The Obama Administration, although dedicated to nuclear arms reductions 

through the New START bilateral treaty with Russia (and disarmament under the Prague 

Agenda), continued the modernization of the nuclear triad through upgrading outdated 

systems and adding conventional alternatives that continue to serve the deterrence by 

denial role of the arsenal.  The Trump Administration is continuing with modernizing the 

strategic arsenal stating incorrectly that U.S. capabilities are far behind those of 

Russia.348  Although President Trump clearly demonstrates ignorance about the legs of 

the triad, as President elect and as President he has made provocative statements to 

“strengthen and expand” America’s nuclear forces.  These statements have been in 

response to statements from Russian leadership asserting its intention to strengthen its 

nuclear arsenal to be able to penetrate missile defences.349  These statements reinforce 

                                                 
346 United States Department of State, Treaty Between the United States of America and the 
Russian Federation On Strategic Offensive Reductions (The Moscow Treaty), Bureau of 
International Security and Nonproliferation, 24 May 2002: https://www.state.gov/t/isn/10527.htm.  
347 Daryl Kimball, “The Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT) At a Glance,” Arms Control 
Association, September 2006: https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/sort-glance.  
348 “Though Trump’s claim that the U.S. ‘has fallen way behind’ in terms of nuclear modernization 
doesn’t hold up under scrutiny, he is correct that Russia is further along in its upgrade program 
than the U.S.”  Lara Seligman, Aviation Week – Ares, 10 October 2016.  Available at: 
http://aviationweek.com/blog/opinion-why-trump-wrong-us-nuclear-modernization.  
349 Michael D. Shear and James Glanz, “Trump Says the U.S. Should Expand Its Nuclear 
Capacity,” New York Times, 22 December 2016.  Available at: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/22/us/politics/trump-says-us-should-expand-its-nuclear-
capability.html.  Trump stated “let it be an arms race. We will outmatch them at every pass and 
outlast them all.”  Paul McLeary, “Putin and Trump Talk Up Need for More Nuclear Weapons,” 
Foreign Policy, 22 December 2016.  Available at: http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/12/22/putin-and-
trump-talk-up-need-for-more-nuclear-weapons/.   President Trump denied ABC News’ report that 
he called for a “tenfold increase” in the U.S. nuclear arsenal during a national security meeting in 
July 2017.  He claims this report was Fake News.  Miriam Khan and Luis Martinez, “Trump 
Denies Calling for Increase in Nuclear Weapons, ABC News, 11 October 2017.  Available at: 
http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/trump-denies-calling-increase-nuclear-
weapons/story?id=50421509.  

https://www.state.gov/t/isn/10527.htm
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/sort-glance
http://aviationweek.com/blog/opinion-why-trump-wrong-us-nuclear-modernization
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/22/us/politics/trump-says-us-should-expand-its-nuclear-capability.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/22/us/politics/trump-says-us-should-expand-its-nuclear-capability.html
http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/12/22/putin-and-trump-talk-up-need-for-more-nuclear-weapons/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/12/22/putin-and-trump-talk-up-need-for-more-nuclear-weapons/
http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/trump-denies-calling-increase-nuclear-weapons/story?id=50421509
http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/trump-denies-calling-increase-nuclear-weapons/story?id=50421509
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the ambiguity of former President Obama’s Prague Agenda and New START, combined 

with the modernization of U.S. nuclear forces for conventional and nuclear counterforce 

roles.  

Nolan states that the debate surrounding the role of nuclear weapons in the post-

Cold War period, can still be applied to the current era in which we are seeing both 

reductions in warhead numbers, while modernization programs maintain and expand the 

counterforce posture with new offensive and defensive technologies with conventional 

options.  The roles for these weapons continue to involve the U.S interest in  

… deterring past adversaries, including Russia and China, for extending deterrence 
to long-standing allies in Europe and Asia, for projecting deterrence globally against 
states well beyond traditional security perimeters, and increasingly, for dissuading or 
coercing states from acquiring or using nuclear, chemical, or biological weapons.350 
 

The U.S. had (and maintains today) spheres of influence that it perceived a need 

to defend through nuclear threats.  Europe was one of these regions, as was East Asia.  

The Western Hemisphere was another, particularly North America.  Extended 

deterrence and continental missile defences continue to be prioritized as part of the U.S. 

policy to maintain hemispheric security and global power projection.  The challenge with 

these approaches is that traditional adversaries, such as Russia or China, tend to view 

these actions as aggressive, threatening to their national security.   

This discussion indicates that U.S. strategic thinking about the role of nuclear 

weapons in its national security strategy and foreign policy is twofold: 1) the U.S. must 

remain superior to its adversaries in order to feel secure.  However, this superiority is 

constantly driven by its perception of vulnerability to threats posed by traditional strategic 

rivals, nuclear-armed rogue states, and transnational actors threatening to use WMD 

against the U.S. and its allies; 2) nuclear weapons provide a valuable tool of coercion, as 

long as the U.S. holds an advantage.  This coercive power is related to its interest in 

enhancing national security through the threat of pre-emption against threats to the U.S. 

homeland, or allies and partners in key strategic areas, such as Europe and the Asia 

Pacific.  

                                                 
350 Nolan, Elusive Consensus, 5. 
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Challenges in the Current Context 

As described in the previous section, relations between the former Cold War 

rivals have been characterized by insecurity generated by perceptions of threat and 

vulnerability that each state’s nuclear forces pose to one another.  This created a 

spiraling strategic rivalry that waxed and waned in intensity, between times of détente 

and times of competition and even brinkmanship.  At times tensions were sufficiently 

relaxed to allow both nations to negotiate on arms control, such as during detente in the 

1970s when the U.S. and USSR were able to engage in the Strategic Arms Limitation 

Talks (SALT) I and II, and sign the ABM Treaty; and after the Cold War ended the U.S. 

and USSR were able to agree on the first Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty in 1991.  At 

other times tensions increased to the point that negotiations on arms control were 

halted, such as the SALT II negotiations which ended when the USSR invaded 

Afghanistan in 1979, and in 2002 when the Bush Administration’s withdrawal from the 

ABM Treaty led Russia to withdraw from START II.   

Positive progress in relations between the U.S. and Russia back in 2009 and 

2010 have since been derailed by the crisis in Ukraine that seems to pit NATO support 

of Ukrainian forces against Russian-backed separatists.  Prior to these conditions, the 

U.S. pursued a “reset” policy with Russia, which included President Obama’s Prague 

Agenda in 2009 describing the goal of a world without nuclear weapons, and the New 

START351 agreement in 2010.  The U.S. return to engaging Russia on strategic issues, 

such as bilateral arms control and missile defence, received a positive reception from 

Russia, which led to both states’ ratification of New START in 2010 (U.S.) and 2011 

(Russia).352  This process built confidence and cooperation that eased tensions between 

the (former) rivals, with the potential for further nuclear arms reductions that could have 

led to a shift in nuclear doctrine towards minimum deterrence.  However, renewed 

                                                 
351 NTI, Treaty between The United States of America and the Russian Federation on Measures 
for the Further Reduction and Limitation of Strategic Offensive Arms (New START), 1.   
http://www.nti.org/treaties-and-regimes/treaty-between-the-united-states-of-america-and-the-
russian-federation-on-measures-for-the-further-reduction-and-limitation-of-strategic-offensive-
arms/. 
352 Tom Collina, New START at a Glance, Arms Control Association (Aug 2012).  
http://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/NewSTART.   

Although the Russian unilateral statement at the end of negotiations threatened withdrawal if 
American missile defence plans went ahead in Europe and elsewhere. 

http://www.nti.org/treaties-and-regimes/treaty-between-the-united-states-of-america-and-the-russian-federation-on-measures-for-the-further-reduction-and-limitation-of-strategic-offensive-arms/
http://www.nti.org/treaties-and-regimes/treaty-between-the-united-states-of-america-and-the-russian-federation-on-measures-for-the-further-reduction-and-limitation-of-strategic-offensive-arms/
http://www.nti.org/treaties-and-regimes/treaty-between-the-united-states-of-america-and-the-russian-federation-on-measures-for-the-further-reduction-and-limitation-of-strategic-offensive-arms/
http://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/NewSTART
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tensions as a result of Aegis BMD deployments in Eastern European NATO member 

states,353 NATO enlargement,354 and Russia’s annexation of the Crimean peninsula and 

the standoff in eastern Ukraine,355 has seen Russia taking more aggressive action in the 

deployment of strategic and tactical nuclear forces to counter the U.S./NATO threat to its 

interests and influence in the region.356  This includes Russia’s deployment of weapons 

systems in Kaliningrad that may violate the INF Treaty.  Russia has also engaged in 

hybrid warfare – involving information operations (propaganda), cyber attacks, and 

covert action – in the eastern (Russian) regions of the Baltic states.  Finally, in October 

2016, Russia withdrew from the Fissile Material Treaty, possibly setting the stage for 

future withdrawals from arms control agreements.  In spite of the goal of reductions 

under New START, the U.S. continues with the sustainment and modernization of its 

nuclear triad with the development of new offensive technologies oriented toward the 

continuation of its counterforce nuclear posture, which Russia perceives as increasingly 

threatening.  This is the context within which deteriorating strategic relations have 

created conditions of intense nuclear competition.  

U.S. Nuclear Deterrence Systems   

The data sources for U.S. nuclear deterrence systems are unofficial analysts’ 

estimates and assessments,357 based on what is known about the capabilities 

comprising legs of the triad.  The reason such secondary sources are used for this data 

is that actual details of capabilities are classified for national security reasons;358 

                                                 
353 NATO Ballistic Missile Defence installations (Aegis at sea and ashore – Romania, Poland, 
Germany, and Spain). 
354 Russia was particularly bothered by the Baltic states joining NATO and the more recent 
membership of Montenegro. 
355 Russian aggression in eastern Ukraine (Lukhansk and Donetsk) following the annexation of 
Crimea. 
356 These include Russian accusations of CIA covert activity in Ukraine to overthrow Viktor 
Yanokovych. 
357 Most of the data on U.S. nuclear deterrence systems compiled by experts at Federation of 
American Scientists, who make estimates from limited publicly available data provided by the 
Department of Defense and Department of Energy. 
358 According to Kristensen and Norris: The exact number of nuclear weapons in each country’s 
possession is a closely held national secret. Despite this limitation, however, publicly available 
information, careful analysis of historical records, and occasional leaks make it possible to make 
best estimates about the size and composition of the national nuclear weapon stockpiles.  Hans 
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however, arms control treaties and official reports to Congress provide a great deal of 

statistics that may have been used for estimates and assessments.  Under current 

conditions of strategic competition the U.S. would not see an advantage for its 

adversaries and other competitors to know exactly the numbers, technologies, and 

deployments of its offensive and defensive capabilities.359  The following discussion of 

U.S. nuclear deterrence systems is focussed on current and planned capabilities as part 

of the modernization of the nuclear arsenal that indicate an offensive or defensive 

orientation.   

Lieber and Press argued over ten years ago that since the end of the Cold War, 

America’s strategic forces have been reduced, but have also become more lethal.360  

The U.S. strategic force has three legs: land-based ICBMs, submarine-launched ballistic 

missiles, and aerial long-range bomber capability, in addition to limited ballistic missile 

defence (deployed in Alaska and California), an air defence system involving 

interceptors and early warning, and innovations involving cruise missiles, advanced 

strike capabilities with conventional options, and enhanced ISR.   

Land-Based Nuclear Systems 

The modernization program includes reducing, replacing, and upgrading the 

land-based leg of the triad.  The implementation of New START has seen reductions in 

ICBMs, involving the removal of 50 excess Minuteman III (LGM-30) ICBMs from their 

silos, although these silos will not be destroyed, but kept ready to reload the missiles if 

conditions require it.  Part of the upgrades to the land-based ICBMs is the redesigning of 

warheads for interoperability.  The planned models are IW-1 or W78/W88-1 

interoperable nuclear warheads for use in the Mk21 ICBMs (and Mk5 SLBM) aeroshells, 

“with adaptable non-nuclear components.”  This program is to start in 2020 and be ready 

                                                 
M. Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, Status of World Nuclear Forces, Federation of American 
Scientists, April 4, 2017.  https://fas.org/issues/nuclear-weapons/status-world-nuclear-forces/.  
359 Unless its force employment is strictly defensive and its interest is to communicate benign 
intentions. 
360 Lieber and Press, 2006, 13-14.  

https://fas.org/issues/nuclear-weapons/status-world-nuclear-forces/
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for delivery by 2030.  The other modified warhead is the IW-2, which combines the W87 

and W88 (to be ready by 2034), and the IW-3 – a modified version of the W76-1.361  

Although the 1960s era Minuteman III ICBMs have been undergoing upgrades by 

installing them with warheads and advanced re-entry vehicles from the dismantled MX 

Peacekeeper, in addition to upgraded guidance systems, the Minuteman IIIs are to be 

replaced with the new Ground-Based Strategic Deterrent (GBSD) program.362  Also 

known as Milestone A, this new program plans to acquire 666 missiles of which 400 

would be deployed and the rest would be retained.  This upgrade program is to enhance 

flexibility and adaptability through 2075.  With a greater intercontinental range than the 

Minuteman III the GBSD will use the Mk12A and Mk21 re-entry vehicles with new fuzes 

to enhance targeting.  The warheads will have MIRV options.363  With greater accuracy 

and range this weapon improves upon the current ICBM capabilities – both are designed 

for counterforce with yields in the kiloton range.   

In January 2003 the Global Strike responsibility given to Strategic Command 

required the development of capabilities within the New Triad that could carry out pre-

emptive strike options against WMD proliferators.364  The planned Global Strike 

capability involved delivering “rapid, extended-range, precision kinetic (nuclear and 

conventional) and non-kinetic (elements of space and information operations) effects in 

support of theatre and national objectives.”365  This project has been revised to 

Conventional Prompt Global Strike.  This program involves developing a conventional 

precision strike capability, which is an advanced hypersonic weapon with the capability 

to reach any target in the world in one hour.  The reductions of nuclear warheads to 

                                                 
361 Hans Kristensen and Robert Norris, “United States Nuclear Forces, 2017,” Bulletin of the 
Atomic Scientists, Vol. 73, No. 1, (2017), 50.  Amy F. Woolf, U.S. Strategic Nuclear Forces: 
Background, Developments, and Issues, CRS Report for Congress, 7-5700, RL33640 (May 15, 
2014).  http://fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/RL33640.pdf.  
362 James Drew, “Minuteman III Replacement Moves Forward With Pentagon’s Blessing,” 
Aviation Week & Space Technology, 6 September 2016.  
http://aviationweek.com/defense/minuteman-iii-replacement-moves-forward-pentagon-s-blessing.  
363 Kristensen and Norris, US Nuclear Forces 2017, 51.  Kingston Reif, “Air Force Drafts Plan for 
Follow-on ICBM, Arms Control Today, Arms Control Association, 8 July 2015.   
https://www.armscontrol.org/ACT/2015_0708/News/Air-Force-Drafts-Plan-for-Follow-on-ICBM.  
364 Kristensen equates Global Strike with the New Triad.  Ibid., 15. 
365 U.S. White House, Unified Command Plan, April 30, 2002, p. 13.  Kristensen, Counter-
Proliferation, p. 16, and endnote 6, p. 30. 

http://fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/RL33640.pdf
http://aviationweek.com/defense/minuteman-iii-replacement-moves-forward-pentagon-s-blessing
https://www.armscontrol.org/ACT/2015_0708/News/Air-Force-Drafts-Plan-for-Follow-on-ICBM
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meet New START are being supplemented with such conventional options which are 

challenging in terms of increasing stability through arms control while continuing to carry 

out the counterforce mission. In addition, one of the challenges identified with CPGS is 

that adversaries might misinterpret the launch of this weapon as a nuclear strike.366 

Acton has identified the challenge that this weapon could risk escalation in a crisis.  Four 

possible missions have been considered for this weapon: counter-nuclear strikes 

(deterrence by denial), counter-anti-satellite (ASAT) capabilities, defence-suppression (a 

counter to A2/AD that threaten U.S. movement into and within combat zones), and 

counterterrorism (HVTs367 and disruption).368  This weapon therefore has tactical and 

strategic roles.  CPGS has fallen behind Russia and China as they have been moving to 

develop hypersonic weapons in response to the Global Strike and CPGS planned 

programs.369   

Table 4: Land-Based Systems 
System   Upgrades   Comments 

Minuteman III ICBM 
(LGM-30) 
-long-range, solid-fuel 
(powered by three 
solid-fuel rocket 
engines), three-stage 
ICBM 
-capable of carrying 
single or multiple 
nuclear warheads 
-range of over 6000 
miles; speed of 24000 
km/h 
-advanced target 
accuracy 

2015 Minuteman III life 
extension involved 
replacement of guidance 
system, reproduction of 
solid propellent rocket 
motors, replacement of 
back-up power systems, 
repairs to launch facilities  
-enhanced 
communication and C2 
infrastructure373 
-upgrades involve 
“refurbishing the arming, 
fuzing, and firing 
component on Mk12A 

MIRVed warheads for 
Minuteman IIIs reduced 
to single warheads under 
START II376 

                                                 
366 Amy F. Woolf, Conventional Prompt Global Strike and Long-Range Ballistic Missiles: 
Background and Issues, CRS Report 7-5700, R41464, 7 July 2017. p. 1, 34-35.   
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/R41464.pdf. 
367 High Value Targets. 
368 James M. Acton, Prompt Global Strike: American and Foreign Developments, Testimony, 
House Armed Subcommittee on Strategic Forces, 8 December 2015.  Available at Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace:  http://carnegieendowment.org/2015/12/08/prompt-global-
strike-american-and-foreign-developments-pub-62212.   
369 Russia has tested 3-4 hypersonic glider capabilities since 2011. 
373 Airforce Technology, “LGM-30.” 
376 Ibid. 

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/R41464.pdf
http://carnegieendowment.org/2015/12/08/prompt-global-strike-american-and-foreign-developments-pub-62212
http://carnegieendowment.org/2015/12/08/prompt-global-strike-american-and-foreign-developments-pub-62212
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Payload: Mark 12 re-
entry system – 
payload mounting 
system, penetration 
aids, 3 re-entry 
vehicles, aerodynamic 
shroud shielding re-
entry vehicles in early 
phases 
-carries 2 types of 
warheads: 335 Kt 
W78 carried in Mk12A 
re-entry vehicle; and 
300 Kt W87 warhead 
carried in Mk21 RV370  
-400 BMs placed in 
hardened silos (80ft 
deep and 12ft 
diameter) – 
connected to 
underground launch 
control centre through 
hardened cable 
system371 - silos 
controlled by 5 
launch-control centres 
-50 BMs kept ready in 
storage 
-est. 800 warheads 
available; but 400 
deployed372 

and Mk21 RVs” and 
“enhance targeting 
effectiveness of the 
warheads.” 374 
-ICBM C2 upgrades from 
part of MILSTAR satellite 
constellation to new 
Advanced Extremely 
High Frequency satellites 
– expands capability, 
enhances operator 
control, increases 
“emergency-action-
message transfer” 375 
 
Minuteman III to be 
upgraded with next 
generation Ground 
Based Strategic 
Deterrent in 2028 -2035. 

Ground-Based 
Strategic Deterrent 
-use Mk12A and 
Mk21 warheads – to 
carry new 
interoperable vehicle 
IW-1, capable for 
MIRVing 

  

                                                 
370 Kristensen and Norris, US Nuclear Forces 2017, 51. 
371 “Boeing LGM-30 Minuteman III ICBM, United States of America,” Airforce Technology, 2017.  
Available at: http://www.airforce-technology.com/projects/boeing-lgm-30-minuteman-iii-icbm/.  
372 Kristensen and Norris, US Nuclear Forces 2017, 51. 
374 Kristensen and Norris, US Nuclear Forces 2017, 51. 

 
375 Ibid.  

http://www.airforce-technology.com/projects/boeing-lgm-30-minuteman-iii-icbm/


124 

-new fuze for 
enhanced targeting377 
Conventional Prompt 
Global Strike (CPGS) 
-advanced hypersonic 
boost-glide delivery 
vehicle 
-payload: 
conventional warhead 
-can be launched 
from multiple 
platforms 
-long-range strike at 
high speeds to reach 
any location in the 
world, including deep 
inside enemy 
territory378  

 Some have described 
this capability as more of 
a “niche” than a 
substitute for nuclear 
weapons – particularly in 
selection of critical 
targets, such as HVTs or 
fleeting targets during a 
crisis379 
 
Flight tests are planned 
for 2017 and 2019. 380 
 
Weapons only usable in 
conjunction with enabling 
capabilities: C2; ISR; and 
battle damage 
assessment 
 

Sea-Based Deterrent   

Ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs) comprise what can be argued to be one of 

the most important nuclear strategic leg ensuring a survivable second-strike.  Its stealth 

and depth are intended to conceal its location, with the capability to launch an ICBM 

(submarine launched ballistic missile – SLBM) against its target.  This platform is 

defence-dominant; although like strategic bombers, the SSBN can be used for 

counterforce or countervalue first strike.  Fast attack or hunter-killer submarines 

(nuclear-powered SSNs or diesel-electric SSKs) are designed for anti-submarine 

warfare, to seek and destroy the adversary’s SSBNs.  These are offensive counterforce 

capabilities with the objective of eliminating the other’s sea-based second-strike 

platform.  U.S. naval capabilities, including undersea assets, are second-to none and it 

                                                 
377 Ibid. 
378 Woolf, CPGS, p. 19. 
379 Amy F. Woolf, Conventional Prompt Global Strike and Long-Range Ballistic Missiles: 
Background and Issues, CRS Report 7-5700, R41464, 7 July 2017. p. 1.  Available at: 
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/R41464.pdf.  
380 Woolf, CPGS, p. 2-3. 

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/R41464.pdf
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demonstrates superiority in this domain, even as Russia attempts to close the gap with 

its next generation Borei class SSBNs. 

The U.S. Navy operates 14 Ohio class SSBNs – 8 in the Pacific and 6 in the 

Atlantic – each capable of carrying 24 Trident II (D-5) SLBMs.381  Four of the 24 launch 

tubes are being closed, so that each submarine will carry only 20 missiles.  The goal is 

that by 2018 there will be 240 SLBMs deployed at any one time.382  Improvements to the 

SSBN force involves improving the accuracy (with GPS receivers) and magnitude of its 

Trident II (D-5) SLBM against hardened targets, such as missile silos. The Navy is also 

equipping its MC4700 SLBMs (with W76-1/Mk4A warheads) with a super-fuze device 

that makes them more lethal, because of their ability to evade Russia’s early warning 

system, their super-accuracy, and greater capability to penetrate hardened targets 

(particularly Russia’s ICBM silos).  This is considered a first-strike capability, deployed 

for deterrence by denial, and is considered to be “deeply destabilizing.”383  

The U.S. is developing 12 new SSBN-X submarines equipped with 16 missile 

tubes to replace the Ohio fleet in 2031.  This is the Columbia-class SSBN which will 

carry the upgraded version of the Trident II D-5 SLBM – the D5LE.  This project is to 

start in 2017 and the first ship is expected by 2021.384  This new submarine is the 

American response to Russia’s new Borei-class SSBN outfitted with the 6 warhead 

RSM-6 Bulava SLBNs. 

The U.S. deploys SSNs in multiple blue water maritime environments around the 

world as part of ASW, deterrence, intelligence gathering, special forces insertion, 

research and development.  There are three SSN classes that the US Navy operates:  1) 

                                                 
381 Woolf reports 9 Ohio class SSBNs operating in the Pacific, with 4 operating in the Atlantic. 
382 Kristensen and Norris, US Nuclear Forces, 2014, 91. 
383 Kristensen, et al. suggest that Russia will likely view this capability as “as even more 
threatening because Russia does not have a functioning space-based infrared early warning 
system but relies primarily on ground-based early warning radars to detect a US missile attack. 
Since these radars cannot see over the horizon, Russia has less than half as much early-warning 
time as the United States.”  Hans M. Kristensen, Matthew McKinzie, Theodore A. Postol, “How 
US nuclear force modernization is undermining strategic stability: The burst-height compensating 
super-fuze,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, March 1, 2017.  Web.  Available at: 
http://thebulletin.org/how-us-nuclear-force-modernization-undermining-strategic-stability-burst-
height-compensating-super10578.  
384 Lara Seligman, Why Trump is Wrong on U.S. Nuclear Modernization. 

http://thebulletin.org/how-us-nuclear-force-modernization-undermining-strategic-stability-burst-height-compensating-super10578
http://thebulletin.org/how-us-nuclear-force-modernization-undermining-strategic-stability-burst-height-compensating-super10578
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40/42385 Los Angeles Class (SSN 688), equipped with Tomahawk cruise missiles; 2) 3 

Seawolf Class (SSN 21), multipurpose SSN; and 3) 9 Virginia Class (SSN 774) next 

generation fast attack submarine.386   Los Angeles Class SSNs operate in the Arctic as 

part of exercises (ICEX), practicing ASW missions, involve transits, surfacing, data 

collection.387   

Modernization of the triad, particularly the maritime component involving new 

SSBNS and upgrading SSNs, is stated as key to the U.S. Third Offset Strategy in 

countering A2/AD in the Asia Pacific,388 in addition to the maritime domain of Northern 

and Eastern Europe (and the Mediterranean) where Russia has pursued A2/AD.  These 

modernizations provide for the projection of American sea power, which its adversaries 

find provocative.   

Table 5: Sea-Based Nuclear Deterrent 

System   Upgrades   Comments 
Ohio class SSBNs 
-also known as Trident 
missile submarines 
because they carry 
Trident II D5 SLBMs 
(UGM-133) – each 
capable of up to 8 
nuclear warheads (but 
normally carries 4-5 
-warhead types: 100 kt 
W76-0 – replaced by 100 
kt W76-1 and 455 kt 
W88 
-Mk4A re-entry carrying 
warheads 

To be replaced by the new 
SSBN-X Columbia-class 
SSBN with Trident II D5LE 
 
Upgrades to accuracy 
(with GPS receivers), 
flexibility, and magnitude 
of its Trident II (D-5) SLBM 
against hardened targets 
-life-extension to D-5s – 
program D5LE 
 
-Mk4A vehicle upgraded 
with new fuzing and firing 
to enhance targeting  
 
 

New fuzes considered 
destabilizing because 
they can allow BMs to 
defeat missile 
defences, give them 
greater accuracy, and 
greater penetration of 
hardened targets 

                                                 
385 Different sources report different numbers. 
386 Chief of Information, US Navy, “Attack Submarines: SSN,” Department of the US Navy, 27 
April 2017.  http://www.navy.mil/navydata/fact_display.asp?cid=4100&ct=4&tid=100.  
387 Commander, Submarine Forces Public Affairs, “Navy Submarines Arrive in Arctic for Ice 
Exercise 2016,” PACOM News, 15 March 2016.   
http://www.pacom.mil/Media/News/Article/694476/navy-submarines-arrive-in-arctic-for-ice-
exercise-2016/.  
388 Rear Admiral W. J. Holland Jr. (US Navy Retired), “Submarines: Key to the Offset Strategy,” 
U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings Magazine, Vol. 141/6/1, June 2015.   
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2015-06/submarines-key-offset-strategy.  

http://www.navy.mil/navydata/fact_display.asp?cid=4100&ct=4&tid=100
http://www.pacom.mil/Media/News/Article/694476/navy-submarines-arrive-in-arctic-for-ice-exercise-2016/
http://www.pacom.mil/Media/News/Article/694476/navy-submarines-arrive-in-arctic-for-ice-exercise-2016/
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2015-06/submarines-key-offset-strategy
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New SSBN-X Columbia 
class SSBN 
-Trident II D5LE SLBN 
-16 missile launch tubes 

  

Los Angeles Class (SSN 
688-773) 
-designed for ASW 
-12 vertical launch tubes 
to fire Tomahawk land-
attack cruise missiles 
Speed: 25+ knots (28+ 
miles per hour, 46.3 
+kph) 389 

Likely to be replaced by 
Virginia Class SSNs 

 

Seawolf Class (SSN 21-
23) 
-designed to hunt Soviet 
SSBNs 
-extremely stealthy 
-advanced sensors  
-8 torpedo tubes (not 
vertical launch) – 
Tomahawk missiles, 
Mk48 torpedoes 
Speed: 25+ knots (28+ 
miles per hour, 46.3+ 
kph) 390 
-multi-mission platform 

  

Virginia Class (SSN 774-
801) 
-next generation SSN 
-designed for littoral 
operations; SOF support  
Payload: Tomahawk 
missiles, 12 vertical 
launch tubes (SSNs 774-
783), or two VPTs (SSNs 
784 and beyond); MK48 
ADCAP torpedoes, four 
torpedo tubes 
-carries unmanned 
undersea vehicles and 
special forces delivery 
vehicles 

5 more Virginia class SSN 
to be added to the fleet392 

 

                                                 
389 Chief of Information, US Navy, “Attack Submarines: SSN,” Department of the US Navy, 27 
April 2017.  http://www.navy.mil/navydata/fact_display.asp?cid=4100&ct=4&tid=100.  
390 US Navy, “Attack Submarines: SSN.”  
392 Nuclear Threat Initiative, United States Submarine Capabilities, 23 July 2013.   
http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/united-states-submarine-capabilities/.  

http://www.navy.mil/navydata/fact_display.asp?cid=4100&ct=4&tid=100
http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/united-states-submarine-capabilities/
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Speed: 25+ knots (28+ 
miles per hour, 46.3+ 
kph) 391 

Air Delivery Nuclear Systems 

The U.S. air delivery leg of its nuclear triad is comprised of a fleet of strategic 

bombers, which provide a secure retaliatory role in nuclear deterrence, by delivering 

gravity bombs or air launched cruise missiles (ALCMs) to its target.  The bomber fleet is 

comprised of 20 B-2 and 89 B-52H bomber aircraft, most of which are nuclear 

capable.393 These aircraft assigned to carry nuclear weapons under the strategic nuclear 

war plan.  In recent times the U.S. has increased its long-range bomber patrols. 

The B-2s can carry up to 16 nuclear bombs – B61-7, B61-11, and B83-1, and the 

B-52s are assigned air launched cruise missiles (ALCMs), but no longer carry nuclear 

gravity bombs.394  The strategic air delivery platform is to be upgraded with B-2 avionics 

that allow it to avoid radar by flying at low altitudes – to penetrate enemy airspace 

already equipped with a sophisticated air defence network.395  In addition, the B-2 is to 

receive the B61-12 precision guided nuclear bomb after 2020.  In the mid-2020s the 

aging bomber fleet will start to be replaced with 80-100 new long-range bombers, some 

of which will be nuclear capable to deliver the B61-12s, as well as new nuclear ALCMs 

(the Long-Range Standoff missile).396 

Under New START the number of B-52s armed with nuclear tipped cruise 

missiles are to be reduced by one half.397  This multirole strategic bomber is nuclear and 

conventional weapon-capable and also supports the U.S. Navy in anti-surface and anti-

                                                 
391 US Navy, “Attack Submarines: SSN.”  
393 The B-1 bomber is not nuclear capable.  Kristensen and Norris, US Nuclear Forces, 2017, 53. 

The B-1B fleet was converted to a conventional bombing capability only.  James Fergusson, 
University of Manitoba, 19 December 2017. 
394 Kristensen and Norris, US Nuclear Forces, 2014, 91. 
395 Lieber and Press, 2006, 13-14. 
396 Kristensen and Norris, US Nuclear Forces, 2014, 91. 
397 Woolf, 2014. 
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submarine warfare.  Its nuclear payload includes 12 AGM-129 advanced cruise missiles, 

20 AGM-86A ALCMs, and (formerly) 8 bombs.398   

The new long-range standoff weapon (LRSO) is to replace the AGM-86M 

ALCMs.  This new nuclear air-launched cruise missile will carry the W80-4 warhead and 

be capable of delivering its payload “from well outside the range of the modern and 

future air-defense systems of potential adversaries, and to provide US leaders with 

flexible strike options in limited regional scenarios.”399  The LRSO will have greater 

range, accuracy, and stealth.  The LRSO would become the primary standoff weapon for 

the planned next generation long-range strike bombers, the B-21 “Raider”, as well as 

integrated into the current B-52H and B-2 stealth bombers.  The LRSO is a controversial 

technology, considered to be offensive because of its ability to be launched without 

warning from a stand-off position outside defended airspace, with cruise capability to 

penetrate the airspace of adversaries.  This new ALCM can accommodate both 

conventional and nuclear warheads, which critics argue would not be distinguishable by 

the adversary who could mistake an incoming conventional warhead for a nuclear first 

strike.  This new ALCM is also considered to be redundant given current ALCM 

capabilities, while other argue that this weapon is the next step in maintaining an 

effective cruise missile capability in light of Russia’s fielding of the Kh-102 cruise missile, 

which has similar capabilities to the LRSO.400 

The 100 planned B-21 will be capable of carrying both nuclear and conventional 

warheads, and is expected to replace the B-52 and B-1 bombers by 2025-2030.401  With 

a design similar to the B-2, although smaller, this new bomber will carry both the B61-12 

guided nuclear bomb and the LRSO (as discussed).  The B-21 will also be capable of 

carrying non-nuclear weapons, such as the JASSM-ER cruise missile. 

                                                 
398 Airforce Technology, “B-52H Stratofortress Long-Range Multirole Bomber, United States of 
America,” Kable Intelligence Limited, 2017.  http://www.airforce-technology.com/projects/b52.  
399 Kristensen and Norris, US Nuclear Forces, 2017, 54. 
400 Constance Baroudos and Peter Huessy, “New Cruise Missile Crucial to Nuclear Deterrence,” 
Breaking Defense, 19 July 2016.  https://breakingdefense.com/2016/07/new-cruise-missile-
crucial-to-nuclear-deterrence/.   
401 Lara Seligman, Why Trump is Wrong on U.S. Nuclear Modernization, Aviation Week – Ares, 
10 October 2016.  http://aviationweek.com/blog/opinion-why-trump-wrong-us-nuclear-
modernization.  Robert Haffa, “Why Northrup Won the LRS Bomber,” Breaking Defense, 3 
November 2015.  http://breakingdefense.com/2015/11/why-northrop-won-the-lrs-bomber/. 
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Under New START each bomber counts as a delivery platform for only one 

warhead, regardless of how many gravity bombs and cruise missiles it carries.  Arms 

controllers highlight that this is problematic for transparency under the agreement that 

limits warhead numbers. 

Table 6: Air Delivery Systems 
System    Upgrades  Comments 
B-2 “Spirit” heavy stealth 
bomber 
-2 pilots 
-multirole: nuclear and 
conventional 
-“low observer” 
technology – reduced 
infrared, acoustic, 
electromagnetic, visual 
and radar signature / 
special coating (alternate 
high frequency) and wax 
designs – makes it 
capable of penetrating 
air defences; provides 
freedom of action at high 
altitudes 
-high aerodynamic 
efficiency 
Unfueled range: 9600 km 
Payload: conventional 
and nuclear: gravity 
bombs (B61-7, B61-11, 
and B83-1); precision 
guided standoff 
weapons402 
-B61-11 earth 
penetrating nuclear 
bomb – targets hard and 
deeply buried targets;  
-B83 strategic free-fall 
nuclear bomb 
-Massive Ordnance 
Penetrator weapon – 
(2400kg explosive) target 

Upgrades to C2 
New avionics to bypass 
radars and penetrate 
enemy airspace 
To be outfitted with the 
new B61-12 precision 
guided bomb in 2020 
and the new ALCM 
(AGM-86M) long range 
standoff missile 404 
 
Possibly to be replaced 
by the B-21 LRS-B 

B-2 is considered 
the most survivable 
aircraft ever built405 

                                                 
402 Federation of American Scientists, B-2 Spirit.  https://fas.org/nuke/guide/usa/bomber/b-2.htm.  
404 Kristensen and Norris, US Nuclear Forces, 2017, 83. 
405 Airforce Technology, B-2 Spirit Stealth Bomber, United States of America, Kable Intelligence 
Limited, 2017.  http://www.airforce-technology.com/projects/b2/. 
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hard and deeply buried 
targets – GPS guided  
-AGM-129 advanced 
cruise missile – range 
1500 miles 
-satellite guided joint 
direct attack munitions; 
joint standoff weapon; 
joint air-to-surface 
standoff missiles 
-conventional: Mk84 from 
rotary rocket launcher; 
Mk82 and CBU-87 from 
bomb racks 
Radar:  Raytheon 
AN/APQ-81 covert strike 
radar – multi-purpose 
with terrain   
Navigation: TCN-250 
tactical air navigation 
system; VIR-130A 
instrument landing 
system 
General Electric F118-
GE-100 turbofan 
engines; high subsonic 
speed403 
B-52H Stratofortress 
bomber 
-nuclear payload: 12 
AGM-128 advanced 
cruise missiles; 20 AGM-
86A ALCMs; 8 bombs 
-unfuelled range 8600 m 
– increased with new 
turbofan engines 
 

No longer carries gravity 
bombs406 
 
To be replaced by the B-
21 LRS-B in 2025-30 

 

New generation long-
range strike bomber B-
21 Raider  
-planned to carry new 
long-range standoff 
(LRSO) weapon and 

 This aircraft will 
provide American 
forces with forward 
deployments 
required to counter 
A2/AD in Europe, 
Asia Pacific, and 

                                                 
403 Airforce Technology, B-2 Spirit Stealth Bomber, United States of America, Kable Intelligence 
Limited, 2017.  http://www.airforce-technology.com/projects/b2/.  
406 Hans Kristensen, B-52 Bomber No Longer Delivers Nuclear Gravity Bombs, Federation of 
American Scientists, 25 May 2017.  Web.  Available at: https://fas.org/blogs/security/2017/05/b-
52-bombs/.  

http://www.airforce-technology.com/projects/b2/
https://fas.org/blogs/security/2017/05/b-52-bombs/
https://fas.org/blogs/security/2017/05/b-52-bombs/


132 

B61-12 guided nuclear 
bomb 
-stealth – low-observable 
-manned and unmanned 
options 
-subsonic407 
 

Middle East 
(specifically, Russia, 
China, Iran)408 

Non-Strategic / Tactical Nuclear Forces 

The modernization of U.S. nuclear forces includes assets for extended 

deterrence for NATO allies involving the air delivery component of non-strategic nuclear 

forces in Europe.  These developments involve the addition of a guided tail kit to the 

bomber-delivered B-61 bomb for greater accuracy (B61-12), which is to be carried by the 

new F-35 Lightning II Joint Strike Fighter.  The B61-12 would also be deployed on the F-

15E, F-16, PA-200, and B-2 aircraft stationed around the 6 bases in the five European 

countries Belgium, Netherlands, Turkey, Germany, and Italy, tasked with nuclear strike 

missions under long-standing nuclear-sharing arrangements.409 

Kristensen and Norris suggest that these developments in Europe have the 

potential to complicate future arms control agreements,410 because of the ability of 

delivery systems and missile defences to both nullify Russia’s retaliatory capabilities 

through deterrence by denial, threatening Russia with a superior American first-strike 

option.  Kristensen argues that the B-61 12 improvements “undercut efforts to make 

Russia reduce its non-strategic weapons.”411  On the other hand, the need for upgraded 

joint interoperability capabilities among NATO members, provided through dual capable 

aircraft, have been argued as required in order to demonstrate resolve to maintain a 

credible theatre deterrent with the ability to deny the adversary escalation dominance; 

although the B-61 can be viewed as the having strategic purpose of deterring 

                                                 
407 Jeremiah Gertler, Air Force B-21 Raider Long-Range Strike Bomber, CRS Report, 75700, 
R44463, 7 June 2017, p. 4.  https://fas.org/sgp/crs/weapons/R44463.pdf.  
408 Haffa, “Northrup LRS Bomber.” 
409 Kristensen and Norris, US Nuclear Forces, 2017, 54-55. 
410 Kristensen and Norris, US Nuclear Forces, 2014, 92. 
411 Hans Kristensen, B-61 12: America’s New Guided Standoff Nuclear Bomb, Federation of 
American Scientists, presentation 30 May 2013.   
https://fas.org/programs/ssp/nukes/publications1/Brief2013_B61-12.pdf.  

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/weapons/R44463.pdf
https://fas.org/programs/ssp/nukes/publications1/Brief2013_B61-12.pdf
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conventional and nuclear war.412  Tactical nuclear weapons are not covered under New 

START and thus reductions in tactical weapons in light of arms control initiatives have 

been pushed to the side.  In addition, arms controllers have criticized the nuclear-sharing 

arrangement of deploying tactical nuclear weapons on bases in non-nuclear NATO 

countries (but under American military control).  This arrangement is criticized as 

violating the NPT, however Kristensen points out that when the NPT was signed the 

nuclear-sharing was already in practice.413  

Table 7: Tactical Nuclear Forces 
System   Upgrades   Comments 
B-61 12 Guided 
Standoff Nuclear Bomb 
-improved upon the B-
61 deployed in Europe 
-will provide greater 
accuracy and provide a 
standoff capability for 
safer aircraft delivery 
-lower yield – max. 50 
kt 
To be delivered by 6 
different air platforms: 
B-2A Spirit, B-52H 
Stratofortress, F-15E 
Strike Eagle, F-16 
Falcon, F-35A 
Lightning II, PA-200 
Tornado414    

B-61 12 is an upgrade 
to the B-61 
 
F-35A dual-capable 
joint strike fighter will 
be equipped to deliver 
the B-61 12 – will 
replace the F-16 and 
PA-200 mission 
 
To be delivered by next 
generation stealth 
bomber LRS-B 

Greater accuracy, 
lower yield, and 
standoff capability 
make this bomb more 
useable – warfighting 
capability / potential 
deterrence failure, 
escalatory capability – 
viewed as an 
offensive weapon415 

                                                 
412 “Nuclear Deterrence and the Alliance in the 21st Century,” NATO Review Magazine, 2016.   
http://www.nato.int/docu/Review/2016/Also-in-2016/nuclear-deterrence-alliance-21st-century-
nato/EN/index.htm.  
413 Hans Kristensen, “B-61 12”, 2013.  
414 Hans Kristensen, “B-61 12,” 2013.  
415 Zachary Keck, “The Most Dangerous Nuclear Weapon in America’s Arsenal,” The National 
Interest, 28 July 2015.  Web.  Available at: http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/the-most-
dangerous-nuclear-weapon-americas-arsenal-13433.  
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Number of Warheads and Delivery Platforms 

By 2014 the U.S. had 2130 operational warheads416 and 800 delivery platforms 

on which 1150 warheads are deployed on SSBNs, 470 on ICBMs, and 300 available for 

bomber delivery at strategic air bases.417  Nuclear warhead reduction plans under New 

START include eliminating 104 empty land-based silos, reducing the number of launch 

tubes in SSBNs, and limit nuclear-capable bombers up to 2018.418  Kristensen and 

Norris report in early 2017 that the total inventory of U.S. nuclear warhead numbers are 

estimated at 6780.  2740 of these warheads are in storage but can be mobilized if 

necessary; 2300 are retired (but still intact); 1740 warheads are deployed – of these 

1590 are strategic deployed on ballistic missiles and bombers, and 150 non-strategic are 

deployed in air bases in Europe.419  It is important to note that since 2009, the U.S. 

nuclear stockpile has been reduced by 633 warheads.  These reductions involve the 

removal of warheads from all three legs of the triad: excess ICBMs from their silos, 

deactivation of excess launch tubes from SSBNs, and “denuclearization” of several B-

52H bombers.420 

Lower warhead numbers and reduction of deployed launchers (201 since 2011) 

indicate efforts to achieve New START levels and communicate less provocative 

intentions.  However, what needs to be addressed is the number of counterforce 

conventional warheads that are replacing nuclear.  Conventional warheads designed to 

penetrate and target the competitor’s nuclear systems contribute to high numbers of 

weapons designed for First Strike.  In addition, reducing the number of weapons on 

delivery platforms does not eliminate their counterforce role.  The U.S. may still be able 

to carry out a first strike with fewer nuclear and conventional warheads.  Therefore, 

                                                 
416 Kristensen and Norris estimate that 4650 warheads are available for delivery and 2700 are 
retired and waiting to be dismantled.  2530 of the 4650 deliverable warheads are in storage, as a 
hedge for potential future challenges.  Hans M. Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, “US Nuclear 
Forces, 2014,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 70.1 (2014), 85.  
417 Approximately 200 non-strategic warheads are deployed in Europe. 

Kristensen and Norris, US Nuclear Forces, 2014, 85. 
418 Kristensen and Norris, US Nuclear Forces, 2014, 85-87. 
419 Hans Kristensen and Robert Norris, United States Nuclear Forces, 2017, Bulletin of the 
Atomic Scientists, Vol. 73, No. 1 (2017), 48.  
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/00963402.2016.1264213?needAccess=true.  
420 Kristensen and Norris, US Nuclear Forces 2017, 48.  
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although the U.S. is reducing its number of nuclear warheads in accordance with New 

START, the nuclear triad is being modernized in order to maintain and replace the aging 

system to continue its deterrence by denial mission.   

Missile Defence 

The U.S. withdrew from the 1972 ABM Treaty in 2001/02 to pursue national 

missile defences to defend the United States from long-range missile threats.  Following 

this action, Russia declared that it would no longer be bound to the START II (which 

never came into force and was “superceded” by SORT).  The U.S. rationale for 

withdrawing from the treaty was that the Cold War ABM Treaty was no longer suitable 

for the strategic challenges of the 21st century.421  The reasoning for its pursuit of 

national missile defences was to defend against the threat of weapons of mass 

destruction (WMD – chemical, biological, radiological, nuclear) from terrorist groups and 

rogue states.422  Russia’s initial response was that this move was not threatening, but 

was “a mistake.”  China’s response expressed displeasure for this action, although the 

U.S. reaffirmed that the missile defence system is “not aimed at China.” 423  As part of 

the U.S. New Triad (as outlined in the 2002 NPR), however, both Russia and China 

viewed the U.S. BMD plans as provocative in spite of the U.S. reinforcing that the 

system is intended to counter ballistic missile threats by rogue states.424 

Since 2002 the U.S. also planned to deploy missile defences in Europe.  In 2007 

the U.S. stated that such capabilities were intended to counter threats posed by rogue 

states, particularly Iran, providing extended coverage to NATO allies and partners.  Prior 

                                                 
421 Wade Boese, U.S. Withdraws from ABM Treaty; Global Response Muted, Arms Control Today 
(July/Aug 2002).  https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2002_07-08/abmjul_aug02.  
422 Ibid. 
423 Terence Neilan, “Bush Pulls out of ABM Treaty; Putin Calls Move a Mistake,” New York Times 
(13 December 2009): http://www.nytimes.com/2001/12/13/international/bush-pulls-out-of-abm-
treaty-putin-calls-move-a-mistake.html.  
424 David McDonough describes the debate concerning missile defence “that a multi-tiered BMD 
system would impact the threat perceptions and nuclear policies of countries such as Russia and 
China, with profound consequences for U.S. relations with these nuclear weapon states (NWS).  
The NPR’s simultaneous emphasis on the modernization of nuclear weapons could only increase 
the potential consequences.”  David S. McDonough, The 2002 Nuclear Posture Review: The 
‘New Triad’, Counterproliferation, and U.S. Grand Strategy, Working Paper No. 38 (August 2003), 
p. 2. http://liu.xplorex.com/sites/liu/files/Publications/webwp38.pdf.   
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to moments of détente between the U.S. and Russia from the 2009 Prague Agenda to 

the 2010 New START agreement, the U.S. had planned on deploying long-range 

Ground-Based Midcourse Defence (GMD) in Europe with 10 interceptors to be stationed 

in Poland, a missile defence radar site in Czech Republic, and a radar site in a state 

near Iran.  This initiative was cancelled in 2009 with the Obama Administration’s pursuit 

of the Prague Agenda and New START.  New plans were conceived to deploy more 

flexible and adaptable regional BMD sensors and interceptors around the world to 

counter potential short- and medium-range ballistic missile threats from a rogue state 

(i.e. Iran).425  At no time were these capabilities stated to be aimed at countering 

Russia’s delivery capabilities; however Russia clearly sees such layered defences as a 

threat to its theatre nuclear capabilities despite NATO’s attempts to engage Russia in 

dialogue to communicate benign intentions.426   

The U.S. continues to develop its missile defence capabilities in an integrated 

layered architecture that can counter short-, medium-, intermediate-, and long-range 

ballistic missiles before they can reach their targets.427   It includes the Aegis sea-based 

component, integrating radar, vertical launching, and missiles through a C2 system.428   

Russia lists missile defence as its fourth external military danger in its 2014 military 

doctrine and continues to oppose NATO missile defences in Europe.429  

There are two types of missile defence pursued by the U.S.: 1) Theatre missile 

defence to provide a regional anti-missile system to defend against short- and medium-

                                                 
425 Steven A. Hildreth and Carl Ek, Long-Range Ballistic Missile Defence in Europe, CRS Report 
for Congress, 7-5700, RL34051, 23 September 2009, p. 3, 6.  
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/weapons/RL34051.pdf.  
426 Sgt. Sara Wood, “U.S. Missile Defence in Europe to Counter Rogue States,” U.S. Army (29 
January 2007): 
https://www.army.mil/article/1559/us_missile_defense_in_europe_to_counter_rogue_states.  
427 United States Missile Defense Agency, The Ballistic Missile Defence System (undated).  
http://www.mda.mil/system/system.html.  
428 Lockheed Martin, Aegis Ballistic Missile Defence (undated).  
http://www.lockheedmartin.ca/us/products/aegis/aegis-bmd.html.  
429 Bilyana Lilly, How Putin uses Missile Defence in Europe to Distract Russian Voters, NATO 
Review Magazine (2015): https://www.nato.int/docu/review/2015/Russia/Ballistic-Missile-
Defence-Putin/EN/index.htm.  
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range missiles; 2) Homeland defence BMD to provide for North American continental 

defence. 

1) Theatre Missile Defence:  This includes Aegis (maritime) and Aegis Ashore 

in Europe.  In addition to implementing the first phase of missile defence in 2010 NATO 

has pursued the Active Layered Theatre Ballistic Missile Defence (ALTBMD) program, 

expanded to protect NATO European territory.  Part of this program is the U.S.-

European Phased Adaptive Approach to provide a comprehensive land- and sea-based 

missile defence system.  This involves an Active Layered Theatre BMD system 

capability to defend NATO forces against short- and medium-range ballistic missiles (up 

to 3000 km range); BMD to protect NATO populations and territory – involving radars in 

Turkey, Standard Missile-3 interceptors in Poland and Romania; air-defence frigates and 

long-range BMD early warning radars in Netherlands; Aegis BMD ships in Spain.430  

Aegis BMD ships include the U.S. Navy Ticonderoga Class Cruisers and the Arleigh 

Burke Class Guided Missile Destroyers.  In addition to defending against ballistic 

missiles the Aegis Combat System defends against aircraft and cruise missiles with 

variations of the SM-2 and SM-6, Evolved Sea-Sparrow Missile, and Phalanx Close-In 

Weapon System, and also “controls the firing of Tomahawk land-attack cruise 

missiles.”431  The Aegis Ashore program involves using the same combat systems used 

on naval Aegis BMD destroyers: “AN/SPY-1 Radar, Command, Control, 

Communications, Computers and Intelligence systems, Vertical Launching System, 

computer processors, display system, power supplies and cooling.”432 

NATO and Russia had for a time cooperated on BMD in Europe and agreed on 

joint ballistic missile threat assessments, primarily in the realm of preventing WMD 

threats and their means of delivery.  These issues were addressed at the November 

2010 NATO Summit at Lisbon.433  However with deteriorating relations in Eastern 

Europe over Ukraine and Russia’s implementation of hybrid warfare BMD issues have 

                                                 
430 Missile Defence, NATO Review Magazine, 2015.   
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431 CSIS, Aegis Ballistic Missile Defence, CSIS Missile Defence Project, 2017.    
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432 Missile Defence Agency, Aegis Ashore, Fact Sheet, 28 July 2016.  
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become a problem for Russia, particularly with the installation of interceptors which 

could threaten its tactical and strategic deterrent.  

2) National Missile Defence:  In addition to establishing a system to defend 

against medium- and intermediate-range ballistic missiles, the U.S. attempted pursue 

nationwide defences against long-range ballistic missiles, particularly after withdrawing 

from the 1972 ABM Treaty in 2001/02.  The U.S. has pursued Ground Based Midcourse 

Defence, involving a ground-based missile interceptor with a multi-stage booster and an 

exoatmospheric kill vehicle to target and destroy strategic ballistic missiles in midcourse 

phase through collision under the “hit to kill” or “kinetic kill” concept.  The first successful 

test of this system against an ICBM occurred on 30 May 2017.  36 interceptors are 

deployed at Fort Greely, Alaska and 4 at Vandenberg Air Force Base in California.  

Land- and sea-based radars support the system to provide an early warning capability.  

Upgrades to these systems are occurring at Beal Air Force Base, California and Thule, 

Greenland.434 

The Terminal High Altitude and Air Defence (THAAD) capability, which employs 

radars and single-rocket booster with a separating hit-to-kill vehicle launched from a 

truck mounted launcher – is designed to intercept short-, medium-, and intermediate-

range ballistic missiles in the descent and terminal phases, capable of intercepting 

missiles within or outside the atmosphere.  THAAD is not relevant for a national missile 

defence program as it is not capable of midcourse interception, having a range far 

shorter and the missile can only hit in the last descent stage and terminal approach 

stage of an attacking warhead.435  Nevertheless, it has been included in the layers of the 

North American missile defence architecture.  In addition to THAAD, which uses the 

Standard Missile-3 kinetic hit-to-kill vehicle, the Patriot Advanced Capability-3 (PAC-3) 

system is a kinetic kill capability to intercept ballistic missiles, cruise missiles, aircraft, 
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and drones.  These supplement the Aegis and GBMD, and is deployed in the Asia 

Pacific,436 Middle East, and Europe (Netherlands and Spain).437 

Missile Defences are supported by Space-based infrared systems which include 

“geosynchronous (GEO) satellites orbiting the earth” and “sensors on host satellites in 

highly elliptical earth orbit (HEO).” 438 

When limited, missile defences can provide defensive advantage by protecting 

missile sites to secure second-strike retaliatory capabilities.  This was the intention of the 

ABM Treaty which permitted the protection of one missile site to encourage stability 

through deterrence by punishment.  However, comprehensive missile defence systems 

(if operationally capable) effectively deny the other side’s ability to strike, which negates 

the concept of mutual vulnerability and mutual threat.  Russia perceives the U.S. missile 

defence shield in both Europe and on the North American continent as offensive, 

because in providing ultimate defence from Russian nuclear strikes, it might embolden 

the U.S. to become aggressive and use its nuclear forces in a coercive manner since it 

would be invulnerable retaliation. 

Strategic Warning 

Strategic warning in any competition between nations requires capabilities to 

know an adversary’s intentions and capabilities which may threaten a state.  Intelligence 

is information converted to knowledge for the purpose of informing decisionmaking at the 

strategic, operational, and tactical levels in how to respond to a range of developing 

situations in which a state may need to defend itself, take pre-emptive or preventive 

action, or take advantage of a window of opportunity to gain a strategic advantage.  

Early warning is a concept often used in reference to anticipating or preventing an action 

(such as terrorism) and/or preparing for the impact of a high risk low probability event 

(terrorism / use of WMD, including nuclear strike).  The capabilities of providing 

information on intentions, capabilities, and actions of an adversary are referred to as 

intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance (ISR), and these are provided through a range 
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of human and technical means, such as human intelligence (often espionage / infiltration 

or debriefing officials formerly operating with adversaries; special operations forces 

operating in foreign territory may also provide valuable HUMINT), cyber espionage, 

signals intelligence (SIGINT) – intercepting communications and electronic signatures, 

imagery (IMINT) – provided through aerial photography or satellite images, aerial 

reconnaissance (includes IMINT) comprising overflights (often clandestine) over 

adversaries’ territory, maritime surveillance of enemy activity at sea, and aerial 

surveillance tracks enemy activity in the air and on land; radars detect activity in the 

atmosphere and are frequently employed in early warning.  The triangulation of these 

capabilities provides verification of suspected threats from specific states, capabilities 

employed and the intended target.  According to the Bureau of Arms Control, 

Verification, and Compliance the U.S. operates “extensive early warning and attack 

assessment system of satellites, radars, and command centers that ensures we can 

detect an attack on the United States or our allies and provide the President with an 

accurate assessment of the origin and interne of that attack in a timely way.” 439  The 

U.S. also uses this capability to know and pre-empt any activity entering its air or 

maritime space through air and maritime intelligence collection platforms positioned to 

monitor NORAD responses.440   

The technical early warning component of this capability includes the U.S. 

Ballistic Missile Early Warning System (BMEWS), Phased Array Warning System (PAVE 

PAWS), Perimeter Acquisition Radar Attack Characterization System (PARCS), and 

geosynchronous (GEO-1, 2, 3, and 4) satellite system Space-Based Infrared System 

(SBIRS).  The BMEWS radars are designed to “detect and track intercontinental Ballistic 

Missiles (ICBMs) and conducting general space surveillance and satellite tracking,” 

including sending information on submarine and sea-launched ballistic missiles to 

STRATCOM and NATO.441  The BMEWS radar sites are located at Clear Air Force Base 

                                                 
439 U.S. Department of State, U.S. Nuclear Force Posture and De-Alerting, U.S. Bureau of Arms 
Control, Verification, and Compliance, Fact Sheet, 14 December 2015.  https://2009-
2017.state.gov/t/avc/rls/250644.htm. 
440 U.S. Adm. William Gortney, commander of the North American Aerospace Defense 
Command, statement to Congress – quoted in Stratfor article: “Nuclear Deterrence is Relevant 
Again,” (2015). 
441 John Keller, “Air Force eyes upgrades to PAVE PAWS, BMEWS, and PARCS ballistic missile 
warning radar,” Military Aerospace, 1 February 2012: 

https://2009-2017.state.gov/t/avc/rls/250644.htm
https://2009-2017.state.gov/t/avc/rls/250644.htm
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in Arkansas, Thule Air Force Base in Greenland, and Fylingdales Royal Air Force 

Station in England.  They communicate information to the U.S. Missile Warning and 

Space Control Centers, the National Military Command Center and STRATCOM, and 

they send satellite tracking data for processing to the Joint Space Operations Center.442  

PAVE PAWS ground based radar system provides STRATCOM with warning and 

attack-assessment data on ICBMs launched anywhere in the world.443  Located in North 

Dakota, PARCS provides data from Hudson Bay and northward.  PARCS sends data on 

ballistic missile warning, attack assessments, and space surveillance to NORAD, 

STRATCOM, and regional combat commands.444  The Air Force is exploring options for 

upgrading these systems some of which started back to the 1970s.  The four SBIRS 

satellites are positioned in geosynchronous and elliptical orbits, equipped with infrared 

sensors and integrated with ground stations to receive and process information.  The 

satellites are capable of scanning larger territory than previous systems to improve “the 

Pentagon’s missile detection and military-intelligence gathering capabilities.”445  

Lockheed Martin reports that new infrared surveillance and missile warning satellites 

GEO-5 and GEO-6 will evolve the SBIRS program to enhance global surveillance and 

reinforce resilience.446 

Strategically, the United States has been pursuing near-perfect intelligence 

through these capabilities to reduce or eliminate the “fog of war,” for the purpose of 

ensuring its security and the security of its allies through having an information 

advantage over its adversaries.  The networked warfare approach outlined in the Third 

Offset Strategy plans for new space and atmospheric ISR systems to be incrementally 

built up by the Navy and Air Force is also intended to provide the U.S. with enhanced 

situational awareness, as a counter to Russian (and Chinese) A2/AD.  In the nuclear 

realm, the U.S. could use this advantage to threaten both first and second-strike, by 

                                                 
http://www.militaryaerospace.com/articles/2012/02/air-force-to-upgrade-pave-paws-and-bmews-
and-parc-radar-systems.html.  
442 U.S. Air Force Space Command, “Ballistic Missile Early Warning System,” 22 March 2017: 
http://www.afspc.af.mil/About-Us/Fact-Sheets/Display/Article/1126401/ballistic-missile-early-
warning-system/.  
443 Keller, “Air Force eyes upgrades,” 2012.   
444 Ibid. 
445 Mike Gruss, US Air Force Launches Advanced Missile Defense Satellite, Space News, 20 
March 2013: https://www.space.com/20309-military-launches-missile-defense-satellite.html.  
446 Lockheed Martine, SBIRS, https://www.lockheedmartin.com/us/products/sbirs.html.  

http://www.militaryaerospace.com/articles/2012/02/air-force-to-upgrade-pave-paws-and-bmews-and-parc-radar-systems.html
http://www.militaryaerospace.com/articles/2012/02/air-force-to-upgrade-pave-paws-and-bmews-and-parc-radar-systems.html
http://www.afspc.af.mil/About-Us/Fact-Sheets/Display/Article/1126401/ballistic-missile-early-warning-system/
http://www.afspc.af.mil/About-Us/Fact-Sheets/Display/Article/1126401/ballistic-missile-early-warning-system/
https://www.space.com/20309-military-launches-missile-defense-satellite.html
https://www.lockheedmartin.com/us/products/sbirs.html
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acquiring intelligence on fixed and relocatable counterforce targets.447  These 

capabilities go far beyond early warning and are viewed as provocative by Russia, 

because it fears that its secure second-strike assets by sea (SSBNs) and land (road and 

rail mobile ICBMs) are at risk to a disarming first-strike by the United States.  Indeed, 

Savel’ev argues that the existence of early warning systems “has a rather negative than 

positive effect on strategic stability” because without it, the strategic situation would be 

less predictable but more stable, particularly if one or both states maintained a “launch 

on warning” doctrine.448  U.S. advantages in ISR for the purpose of near-perfect 

intelligence can be viewed as offensive in the context of a mutual deterrence relationship 

with Russia because if the U.S. is capable of acquiring knowledge of the location and 

movements of almost all of Russia’s counterforce assets, it can threaten first strike and 

Russia’s ability to respond.   

 

U.S. Nuclear Deterrence Systems 

The following table describes how nuclear (and conventional) delivery 

capabilities as part of the nuclear weapons architecture can be described as offensive or 

defensive, or both in some cases.  The latter considers how a capability could have both 

deterrence by punishment (retaliation) and deterrence by denial (first strike) 

characteristics.  The table clearly indicates a strong offence-dominance in the U.S. 

nuclear arsenal, comprising both nuclear and conventional systems oriented for first 

strike. 

Table 8: U.S. Nuclear Deterrence Systems 

 
 OFFENSIVE DEFENSIVE 

Sea-Based 
Systems 

New SSBNs, SLBNs, and SSNs. 
 
By their purpose SSNs are 
considered offensive 

SSBNs are considered stabilizing 
second-strike platforms, if capable 
of evading detection. 
 

                                                 
447 Long and Green argue that American advantages in ISR reduce the secure second-strike that 
made the mutual vulnerability, and thus stability, of the Cold War.  Austin Long and Brendan 
Rittenhouse Green, “Stalking the Secure Second-Strike: Intelligence, Counterforce, and Nuclear 
Strategy,” Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 8, No. 1-2 (2015): 38-73. 
448 A. Savel-ev, “Ballistic Missile Early Warning System and Strategic Stability,” Mirovaya 
ekonomika i mezhdunarodnye otnosheniya, no. 12, vol. 60 (2016): 
https://www.imemo.ru/en/jour/meimo/index.php?page_id=685&id=7685&jid=&jj=.  

https://www.imemo.ru/en/jour/meimo/index.php?page_id=685&id=7685&jid=&jj
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counterforce platforms with their 
role to seek and destroy SSBNs 
and other sea-based military 
vessels. 
 
In 2017 – Trident II D5 MC4700 
SLBMs (with W76-1/Mk4A 
warheads) to be replaced with 
life-extended version – D5LE – 
to have new guidance system 
providing flexibility to support 
new missions and greater 
accuracy.449 
-equipped with a super-fuze 
device for greater accuracy, 
penetration of deeply buried 
targets, and evasion of Russian 
early warning systems.450 
-each Trident II D5 can 
accommodate up to 8 
warheads.451 
 
The W76-1 – 100 Kt 
(refurbished W76-0) – with 
Mk4A re-entry body will be 
capable of new arming, fuzing, 
and firing, with improved 
targeting.452 
 
In 2013 Virginia class SSN-774 
program expanded from 30-48 
boats by 2034.453 
 

Fewer SSBNs deploying fewer 
SLBMs  
14 Ohio class SSBNs – 8 operate 
in Pacific; 6 operate in Atlantic. 
Each Ohio SSBN equipped to 
carry 24 Trident II (D5) SLBMs.  
Estimated that 8-10 SSBNs are 
deployed at sea at any given 
time.456  
Reduction of missile tubes on 
each SSBN by 4 (from 24-20) to 
be completed by 2017.457 
 
Three versions of 2 types of 
warheads: 
1) W76-0 – 100 Kt (phasing out) 
2) W76-1 – 100 Kt (refurbished 
W76-0)  
3) W88 – 455 Kt.458 
 
The Trident II is argued to be “the 
most reliable ballistic missile ever 
built.”459 
 
Significant decline in deterrent 
patrols from 1999-2016 – 64 to 26 
patrols, and are now longer-
lasting patrols (includes visiting 
foreign bases).  
Visits of U.S. SSBNs to base in 
Scotland – signal to Russia of 
commitment to NATO deterrence 
posture.460 

                                                 
449 Kristensen and Norris, 2017, 52. 
450 Hans M. Kristensen, Matthew McKinzie, Theodore A. Postol, “How US nuclear force 
modernization is undermining strategic stability: The burst-height compensating super-fuze,” 
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, March 1, 2017.  http://thebulletin.org/how-us-nuclear-force-
modernization-undermining-strategic-stability-burst-height-compensating-super10578. 
451 Kristensen and Norris, 2017, 52. 
452 Ibid. 
453 Megan Eckstein, Navy Preparing for Next-Generation Attack Submarine SSN(X) Decisions in 
2024, U.S. Naval Institute (USNI) News, October 28, 2015.  
https://news.usni.org/2015/10/28/navy-preparing-for-next-generation-attack-submarine-ssnx-
decisions-in-2024. 
456 Kristensen and Norris, 2016, 67. 
457 Ibid., 68. 
458 Kristensen and Norris, 2017, 52. 
459 Ibid., 53. 
460 Ibid., 52. 

http://thebulletin.org/how-us-nuclear-force-modernization-undermining-strategic-stability-burst-height-compensating-super10578
http://thebulletin.org/how-us-nuclear-force-modernization-undermining-strategic-stability-burst-height-compensating-super10578
https://news.usni.org/2015/10/28/navy-preparing-for-next-generation-attack-submarine-ssnx-decisions-in-2024
https://news.usni.org/2015/10/28/navy-preparing-for-next-generation-attack-submarine-ssnx-decisions-in-2024
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FY2019 Virginia class SSNs to 
be equipped with additional 
vertical launch tubes to 
accommodate more Tomahawk 
cruise missiles and other 
payloads (e.x. large diameter 
unmanned underwater vehicles 
(UUVs)).454 
 
New SSNs planned to replace 
the Virginia-class SSN-774 – 
analysis stated to being in 2024 
in preparation for capabilities 
needed by 2050, and be 
operational by 2044.455 

 
New Columbia Class SSBNX to 
replace Ohio class near the end 
of the 2020s. 
-heavier vessel with 16 missile 
tubes. 
-to be armed with new D5LE with 
plans for next generation SLBM to 
replace it.461 
 

Air Delivery 
Platforms 

Stealth bombers have first-strike 
advantage. 
New fighter aircraft may have 
dual-purpose of having 
capability to carry nuclear 
weapons 
 
New long-range strike B-21 
stealth bomber – dual capable 
nuclear and conventional 
weapons 
 
Next generation Lightning II F-
35 strike fighters – interoperable 
and dual capable nuclear and 
conventional strike capability  
 
Developing new nuclear 
weapons – B61-12 – to replace 
B61-4 gravity bombs by mid-
2020 – on B-2 bomber and 
tactical fighter jets; 

Air delivery platforms considered 
to be survival second-strike 
weapons and are therefore 
defensive in nature. 
 
20 B-2 bombers in service (18 of 
which are nuclear capable – 16 
“believed” to be assigned to 
nuclear mission) 
-capable of carrying up to 16 
nuclear bombs (B61-7, B61-11, 
and B83-1 gravity bombs)465 
 
89 B-52H bombers in service (70 
of which are nuclear capable – 44 
“believed” to be assigned nuclear 
mission) 
-capable of carrying up to 20 
ALCMs (AGM-86 B) 
-no longer any gravity bomb 
missions466 
 

                                                 
454 Ronald O’Rourke, Specialist in Naval Affairs, Congressional Research Service, Navy Virginia 
(SSN-774) Class Attack Submarine Procurement For Congress (Excerpts), Report to Congress 
Re: Submarine Programs, November 5, 2015, p 13-14.  
http://www.navalsubleague.com/assets/tsrdec2015webfinalrev3.17.pdf.  
455 Megan Eckstein, Navy Preparing for Next-Generation Attack Submarine SSN(X) Decisions in 
2024, U.S. Naval Institute (USNI) News, October 28, 2015.  
https://news.usni.org/2015/10/28/navy-preparing-for-next-generation-attack-submarine-ssnx-
decisions-in-2024.  George Drakeley, Executive Director, PEO Submarines, 2015 Annual 
Symposium Naval Submarine League.  The Submarine Review, December 2015, 105-106.  
http://www.navalsubleague.com/assets/tsrdec2015webfinalrev3.17.pdf. 
461 Kristensen and Norris, 2017, 52-53. 
465 Ibid., 53. 
466 Ibid. 

http://www.navalsubleague.com/assets/tsrdec2015webfinalrev3.17.pdf
https://news.usni.org/2015/10/28/navy-preparing-for-next-generation-attack-submarine-ssnx-decisions-in-2024
https://news.usni.org/2015/10/28/navy-preparing-for-next-generation-attack-submarine-ssnx-decisions-in-2024
http://www.navalsubleague.com/assets/tsrdec2015webfinalrev3.17.pdf
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B61-12 will be earth-
penetrable462 
 
Developing new long-range 
standoff missiles (LRSO) – new 
nuclear ALCM to replace ALCM-
86B in 2030 – with W80-4 
warhead (modified version of 
W80-1) 
-to strike targets from outside 
the range of adversaries’ current 
and planned air defence 
systems 
-provides flexible strike options 
in “limited regional scenarios.” 
-longer range, greater accuracy, 
enhanced stealth 
-to be integrated on the B-52H, 
B-2, and next-generation 
bomber 
-U.S. Air Force Global Strike 
Command announced intention 
to develop a conventional 
version of the nuclear variant 
LRSO. 463 
 
Plans to replace the 
conventional ALCM with 
extended range joint air-to-
surface standoff missile. 464 
 
Designing new heavy bomber 
 

(B-1 bomber is not nuclear-
capable)467 
 
Upgrading C2 on existing 
bombers 
 
By 2019: New Global Aircrew 
Strategic Network Terminal 
(Global ASNT) with survivable 
ground-based communications “to 
receive launch orders and 
disseminate them to bomber, 
tanker, and reconnaissance air 
crews.” 
-upgrades to satellite-
communications network – Family 
of Advanced Beyond Line-of-Sight 
Terminals (FAB-T) to replace 
existing terminals for 
communication with MILSTAR 
satellites.468 
-secure communications is 
important for strategic stability so 
that launch orders are properly 
authorized and effectively 
communicated and halted when 
necessary. 
 

Land-Based 
Systems 

400 silo-based Minuteman III 
ICBMs  (50 in additional silos – 
reserve and ready to load) 
Minuteman III – 2 types: 
1) W78 335 Kt warhead on Mk 
21 re-entry vehicle (RV) 
2) W87 300 Kt warhead on Mk 
21 (RV) 
Extended service life – upgrades 
planned for the next 10 years 

Each ICBM currently carries one 
warhead. 
 
ICBM silos to be hardened. 
 

                                                 
462 Kristensen and Norris, 2017, 53. 
463 Ibid., 53-54. 
464 Ibid., 54. 
467 Ibid., 53. 
468 Ibid. 
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-each carries one warhead; but 
the W78/Mk 21A is equipped for 
3 MIRVs469 
 
Program Milestone A: Next 
generation ICBM to replace 
Minuteman III (2028) 
-using existing Mk12A and Mk21 
RVs, expected to have greater 
range and will have new fuses to 
enhance targeting capability; will 
be interoperable and MIRV-
capable; will have greater throw 
weight than Minuteman III 
-plans to purchase 666 missiles 
– 400 to be deployed (remaining 
for reserve / testing)470 
 

Cruise 
Missiles 

Developing 1000 new nuclear 
capable ALCMs – long-range 
standoff weapons capable of 
penetrating defences, high 
accuracy, speed 
 
Russia argues that U.S. missile 
defence system in Eastern 
Europe could be used to fire 
cruise missiles, as well as 
interceptor rockets.471 

 

MIRV / 
MaRV 

 Single warheads on 
maneuverable re-entry vehicles 

Missile 
Defence 

Land and sea-based BMD 
systems472 
“Aegis Ashore” in Europe ~ 
NATO’s Phased Adaptive 
Approach under development ~ 
U.S.-backed missile shield in 
Europe argued to be intended to 
counter missiles launched from 
rogue states like Iran, not 
Russia. 
THAAD ~ Terminal High Altitude 
Air Defense system – 
supplement to Aegis. 

Missile Defence Systems – 
perceived as defensive if 
deployed on limited basis to allow 
other side a secure retaliatory 
option.   
In Europe, U.S. argues that 
missile defence shield is aimed at 
intercepting missiles launched by 
rogue states (e.x. Iran).  

                                                 
469 Ibid., 50-51. 
470 Ibid. 
471 Andrew Osborn, “Russia seen putting new nuclear-capable missiles along NATO border by 
2019,” Reuters (23 June, 2016).  www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-europe-shield-
idUSKCN0Z90WT?il=0. 
472 Russia views sea-based BMD as a potential threat to its nuclear deterrent in the Arctic.  
Kristian Atland, Russian-Western Relations in the Arctic: Perceptions, Policies, and Prospects, 
European Leadership Network (March 25, 2014). 

http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-europe-shield-idUSKCN0Z90WT?il=0
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-europe-shield-idUSKCN0Z90WT?il=0
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Space-Based 
Capabilities 

 Upgrades to satellites to support 
C2 for ICBM leg – from MILSTAR 
satellite constellation to new 
Advanced Extremely High 
Frequency satellites – involves 
upgrading launch control 
capabilities, increase speed of 
message transfer, and enable 
ICBM crews communication 
between MISTAR and new 
Advanced satellite system.473 

Conventional 
Alternatives  

Development of conventional 
precision strike weapons, such 
as the Conventional Prompt 
Global Strike program.  
Hypersonic glide weapons that 
can strike any target in the world 
within one hour ~ First Strike 
weapon. 
 

 

UAV Could have dual-use capability 
posing as ground-launched 
cruise missiles in Eastern 
Europe ~ INF Treaty violation 
potential  

 

   

   

# Warheads Total inventory of approx. 6780 
warheads.   
1740 warheads deployed – 
1590 strategic on ballistic 
missiles and bombers; 150 
tactical – ready at air bases in 
Europe (forward deployments)  
2740 warheads in storage (2300 
retired but still intact) 
-warheads in storage - a “hedge 
against technical or geopolitical 
surprises”).  Approx. 2340 at 
Department of Energy retired 
but still intact.474 
ICBM – estimated 800 available 
but 400 deployed475  

2300 warheads retired and 
waiting to be dismantled 
 
Bombers: est. 1038, including 528 
ALCMs 
-but 300 “typically” deployed at 
bomber bases.476 
 
SLBMs: by 2018 – SLBN fleet to 
be capable of deploying 240 
warheads (reduced from 288 from 
2 years before).477 

                                                 
473 Kristensen and Norris, 2017, 50. 
474 Hans M. Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, “United States Nuclear Forces, 2017,” Bulletin of the 
Atomic Scientists, Vol. 73, No. 1 (2017): 48.  
475 Kristensen and Norris, 2017, 50. 
476 Ibid., 53. 
477 Ibid., 52. 
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Warning / 
Monitoring 

Infra red and satellite early 
warning of launch 
Communications satellites to 
transmit information on missile 
trajectory 

 

Geography Forward deployments with 
counterforce / offensive role. 
Aegis Ashore in Europe – 
interceptors and radars 
deployed in states close to 
Russia’s borders ~ Romania, 
Poland, Germany, Spain. 
SSNs and other anti-submarine 
capabilities deployed near 
adversary’s undersea second-
strike platforms. 
 

 

Warhead 

Yield 

Smaller yield warheads indicate 
counterforce purpose and 
potentially more useable 
weapons strategically and 
tactically – this lowers the 
threshold for nuclear exchange / 
war. 
These weapons have a 
disarming first-strike potential – 
pre-emption or preventive 
incentive. 
 
SLBMs: W-76-0 – 100 kiloton; 
W-76-1 – 100 kiloton; W-88 – 
455 kiloton; Mk4A re-entry body 
that carries the W-76-1 
equipped with new AF&F unit 
with improved targeting 
capabilities  

Larger yield warheads are 
indicative of a countervalue role – 
targeting population and 
economic centres – threatening 
unacceptable damage.  MAD or 
Minimum Deterrence – defensive 
orientation intended for retaliatory 
second-strike. 
Regime types (not analyzed in 
this work) may determine whether 
larger yield warheads would be 
delivered first, with the purpose of 
destroying nations, rather than 
using them as tools of coercion, 
as in the doctrine of Massive 
Retaliation, or brinkmanship 
against an equally capable 
nuclear rival. 

U.S. Nuclear Postures 

The Role of Nuclear Weapons in U.S. National Security Strategy 

U.S. nuclear doctrine maintains a nuclear posture centred upon counterforce 

deterrence postures, while at the same time demonstrating an interest in nuclear arms 

reductions.  The U.S. 2010 Nuclear Posture Review,478 2010 White House National 

                                                 
478 United States Department of Defense, Nuclear Posture Review Report (April 2010). 
http://www.defense.gov/npr/docs/2010%20nuclear%20posture%20review%20report.pdf.  
Accessed 08/17/2013. 

http://www.defense.gov/npr/docs/2010%20nuclear%20posture%20review%20report.pdf
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Security Strategy,479 and 2012 DoD policy document “Sustaining U.S. Global 

Leadership: Priorities for 21st Century Defense,”480 indicate that the U.S. is modernizing 

its arsenals to support its deterrence policy, while reducing the number of its nuclear 

weapons.  These official documents indicate an interest in reducing reliance on nuclear 

weapons, while ensuring the reliability and effectiveness of its deterrent, which it 

believes is achievable with a smaller nuclear force.  However, as long as nuclear 

weapons exist, the U.S. asserts that it requires a nuclear deterrence capability.  But it 

also reaffirms its commitment to cooperate with Russia on advancing non-proliferation 

through the NPT and reducing nuclear stockpiles under New START.  

The requirement for the modernization of nuclear forces following downsizing 

after the end of the Cold War was stated in the 2001/2002 Nuclear Posture Review481 

under the Bush Administration.  President Bush’s statements in 2001 indicate an interest 

reducing U.S. nuclear forces, while at the same time suggesting that U.S. nuclear 

posture in the new millennium should reflect U.S. national security requirements.482  The 

NPR reflected a great deal of pre-9/11 thinking (although the report was submitted to 

Congress on 31 December 2001), which directed the drawing down of U.S. nuclear 

forces and retirement of capabilities considered to be in excess.483  Russia, however, 

remained the focus of U.S. nuclear posture and systems, given it was the only state 

(non-democratic) that had been able to threaten the U.S. and its allies with its nuclear 

arsenal.  In addition, China’s strategic force developments came onto the U.S. radar in 

                                                 
479 United States White House, National Security Strategy, May 2010.  
http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/rss_viewer/national_security_strategy.pdf.  
Accessed 08/15/2013. 
480 United States Department of Defense, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities for 21st 
Century Defense, January 2012.   http://www.defense.gov/news/defense_strategic_guidance.pdf.  
Accessed 09/19/2013. 
481 Submitted to Congress on 31 December 2001 – often referred to in analytical reports as the 
2002 NPR as it was made available in January 2002.  It should be noted that the NPR is not a 
policy document, but rather a guidance, or blueprint, recommending steps forward regarding U.S. 
nuclear force employment.  
482 Hans M. Kristensen, Counter-Proliferation and U.S. Nuclear Strategy, Chapter 1 in David S. 
McDonough (Ed.), U.S. Nuclear Strategy and the Implications for Global Security, Centre for 
Foreign Policy Studies, Dalhousie University, 2009. p. 13. 
483 These reductions followed the trajectory of initiatives started in 1991, followed by START II 
(1992) and 1994 Nuclear Posture Review.  Kristensen describes land and sea systems that were 
retired during the 1990s.  Ibid. 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/rss_viewer/national_security_strategy.pdf
http://www.defense.gov/news/defense_strategic_guidance.pdf
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the 2001 NPR, and in the 2006 National Security Strategy.484  Since 9/11, concerns 

about the WMD threat posed by terrorists and rogue states contributed to new thinking 

about nuclear doctrine, particularly pre-emption, and the need for capabilities to fulfill this 

posture. 

The 2001 NPR articulated an arsenal designed for limited warfighting with a 

lowering of the threshold for nuclear warfighting and new lower yield weapons “to 

destroy underground complexes, including stores for chemical and biological 

weapons.”485  As noted, this was at a time when the U.S. saw itself facing threats from a 

number of rogue state and non-state actors that had the potential to wield WMD.  In 

addition, this document introduced the concept of using conventional weaponry for 

nuclear deterrence as part of the New Triad, in order to target the “enemy’s warfighting 

capabilities and thus contribute to the defeat of the adversary and the defense of the 

United States and its security partners.” 486  This New Triad articulated requirements for 

both nuclear and non-nuclear offensive strike systems, active and passive defences,487 a 

“revitalized defense infrastructure that will provide new capabilities in a timely fashion to 

meet emerging threats,” and enhanced C2 and intelligence systems.488  At the same of 

these modernizations, the NPR indicates moving towards reductions.  These objectives 

are reflected in the 2006 National Security Strategy,489 in keeping with the modernization 

program and warfighting objectives, which continued into the next Administration. 

                                                 
484 White House, The National Security Strategy of the United States of America, March 2006, 41-
42.  https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/64884.pdf.  
485 The actual 2001/2 NPR is not available, but excerpts have been made available for 
discussion, as well as quotes in secondary source analytical reports, academic studies, and in the 
media.  The Stanford University’s Political Science department provides excerpts from the NPR 
(obtained from another secondary source GlobalSecurity.Org: 
http://www.globalsecurity.org/wmd/library/policy/dod/npr.htm).  This document is titled “Nuclear 
Posture Review [Excerpts],” 8 January 2002. 
https://web.stanford.edu/class/polisci211z/2.6/NPR2001leaked.pdf.  
486 Michael R. Gordon, “Nuclear Arms: For Deterrence or Warfighting?” New York Times (Mar. 
11, 2002): http://www.nytimes.com/2002/03/11/world/nuclear-arms-for-deterrence-or-
fighting.html?pagewanted=2&src=pm.  
487 Passive defences are primarily about civil defence protection, such as shelters and evacuation 
plans. 
488 Stanford University, NPR [Excerpts], 1.  Nuclear Threat Initiative, Nuclear Posture Review, 1 
August 2002.  http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/nuclear-posture-review/. 
489 2006 National Security Strategy, 22.   
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/64884.pdf.  

https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/64884.pdf
http://www.globalsecurity.org/wmd/library/policy/dod/npr.htm
https://web.stanford.edu/class/polisci211z/2.6/NPR2001leaked.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2002/03/11/world/nuclear-arms-for-deterrence-or-fighting.html?pagewanted=2&src=pm
http://www.nytimes.com/2002/03/11/world/nuclear-arms-for-deterrence-or-fighting.html?pagewanted=2&src=pm
http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/nuclear-posture-review/
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/64884.pdf


151 

The 2010 Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) provides guidance for nuclear force 

modernization and employment, while articulating the goal of the Obama Administration 

to reduce their role in U.S. national security strategy.490  The NPR guidance outlines “the 

President’s agenda for reducing nuclear dangers and pursuing the goal of a world 

without nuclear weapons, while simultaneously advancing broader U.S. security 

interests.”491  In acknowledging the changing international security environment the NPR 

lists the following key objectives for policy on nuclear force employment:  1) preventing 

nuclear proliferation and nuclear terrorism; 2) reducing the role of nuclear weapons in 

U.S. national security strategy; 3) maintaining strategic deterrence and stability at 

reduced nuclear force levels; 4) strengthening regional deterrence and reassuring U.S. 

allies and partners; and 5) sustaining a safe, secure, and effective nuclear arsenal.492  

Under changing international security conditions, Russia, China, and WMD threats from 

other state and non-state actors continue to pose a threat to U.S. national security and 

the security of its allies and partners.  The NPR highlights the lack of transparency in the 

development of the nuclear programs of Russia and China, while reinforcing U.S. 

interest in maintaining a stable strategic relationship with these actors.493 

The NPR indicates that the U.S. would only use nuclear weapons to deter a 

nuclear attack.  But the ambiguity is in stating how this deterrence would be pursued – 

by denial or punishment.  In spite of stated interests in reducing U.S. reliance on nuclear 

weapons and moving towards a world without nuclear weapons,494 they remain a 

fundamental guarantor of U.S. national security with the role to “deter potential 

adversaries” and “reassure allies of security commitments,” by relying on a “safe, 

                                                 
490 Department of Defense, Report on Nuclear Employment Strategy of the United States 
Specified in Section 491 of 10 U.S.C. p. 5.  Report of the Secretary of Defense on behalf of the 
President, submitted to Congress.  New guidance on nuclear policy for 21st century security 
environment relating to nuclear deterrence, extended deterrence, assurance, and defence.  The 
military plans and guidance will be implemented over the next year. 
http://www.defense.gov/pubs/ReporttoCongressonUSNuclearEmploymentStrategy_Section491.p
df. 
491 2010 NPR, iii. 
492 Ibid., iii, 2. 
493 Ibid., v, 4-5. 
494 Ibid., vii, 15. 

http://www.defense.gov/pubs/ReporttoCongressonUSNuclearEmploymentStrategy_Section491.pdf
http://www.defense.gov/pubs/ReporttoCongressonUSNuclearEmploymentStrategy_Section491.pdf
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secure, and effective nuclear arsenal” as long as nuclear weapons exist.495  The 2010 

White House National Security Strategy496 essentially reaffirms this perspective, but 

adds that it must ensure “the reliability and effectiveness of our deterrent.”  Indeed, the 

2012 DoD policy document “Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities for 21st 

Century Defense”497 states that the U.S. will maintain a nuclear arsenal as long as 

nuclear weapons exist, and will use them against any adversary threatening 

“unacceptable damage.”  At the same time, the document suggests that deterrence can 

be done with fewer numbers.498  In the 1990s when the U.S. and Russia were 

negotiating START I and START II to reduce the number of warheads in each state’s 

arsenal, there was resistance from STRATCOM to move below 2500 weapons, without 

which the U.S. could not maintain its superpower status, nor its security commitments.  

Now, the total number of warheads sought under the New START treaty reduces that 

number to 1550, with proposals to move down to 1000, in cooperation with the Russian 

Federation.  The Obama Administration was unable to convince Russia to reduce its 

warheads below New START levels,499 as Russia relies more on its strategic and non-

strategic nuclear forces in light of its conventional inferiority to the U.S. military and 

NATO forces in Europe.  Changes in attitudes towards the requisite numbers and 

delivery systems in order to ensure a credible nuclear deterrent have clearly shifted over 

the past two decades, suggesting the potential for further reductions accompanied by 

the ideal to shift to a more defensive deterrence strategy, such as minimum deterrence.  

                                                 
495 United States Department of Defense, Nuclear Posture Review Report (April 2010). 
http://www.defense.gov/npr/docs/2010%20nuclear%20posture%20review%20report.pdf.  
Accessed 08/17/2013. 
496 United States White House, National Security Strategy, May 2010.  
http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/rss_viewer/national_security_strategy.pdf.  
Accessed 08/15/2013. 
497 United States Department of Defense, Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities for 21st 
Century Defense, January 2012.   http://www.defense.gov/news/defense_strategic_guidance.pdf.  
Accessed 09/19/2013. 
498 2010, NPR, 19. 
499 Former Commander STRATCOM General James Cartright proposed the removal of the ICBM 
leg of the Triad, which would allow the U.S. a secure second-strike through its SSBNs and 
bomber force. 

http://www.defense.gov/npr/docs/2010%20nuclear%20posture%20review%20report.pdf
http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/rss_viewer/national_security_strategy.pdf
http://www.defense.gov/news/defense_strategic_guidance.pdf


153 

The 2013 Report on the Nuclear Employment Strategy states that the new 

guidance “does not rely on a ‘counter-value’ or ‘minimum deterrence’ strategy.”500  In 

addition, the Strategy describes an “increased reliance on conventional or non-nuclear 

strike capabilities or missile defenses of the United States.”501  The Strategy reiterates 

reliance on a counterforce strategy, retaining (although reducing) launch-under-attack, 

rejecting countervalue targeting and minimum deterrence, retaining the ability to forward 

deploy, continue forward bases in Europe, maintaining a credible nuclear triad in the 

event that deterrence fails, and retaining a reserve (hedge) of strategic warheads should 

a crisis situation emerge.502  In order to maintain a credible nuclear triad, as the system 

ages, the U.S. is embarking on modernization programs and developments of new 

conventional technologies to support the counterforce targeting strategy, in addition to 

expanding the controversial ballistic missile defence. 

The question of whether U.S. currently has a first strike nuclear posture is difficult 

to answer definitively.  The delivery systems oriented for counterforce strongly suggest 

first strike options, and postures articulating alert levels are ambiguous.  A Fact Sheet 

from the U.S. Bureau of Arms Control, Verification, and Compliance in 2015, describes 

the alert level of U.S. nuclear forces.  According to the document “We posture our 

nuclear forces to maintain strategic stability day-to-day and in crisis, deter attacks on the 

United States and our allies, and prevent unauthorized or accidental launch of U.S. 

nuclear forces.”503  It states that it has de-alerted its strategic bomber and non-strategic 

forces since the Cold War, maintain SLBNs at sea to ensure their survivability, maintain 

ICBMs on alert, and maintain an open-ocean targeting procedure, to avoid striking 

another state in the event of an accidental launch. The document asserts that U.S. 

nuclear forces are not on “hair trigger alert,” however a portion of its forces are on alert, 

ready to launch “upon receipt of an authenticated, encrypted, and securely transmitted 

                                                 
500 DoD, Report on Nuclear Employment Strategy of the United States Specified in Section 491 of 
10 U.S.C., 12 June 2013, p. 4.  https://www.globalsecurity.org/wmd/library/policy/dod/us-nuclear-
employment-strategy.pdf.  
501 DoD, Nuclear Employment Strategy, 1. 

 
502 DoD, Nuclear Employment Strategy, 2013. 
503 U.S. Department of State, U.S. Nuclear Force Posture and De-Alerting, U.S. Bureau of Arms 
Control, Verification, and Compliance, Fact Sheet, 14 December 2015.  https://2009-
2017.state.gov/t/avc/rls/250644.htm. 

https://www.globalsecurity.org/wmd/library/policy/dod/us-nuclear-employment-strategy.pdf
https://www.globalsecurity.org/wmd/library/policy/dod/us-nuclear-employment-strategy.pdf
https://2009-2017.state.gov/t/avc/rls/250644.htm
https://2009-2017.state.gov/t/avc/rls/250644.htm
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order from the President.”504  What is notable about this document is that it warns that 

further de-alerting would be destabilizing in a crisis.  Not only would de-alerting be 

difficult to verify, but also problematic if states needed to “re-alert.”  The document also 

affirms that the U.S. does not have a “Launch on Warning” doctrine, although the 

Nuclear Employment Strategy indicates that ICBMs will be launched while the U.S. is 

under attack.  The document therefore distinguishes between launch on warning and 

launch under attack as the latter is not based on a single warning indicator, but by 

verified attack assessments.505  Ultimately, the U.S. avoids the question by its 

statements that it uses nuclear weapons to deter nuclear weapons.  A debate in U.S. 

policy circles emerged under the Obama Administration about whether the U.S. should 

adopt a “no first use” policy, however, such a policy would challenge its extended 

deterrence pledge for NATO allies in Europe that is directly threatened by a resurgent 

Russia.  Therefore, there is an “absence of a ‘no first use’ pledge”506 that creates 

ambiguity in the nuclear posture, further complicated by weapon systems that are 

oriented for offensive counterforce first strike.  It has been suggested that this 

“calculated ambiguity”, an approach used during the Cold War, allows for the U.S. to 

pursue a range of options, including warfighting.507  Arguments against no first use 

assert that this ambiguous posture creates instabilities in crises that risk accidental, 

unauthorized, or deliberate use of nuclear weapons.  It is also argued that a no first use 

posture creates conditions under which a nuclear exchange may escalate if the U.S. 

attempts a disarming nuclear first strike.508  

                                                 
504 Ibid. 
505 Ibid. 
506 Amy F. Woolf, “U.S. Nuclear Weapons Policy: Considering ‘No First Use’,” CRS Insight, 16 
August 2016.  https://fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/IN10553.pdf.  
507 Ibid. 
508 These arguments have been associated with critics of the Obama Administration’s failure to 
adopt a no first use doctrine in the 2010 NPR.  See Michael S. Gerson, No First Use: The Next 
Step for U.S. Nuclear Policy, International Security, Vol. 35, No. 2 (Fall 2010): 7-47. 

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/IN10553.pdf
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NATO and the Nuclear Umbrella: Extended Deterrence and Credibility  

NATO doctrine, as stated in NATO’s Strategic Concept509 and NATO’s 2012 

Deterrence and Defense Posture Review,510 essentially conveys the same posture as 

U.S. nuclear doctrine.  The 2010 NPR reaffirms its interest in reassuring allies and 

partners and strengthening regional deterrence.511  This involves balancing intentions to 

reduce the number of nuclear weapons with concerns over the decline in credibility of a 

nuclear deterrent, particularly with respect to requirements of extended deterrence for 

allies.  NATO intends to continue the reduction of nuclear weapons in Europe and seeks 

cooperation with Russia.  However, NATO doctrine affirms that NATO will remain a 

nuclear alliance.  

NATO is a nuclear alliance, in addition to a collective defence and collective 

security (since the 1990s) organization.  Since the Cold War this alliance established a 

nuclear-sharing arrangement as part of the European deterrence strategy against the 

Soviet Union.  Nuclear-sharing involves the deployment of nuclear weapons within non-

nuclear weapon states.   In the current era, under the NATO nuclear umbrella, allies in 

both Europe and the Asia Pacific region enjoy (in theory) assurance that the U.S. will 

respond to the threat by the adversary – Russia or China – against states protected 

under the extended deterrence umbrella.  This arrangement benefits the United States 

and allies alike.  For the most part a number of allies do not need their own nuclear 

weapons.  In addition, such arrangements are good for counterproliferation under the 

NPT (although this does not prevent non-state actors such as terrorist organizations 

from wanting to acquire nuclear weapons).512  As will be discussed in the next chapter, 

Russia’s upgrades to its strategic and non-strategic nuclear forces513 are judged to be in 

                                                 
509 NATO, Strategic Concept: Active Engagement, Modern Defence, Adopted by Heads of State 
and Government at the NATO Summit in Lisbon, 19-20 November 2010. p. 5  
http://www.nato.int/lisbon2010/strategic-concept-2010-eng.pdf.  Accessed August 17, 2013. 
510 Deterrence and Defense Posture Review, NATO Summit, May 20, 2012.  
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_87597.htm?mode=pressrelease. Accessed 
08/20/2013. 
511 2010 NPR, xii. 
512 John Deutch, “A Nuclear Posture for Today,” Foreign Affairs (Jan/Feb. 2005): 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2005-01-01/nuclear-posture-today.  
513 Sources suggest that significant numbers of Russia’s non-strategic nuclear weapons 
(estimated to range from 1000-2000) west of the Ural Mountains.  Steven Pifer, “Russia’s Rising 
Military: Should the U.S. Send More Nuclear Weapons to Europe?” The National Interest (July 

http://www.nato.int/lisbon2010/strategic-concept-2010-eng.pdf
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_87597.htm?mode=pressrelease
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2005-01-01/nuclear-posture-today


156 

response to U.S. modernization to its triad, as well as the eastward expansion of NATO.  

Such expansion concerns Russia’s interests in maintaining a sphere of influence and 

buffer, which the former Soviet Republics provided.  In addition, such “provocative” 

measures by NATO include deployments of interceptors for the Aegis Ashore missile 

defence program in Poland and Romania.514 

Since the Russian annexation of Crimea and its attempts to separate the 

Ukrainian provinces of Lukhansk and Donetsk from Ukraine, Russia’s nuclear posture 

has demonstrated increasing provocation.  These aggressive operations involve hybrid 

warfare, which includes influencing Russian populations in those regions using media, 

supporting insurgencies, covert Russian forces in those regions, and aggressive cyber 

activities against NATO allies, particularly the Baltic states.  In addition, Russia has been 

conducting conventional military exercises in the region by sea, air, and land involving 

actions that are deliberately provocative to NATO allies.  NATO has been intercepting an 

increasing number of Bear bomber aircraft and Russian submarines have been probing 

the coastal waters of the Baltic Sea,515 and more recently flying fighter jets close to U.S. 

surface vessels operating in the Baltic Sea. 

As tensions increased over Ukraine, the U.S. has started to establish a “quasi-

permanent” military presence in Eastern European NATO countries, namely Poland and 

the Baltic states, with a brigade-size force.516 This may be viewed as problematic 

because in the post-Cold War phase, there was an understanding in Russia that the 

U.S. and NATO had promised not to expand into Eastern Europe or permanently station 

                                                 
21, 2015): http://nationalinterest.org/feature/russias-rising-military-should-the-us-send-more-
nuclear-13381.  
514 According to the Missile Defence Agency, Aegis Ashore is [was] being installed in Romania in 
2015 to cover Southern Europe and in Poland in 2018 to cover Northern Europe.  Missile 
Defence Agency, Aegis Ashore, last updated 08/9/2016.  
https://www.mda.mil/system/aegis_ashore.html.  
515 Pifer, “Russia’s Rising Military.” 
516 Matt Gurney, “Missing the Cold War? You can get a taste of it again in Eastern Europe,” 
National Post (February 10, 2016): http://news.nationalpost.com/full-comment/matt-gurney-
missing-the-cold-war-you-can-get-a-taste-of-it-again-in-eastern-europe. 

Although forward deployments in Europe are seemingly provocative to Russia, Moens states that 
“Russia’s annexation of Crimea and its operations in Donbas are in violation of the OSCE, the 
Budapest Memorandum, and the 1997 NATO Russian Founding Act.”  Within this context he 
argues that “the semi-permanent stationing of small NATO forces in Eastern Europe takes 
meaning in this context and not as a stand alone act.”  Statement by Alex Moens, expert on 
NATO affairs, 27 October 2017, Department of Political Science, Simon Fraser University.   

http://nationalinterest.org/feature/russias-rising-military-should-the-us-send-more-nuclear-13381
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/russias-rising-military-should-the-us-send-more-nuclear-13381
https://www.mda.mil/system/aegis_ashore.html
http://news.nationalpost.com/full-comment/matt-gurney-missing-the-cold-war-you-can-get-a-taste-of-it-again-in-eastern-europe
http://news.nationalpost.com/full-comment/matt-gurney-missing-the-cold-war-you-can-get-a-taste-of-it-again-in-eastern-europe
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NATO forces close to Russia’s borders.517 The U.S. has found a way to work around this 

understanding by rotating different units “in and out of the area” to avoid “permanently” 

assigning troops to Eastern Europe.518 

Although speculation surrounds a NATO promise to Russia after the Cold War 

that it would not take any former eastern Soviet republics into its alliance,519 Russian 

President Putin and others argue that NATO is in violation of such an agreement not to 

expand.  In addition, the May 1997 Founding Act section IV states that  

The Member States of NATO reiterate that they have no intention, no plan and 
no reason to deploy nuclear weapons on the territory of new Members, nor 
any need to change any aspect of NATO’s nuclear posture or nuclear policy – 
and do foresee any future need to do so... 
 
... with Member States of NATO and Russia will, together with other States 
Parties, seek to strengthen stability by further developing measures to prevent 
any potentially threatening build-up of conventional forces in agreed regions of 
Europe, to include Central and Eastern Europe.520 

                                                 
517 According to NATO, this promise was never made, complicating mutual understanding and 
perceptions of one another’s intentions.  NATO, Russia’s Accusations – Setting the Record 
Straight, Fact Sheet (April 2014): http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/topics_109141.htm.   
518 Gurney, “Missing the Cold War?” 
519 Some sources argue that Gorbachev received assurances from James Baker and others that 
NATO would not expand beyond Germany; whereas other sources indicate that Gorbachev 
himself argues that no explicit promise was made not to enlarge NATO. Steven Pifer, “Did NATO 
Promise Not to Enlarge? Gorbachev Says ‘No’,” Brookings (Nov. 6, 2014): 
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/up-front/posts/2014/11/06-nato-no-promise-enlarge-gorbachev-
pifer. 

Sarotte mentions that Russian diplomats “regularly assert that Washington made ... such a 
promise in exchange for the Soviet troop withdrawal from East Germany – and then betrayed that 
promise as NATO added 12 eastern European countries ... Indeed ... Putin’s aggressive actions 
in Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014 were fueled in part by his ongoing resentment about what 
he sees as the West’s broken pact over NATO expansion ... But U.S. policymakers and analysts 
insist that such a promise never existed.”  Notably, Sarotte mentions that documents from the 
time of negotiations with Gorbachev never included such a promise, although “U.S. and German 
officials briefly implied that such a deal might be on the table...”  Notably Sarotte argues that “The 
dispute over this sequence of events distorted relations between Washington and Moscow ever 
since.”  She provides an assessment of the sequence in her article.  In her conclusion she states 
that “Gorbachev never got the West to promise that it would freeze NATO’s borders.”  Mary Elise 
Sarotte, “A Broken Promise,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 93, Iss. 5 (Sept/Oct 2014).  Web.  
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russia-fsu/2014-08-11/broken-promise.   
520 In addition, under the same section, “Russia will exercise similar restraint in its conventional 
force deployments in Europe.”  It should also be noted that Russia itself violated a provision 
under section I Principle: “respect for sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity of all 
states and their inherent right to choose the means of their own security,” when it invaded former 
Soviet Republics such as Georgia (partially autonomous states South Ossetia and Abkhazia), 
and Ukraine (Crimea).   

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/topics_109141.htm
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/up-front/posts/2014/11/06-nato-no-promise-enlarge-gorbachev-pifer
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/up-front/posts/2014/11/06-nato-no-promise-enlarge-gorbachev-pifer
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russia-fsu/2014-08-11/broken-promise
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NATO has enlarged its membership and deployed eastward close to Russia’s 

borders, prompting Russia to become concerned for its sphere of influence.  The next 

chapter will address how Russia views itself defending against the conventional 

superiority of U.S./NATO with its nuclear deterrent. NATO enjoys conventional 

superiority over Russian conventional forces, which is why Russia has taken the 

Eisenhower approach to upgrade its nuclear forces as a deterrent to both nuclear and 

conventional war. 

Third Offset Strategy 

The Third Offset Strategy (also known as the Defense Innovation Initiative) is a 

Pentagon initiative to facilitate U.S. power projection globally.521  The strategy covers 

“strategy, procurement, doctrine and a wide gamut of Department of Defence (DoD) 

activities.”522  The strategy describes an air-sea-space-cyberspace approach to offset 

new advantages developed by China and Russian military modernizations, which involve 

advanced weapons systems and capabilities designed – particularly by China – to deny 

                                                 
NATO, Founding Act on Mutual Relations, Cooperation and Security between NATO and Russian 
Federation, Paris, France, 27 May 1997, Official Texts , NATO (updated Oct. 12, 2009): 
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_25468.htm.  
521 Department of Defense, Deputy Secretary of Defense Speech, National Defense University 
Convocation, Delivered by Secretary of Defense Robert Work, National Defense University (Aug. 
5, 2014): http://www.defense.gov/News/Speeches/Speech-View/Article/605598.  Department of 
Defense, “’Defense Innovation Days’ Opening Keynote (Southeastern New England Defense 
Industry Alliance), Delivered by Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel, Newport, Rhode Island (Sept. 
3, 2014): http://www.defense.gov/News/Speeches/Speech-View/Article/605602.  Department of 
Defense, Deputy Secretary of Defense Speech: The Third U.S. Offset Strategy and its 
Implications for Partners and Allies, Delivered by Deputy Secretary of Defense Bob Work, Willard 
Hotel, Washington, D.C. (Jan. 28, 2015): http://www.defense.gov/News/Speeches/Speech-
View/Article/606641/the-third-us-offset-strategy-and-its-implications-for-partners-and-allies.   
Robert Martinage, Toward a New Offset Strategy: Exploiting U.S. Long-Term Advantages to 
Restore U.S. Global Power Projection Capability, Center for Strategic and Budgetary 
Assessments (2014).   
522 Elbridge Colby, Nuclear Weapons in the Third Offset Strategy:  Avoiding a Nuclear Blind Spot 
in the Pentagon’s New Initiative, Center for New American Security (February 2015), page 3.  
Available at: http://www.cnas.org/sites/default/files/publications-
pdf/Nuclear%20Weapons%20in%20the%203rd%20Offset%20Strategy.pdf. Colby is concerned 
about where nuclear weapons factor into the new strategy’s envisaged “warfighting regime,” 
because of its lack of clarity about the role of nuclear weapons vis a vis the types of adversaries 
upon which the new strategy focuses. 

http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_25468.htm
http://www.defense.gov/News/Speeches/Speech-View/Article/605598
http://www.defense.gov/News/Speeches/Speech-View/Article/605602
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the U.S. to certain regions (the area access area denial strategy – A2/AD).523  Russia’s 

A2/AD strategy extends from the eastern Mediterranean region, Eastern Europe, and to 

the Arctic, with radars and interceptors, challenging Western powers’ support to allies 

and partners in those regions (NATO in Eastern Europe, anti-Assad / anti-ISIS forces in 

Syria). 524  The Third Offset strategy itself and Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel’s 2014 

speech suggests a continuation of the U.S. interest to maintain its global power 

projection and military superiority in order to defend these interests.  However, whether 

that goal can be achieved without simultaneously building a disarming first-strike threat 

against Russian and Chinese nuclear retaliatory assets is open for debate.  

The Third Offset Strategy is described as reminiscent of Eisenhower’s New Look 

(the first offset strategy) and the approach taken by DoD in the 1970s and 80s to use 

new technologies to offset Soviet military advantages, particularly when it reached parity 

with the U.S. (the second offset strategy).525  The concept of offset strategies is to 

counterbalance conventional (and non-conventional) force imbalances posed by an 

adversary.  The U.S. plan in the Third Offset Strategy is to counter the adversary’s 

A2/AD capabilities by “leveraging U.S. ‘core competencies’ in unmanned systems and 

automation, extended-range and low-observable air operations, undersea warfare, and 

                                                 
523 Chuck Hagel stated that “China and Russia have been trying to close the technology gap by 
pursuing and funding long-term, comprehensive military modernization programs.  They are also 
developing anti-ship, anti-air, counter-space, cyber, electronic warfare, and special operations 
capabilities that appear designed to counter traditional U.S. military advantages – in particular, 
our ability to project power to any region across the globe by surging aircraft, ships, troops, and 
supplies.”  Department of Defense, “’Defense Innovation Days’ Opening Keynote (Southeastern 
New England Defense Industry Alliance), Delivered by Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel, 
Newport, Rhode Island (Sept. 3, 2014): http://www.defense.gov/News/Speeches/Speech-
View/Article/605602.  Colby, 4.  Martinage, Towards a New Offset Strategy, page iii. 
524 Kathleen Weinberger, “Russian Anti-Access and Area Denial (A2AD) Range,” Understanding 
War, Institute for the Study of War, 29 August 2016.   
http://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-anti-access-and-area-denial-a2ad-range.   
Weinberger provides a helpful graphic of Russia’s deployment of systems for its A2AD strategy: 
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Russian%20A2AD%20AUGUST%202016_1.p
df.  Douglas Barrie, “Russia and Anti-Access / Area-Denial Capabilities,” IISS Military Balance, 8 
February 2016.  https://www.iiss.org/en/militarybalanceblog/blogsections/2016-629e/february-
f0ed/russia-and-anti-access-area-denial-capabilities-9b3e.  
525 Colby, 4.  Second Offset Strategy in the mid-1970s under Secretary of Defense Harold Brown.  
Martinage, Toward a New Offset Strategy, page i.  Octavian Manea, “The Third Offset Strategy in 
Historical Context,” Small Wars Journal (Jan. 29, 2015), no page numbers.  Available at: 
file:///C:/Users/Teeple/Downloads/Small%20Wars%20Journal%20-
%20The%20Third%20Offset%20Strategy%20in%20Historical%20Context%20-%202015-01-
29.pdf.  
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complex system engineering and integration in order to project power differently.”526  

Conventional counterforce options are part of this strategy, as are enhancements to 

C4ISR for superior situational awareness and the ability to communicate develops and 

respond timely and effectively.  In order to reduce dependency on the direct application 

of force, the strategy moves to dissuade the adversary from employing its forces in the 

first place through deterrence by denial and deterrence by punishment,527 assuming that 

the adversary is employing a cost-benefit analysis of what he hopes to achieve with his 

actions.  These assumptions extend to the adversary having a complete understanding 

of U.S. intentions, and knowledge of U.S. capabilities to offset the adversary’s forces.  

Hagel and Martinage (via Robert Work) both emphasize the role of innovation in the new 

offset strategy, in which DoD is prioritizing “investments in submarines, cyber, next-

generation fighter and bomber aircraft, missile defense, ISR,528and special operations 

forces – putting a premium on rapidly deployable, self-sustaining platforms that can 

defeat more technologically advanced adversaries,” in addition to rapidly deployable and 

strike capable undersea capabilities.529  This initiative, if it  is carried forward, 

demonstrates a significant explicit shift to offensive deterrence, reinforcing the belief that 

national security is best achieved through deterrence by denial doctrine and strategy. 

Table 9: U.S. Offensive / Defensive Nuclear Postures 

 
OFFENSIVE DEFENSIVE 
Ambiguous posture on first use – 
no “no first use” and pre-emptive 
options against WMD threats by 
rogue states and terrorists leaves 
open (mis)interpretation that U.S. 
nuclear posture includes first strike 

Reductions in nuclear forces ~ 
statements that deterrence can be done 
with fewer numbers of nuclear 
warheads and delivery systems 
 

Extended deterrence – nuclear 
umbrella; reassurance to allies 

Less reliance on nuclear weapons – 
posture states nuclear weapons would 
be used to deter use of nuclear 
weapons 

                                                 
526 Assessments of the success of employing such capabilities include leveraging a global 
surveillance and strike (GSS) network.  Martinage, Toward a New Offset Strategy, page v.  
527 Martinage, Toward a New Offset Strategy, page v. 
528 Both space-based now and via High-Altitude Long Endurance atmospheric systems in the 
future. 
529 DoD, “Defense Innovation Days.” 



161 

Modernization of Triad – upgrading 
legs, active defences, enhancing 
C2 and ISR with warfighting – 
counterforce – capabilities to meet 
new and emerging threats 

Maintains nuclear arsenal as long as 
nuclear weapons exist for strategic 
stability 

2013 Nuclear Employment 
Strategy: explicit statement that the 
new guidance does not rely on 
countervalue or minimum 
deterrence; allows for conventional 
and nuclear strike options 
reinforcing the counterforce 
strategy 

Forward deployments in Europe 
involving heavy bombers and dual-
capable fighters for extended 
deterrence and assurances to allies 
and partners.  It should be highlighted 
that these actions represent 
defensive intentions on the part of 
the United States, particularly within 
the current context of Russia’s 
aggression against Ukraine and 
potentially against the Baltic states.  
Russia interprets these deployments 
involving semi-permanent stationing of 
forces in Europe as provocative.  

Third Offset Strategy: objectives to 
counter A2/AD in Europe (and 
Asia) with forward deployments 
and prompt strike from the U.S. 

 

Nuclear Employment Strategy: 
U.S. maintains a robust hedge in 
nuclear stockpile against technical 
and geopolitical risk530 

 

Maintains “resilient and flexible” 
nuclear triad – range of options531 

 

Increased reliance on 
conventional/non-nuclear strike 
capabilities and effective missile 
defence532 

 

Plans for deterrence failure with 
multiple warfighting options 

 

  

 

Assessment of Indicators 

As discussed in the presentation of indicators in chapter 3, the following tables 

indicate U.S. capabilities based on A1: Counterforce Dominance; A2: Mutually Assured 

                                                 
530 DoD, Nuclear Employment Strategy, 5. 
531 Ibid., 8. 
532 Ibid., 9. 
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Destruction (MAD); and A3: Minimum Deterrence.  The same logic applies to the 

categorization and assessment of indicators for Russia’s nuclear capabilities in the next 

chapter. 

Table 10: Indicators: U.S. Nuclear Deterrence Postures   

 
Type of 
Deterrence 
 

A1: Deterrence by Denial ✓ 
A2: Deterrence by Punishment ✓ 
A3: Deterrence by Punishment  ✓ 

 

Strike 
Doctrine 

A1: First Strike / Pre-emption / Theatre First Use ✓ 
A2: No First Use / Second Strike only   
A3: No First Use / Second Strike only  

 

Targeting 
Strategy 

A1: Counterforce ~ Warfighting – C2 and 
strategic launch platforms 

✓ 

A2: Second Strike / Retaliation ~ Countervalue ~ 
Massive Retaliation / Assured Destruction 

✓ 

A3: Second Strike / Constrained Retaliation ~ 
Limited Countervalue ~ Unacceptable Damage 

 
 

Deterrence 
for Allies 

A1: Extended Deterrence ✓ 
A2: Extended Deterrence ✓ 
A3: No extended deterrence  

 

  
 

Table 11: Indicators: U.S. Nuclear Deterrence Weapons 

 
Alert Level A1: Systems on high alert ✓ 

A2: Systems de-alerted ✓ 
A3: Systems on reduced operational readiness   

 

Size of 
Arsenal 

A1: large warhead #s (upwards of several 
thousand) 

✓ 

A2: moderate warhead #s (several hundred to 
few thousand) 

 

A3: minimum warhead #s (few hundred 
maximum) 

 
 

Multiple 
Warheads 

A1: MIRVs and single warheads  
A2: MaRVs and single warheads ✓ 
A3: Single Warheads  
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Submarine 
Fleet 

A1: SSBN and SSN / SSK ✓ 
A2: SSBN  
A3: SSBN  

 

ICBM 
Platform 

A1: Rail / Road Mobile ICBMs  
A2: Silo-based / hardened silos ✓ 
A3: Silo-based / no land-leg  

 

Air Delivery 
Platform 

A1: Long-range stealth bomber and stealth 
fighter 

✓ 

A2: Long-range bomber ✓ 
A3: Long-range bomber ✓ 

 

Missile 
Defence 

A1: Development of BMD system to protect 
homeland / deployed systems in strategic regions 
to defend allies 

✓ 

A2: Limited BMD / theatre missile defence  
A3: Very limited, if any, BMD  

 

Strategic 
Warning  

A1: Enhanced ISR ✓ 
A2: Limited ISR / Early Warning  
A3: Early warning  

 

Usability of 
Deterrence 
Weapons 

A1: Usable nuclear and conventional weapons 
(strategic and tactical) 

✓ 

A2: Non-usable nuclear weapons ✓ 
A2: Non-usable nuclear weapons  

 

Cruise 
Missile 

A1: Cruise Missile ~ air, sea, or ground launched ✓ 
A2: Cruise missile capabilities focussed on 2nd 
strike 

✓ 

A3: No cruise missile capabilities  
 

 

Assessment of Indicators 

U.S. nuclear posture is oriented for both first and second strike.  In declaratory 

policy the emphasis is on second strike, however, the ambiguity surrounding no first use 

involves having a range of options from deterring nuclear use with the threat of 

retaliation to warfighting and pre-emption.  Deterrence by denial is a clear objective 

when postures are assessed in conjunction with the orientation of weapons systems 

designed for first (as well as second) strike.  The nuclear deterrence systems indicate a 

strong orientation for the defence, although contains defensive elements in terms of de-

MIRVed warheads (except on SLBMs – reduced to fewer MIRVed warheads) in favour 
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of single warheads and maneuverable re-entry vehicles, hardened ICBM silos, long 

range bomber aircraft (although these are being upgraded with stealth options), non-

usable nuclear weapons (but these are offset by a high number of usable nuclear 

weapons), and some systems de-alerted (with others on high alert).  Counterforce 

weapons are a clear feature in the U.S. nuclear arsenal characterized by large numbers 

of warheads (although gradually reduced since the early 1990s), many systems on high 

alert, fast attack and stealth submarines to target the other side’s SSBNs, stealth 

bombers and fighters to penetrate air defences, development of national missile 

defences with deployed systems among allies in Europe to counter multiple ballistic 

missile threats, enhanced intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance capabilities to 

reduce to fog of war (or nuclear assets and C2 of the adversary) to have counterforce 

dominance, a series of usable nuclear and non-nuclear counterforce options, and cruise 

missile technology with first strike advantages.   

U.S. nuclear postures are ambiguous, strongly indicative of allowing for pre-

emptive first-strike options if circumstances require them.  Nuclear deterrence systems 

are oriented towards more offensive than defensive purposes, creating a layered range 

of options permitted under the ambiguity of the non-no first use posture.  The 

ambiguously offensive orientation of postures and offensive systems intended to ensure 

the security of the United States and its allies and partners in Europe (and Asia) through 

deterrence by denial (and punishment), is most certainly threatening to its adversaries.  

Attempts at bilateral arrangements to reduce such systems in order to reinforce stability-

inducing cooperation within which New START was achieved, is complicated by the 

development of conventional counterforce alternative and BMD systems. 

Concluding Remarks 

Since 2006 Lieber and Press have argued that the data indicates that the U.S. 

already has considerable first-strike capabilities and its advantages will grow over time 

as it pursues greater lethality of its arsenal, while Russia’s forces decline.533  Initially, a 

positive outcome of America’s growing nuclear superiority and Russia’s decline is that 

such conditions reduced the U.S.’s need for a counterforce first strike, as Russia began 

                                                 
533 Lieber and Press, 2006, 27. 
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to pose less of a threat.534  For a time, until a renewal of aggression in Eastern Europe 

encouraged Russia to deploy tactical nuclear weapons in Kaliningrad.  Such capabilities 

are provocative to other nuclear powers, especially Russia and China, because of their 

potential to enhance U.S. nuclear superiority, by removing the other states’ capability to 

launch a disarming second strike in the event of a nuclear exchange, making those 

states vulnerable to nuclear blackmail with the threat of first strike.  Not only is such an 

asymmetry in capabilities destabilizing, but it reinforces U.S. interest in maintaining a 

large nuclear arsenal, delivery capabilities, forward deployments and basing to support a 

counterforce, launch on warning nuclear posture. 

Despite official declarations to reduce the U.S. nuclear arsenal and delivery 

capabilities that would be associated with a decreased reliance on nuclear forces, the 

data indicates more offensive intentions.  A broad target set, plans for force 

modernization with new weapons oriented towards more usable first-strike options, 

layered missile defences (in U.S. and Europe), indicates an interest in maintaining a 

counterforce posture associated with deterrence by denial, which contradicts statements 

of reducing reliance on nuclear weapons with a focus on only using nuclear weapons to 

deter the use of nuclear weapons.  Current conditions demonstrate an ambiguous 

nuclear deterrence posture with an offense-dominant nuclear weapons system 

supplemented by an emerging conventional strike complex able to inflict protracted 

damage on an adversary’s nuclear and C2 assets.  

                                                 
534 Ibid, 26. 
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Chapter 5.  
 
Russia’s Nuclear Deterrence Systems and Postures 

This chapter presents the empirical data on the Russian Federation’s nuclear 

deterrence systems and postures, as done for the U.S. in Chapter 4, to determine the 

orientation of its nuclear force employment.  In following with that formula, this data is 

synthesized and arranged under the offensive and defensive deterrence indicators for 

nuclear deterrence systems and postures.  A background discussion of Russian 

strategic thinking about the role of nuclear weapons in its national security strategy 

provides a helpful context for understanding current developments in Russian nuclear 

force posture and new delivery technologies employed to counter, among multiple 

threats, its traditional strategic rival the United States.  

Background of Russian Strategic Thinking on Nuclear 
Weapons 

Due to the path-dependent strategic competition between the U.S. and USSR, 

Russia’s strategic thinking on the role of nuclear weapons in its national security strategy 

extends back into the Cold War when the two great powers competed for strategic 

superiority, in both convention and nuclear forces.  Russia acutely felt more vulnerable 

to the threat posed by the U.S. and the NATO alliance along the borders of its Western 

republics.535  Indeed, this perception of vulnerability began when it was clear that the 

U.S. could hold any state in existential risk being the only nation to have atomic 

weapons, until the USSR detonated its first atomic bomb in Semipalatinsk, Kazakhstan, 

on 29 August 1949.536  When the U.S. proceeded to develop the first thermonuclear 

device in 1952, the Soviets followed with the detonation of Tsar Bomba on 30 October 

1961.537  The Soviets had developed the first ICBM delivery technology on 9 February 

                                                 
535 The Soviet Union intended to dominate its surrounding territory and prevent U.S. aggression 
against the motherland.  Robert P. Berman and John C. Baker, Soviet Strategic Forces: 
Requirements and Responses, Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1982, p. 2. 
536 Pavel Podvig, Russian Strategic Nuclear Forces, Cambridge, Mass, MIT Press, 2004. p. 440. 
537 The 50 megaton thermonuclear bomb was detonated over Novaya Zemlya Island in the Arctic. 
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1959.538  These developments, intensified by the 1961 Berlin Crisis and 1962 Cuban 

Missile Crisis, amplified the nuclear arms race; but behind the race was the concept that 

nuclear forces would be used to deter aggression, despite the counterforce orientation 

they took on from the mid-1960s.539  Both the U.S. and Soviet Union sought to deter one 

another with the threat of deterrence by punishment, while pursuing advantages in 

deterrence by denial. 

In terms of understanding the Soviet (and later Russian) view of the role of 

nuclear weapons and deterrence Richard K. Betts states that the “Soviets often defined 

the essence of U.S. deterrence policy as a whole as blackmail.”  Betts indicates that the 

Russian translation of “deterrence” had a different meaning than it did in the West.  The 

Russian word sderzhivaniye (сдерживание) – “restraining”540 – was the Russian 

approach to deterring the West; whereas they used the word ustrasheniye (устрашение) 

– “intimidation”541 – to describe Western-style deterrence.542  This use of language 

demonstrates how the Soviet (Russia’s) conceptualization of role of nuclear forces is as 

a restraining counterweight to the threat posed by an “intimidating” Western great power.  

This provides insight into the Soviets’ perception of the early American nuclear doctrine 

of Massive Retaliation in a more threatening offensive tone, viewing this policy as 

nuclear blackmail – устрашение – to coerce or intimidate the Soviets into compliance in 

order to promote American political interests (particularly in Europe).  Thus, the Russian 

approach to cдерживание conveys a defensive character rather than an offensive 

coercive concept.  This way of thinking may have also influenced Russia’s interest in 

cooperation with United States on arms control in terms of reducing numbers of strategic 

                                                 
Preparatory Commission for the Comprehensive Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty Organization, 30 
October 1961 – The Tsar Bomba, undated.  https://www.ctbto.org/specials/testing-times/30-
october-1961-the-tsar-bomba.  
538 The R-7 Semyorka tested at Plesetsk, but never deployed operationally; although the R-7A 
variant was deployed from 1959-1968. 
539 Particularly under Robert McNamara’s strategic guidance for “no-cities” targeting for nuclear 
weapons, which itself returned to the deterrence by punishment concept “assured destruction.” 
540 Another suggested translation for this word is “containment”.  
541 In other translations it could also mean “terrorism”. 
542 Betts, Nuclear Balance Nuclear Blackmail, 5.  See also discussion by Kristin Ven Bruusgaard, 
Russian Strategic Deterrence, Survival 58.4 (2016), p. 8. 

https://www.ctbto.org/specials/testing-times/30-october-1961-the-tsar-bomba
https://www.ctbto.org/specials/testing-times/30-october-1961-the-tsar-bomba
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arms to “restrain” the power of the West, as well as reduce the prospects of nuclear 

exchange. 

Soviet concern that a nuclear war could not be won led to cooperation with the 

U.S. in the 1970s on a number of arms control initiatives – these facilitated by Nixon’s 

détente policy which created favourable conditions for both sides to pursue the ABM 

Treaty, SALT I,543 and negotiations on SALT II.  However, when the Soviets invaded 

Afghanistan in 1979, the West was threatened by the Soviet military’s direct attempt to 

enforce communism in the state.  Tensions between the Soviets and the U.S. renewed 

and SALT II negotiations broke down.544   

Into the 1980s, on 23 March 1983 the Reagan Administration pursued an 

ambitious missile defence program in the Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI, a.k.a. “Star 

Wars”), which was a planned “ground- and space-based, laser-armed anti-ballistic 

system” that would “shield US land-based missiles.”545  This program reinforced the 

perception of threat to the Soviets’ nuclear forces.  Reagan hoped to eliminate the role of 

nuclear weapons through this initiative, claiming its orientation towards the defence, not 

understanding that such a system (if it ever became effective and operational), was 

viewed by the USSR as the ultimate offensive capability affording the U.S. strategic 

primacy.  The Soviet leadership under Yuri Andropov viewed the initiative as a first strike 

weapon, with the capability of disarming the Soviet Union, allowing the U.S. to start and 

win a nuclear war.546  Andropov stated that space-based defence would “open the 

floodgates of a runaway race of all types of strategic arms, both offensive and 

defensive.”547 Clearly the Soviet Union feared U.S. nuclear superiority and attempts to 

                                                 
543 Alexey Arbatov, “The Hidden Side of the U.S.-Russian Strategic Confrontation,” Arms Control 
Association (Sept. 2016): https://www.armscontrol.org/ACT/2016_09/Features/The-Hidden-Side-
of-the-US-Russian-Strategic-Confrontation.  
544 Not to mention domestic elements, such as Paul Nitze, Deputy Secretary of Defense, argued 
against SALT II because it would leave the U.S. without a “credibly adequate second-strike 
capability.”  Eugene Rostow, The Case Against SALT II, Commentary, Feb. 1, 1979.  
https://www.commentarymagazine.com/articles/the-case-against-salt-ii/.  
545 Benjamin B. Fischer, “The Cold War Conundrum: The 1983 Soviet War Scare,” Central 
Intelligence Agency, CSI Publications, 19 March 2007 [last updated 7 July 2008].  Available at: 
https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/books-and-
monographs/a-cold-war-conundrum/source.htm.  
546 Ibid.  
547 Ibid.  Reference: "Replies of Yu. V. Andropov to questions from a Pravda correspondent," 
Pravda, 27 March 1983. 

https://www.armscontrol.org/ACT/2016_09/Features/The-Hidden-Side-of-the-US-Russian-Strategic-Confrontation
https://www.armscontrol.org/ACT/2016_09/Features/The-Hidden-Side-of-the-US-Russian-Strategic-Confrontation
https://www.commentarymagazine.com/articles/the-case-against-salt-ii/
https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/books-and-monographs/a-cold-war-conundrum/source.htm
https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/books-and-monographs/a-cold-war-conundrum/source.htm
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achieve primacy, leaving it vulnerable to U.S. aggression and potential annihilation.  Its 

argument is that U.S. offensive actions, such as SDI, are driving the Soviets to respond, 

intensifying the nuclear arms race. 

Tensions between the two superpowers were further aggravated by NATO 

exercises that simulated the use of nuclear weapons.  The Able Archer incident is stated 

by some analysts to have brought both nations to the brink. Spurred by the Soviet 

downing of a Korean civilian airliner (KAL 007) for entering its air space on 1 September 

1983, the U.S. increased its defense spending to support the new MX missile.  With both 

sides on the defensive, the Soviets increasingly interpreted U.S. actions in the most 

negative light.  In addition, the U.S./NATO Able Archer exercise that commenced on 2 

November 1983 may have contributed to the Soviet response to perceived threatening 

U.S. behaviour.  Able Archer 83 was a U.S./NATO exercise that simulated full-scale 

release of nuclear weapons and this drill involved high level officials such as the 

Secretary of Defense, Chairman of the JCS, and even appearances by the President 

and Vice President.  According to reports of Soviet defector Oleg Gordievsky, the Soviet 

KGB Center mistakenly interpreted the exercise as U.S. European forces actually being 

placed on alert.  The Soviets feared that the U.S. was mobilizing to strike it in a surprise 

attack and responded by placing their nuclear forces in East Germany and Poland on 

alert.548  Whether this action was a response to the Able Archer exercise has been 

debated, particularly by analysts consulting with Dobrynin documents, arguing that 

neither the Politburo, nor senior officials in the Defense Ministry were notified about the 

drills.549  Whether it was Able Archer that pushed the nuclear rivalry to the brink, or it 

was intensified by the combination of SDI and the downing of the Korean airliner, the 

                                                 
548 Christopher Andrew and Oleg Gordievsky, KGB: The Inside Story of its Foreign Operations 
from Lenin to Gorbachev, London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1990. p. 605, 583-ff.  Christopher 
Andrew, For the President's Eyes Only: Secret Intelligence and the American Presidency from 
Washington to Bush (New York: HarperCollinsPublishers, 1995), pp. 471-478. 
549 The credibility of the source has been questioned by CIA analysts, and the actual impact of 
Able Archer 83 cannot be sufficiently verified; but it can be understood that in an already intense 
nuclear security dilemma, any U.S. military action, through NATO or unilaterally, would be 
perceived by the Soviets as increasingly threatening.  Ibid, footnote 92: “An intelligence 
assessment concluded that, while the Soviet reaction was "greater than usual, by confining 
heightened readiness to selected units Moscow clearly revealed that it did not in fact think that 
there was a possibility at this time of a NATO attack." Director of Central Intelligence, 
"Implications of Recent Soviet Military-Political Activities," p. 4. 

See also Anatoly Dobrynin, In Confidence: Moscow's Ambassador to Six Cold War Presidents 
(New York: Times Books/Random House, 1995), p. 540-ff. 
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early 1980s saw the Soviets responding to what they perceived as U.S. threatening 

behaviour with superior offensive technologies that created a capability gap with the 

Soviets, leaving them vulnerable to a first strike.  It has been suggested that a Soviet 

strategic warning system was created under the threat of nuclear war resulting from the 

tensions of the early 1980s.550  

According to a declassified CIA report, the Soviets saw the role of nuclear 

weapons in strategic policy to “protect the security of the homeland, to deter nuclear war 

but to wage war successfully should deterrence fail, to project an image of strength 

commensurate with the position of a great world power, and to support foreign policy 

aims if only by checking strategic forces of potential opponents.”551  Notably the report 

                                                 
550 Fischer, “Cold War Conundrum.”  William C. Wohlforth, ed., Witnesses to the End of the Cold 
War (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1996), p. 71. 

In addition, it was under these tensions that the unverified Soviet Perimeter launch system 
(Mертвая Рука – “Dead Hand”). First revealed by Bruce Blair in the New York Times in October 
1993.  This system was stated to be an automated network allowing for the transfer of authority 
for a retaliatory strike to lower level personnel in the event that leadership, command, control, and 
communications were destroyed in a U.S. first strike attack against the Soviet Union.  Automated 
“command missiles” in hardened silos would launch and communicate launch orders to remaining 
missiles.  This concept was designed to deal with a potential U.S. first strike, intended or by 
accident.  Information about this system came from a former officer in the Soviet Strategic Rocket 
Forces, Valery Yarynich.  It is undetermined whether this redundancy systems actually exists as 
high level officials in both the United States and Russia have never heard of or ever mentioned it 
(this includes George Schultz, Reagan’s Secretary of State).   Its existence remains questionable 
given this lack of knowledge among such officials, and by the logic of Dr. Strangelove: “The whole 
point of a Doomsday Machine is lost if you keep it a secret … why didn’t you tell the world?”  
Such public knowledge would reinforce the stability of Mutually Assured Destruction / Deterrence.  
Nicholas Thompson, “Inside the Apocalyptic Doomsday Machine, Wired, 9 September 2009.  
Available at: https://www.wired.com/2009/09/mf-deadhand/.  

It has also been suggested that if the Perimeter system had actually existed that it might have 
been dismantled with the collapse of the Soviet Union.  Jeremy Bender, “Russia May Still Have 
An Automated Nuclear Launch System Aimed Across the Northern Hemisphere,” Business 
Insider, 4 September 2014.  Available at: http://www.businessinsider.com/russias-dead-hand-
system-may-still-be-active-2014-9.  

The Perimeter launch program is discussed at length in David E. Hoffman’s book The Dead 
Hand:  The Untold Story of the Cold War and its Dangerous Legacy,  

Blair mentions that the U.S. had a similar redundancy system that dispersed launch authority in 
the event of a breakdown in C2 and communications.  Blair indicates that variants of this nuclear 
“pre-delegation” was in existence since the 1950s, and possibly remained in effect into the post-
Cold War period (by 1993 when the article was written).   Bruce Blair, Op-Ed: “Russia’s 
Doomsday Machine,” New York Times, 8 October 1993.  Available at: 
http://www.globalzero.org/files/bb_russias_doomsday_machine_10.08.1998.pdf.  
551  CIA, Soviet Nuclear Doctrine: Concepts of Intercontinental and Theater War, Research Paper 
Central Intelligence Agency Directorate of Intelligence, June 1973, CIA Archive released 

https://www.wired.com/2009/09/mf-deadhand/
http://www.businessinsider.com/russias-dead-hand-system-may-still-be-active-2014-9
http://www.businessinsider.com/russias-dead-hand-system-may-still-be-active-2014-9
http://www.globalzero.org/files/bb_russias_doomsday_machine_10.08.1998.pdf
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indicates that the Soviets were “unwilling to remain in a position of marked strategic 

inferiority to the US,”552 seeking to have a “margin of strategic advantage over the US in 

some form” through offsetting “existing asymmetries.”553 

The Soviets feared “the vulnerability of its strategic command and control 

network and the possibility of a decapitating strike by US strategic missile 

submarines.”554  For this reason, it maintained a “launch on warning” doctrine, 

particularly in light of fears of the decapitation strike against national leadership which 

would pre-empt a retaliatory strike.555 

So how did tensions reduce to facilitate Reagan and Gorbachev negotiation on 

eliminating an entire class of nuclear weapon delivery platforms?  The U.S. had 

proposed nuclear forces reduction talks in June 1982, amidst the height of the tensions.  

On the table were its Pershing II Intermediate Range Ballistic Missiles (IRBMs)556 and 

ground-based missiles.  The U.S. offered this in exchange for the Soviets’ elimination of 

all IRBMs.557  During the tense times of 1983 both sides withdrew from negotiations, but 

reconvened in 1985 when Mikhail Gorbachev became General Secretary. The U.S. 

prioritization of the SDI program made it difficult for the first round of negotiations to 

move forward with any success, indicating that the Soviets viewed the program as 

threatening.  The October 1986 Reykjavik summit meeting continued the pursuit of 

reductions in strategic forces; however, the U.S. was not receptive to restricting its SDI 

program (with the potential of withdrawing from the ABM Treaty), which the Soviets 

could not accept, and therefore no progress was made at the summit.  Nevertheless, in 

March 1987 negotiations shifted towards intermediate range missiles in Europe, which 

                                                 
12/21/1993, page 3.  Web.  Available at: 
https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/docs/DOC_0000268107.pdf.  
552 Ibid., p. 4. 
553 Ibid., p. 5. 
554 Steven J. Zaloga, “Russia’s Doomsday Machine, Jane’s Intelligence Review, 1 February 1996.  
IHS databases: https://janes-ihs-com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1676683.  Accessed 25 
August 2017. 
555 As did the United States - Ibid. 
556 The Pershing II IRBMs were viewed by Soviet leadership as offensive weapons as they were 
deployed in Europe and employed a highly accurate terminal guidance system and a tactical 
earth penetrating warhead.  The Pershing IIs were deployed as a response to the Soviet’s 
deployment of the Pioneer/SS-29 IRBM – Ibid. 
557 Podvig, 19. 

https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/docs/DOC_0000268107.pdf
https://janes-ihs-com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1676683
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extended to the elimination of all intermediate range missiles.558  Thus, on 8 December 

1987 U.S. President Reagan and Soviet General Secretary Gorbachev signed the 

bilateral Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty.559  This agreement eliminated 

all ground-launched ballistic and cruise missiles with a range of 500-5500 km.560  The 

INF Treaty saw the elimination of an entire class of a nuclear weapon delivery system by 

May 1991.  This agreement was a significant indicator of U.S. and USSR mutual interest 

in reducing tensions and moving towards greater cooperation, particularly as Soviet 

leadership pursued openness and restructuring of its system.  The negotiation process 

demonstrated that through incremental steps, reductions can become more receptive to 

each side, as long as each state did not perceive itself as giving up more than its 

competitor, making itself unnecessarily vulnerable.  From the Soviet perspective, this 

required the U.S. to give up its ability to deliver a decapitation strike from European 

bases.  The INF process paved the way for further strategic arms reduction treaty 

(START) talks.   

In the post-Cold War period of the early 1990s, the first START agreement was 

signed in July 1991 which significantly reduced the number of warheads and delivery 

systems on both sides. Although conceived during the 1980s, the agreement was 

delayed as the Soviet Union ended and the nuclear Soviet Republics – Belarus, 

Kazakhstan, and Ukraine – gave up their nuclear weapons.561   

During the 1990s Russia’s nuclear doctrine underwent a series of shifts.  In 1991 

it affirmed massive retaliation in keeping with MAD logic.  In 1993 it abandoned the “no 

first use policy” of the USSR,562 continued “launch on warning” under Yeltsin in 1997, 

                                                 
558 Ibid., 21. 
559 Ibid.  United States Department of State, Adherence to and Compliance with Arms Control, 
Non-Proliferation, and Disarmament Agreements and Commitments, Bureau of Arms Control, 
Verification and Compliance, July 2014, page 8.   
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/230108.pdf.   
560 Daryl Kimball & Kingston Reif, U.S.-Russian Nuclear Arms Control Agreements at a Glance, 
Arms Control Association, April 1, 2014.  https://www.armscontrol.org/print/2556.  

The USSR gave up its Pioneer (SS-20), R-12 (SS-4), and R-14 IRBMs and its tactical Oka (SS-
23) with a range of less than 500 km – Podvig, 21. 

The U.S. gave up its Pershing II ballistic missiles and BGM-109G GLCMs. 
561 Kimball and Reif, Arms Control Agreements at a Glance, 2014.  
562 Publicly announced by Russia’s Defence Ministry in 3 November 1993.  The original no first 
use pledge made by Leonid Brezhnev in 1982. 

https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/230108.pdf
https://www.armscontrol.org/print/2556
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and pursued a new doctrine of “de-escalation” under Putin in 1999/2000.  This doctrine 

established a new mission of using nuclear weapons to deter limited conventional 

war.563 According to Blair, this “de-escalatory escalation” involved Russia launching tens 

to hundreds of nuclear weapons in first strike to coerce the other state to back down.  

Paradoxically, this strategy could also escalate to nuclear exchange.564  Sokov argues 

that this approach was adopted due to Russia’s concern that NATO would threaten to 

use limited force (particularly following the NATO’s 1999 bombing campaign in the 

Balkans)565 and Russia’s conventional inferiority relative to NATO if a limited 

conventional war broke out.566  Sokov argues that this doctrine was intended to be 

temporary, until Russian conventional forces were modernized and strengthened.567 

A similar fear to the SDI emerged when the Bush II Administration withdrew from 

the ABM Treaty in 2002, moving to modernize the nuclear triad with missile defences.  

The ABM Treaty provided conditions under which the logic of MAD provided strategic 

stability, since both sides would have the ability to retaliate against a first strike, thus 

deterring a first strike.  Withdrawal from this treaty created fears in Russia (and China) 

that it could render their systems useless and provide advantage for the U.S. to attack 

first, either conventionally or with nuclear forces – establishing the ultimate deterrence 

by denial capability and counterforce advantage.  Such fears generated the response in 

Russia to add MIRVs to its ICBMs to provide it with the capability to defeat missile 

defences.   

The reset in relations with Russia pursed by President Obama in 2009, which led 

to the signing of the New START treaty in 2010, was a short-lived moment of détente 

between the book-ends of strategic competition under Vladimir Putin.  In spite of 

reductions to move towards enhanced stability,568 and proposals for further reductions 

                                                 
563 Nikolai Sokov, Russia’s Nuclear Doctrine, Nuclear Threat Initiative, August 1, 2004.  
http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/russias-nuclear-doctrine/.  
564 Bruce Blair, “Could U.S.-Russia Tensions Go Nuclear?” Politico Magazine, 27 November 
2005.  http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2015/11/russia-us-tensions-nuclear-cold-war-
213395.   
565 Ibid. 
566 Sokov, Russia’s Nuclear Doctrine. 
567 Ibid. 
568 Obama argued that nuclear weapons could be made safer and more reliable, allowing for 
reducing their numbers and moving towards eliminating nuclear weapons worldwide – David E. 

http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/russias-nuclear-doctrine/
http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2015/11/russia-us-tensions-nuclear-cold-war-213395
http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2015/11/russia-us-tensions-nuclear-cold-war-213395
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below New START numbers (by one-third), the U.S.’ continued modernization programs 

involving offensive delivery technologies that threaten Russian nuclear forces.  Russia 

perceives U.S. attempt to achieve counterforce dominance as intentions to achieve 

nuclear primacy.  This fear, in conjunction with Russia’s inferiority to U.S. and NATO 

conventional military forces, has generated a response by Russia to re-emphasize its 

reliance on “de-escalation,” in order to close the vulnerability gap.  With this shift is 

investment into modernizing its tactical and strategic nuclear forces.569  New nuclear 

delivery systems by sea – SLBNs, land – road mobile and silo-based heavyweight 

ICBMs, and air – new cruise missiles for the bomber fleet and plans to build a new 

bomber.  At the tactical level, Russia is developing capabilities for “major combined-arms 

theatre-scale wars.”570  These developments are Russia’s response to fears relating to 

the conventional inferiority and vulnerability vis-à-vis U.S., NATO, and China.571 

NATO enlargement (admitting Eastern European member states), and Western 

condemnation of Russian attempts (and successes) to reacquire territories that had 

belonged to the Soviet Union (USSR spheres of influence), have reinforced Russia’s 

anti-West position and nuclear posturing.  As NATO expands towards Russia’s borders, 

Russia’s leadership becomes increasingly concerned for the integrity of its empire.  It 

has ramped up joint Russian-Belarussian Zapad military exercises (2009, 2013, 2017) 

that are largely conventional, but simulate nuclear strikes against Eastern European 

states, such as Poland.  Simulations involve a combination of low-yield weapons and de-

escalatory strikes that analysts argue could lower the threshold for nuclear exchange.572   

The threat of the use of nuclear weapons to coerce Western powers from posing a 

conventional or nuclear threat to Russia, including its territorial national interests, was 

                                                 
Sanger and William J Broad, “Trump Forges Ahead on Costly Nuclear Overhaul,” New York 
Times, 28 August 2017.  https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/27/us/politics/trump-nuclear-
overhaul.html?ref=todayspaper.  
569 Dave Majumdar, “5 Russian Nuclear “Weapons” War the West Should Fear,” National Interest, 
January 31, 2015.  http://nationalinterest.org/feature/5-russian-nuclear-weapons-war-the-west-
should-fear-12159.  
570 Bill Sweetman, “Russia Develops Multiple Nuclear Systems,” Aviation Week & Space 
Technology, 11 November 2013.  http://aviationweek.com/awin/russia-develops-multiple-nuclear-
systems.   
571 Sweetman indicates that Russia’s economic weakness has delayed modernizations in sea, 
air, and land military capabilities, thus setting it behind U.S. and NATO - Ibid. 
572 Ibid. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/27/us/politics/trump-nuclear-overhaul.html?ref=todayspaper
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/27/us/politics/trump-nuclear-overhaul.html?ref=todayspaper
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/5-russian-nuclear-weapons-war-the-west-should-fear-12159
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/5-russian-nuclear-weapons-war-the-west-should-fear-12159
http://aviationweek.com/awin/russia-develops-multiple-nuclear-systems
http://aviationweek.com/awin/russia-develops-multiple-nuclear-systems
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formerly the U.S. approach to Massive Retaliation.  Has Russian leadership shifted its 

deterrence concept from сдерживание to устрашение?   

Challenges in the Current Context 

Russia’s perception of the U.S. threat and intentions to restrict the re-emergence 

(resurgence) of Russian national power and sphere of influence has been reinforced by 

U.S./NATO activities in the Eastern European context, particularly in response to 

Russia’s annexation of Crimea and support for Russian resistance in Eastern Ukraine.  

Ballistic Missile Defence systems – Aegis ashore and on land – in Romania, Poland, 

Netherlands, Turkey, and Spain573 have become contentious in light of Russia’s fear that 

such systems would neutralize its nuclear forces, unfairly giving U.S./NATO strategic 

advantage to take aggressive action against Russia (or rather, its national interest in 

expanding its sphere of influence along its western border).  Russia may see itself as 

being pushed by “aggressive” actions by the West to deploy medium- and long-range 

surface-to-air missiles (with nuclear capable options) in Kaliningrad to counter BMD.574  

Other asymmetric approaches include Russia’s use of hybrid warfare in Ukraine (non-

NATO member), and in especially using disinformation and cyber attacks against the 

Baltic states (NATO members).  Actions perceived by the West as provocative, such as 

the Zapad exercises and bomber aircraft (commonly Ilyushin Il-22 accompanied by 

Sukhoi SU-27 jets) in Baltic airspace575 and Tupolev-95 bombers near the airspace of 

NATO states in the Arctic.  In fact, Russia’s military upgrades and provocative actions in 

the Arctic have also increased tensions between the East and West.  In Syria, Russia’s 

support for the Assad regime has been countered by U.S. and Western support for anti-

Assad resistance has also put the U.S. and Russia at odds politically and militarily.  The 

                                                 
573 Aegis BMD cruisers and destroyers are deployed in Spanish territory, where the Aegis 
Combat System defends against aircraft and cruise missiles with SM-2 and SM-6 variants.  
NATO, “First of Four US Navy Ships to Support NATO Ballistic Missile Defense Arrives in Spain,” 
11 February 2014, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_106997.htm.  
574 Iskander-M: S-400 medium and long-range Surface to Air missiles and nuclear-capable.  May 
violate INF Treaty as some modifications have range of 700 km (INF – ranges must be under 500 
km or over 5500 km). 
575 Damien Sharkov, “NATO Intercepts Russian Bombers above Baltic Sea Twice in One Week,” 
Newsweek, 21 February 2017.  http://www.newsweek.com/nato-intercepts-russian-bombers-
above-baltic-twice-week-559096.  

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_106997.htm
http://www.newsweek.com/nato-intercepts-russian-bombers-above-baltic-twice-week-559096
http://www.newsweek.com/nato-intercepts-russian-bombers-above-baltic-twice-week-559096
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is the context within which Russia also withdrew from the Fissile Materials Treaty,576 

potentially risking future and current bilateral arms control agreements with the United 

States. 

Although relations between Russia and the U.S. improved to some extent with 

the election of Donald Trump in November 2016, and the close relationship he 

developed with Vladimir Putin, U.S. nuclear behaviour has become even more 

ambiguous and threatening.  President Trump has demonstrated a concerning lack of 

knowledge about the nuclear triad, and made statements that the U.S. is investing in 

upgrading its nuclear arsenal and missile defence.  The so-called “Trump Doctrine” of 

“Fire and Fury” directed against North Korea and its ballistic missile tests and nuclear 

posturing in the Asia Pacific has played a significant role in Trump’s bolstering America’s 

nuclear capabilities.577  This bolstering is likely to find opposition in the Kremlin, which 

feared the previous Administration’s continued modernization of nuclear forces while 

promoting reductions below New START levels that might put Russia at a disadvantage.   

These geopolitical challenges contribute to the security dilemma between Russia 

and the U.S. that further implicates the nuclear competition.  Russia has been playing 

“catch-up” with its own modernization program in response to U.S. developments as a 

result of the threat it poses to Russian national security and national interests in Eastern 

Europe.  Russia’s perceives U.S. and NATO actions to achieve strategic advantage in 

Europe as well as U.S. pursuing superlative nuclear position relative to Russia as 

aggressive.  Russia feels threatened and, being conventionally outmatched by its 

Western competitors, seeks asymmetrical options in order to reduce its vulnerability.  

This has motivated it to deploy tactical nuclear options within a de-escalation strategic 

concept for Eastern Europe, and pursue strategic level capabilities to threaten the U.S. 

homeland by modernizing to its sea, air, and land-based systems with innovative ways 

to defeat missile defences and check U.S. primacy by holding the state at risk.  

                                                 
576 October 2016 - Treaty on Disposal of Plutonium (2000).  
577 $1.8 billion towards developing a highly stealthy nuclear cruise missile.  $700 million to replace 
aging Minuteman ICBMs.  David Sanger and William J. Broad, “Trump Forges Ahead on Costly 
Nuclear Overhaul,” New York Times, 27 August 2017.    
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/27/us/politics/trump-nuclear-overhaul.html?ref=todayspaper.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/27/us/politics/trump-nuclear-overhaul.html?ref=todayspaper
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Russian Nuclear Deterrence Systems 

Accurate data on the deployment of nuclear warhead delivery systems is not 

publicly available, as such information would be classified by the Russian government, 

as in the United States.  However, a number of secondary sources – analysts capable of 

providing approximations and estimations – have provided details on warhead numbers 

and delivery platforms.  These analysts and the institutions within which they conduct 

their research are authoritative with high quality and long-standing reputations578 

reporting on the force structures of the United States, Russia, China, and other nuclear 

powers.  The following discussion of the Russian nuclear force structure as it pertains to 

the offence-defence balance is comprised of data from such secondary source material.   

Modernization 

According to the National Institute for Public Policy in Virginia, since the late 

1990s Russia has been modernizing its nuclear weapons and delivery systems. The 

report indicates that Russian leaders are not willing to scale back their aggressive 

nuclear modernization program in spite of economic difficulties.579  Russia’s 

modernization of its strategic and non-strategic nuclear forces is intended to compensate 

for its declining conventional military capabilities and is more cost effective than 

attempting to entirely modernize its conventional forces.580  Russia’s interest in 

modernization is to maintain a credible nuclear deterrent,581 and also to offset 

vulnerabilities created by U.S. developments in offensive strike options, as well as NATO 

expansion and militarization in Eastern Europe.  Russia is developing new ICBMs, 

constructing a new ballistic missile submarine (SSBN), developing a new strategic 

bomber, and deploying tactical ballistic and cruise missiles and fighter bombers.582  

                                                 
578 Federation of American Scientists, Carnegie Endowment for Peace, Centre for Strategic and 
International Studies, Pavel Podvig,  
579 Russia’s Nuclear Posture, National Institute for Public Policy, National Institute Press (2015): 
http://www.nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Russias-Nuclear-Posture.pdf.  pp 2-3. 
580 Its 1997 national security concept indicated that Russia would use nuclear weapons to counter 
both nuclear and conventional threats to its national security. 
581 Sokov, 2009, 30. 
582 Hans M. Kristensen, and Robert S. Norris, “Russian Nuclear Forces, 2014,” Bulletin of the 
Atomic Scientists, 70.2 (2014): 75.  From Forbes – use additional source NTI): Russia’s tactical 
nuclear forces: “Russia has 5,000 nuclear weapons of different tactical classes including Iskander 

http://www.nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Russias-Nuclear-Posture.pdf
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However, a number of these programs have encountered delays, particularly due to 

budget constraints and failed tests of new technologies.  Notably, a report from Jane’s 

indicates that Moscow is likely to remain within the agreed limits of New START, 

“although an overlap between old and newer systems will cause a temporary increase in 

overall numbers.”583  Moscow argues that it is determined to maintain a credible nuclear 

deterrent missile force.584  O’Connor’s analysis indicates that “as the US continues to 

increase its own strike capability, and plans to place anti-ballistic missile (ABM) facilities 

in Europe, Russia is looking to overhaul its own arsenal.”585  

Lieber and Press identify four categories of strategic nuclear forces in Russia’s 

nuclear triad: 1) ICBMs deployed in hardened missile silos; 2) Mobile ICBMs; 3) Long-

range bombers; and 4) Submarine force (SSBNs with SLBMs).  These are known as 

Russia’s Strategic Forces with the following categories: Strategic Rocket Forces (ICBMs 

in silos and mobile ICBMs), Naval Strategic Nuclear Forces (SSBNs with SLBMs, SSNs, 

SSKs,586 SSGNs587), Strategic Aviation (long-range bombers), and Strategic Defence 

(early warning radars and interceptors).  Non-strategic or tactical nuclear weapons would 

be an added category that have strategic impact because they have the potential to 

create strategic instability.  This category includes cruise missiles, and other short-range 

delivery systems that can be dual-capable platforms for conventional and nuclear 

warheads.  Notably, Russia claimed the right to deploy nuclear weapons in Crimea and 

Kaliningrad (and Syria) to defend its national interests in the “near abroad.”588   

                                                 
warheads and torpedo, aerial and artillery warheads, all right next to Europe.” New generation 
long-range cruise missiles deployed on submarines in Black Sea Fleet and missile ships of 
Caspian Flotilla.  
583 Sean O’Connor, “Russia Upgrades its Missile Arsenal,” Jane’s Intelligence Review, 15 
January 2015.  Database accessed 30 August 2017:  https://janes-ihs-
com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1733706.  
584 Ibid. 
585 Ibid. 
586 SSKs = diesel electric submarines; SSNs = nuclear powered attack submarines. 
587 SSGNs = guided missile submarines. 
588 Kroenig, 3. 

https://janes-ihs-com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1733706
https://janes-ihs-com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1733706
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Strategic Rocket Forces   

This force is represented by the ICBM heavy force structure.589  According to 

Sokov, Russia needs to upgrade its ICBM and submarine force or it risks losing its 

strategic capability.590  That was in 2009 and Russia has been in the process of 

modernizing its long-range delivery capabilities on multiple platforms.  Russia’s Strategic 

Rocket Force modernization involves new long-range missiles, such as the new single 

warhead Topol-M ICBM in two basing modes (silo and mobile).  The road and rail mobile 

options provide greater security of the ICBMs because silos, being stationary, are 

vulnerable targets.  However, Russia is also building a new silo-based heavyweight 

capability,591 to withstand U.S. attempts to build capabilities to defeat hard and deeply 

buried targets.592  These innovations can be interpreted as defensive, because it 

conveys Russia’s intention to enhance the survivability of its ground-based strategic 

deterrent.  Survivable ICBMs allow the state to threaten a second strike or deterrence by 

punishment option in the event of a U.S. first strike against its population centres or 

                                                 
589 James T. Quinlivan and Olga Oliker, Nuclear Deterrence in Europe: Russian Approaches to a 
New Environment and Implications for the United States, RAND, 2011, x.   
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2011/RAND_MG1075.pdf.  
590 Sokov, 2009, 81. 
591 Sweetman, “Russia Develops,” 2013. 
592 Potential conventional options include a family of weapons attached to conventional guided 
bomb units: BLU-109, -113 (“bunker buster”), -121B/B, -122, Massive Ordnance Penetrator), as 
well as earth-penetrating nuclear bombs (B-61 Mod 11) – Colonel Russell J. Hart Jr., Defeating 
Hard and Deeply Buried Targets in 2035, Research Report, Air War College, Air University, 15 
February 2012, p. 7.  http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/cst/bh_2012_hart.pdf.  Amy Butler, 
“USAF Focuses on Next-Gen Hard-Target Killer,” Aviation Week and Space Technology, 17 
September 2012.  http://aviationweek.com/awin/usaf-focuses-next-gen-hard-target-killer.  
The U.S. navy has SLBMs such as the W76 (Trident II), with the super-fuze Mk4A device, in 
addition to W88 Mk5 capable of destroying fixed targets is also a fear of Russians concerned for 
their silo-based ICBMs, as well as military command centres.  The Ohio submarines carry 455 Kt 
W88 M-5s that can destroy hard and deeply buried targets and W76-1/Mk4A warheads with 100 
Kt can likely destroy fixed targets. 
The B-61 Mod 12 is a planned standoff guided nuclear gravity bomb to replace existing gravity 
bombs by 2023.  The LRSO cruise missile, which is designed to penetrate and survive integrated 
air defence systems and target strategic assets – with both conventional and nuclear versions – 
is placed to replace ALCM versions by 2030.  Alex Gorka, “US Navy Prepares Decapitating 
Attack Against Russia,” Strategic Culture, 27 March 2017.  https://www.strategic-
culture.org/news/2017/03/27/us-navy-prepares-decapitating-attack-against-russia.html.  Hans M. 
Kristensen, “Warhead ‘Super-Fuze’ Increases Targeting Capability of US SSBN Force,” 
Federation of American Scientists, 2 March 2017.  https://fas.org/blogs/security/2017/03/super-
fuze/.  

http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2011/RAND_MG1075.pdf
http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/cst/bh_2012_hart.pdf
http://aviationweek.com/awin/usaf-focuses-next-gen-hard-target-killer
https://www.strategic-culture.org/news/2017/03/27/us-navy-prepares-decapitating-attack-against-russia.html
https://www.strategic-culture.org/news/2017/03/27/us-navy-prepares-decapitating-attack-against-russia.html
https://fas.org/blogs/security/2017/03/super-fuze/
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strategic targets such as leadership, C2, sea, air, or land nuclear delivery platforms, and 

other important military assets. 

The U.S. withdrew from the ABM Treaty in 2001/02 to enhance its missile 

defence shield to protect all of the U.S.593 (and ideally North America) from an ICBM 

strike; as well as establishing theatre missile defences in Europe (Aegis at sea and 

Aegis Ashore).  Russia perceives U.S. missile defences that extend beyond the ABM 

Treaty as threatening to its ability to retaliate.  Viewing this version of missile defence as 

offensive, Russia is pursuing an asymmetric response in order to defeat such systems.  

Russia is planning to MIRV594 Yars RS-24 (SS-27-Mod 2) rail and road mobile by 2020.  

The Topol-M will also be MIRVed.  MIRVs – Multiple Independently Targetable Re-entry 

Vehicles – allow the delivery of multiple warheads to different targets.  Although not 

originally intended to counter missile defences (but rather hit multiple targets at one 

time) this system provides effective countermeasure to ballistic missile defences,595 

which has been a Russian priority since the U.S. abrogation of the ABM Treaty.  Not 

only that, complications in distinguishing warheads from within the threat cloud 

comprised of the final booster, debris, decoys, and warheads may also facilitate the 

multiple warheads to evade missile defence radar and interceptors from distinguishing 

the actual kill vehicles.  The RS-26 Rubezh ICBM (Yars-M) plan to replace the Yars and 

Topol-M is designed to be smaller and more maneuverable system, and with MIRVed 

warheads is sure to be a “missile defence killer.”596 In addition, this ballistic missile, 

“while tested at longer ranges, can be operated at intermediate range,” which may be a 

violation of the INF Treaty.597 

                                                 
593 Ground-Based Midcourse Defence for homeland defence with interceptors in Alaska and 
California. 
594 Multiple Independently Targetable Re-entry Vehicles. 
595 Center for Arms Control and Non-Proliferation, Multiple Independent-targetable Re-entry 
Vehicles (MIRV), 28 August 2017.  https://armscontrolcenter.org/multiple-independently-
targetable-reentry-vehicle-mirv/.  
596 Sweetman, “Russia Develops,” 2013. 
597 Matthew Kroenig, “The Renewed Russian Nuclear Threat and NATO Nuclear Deterrence 
Posture,” Atlantic Council Issue Brief, Brent Scowcroft Center’s Transatlantic Security Initiative, 
February 2016.  p. 4. 

https://armscontrolcenter.org/multiple-independently-targetable-reentry-vehicle-mirv/
https://armscontrolcenter.org/multiple-independently-targetable-reentry-vehicle-mirv/
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MIRVs are considered to be offensive weapons.  These are counterforce-

oriented capabilities as they are intended to take out multiple targets at once.598  On the 

other hand, ambiguity surrounds their role because Russia perceives U.S. and NATO 

missile defences as denying their ability to strike, therefore rendering their countervalue 

and counterforce weapons useless.  Therefore, MIRVs provide a capability that offsets 

the vulnerability posed by the threat of missile defences against assured retaliation.  This 

thinking can be interpreted from the Russian pursuit of MIRV capabilities following the 

U.S. withdrawal from the ABM Treaty. 

Table 12: Strategic Rocket Forces (by 2016) 599 
 
System   Upgrades   Comments 
54 RS-20 (NATO SS-
18 Satan) 
-10 warheads/each 
(MIRVed) 
-current operational 
version a.k.a. RS-36 
M2 Voyevoda 

To be replaced by RS-
28 Sarmat system 
-heavy strategic ballistic 
missile 
-liquid-fuel 
-silo-based 
-5x speed of sound 
-16 warheads / each 
-JU-74 hypersonic 
missile 
-UNVERIFIED600  

-JU-74 hypersonic 
capability designed to 
overcome missile 
defence – known as 
“object 4202” 
hypersonic warhead 
15x speed of sound 

108 RS-12M (SS-25 
Sickle) 
-mobile launcher 

To be replaced by RS-
12M1/2 and Yars RS-
24 

 

30 RS-18 (SS-19 
Stiletto) 

To be replaced by RS-
12M1/2 and Yars RS-
24 

 

                                                 
598 Originally the U.S. created MIRVs for this purpose, in 1970 when it MIRVed the Minuteman III 
ICBM and in 1971 when it MIRVed the SLBM Poseidon.  The USSR started MIRVing ICBMs in 
1975.  Federation of American Scientists, Case Study 3: The Origin of MIRV, page 1.  Undated 
source.  https://fas.org/man/eprint/leitenberg/mirv.pdf.  
599 Rafel Lipka, 2016 Military Balance, Casimir Pulaski Foundation – in Rafel Lipka, Analysis: 
Russian Nuclear Triad – a Threat or Propaganda? Casimir Pulaski Foundation (undated, but 
discussion lists material up to February 2017).  https://pulaski.pl/en/analysis-russian-nuclear-triad-
a-threat-or-propaganda/#top.  
600 Lipka suggests that unverified systems such as the RS-28 Sarmat replacement may be part of 
Russia’s information warfare efforts to disinform the West about Russia’s capabilities - Ibid.  On 
the other hand Newsweek reports that not only did Russia test the weapon on October 2016, but 
that it would take only 30 minutes to reach the U.S. from Russia and can take out any ICBM silo.  
Its warhead is described to be capable of destroying an area the size of Texas. Scott Ritter, “The 
U.S.-Russia Nuclear Arms Race is Over and Russia Has Won,” Newsweek, 12 April 2017.   
http://www.newsweek.com/us-russia-nuclear-arms-race-over-and-russia-has-won-
581704?utm_source=internal&utm_campaign=right&utm_medium=related1.  

https://fas.org/man/eprint/leitenberg/mirv.pdf
https://pulaski.pl/en/analysis-russian-nuclear-triad-a-threat-or-propaganda/#top
https://pulaski.pl/en/analysis-russian-nuclear-triad-a-threat-or-propaganda/#top
http://www.newsweek.com/us-russia-nuclear-arms-race-over-and-russia-has-won-581704?utm_source=internal&utm_campaign=right&utm_medium=related1
http://www.newsweek.com/us-russia-nuclear-arms-race-over-and-russia-has-won-581704?utm_source=internal&utm_campaign=right&utm_medium=related1
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-6 warheads/each 
(MIRVed) 
-silo  
60 RS-12M2 Topol-M 
(SS-27 M1) 
-silo 
18 RS-12 M1 
-mobile launcher  

To be replace by the 
RS-26 Rubezh ICBM 
(Yars-M) – smaller, 
more maneuverable, 
MIRV 

RS-26 potential INF 
violation since it can be 
operated at 
intermediate range 

58 RS-24 Yars 
-3 warheads / each 
4 RS Yars 
-3 warheads / each 

To be replaced by RS-
26 Rubezh 

RS-26 potential INF 
violation 

   
 

Naval Strategic Nuclear Forces  

SSBNs – ballistic missile submarines – comprise the most survivable leg of 

strategic forces designed for secure second-strike.  The attack component of the fleet is 

comprised of SSNs (nuclear-powered attack submarines), SSKs (diesel-electric 

submarines), and SSGNs (guided missile submarines) designed for anti-ship and anti-

submarine missions.601 Attack, or “hunter-killer” submarines are different from SSBNs in 

being instruments of deterrence by denial, rather than deterrence by punishment.  The 

objective of attack submarines is to seek and destroy adversary states’ SSBNs and 

SSNs or SSKs.  These have a counterforce offensive role rather than the secure 

second-strike role of the SSBN.  SSBNs are likely to be targeted in a first strike.602  To 

eliminate the SSBN is to gain strategic advantage through denial of second-strike.  The 

Cold War game of undersea cat and mouse describes the pursuit of U.S. vs Russia to 

achieve maritime strategic advantage through innovations such as stealth – to evade 

detection by the other side’s attack capabilities, by attack submarine, anti-submarine 

surface vessels, and anti-submarine aircraft.  The importance of SSBNs is that they are 

intended to be a “relatively invulnerable, primarily second-strike asset.”603  Advances in 

                                                 
601 Nuclear Threat Initiative, Russia Submarine Capabilities, June 20, 2014.   
http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/russia-submarine-capabilities/.  
602 Ibid. 
603 Nuclear Threat Initiative, Russia Submarine Capabilities, June 20, 2014.   
http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/russia-submarine-capabilities/.  

http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/russia-submarine-capabilities/
http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/russia-submarine-capabilities/
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American ISR capabilities, however, is making this “invulnerable” leg increasingly 

vulnerable.   

In order to offset U.S. undersea superiority,604 Russia’s naval modernization 

program involves upgrades to its submarine fleet, including new SSBNs equipped with 

new SLBMs, and new attack SSNs.  The Delta III and Typhoon class (Project 941 Akula) 

ballistic missile submarines are in the process of being replaced by the Project 955 Borei 

class SSBNs.  The planned 8 new fourth generation Borei class SSBNs are stealthy with 

efficient hydrodynamics and can carry 16-20 Bulava SLBMs (SS-NX-30).605  Four of the 

Borei class SSBNs are completed and operational – the Yuri Dolgoruky (carries 16 

SLBMs), Alexander Nevsky, Vladimir Monomakh, and the Knyaz Vladimir (these three 

models carry up to 20 SLBMs).606  The RSM Bulava SLBMs use solid fuel, with a range 

of 6200 nautical miles, and can carry 6-10 150 kiloton nuclear warheads.  This capability 

is primarily defensive as a second-strike platform.  

The Akula class SSNs are being replaced by the new fourth generation Yasen 

(NATO: Granay) class attack submarines completed its first model – Severodvinsk – in 

2011, commissioned in 2013 as part of the Northern Fleet.  The Kazan, Novosibirsk, 

Krasnoyarsk, Arkhangelsk, and Perm are under construction.607  Half of the new SSNs 

will be part of the Northern Fleet and the other half part of the Pacific Fleet.608  These 

new SSNs carry long-range nuclear capable cruise missiles, anti-ship cruise missiles, 

and torpedoes.  These are primarily offensive maritime capabilities with a counterforce 

orientation.  The purpose of threatening long-range cruise missiles and torpedoes, 

                                                 
604 American SSBNs have greater “killing power” than Russia.  They have the power to eliminate 
Russia’s entire land-based leg more than three times over.  The threat primarily coming from the 
Mk4A super-fuze on the W76-1/Mk4A warhead on the Ohio class SSBNs (and now on British 
SSBNs). 
U.S. plans for a new SSBN(X) to replace the Ohio class is also a concern to Russia.  Gorka, 
“U.S. Navy,” 2017. 
605 Based on the Topol-M design. 
606 Naval-technology.com, SSBN Borei Class Nuclear-Powered Submarines, Russia, undated.  
http://www.naval-technology.com/projects/borei-class/.  Dave Majumdar, 5 Russian Nuclear 
“Weapons” of War the West Should Fear, National Interest, January 31, 2015.   
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/5-russian-nuclear-weapons-war-the-west-should-fear-12159.  
607 Construction of Russia’s new submarines at Sevmash yard, Northern Russia. 
608 Thomas Nilsen, Russia Starts Construction of 6th Yasen-class Nuclear Sub, Barents Observer, 
July 29, 2016.  Web.  Available at: https://thebarentsobserver.com/en/security/2016/07/russia-
starts-construction-6th-yasen-class-nuclear-sub.  

http://www.naval-technology.com/projects/borei-class/
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/5-russian-nuclear-weapons-war-the-west-should-fear-12159
https://thebarentsobserver.com/en/security/2016/07/russia-starts-construction-6th-yasen-class-nuclear-sub
https://thebarentsobserver.com/en/security/2016/07/russia-starts-construction-6th-yasen-class-nuclear-sub
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however, can be interpreted as Russia’s response to the U.S. maritime threat.  Stealth 

and fire power makes both sides cautious for the security of their second-strike 

submarine capabilities.  Intelligence requirements include knowledge of the location of 

the adversary’s SSNs relative to its SSBNs and SSNs, while being able to evade 

detection. 

Unverified “leaked” documents include plans for an underwater drone torpedo – 

the STATUS-6 – that could travel stealthily to coastal cities and bases in the U.S. and 

detonate a high-yield nuclear weapon and further contaminate the area with dirty 

radioactivity with its cobalt shell.  The high yield – estimated at 100 megatons – suggests 

that this is a countervalue weapon; but its ability to evade detection through long-range 

and undersea stealth capabilities indicates that this is an asymmetric response to U.S. 

undersea detection.  This is an offensive weapon that could threaten first strike against 

the United States.  The conceptualization of such a weapon is likely due to U.S. superior 

submarine, undersea sensor, and land- and sea-based missile defences that threatens 

Russia’s first and second-strike assets, providing an alternative to closing the 

vulnerability gap.  

Table 13: Strategic Naval Forces: 
System   Upgrades  Comments 
SSBN: 3 Kalmar class 
(NATO: Delta III) 
[Project 667 BDR] 
-16 SLBM RSM-50 
(NATO: SS-N-18 
Stingray) 

To be replaced  

SSBN: 6 Delphin class 
(Delta IV) 
[Project 667 BDRM] 
-16 SLBM R-29 RMU 
Sineva 
(SSN-N-23 Skiff) 

  

SSBN:  1 Akula class 
(NATO: Typhoon) 
[Project 941] 
-carry up to 20 SLBM 
Bulava 
(SS-N-32) > 6 
warheads / each 

In reserve  

SSBN: 3 Borei class 
[Project 955] 

Plans to add 5 
Project 955A SSBNs 
– under construction 

By end of 2016 – 8 
of 16 launch tests 
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-16 SLBM R-30 Bulava 
(SS-N-32 / SS-NX-30) 
> 6 warheads each 

of Bulava SLBM 
failed609 

SSGN: 8 Granit 
[Project 949] (NATO: 
Oscar I) and Antey 
[Project 949A] (Oscar 
II) 
-each carry 24 
conventionally armed 
cruise missiles 

To be replaced by 
4th generation Yasen 
class SSGN 

 

SSN: 14 Shchuka class 
(NATO: Akula) 
[Project 971] 
-carry up to 12 Granit 
SLCMs (SS-N-21) 
-Novator (SS-N-15) 
Starfish and Novator 
(SS-N-16) Stallion anti-
ship missiles 
-Strela SA-N-5/8 
portable missile 
launcher – 18 missiles 
-8 torpedo launch tubes 
-Snoop pair / Snoop 
half surface search 
radar 
-Rim Hat radar 
interceptor receiver 
-MGK 50 sonar system 
– automatic target 
detection610 
-stealth (esp. Akula II 
variant)611 

To be replaced by 
4th generation Yasen 
class [Project 885] 
(NATO: Granay) 
-guided missile 
attack submarine 
-Kaliber (SS-N-30) 
land attack cruise 
missiles (nuclear 
capable) 
 

Described as the 
quietest, fastest 
and modern of 
Russia’s 
submarines and 
are comparable to 
U.S. advanced 
attack 
submarines612 

SSN: Yasen class 
[Project 885]  
(NATO: Granay) 
-4th generation SSGN 

First vessel 
Severodvinsk  

 

                                                 
609 Lipka, Analysis: Russian Nuclear Triad.  An NTI analysis suggests that until the Bulava issues 
are resolved the Borei class SSBNs should not be considered a strategic asset.  Nuclear Threat 
Initiative, Russia Submarine Capabilities, 10 June 2014.  Available at: 
http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/russia-submarine-capabilities/.  
610 Naval Technology, SSN Akula Class (Bars Type 971) Nuclear Submarine, Russia, 2017.  
Available at: http://www.naval-technology.com/projects/akula.  
611 Quietest of Russia’s submarine fleet, but not as quite of U.S. Virginia Class SSNs - Naval 
Technology, Battle of the Submarines: Akula versus Virginia, 17 Aug. 2017.  Available at: 
http://www.naval-technology.com/features/featurebattle-of-the-submarines-akula-versus-virginia/.  
612 NTI, Russia Submarine Capabilities. 

http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/russia-submarine-capabilities/
http://www.naval-technology.com/projects/akula
http://www.naval-technology.com/features/featurebattle-of-the-submarines-akula-versus-virginia/
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-may carry SLCMs 
(conventional and 
possibly nuclear tipped) 
~ 3M51 Alfa SLCMs 
(NATO: SS-N-27) 
-8 vertical launchers 
with 24 missiles 
-30 RPK-2 Tsakra 
(NATO: SS-N-15 
Starfish) ASW missiles 
/ torpedoes613 
SSK: [Project 636] 
(NATO: Kilo) 
-extremely stealthy614  

 Continues to 
operate within all 
Russian fleets 

STATUS-6 – Kanyon – 
strategic nuclear 
torpedo 
-described as 
“unmanned midget 
submarine”  
-nuclear powered / 
nuclear armed 
-reported 100 megaton 
warhead 
-cobalt shell – create 
“dirty” radioactive 
fallout in detonation 
area 
-1000 m depth ~ below 
countermeasures 
-claimed speed 100 
knots (realistic with 
nuclear reactor and 
steam turbine?) 
-claimed to be 
launched from 10 000 
km distance 
-sensors: long-range 
internal guidance 
system  

-designed for 
strategic targets on 
U.S. coast – key 
cities and bases 
-effect to be more 
localized than 
airburst, but with 
more radioactive 
“rain” comparison616 
-main launching 
platform Project 
09851 Khabarovsk 
submarine – similar 
to Project 20120 
Sarov submarine 
which was used to 
test STATUS-6 – 6 
massive torpedo 
tubes617  

“Leaked” document 
could be part of 
Russian 
disinformation 
program. 

                                                 
613 NTI, Face Sheet: Project 885 Yasen, June 2011.  Available at: 
http://www.nti.org/media/pdfs/project_885_yasen_granay.pdf?_=1341939937. 
614 One of the quietest submarines in the world – Ibid. 
616 Ibid. 
617 Ibid. 

http://www.nti.org/media/pdfs/project_885_yasen_granay.pdf?_=1341939937
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-Obstical avoidance 
sonar615 

Strategic Aviation 

The modernization of Russia’s long-range bomber force includes new 

navigational and targeting electronics,618 and a bomber to eventually replace the 

Tupolev Bear (Tu-95) which carries cruise missiles and Blackjacks (Tu-160).  The Tu-95 

will be upgraded to Tu-95MSM and the Tu-160 to an M variant (Tu-160) – both to feature 

new radars and “improvements to electronic warfare, displays and processors.”619  In 

addition, the upgraded bomber fleet is to include a new long-range precision strike 

nuclear armed cruise missile.620 

The Tupolev PAK-DA (Перспективный авиационный комплекс дальней 

авиации)621 stealth bomber is the planned next generation long-range strategic aircraft.  

This new bomber is expected to enter into service in 2023-25.  Reports indicate that little 

information about the aircraft has been released,622 however Jane’s reports that the 

bomber will fire hypersonic missiles.623  The first prototype of the aircraft is expected 

around 2021 and production around 2015.  Delays in developing this new bomber have 

also been encountered with the new planned fifth generation fighter – Sukhoi T-50 (PAK-

FA). 

Strategic bombers comprise both a first- and second-strike capability.  The Tu-95 

and Tu-160 have played a significant role in Russia’s military resurgence.  These aircraft 

have flown close to (almost penetrating) the airspace of the Arctic littoral states (U.S., 

                                                 
615 H. I. Sutton, Analysis – Russian STATUS-6 AKA KANYON Nuclear Deterrence and PR 09851 
Submarine, Katehon, 06/01/2016.  http://katehon.com/article/analysis-russian-status-6-aka-
kanyon-nuclear-deterrence-and-pr-09851-submarine.  
618 Sokov, 2009, 81. 
619 Sweetman and Fisher, “Long-Range Plans, Aviation Week and Space Technology, 15 
September 2017, 47. 
620 Kroenig, 4. 
621 Lipka, Analysis: Russian Nuclear Triad. 
622 Bill Sweetman and Richard D. Fisher, “Long-Range Plans,” Aviation Week, 15 September 
2017, 47. 
623 See also, Airforce Technology, “Russian MoD to Equip PAK-DA Bomber with Hypersonic 
Weapons,” 3 September 2017.  http://www.airforce-technology.com/news/newsrussian-mod-to-
equip-pak-da-bomber-with-hypersonic-weapons.  

http://katehon.com/article/analysis-russian-status-6-aka-kanyon-nuclear-deterrence-and-pr-09851-submarine
http://katehon.com/article/analysis-russian-status-6-aka-kanyon-nuclear-deterrence-and-pr-09851-submarine
http://www.airforce-technology.com/news/newsrussian-mod-to-equip-pak-da-bomber-with-hypersonic-weapons
http://www.airforce-technology.com/news/newsrussian-mod-to-equip-pak-da-bomber-with-hypersonic-weapons
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Norway, Canada, Denmark – Greenland - to be intercepted by their fighter aircraft), as a 

posturing measure.  A more aggressive part of its posturing is using these aircraft to 

violate the airspace of the Baltic states in response to NATO enlargement and NATO 

support to members that border Russia.  Russia’s military exercises (ZAPAD) include 

mock bombing and cruise missile drills that practice targeting the United States.624  This 

behaviour reflects offensive posturing, but in the Russian perspective it is a necessary 

response to the aggression of the U.S. and NATO against its national security interests 

in maintaining a buffer between Western powers and Russian territory. 

Table 14: Strategic Aviation  
System   Upgrades  Comments 
Strategic bomber: 
Tupolev TU-160 

Production of Tu-160 
M2 variant 

 

Strategic bomber: 
Tupolev Tu-95 

  

Strategic bomber: 
PAK-DA 
-next generation 
stealth bomber 

 First prototype 
expected 2021-2025 

Fighter: Sukhoi T-15 
[PAK-FA]625 
-5th generation  

  

   
 

Strategic Defences 

In 2011 Russia established the Aerospace Defence Forces branch which 

oversees its missile defence systems,626 with plans to build a “unified Aerospace 

Defence system aimed at intercepting U.S. ballistic missiles.”627   

                                                 
624 Kroenig, 3. 
625 Перспективный авиационный комплекс фронтовой авиации. 
626 Sean O’Connor, Russia Upgrades Its Missile Arsenal, Jane’s Intelligence Review, 15 January 
2015.  Database accessed 9 September 2017: https://janes-ihs-
com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1733706.  
627 The analysts at the Gatestone Institute indicate that the Russian MD concept was in 
development even before 2002; and in 2011 Russia’s Chief of General Staff “Russia would take 
the first steps toward the deployment of an "impenetrable" missile defense by 2020.”  Mark B. 
Schneider and Peter Huessy, “Russian Deployment of Missile Defenses,” Gatestone Institute, 18 
February 2013.  https://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/3590/russia-missile-defense.  

https://janes-ihs-com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1733706
https://janes-ihs-com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1733706
https://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/3590/russia-missile-defense
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According to Jane’s Russia operates an early warning missile defence system 

(MDEW) and limited BMD that defends its capital, Moscow.  The ballistic missile early 

warning (BMEW) system employs a series of radar technologies (variants of the 77Ya6 

Voronezh system).  These systems are deployed in key geographical regions, including 

Kaliningrad.  These are upgrades to the older Dnieper system to provide greater 

capabilities of detecting “exoatmospheric” objects, such as ballistic missiles and 

satellites.628  Russia launched the COSMOS-2510 in November 2015 and COSMOS-

2518 in May 2017 satellites as part of its next-generation early warning system.  These 

satellites transmit real-time information to command centres at Serpukhov-15 (in the 

west) and Komsomolsk-on-Amur (in the east), which send processed information to the 

Solnechnogorsk command centre.629  Space surveillance tracks objects in low earth 

orbits using radar and higher orbits using optical observations coordinated with stations 

on the ground.630 

The BMD system defending Moscow is the A-135, for which an upgrade is 

planned:  A-135 to A-235 and the 53T6 interceptor to be upgraded to the 53T6M 

(Gazelle) standard (short-range interceptors).  Upgrades also include the new mobile S-

500 missile defence and anti-satellite (ASAT) systems.631   

Russia’s unified Aerospace Defence system plan includes deploying thousands 

of S-400 BM systems (against medium-range missiles) and S-500 mobile BM systems 

(against ICBMs, SLBMs, hypersonic missiles).  These systems can also intercept 

bombers and cruise missiles.  The S-500 system is linked with a new mobile radar. 632  

                                                 
628 Sean O’Connor, Russia Upgrades Its Missile Arsenal, Jane’s Intelligence Review, 15 January 
2015.  Database accessed 9 September 2017: https://janes-ihs-
com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1733706.  
629 Pavel Podvig, Early Warning, Russian Strategy Nuclear Forces, 17 August 2017.   
http://russianforces.org/sprn/.  
630 Ibid. 
631 Sean O’Connor, Russia Upgrades Its Missile Arsenal, Jane’s Intelligence Review, 15 January 
2015.  Database accessed 9 September 2017: https://janes-ihs-
com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1733706.  
632 Mark B. Schneider and Peter Huessy, “Russian Deployment of Missile Defenses,” Gatestone 
Institute, 18 February 2013.  https://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/3590/russia-missile-defense.   

https://janes-ihs-com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1733706
https://janes-ihs-com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1733706
http://russianforces.org/sprn/
https://janes-ihs-com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1733706
https://janes-ihs-com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1733706
https://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/3590/russia-missile-defense


190 

The theatre system employing S-400 surface-to-air missiles (SAMs), have been 

deployed in Kaliningrad,633 as well as along Russia’s Western borders.  This known as 

the Triumph medium-range and long-range system (NATO SA-21 Growler) is Russia’s 

most advanced air and missile defence system.  It supports Russia’s A2/AD strategy in 

both the Eastern Mediterranean (Syria), as well as Eastern European, theatres.  The S-

400 mobile system deploys three types of SAMs – from short-to-long range – to engage 

aerial targets with “enhanced capabilities for killing fast, maneuverable targets.”  These 

are the 48N6 missile, capable of engaging aerial target up to 250 km and intercepting 

ballistic missiles across a 60 km radius; the 77N6 SAM which employs hit-to-kill 

technology to intercept ballistic missiles; and the 40N6 long range system with a range 

up to 400 km.634  The system is capable of engaging ballistic missiles, aircraft, UAVs, 

cruise missiles.635  Analysts suggest that the system, in conjunction with the shorter-

range Pantsir-S gun SAM, could neutralize NATO airpower.636 

Russia’s missile defence system is clearly defence-oriented in light of Russia’s 

perceived insecurity vis-à-vis the U.S./NATO threat.  The systems that intercept ICBMs, 

SLBMs, and hypersonic weapons strongly indicate an orientation to defending against 

American long-range weapons.  The medium range system – S-400 – is indicative of 

defending against missiles launched from NATO countries.  Upgrades to this defence-

oriented system is to maintain the system and modernize in conjunction with new 

threats.   

Table 15: Russian Strategic Defences 
System   Upgrades   Comments 
BMD system 
A-135 

A-235   

                                                 
633 Reuters, “New Russian Missiles in Kaliningrad are answer to U.S. Shield: Lawmaker, Nov. 21, 
2016.  http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-missiles-kaliningrad-idUSKBN13G0W9.  
634 Ibid.  
635 The system has a terminal ballistic missile defence capability.  “S-400 Triumf,” Missile Threat, 
CSIS Missile Defense Project, 05/04/2017.  https://missilethreat.csis.org/defsys/s-400-triumf/.  
636 Zackery Keck, “Russia Sends Super Advanced S-400 to NATO’s Borders,” National Interest, 
26 June 2015.  http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/watch-out-america-russia-sends-super-
advanced-s-400-natos-13199.  

“S-400 Triumf,” Missile Threat, CSIS Missile Defense Project. 

http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-missiles-kaliningrad-idUSKBN13G0W9
https://missilethreat.csis.org/defsys/s-400-triumf/
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/watch-out-america-russia-sends-super-advanced-s-400-natos-13199
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/watch-out-america-russia-sends-super-advanced-s-400-natos-13199
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-with improved SH-8 high 
acceleration 
interceptor637 

BMD 
 

S-400 
-intercept medium range 
missiles / bombers / 
cruise missiles638 

-deployed in multiple 
regions as part of 
overlapping A2/AD 

BMD S-500 
-intercept ICBM velocity 
targets / bombers / 
cruise missiles 
-linked with new mobile 
radar639 

-by 2020 
-can be redeployed to 
defend a threatened 
area 
-to be succeeded by 
air-based S-500 
system; plans for sea-
based S-500640 

Radar Advanced aircraft and 
anti-stealth low 
frequency radars641 

 

Plans to develop 
sea-based MD 
system 
-naval version of S-
500642 

  

   
 

Non-Strategic / Tactical Nuclear Weapons   

Russia’s leadership does not discuss its tactical nuclear forces (these weapons 

are not covered in New START, but play an important role in Russia’s deterrence 

strategy).  The use of tactical nuclear weapons is featured in Zapad exercises simulating 

regional conflict with NATO countries in Eastern Europe. 

Russia relies on its tactical nuclear arsenal (approx. 2000 deployed) to 

compensate for its conventional weakness relative to the United States and NATO.  

                                                 
637 Mark B. Schneider and Peter Huessy, “Russian Deployment of Missile Defenses,” Gatestone 
Institute, 18 February 2013.  https://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/3590/russia-missile-defense.   
638 Schneider and Huessy, “Russian Deployment of Missile Defenses.”   
639 Ibid.  
640 Ibid.  
641 Ibid. 
642 Ibid.  

https://www.gatestoneinstitute.org/3590/russia-missile-defense
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Hans M. Kristensen identifies a number of platforms: “cruise missiles (anti-ship; land-

attack), anti-submarine rockets, ground-launched ballistic missiles, bombs, air-to-surface 

missiles, air-defense missiles, ballistic missile defense interceptors; coastal defense 

missiles, depth charges” for the Air Force, Navy, Army, and Defence systems.643  

Russia’s tactical nuclear capabilities include the development of new and improved 

nuclear warheads for low-yield and low-collateral damage,644 which makes them usable.  

These are likely designed as part of its de-escalation doctrine (see discussion below on 

Russia’s nuclear postures). 

Tactical nuclear warheads can be delivered by the 9K720 Iskander short-range 

ballistic missile (NATO SS-X-26), a road mobile delivery system – a transport-erector-

launcher (TEL) system.  This system is deployed in the Kaliningrad region, capable of 

reaching missile defence sites in Poland and Romania.645  The Iskander was designed 

to overcome air defence systems through its maneuverability and deployment of decoys 

at the terminal phase.  The Iskander-M variant has a range of 400 km, fitted with internal 

and optical guidance (facilitated with GLONASS satellite terminal guidance).  The 

Iskander-K variant can launch R-500 cruise missiles with a range of 1500 km.646  The 

issue with the Iskander-M is whether it violates the INF Treaty.647  Since it replaces the 

OTR-23 Oka (SS-23-Spider) nuclear BM system that was eliminated under INF, this 

question has been debated.  The new system technically does not violate INF since its 

range is 400 km.648  However, the Iskander-K variant would violate the Treaty because 

                                                 
643 Hans M. Kristensen, Russian and NATO Non-Strategic Nuclear Forces, Federation of 
American Scientists, NATO Advanced Research Workshop “Preparedness for Nuclear and 
Radiological Threats,” Los Angeles, Nov 18-20, 2014, slide 3.  https://fas.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/05/Brief2014_NATO-LAa.pdf.  
644 Russia’s Nuclear Posture, National Institute for Public Policy, National Institute Press (2015): 
http://www.nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Russias-Nuclear-Posture.pdf.  pp 2-3. 
645 Reuters, “New Russian Missiles in Kaliningrad are answer to U.S. Shield: Lawmaker, Nov. 21, 
2016.  http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-missiles-kaliningrad-idUSKBN13G0W9.  
646 “Iskander (SS-26 Stone),” Military Today, updated 2017.  http://www.military-
today.com/missiles/iskander.htm.  
647 O’Connor states that “newer and shorter-range intercontinental ballistic missiles potentially 
violate the spirit of the long-standing Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) missile treaty with 
the US, as they are capable of being used in the European theatre against US anti-ballistic 
missile system deployments.”  O’Connor, “Russia,” 2015. 
648 Dave Majumdar, “Introducing the Iskander: The Russian Missile NATO Fears,”  National 
Interest, 1 April 2016.  http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/introducing-the-iskander-the-
russian-missile-nato-fears-15653.  

https://fas.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/Brief2014_NATO-LAa.pdf
https://fas.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/Brief2014_NATO-LAa.pdf
http://www.nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Russias-Nuclear-Posture.pdf
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-missiles-kaliningrad-idUSKBN13G0W9
http://www.military-today.com/missiles/iskander.htm
http://www.military-today.com/missiles/iskander.htm
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/introducing-the-iskander-the-russian-missile-nato-fears-15653
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/introducing-the-iskander-the-russian-missile-nato-fears-15653
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the deployment of ground-launched cruise missiles with a range between 500 – 5500 

km, in addition to possessing launchers with this capability, are prohibited by the 

Treaty.649 

Nikolai Sokov argues that the new sea-launched Kalibr-NK is a dual capable 

long-range cruise missile, which can hit targets in Europe and the Black Sea.650  This 

cruise missile is particularly problematic because it has a range of more than 500 km 

(and according to the Russian minister of defence, the missile can reach over 1500 km).  

If the cruise missile were to be launched by a mobile land-based launcher, it would 

violate the INF treaty (as a GLCM).  There is potential for a slippery slope to INF 

violation, because, as Pavel Podvig points out, Russia has tested a long-range SLCM 

from “the wrong kind of launcher” (i.e. a land launcher), creating a debate on the 

technicality of having violated the INF treaty.651  

In March 2014, Russia’s Defense Ministry announced that it would deploy 

Tupolev-22M Backfire nuclear bombers in Crimea (at Gvardeyskoye airbase).652  

Tupolev-22M3 aviation assets are assigned to theatre-range land attack missions, but 

will be replaced by the Sukhoi SU-34.653  The Backfire is a long-range aircraft654 with 

low-level penetration capabilities.  It is operated by the Russian Air Force and Naval 

Aviation.  It performs nuclear and conventional strike missions, as well as anti-ship and 

maritime reconnaissance operations.  Its payload is comprised of Kh-22 standoff 

missiles, Kh-15 nuclear or Kh-15P anti-radar missiles, as well as FAB-250 or FAB-1500 

                                                 
649 Hans M. Kristensen, “Russia Declared in Violation of INF Treaty: New Cruise Missile May Be 
Deploying,” Federation of American Scientists, 30 July 2014.  
https://fas.org/blogs/security/2014/07/russia-inf/.  
650 Sokov, 2009, 81. 
651 Pavel Podvig, Syria Strikes, Kalibr-NK, and the INF Treaty, Russian Strategic Nuclear Forces, 
October 2015.  http://russianforces.org/blog/2015/10/syria_strikes_kalibr-nk_and_th.shtml.  
652 Bill Gertz, “Russia Deploying Tactical Nuclear Arms in Crimea,” Free Beacon, 10 October 
2014.  http://freebeacon.com/national-security/russia-deploying-tactical-nuclear-arms-in-crimea/.  
653 Sweetman & Fisher, 47. 
654 Other sources argue that this aircraft is only a medium-range bomber and its not sufficiently 
capable of strategic missions.  “Tupolev TU-22M Backfire Medium-Range Bomber, Military 
Today, Undated.  http://www.military-today.com/aircraft/tupolev_tu-22m_backfire.htm.  

https://fas.org/blogs/security/2014/07/russia-inf/
http://russianforces.org/blog/2015/10/syria_strikes_kalibr-nk_and_th.shtml
http://freebeacon.com/national-security/russia-deploying-tactical-nuclear-arms-in-crimea/
http://www.military-today.com/aircraft/tupolev_tu-22m_backfire.htm
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free fall bombs.655  The SU-34 Fullback replacement has been delayed.  However, 16 of 

these new heavy strike fighters (or fighter-bomber) will start to be available in 2018.656   

Geographically, Russia is deploying tactical nuclear weapons in key strategic 

regions – Kaliningrad and Crimea – in order to target NATO forces and defeat its BMD 

architecture by employing short-, medium-, and possibly intermediate-range missiles, as 

well as cruise missiles launched by sea and air platforms, in addition to the INF violating 

ground-launched option. 

Table 16: Non-Strategic / Tactical Nuclear Weapons  
System   Upgrades   Comments 
Iskander-M short-
range ballistic missile 
(NATO SS-X-26) 
-road mobile; 
transporter erector 
launcher 
-400 km range 

  

Iskander-K – launch 
R-500 cruise missiles 
- range of 1500 km 

 Possible INF Treaty 
violation because 
system can launch 
GLCM 

Kalibr-NK long-range 
cruise missile (SSC-
X-8) 

 Potential for INF Treaty 
violation if tested from 
launched vehicle 

Tupolev-22M3 
Backfire 
- Kh-22 standoff 
missiles; Kh-15 
nuclear or Kh-15P 
anti-radar missiles; 
FAB-250 or FAB-1500 
free fall bombs 

To be replaced by 
Sukhoi SU-34 
Fullback strike 
fighter in 2018 

 

Strategic Warning  

A great deal of information on Russia’s intelligence, surveillance, and 

reconnaissance capabilities is not readily available.  It must be assumed that Russia 

                                                 
655 “Tupolev TU-22M Strategic Bomber, Russia,” AirForce Technology, updated to 2017.  
http://www.airforce-technology.com/projects/tupolev-tu-22m-strategic-bomber/.  
656 “Russia’s SU 32/34 Long Range Strike Fighters,” Defense Industry Daily, 13 March 2017.   
http://www.defenseindustrydaily.com/russia-to-begin-receiving-su34-longrange-strike-fighters-
02595/.  

http://www.airforce-technology.com/projects/tupolev-tu-22m-strategic-bomber/
http://www.defenseindustrydaily.com/russia-to-begin-receiving-su34-longrange-strike-fighters-02595/
http://www.defenseindustrydaily.com/russia-to-begin-receiving-su34-longrange-strike-fighters-02595/
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continues to deploy human assets in a variety of roles to gather information on the U.S. 

nuclear capabilities and intensions.  Information on sources and methods of these 

activities is very limited.657  Other covert or offensive methods would include SIGINT -  

communications intercepts - as well as possible cyber espionage to infiltrate systems of 

contractors and R&D to acquire classified information about capabilities, such as stealth.   

In terms of other technical capabilities, Russia employs imagery as part of its 

strategic theatre defences.  Russia’s GLONASS satellite constellation provides the 

capability of precision targeting and global communications.658  Its powerful radars, as 

part of its S-400 air defence system, also provide a wide-ranging picture of the aerial 

landscape.  Aircraft also provides aerial surveillance.  In the maritime domain, it can be 

assumed that Russia employs similar ASW capabilities as the U.S. to seek out their 

SSBNs, but also to hide their own SSBNs from U.S. SSNs. 

Specific early warning systems that have been modernized, not only with 

upgrades, but replacement with new systems.  This includes Russia’s EKS network 

(Единая космическая система – Unified Space System)659 announced in 2011.  This is 

a satellite system, both autonomously capable, but also integrated with ground-based 

early warning radars.  Its main ground control centre is located at Serpukhov-15 near 

Moscow; and its second control centre at Komsomolsk-na-Amure in the East.  The EKS 

satellite system is also referred to as Tundra.  It is designed for the early warning of a 

missile attack and is stated to be capable of detecting both ballistic missiles and cruise 

missiles, including tracking of ballistic missiles launched by sea, in addition to have the 

capability to detect missile tests in other countries.660  In conjunction with ground-based 

radars – such as the Don-2N missile defence radar for Moscow and the Dunay-3U radar 

near Chekov – to provide better warning of missile launches, this system is intended to 

reduce surprise and errors, such as false alarms.  By November 2015 the first of the 

                                                 
657 Assumed infiltration and deception through access to individuals and employment in 
organizations to acquire first and second-hand information, plans, blueprints, unofficial 
statements, etc.  In addition, unofficial channels and informal arrangements are also ways of 
sharing information for mutual benefit and to pursue diplomacy outside of the public realm. 
658 Nikolai N. Sokov, “Why Russia Calls a Limited Nuclear Strike ‘De-escalation’,” Bulletin of the 
Atomic Scientists, 13 March 2014.  http://thebulletin.org/why-russia-calls-limited-nuclear-strike-de-
escalation.  
659 Full name: Edinaya Kosmicheskaya Sistema Obnaruzheniya i Boevogo Upravleniya, EKS 
OiBU – translated as: "integrated space system for detection, battle command and control.” 
660 According to statements from the Russian Defence Ministry. 

http://thebulletin.org/why-russia-calls-limited-nuclear-strike-de-escalation
http://thebulletin.org/why-russia-calls-limited-nuclear-strike-de-escalation
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next-generation satellites – KOSMOS-2510 were launched; and in May 2017 the 

KOSMOS-2518 were launched.  These space capabilities can transmit information in 

real-time to command centres on the ground.  The communication role of this system 

allows for the transmission of information to anti- anti-missile batteries of the strategic 

forces to respond in the event of a missile strike.661  The challenge is whether Russia 

has allowed its early warning to lapse under cost restrictions and Western sanctions.  

Perhaps their assets could be vulnerable to U.S. first strike with the right combination of 

forward based SSBNS launching W88 and W76 warheads with the new super-fuze 

technology to eliminate Russia’s ICBMs and C3, as well as ground-based early warning 

systems.662 

Strategic warning is important to provide enough warning time for strategic forces to 

respond.  However, closing the gaps to full coverage may generate problems related to 

doctrines that require strike on warning.  The reduction of potential errors or 

miscalculation is important, but if they are not eliminated, the early warning time for 

suspected launch with Russia’s systems on high alert may lead to pre-emptive strikes 

against the U.S. and its allies.  On the other hand, advanced strategic warning may also 

provide opportunities for communication between the two states in the event of an 

accidental launch, allowing for the interception of the missile without escalating the 

conflict.  In light of the modernization of the Russian EKS/Tundra system, analysts have 

suggested that this system may still have gaps in its global coverage, including ice 

covered areas of the poles.  However, as this new system is being modernized to 

                                                 
661 Pavel Podvig, Early Warning, Russian Strategic Nuclear Forces, 15 August 2017:   
http://russianforces.org/sprn/.  Kurt Godwin, “EKS Marks the Spot: Russia Set to Launch 2nd of 6 
Early-Warning Satellites,” Space Flight Insider, 23 May 2017: 
http://www.spaceflightinsider.com/organizations/roscosmos/eks-marks-the-spot-russia-set-to-
launch-2nd-of-6-early-warning-satellites/.  Russian Space Web, “EKS Network Design,” 29 
February 2016: http://www.russianspaceweb.com/eks-network.html.  Fondation pour la 
Recherche Stratégique, “Russia’s Evolving Nuclear Doctrine and its Implications,” January 2016: 
https://www.frstrategie.org/publications/notes/russia-s-evolving-nuclear-doctrine-and-its-
implications-2016-01.   
662 Scenario considered by Hans M. Kristernsen, Matthew McKinzie, Theodore A. Postol, “How 
US nuclear force modernization is undermining strategic stability: The burst-height compensating 
super-fuze,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 1 March 2017: http://thebulletin.org/how-us-nuclear-
force-modernization-undermining-strategic-stability-burst-height-compensating-super10578.  
There may be a significant asymmetry between U.S. and Russia in strategic warning capabilities, 
given the alleged state of advanced decay of Russian strategic early warning systems, which has 
implications for strategic stability.  
Douglas Ross, Simon Fraser University, 21 December 2017. 

http://russianforces.org/sprn/
http://www.spaceflightinsider.com/organizations/roscosmos/eks-marks-the-spot-russia-set-to-launch-2nd-of-6-early-warning-satellites/
http://www.spaceflightinsider.com/organizations/roscosmos/eks-marks-the-spot-russia-set-to-launch-2nd-of-6-early-warning-satellites/
http://www.russianspaceweb.com/eks-network.html
https://www.frstrategie.org/publications/notes/russia-s-evolving-nuclear-doctrine-and-its-implications-2016-01
https://www.frstrategie.org/publications/notes/russia-s-evolving-nuclear-doctrine-and-its-implications-2016-01
http://thebulletin.org/how-us-nuclear-force-modernization-undermining-strategic-stability-burst-height-compensating-super10578
http://thebulletin.org/how-us-nuclear-force-modernization-undermining-strategic-stability-burst-height-compensating-super10578
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include monitoring North America, it suggests the possibility of moving towards global 

coverage. 663 

 

Russian Nuclear Deterrence Systems 

The following table summarizes the offensive and defensive characteristics of 

Russia’s nuclear forces, demonstrating more offence dominance than defence 

dominance. 

Table 17: Russia’s Nuclear Deterrence Systems 

 
 OFFENSIVE DEFENSIVE 

Sea-Based 
Systems 

New MIRVed SLBM (Bulava-30) – 
MIRVs comprise offensive 
capabilities designed to defeat 
missile defences. 
SSNs – SSGNs – Akula and new 
Yasen class attack submarines – 
stealth. 
Yasen class armed with Kalibr-NK 
sea-launched cruise missile – dual-
capable (nuclear / conventional 
payload). 
Developing fifth generation 
submarine (beyond Borei class) ~ 2 
models to replace Oscar and Sierra 
class ~ interceptor capability to 
protect SSBN fleet (defensive); and 
a guided missile submarine to hunt 
U.S. carrier strike groups ~ cruise 
missiles to hit shore and surface 
targets.664 
Proposed nuclear-armed torpedo 
STATUS-6 (leaked unconfirmed 
plans), capable of stealthily 
infiltrating the coastal waters of the 
U.S. and European states to 
detonate a thermonuclear device, as 
well as creating radioactive 
contamination that would make the 

Upgrading SSBN fleet – secure 
second-strike capability:  3 Borei 
class SSBNs by 2015 and 8 by 
2020. 
 

                                                 
663 Ibid.   
664 Under development by the Malakhit Design Bureau. 

Dave Majumdar, “Revealed: Russia’s Next Generation Nuclear Submarines,” The National 
Interest (Nov. 9, 2015): http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/revealed-russias-next-generation-
nuclear-submarines-14295.  

http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/revealed-russias-next-generation-nuclear-submarines-14295
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/revealed-russias-next-generation-nuclear-submarines-14295
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region “uninhabitable” for a long 
time.665 

Air Delivery 
Platforms 

Modernization of heavy bombers ~ 
Tu-95 Bear and Tu-160 Blackjack666 
New heavy stealth bomber to carry 
cruise missiles and hypersonic 
missiles 
 

 

Land-Based 
Systems 

MIRVed ICBMs – offensive 
weapons that asymmetrically 
challenge U.S. and NATO BMD 
systems. 
 
 

Road and rail mobile ICBMs 
(Rubezh, Topol-M variant, and 
Yars) 667 – more survivable 2nd 
strike weapon – less vulnerable 
to CF first strike. 

Cruise 

Missiles 

New long-range strategic cruise 
missile ~ Raduga 
Testing GLCMs ~ new strategic 
cruise missiles – intermediate-range 
capable668 
Kalibr 3M-54 (SS-N-30A) 669 long-
range, low-flying, sea-launched 
cruise missiles – dual capable – with 
conventional or nuclear 
warheads.670 Its range is from 1500-
2500 km.  It has land-attack, anti-

 

                                                 
665 There is debate about whether this capability is real, given that Russia seemed to deliberately 
leak this proposed project.  The status of this program is uncertain.  Nevertheless, the purpose of 
the STATUS-6 is intended to: 

“destroy important economic installations of the enemy in coastal areas and cause 
guaranteed devastating damage to the country's territory by creating wide areas of 
radioactive contamination, rendering them unusable for military, economic or other activity 
for a long time.” 

Steven Pifer, “Russia’s perhaps-not-real super torpedo,” Brookings Institution (Nov. 18, 2015): 
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/order-from-chaos/posts/2015/11/18-russias-perhaps-not-real-
super-torpedo-pifer.   Jeffrey Lewis, “Putin’s Doomsday Machine,” Foreign Policy (12 November 
2015):  http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/11/12/putins-doomsday-machine-nuclear-weapon-us-
russia/.   
666 Russia’s Nuclear Posture, National Institute for Public Policy (2015), 3.  
667 And Rail-mobile Barguzin ICBM.  Russia’s Nuclear Posture, National Institute for Public Policy 
(2015), 3. 
668 Russia’s Nuclear Posture, National Institute for Public Policy (2015), 3. 
669 NATO designation “Sizzler.”  Andrei Akulov, Kalibr: Russia’s Naval System Upgrading Cruise 
Missile Game, Strategic Culture Foundation, 24-05-2016.  http://www.strategic-
culture.org/news/2016/05/24/kalibr-russia-naval-system-upping-cruise-missile-game.html.  
670 Can be launched by submarine or cruiser and have been deployed on such vessels in the 
Caspian Sea since 2015. This missile has land-attack, anti-submarine, and anti-ship variants.  
Andrei Akulov, “Kalibr: Russia’s Naval System Upping Cruise Missile Game,” Strategic Culture 
(May 24, 2016): http://www.strategic-culture.org/news/2016/05/24/kalibr-russia-naval-system-
upping-cruise-missile-game.html.  

http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/order-from-chaos/posts/2015/11/18-russias-perhaps-not-real-super-torpedo-pifer
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/order-from-chaos/posts/2015/11/18-russias-perhaps-not-real-super-torpedo-pifer
http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/11/12/putins-doomsday-machine-nuclear-weapon-us-russia/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/11/12/putins-doomsday-machine-nuclear-weapon-us-russia/
http://www.strategic-culture.org/news/2016/05/24/kalibr-russia-naval-system-upping-cruise-missile-game.html
http://www.strategic-culture.org/news/2016/05/24/kalibr-russia-naval-system-upping-cruise-missile-game.html
http://www.strategic-culture.org/news/2016/05/24/kalibr-russia-naval-system-upping-cruise-missile-game.html
http://www.strategic-culture.org/news/2016/05/24/kalibr-russia-naval-system-upping-cruise-missile-game.html
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ship, and anti-submarine variants.671  
Sea-based platforms for this CM 
are: Kilo class, Akula class, Yasen 
class, Borei class submarines; 
Admiral Gorshkov class, Admiral 
Grigorovich class, Gepard class 
frigates; Gremyashchy class, 
Buyan-M class, Steregushchy class 
(II) corvettes.672  

Multiple 
Warheads 

New MIRV heavy ICBM ~ Sarmat 
MIRVed Topol-M and Yars ICBMs 
planned673 
Heavy MIRVed ICBM force will be 
completely modernized by 2021.674 

 

Missile 
Defence 

Missile Defence systems planned to 
enhance A2/AD 

Missile Defence Systems that 
emphasize early warning and 
limited BMD in the form of 
interceptors of key sites, such as 
Moscow and  

Theatre / 
Tactical 
Nuclear 
Weapons 

New tactical nuclear capable 
missiles – Iskander-M – mobile 
ballistic missile system (a.k.a. SS-26 
Stone by NATO) ~ 2 guided missiles 
~ capable of carrying either 
conventional or nuclear warheads ~ 
capable of striking Baltics and most 
of Poland.675 
Iskander-K 
 

 

Convention
al 
Alternatives  

Project 4202: Development of 
hypersonic glide vehicle (hypersonic 
ballistic gilder weapon) to rival U.S. 
conventional prompt global strike 
system 
-slated to be ready in 10 years 
-Yu-71/74 boost-glide / hyperglide 
vehicles (HGV)676 – aerodynamics 
allow it to glide over great distances 
(10 000 km) 

 

                                                 
671 Andrei Akulov, Kalibr: Russia’s Naval System Upgrading Cruise Missile Game, Strategic 
Culture Foundation, 24-05-2016.  http://www.strategic-culture.org/news/2016/05/24/kalibr-russia-
naval-system-upping-cruise-missile-game.html.  
672 Ibid.  
673 According to Chief ICBM and SLBM designer Yuriy Solomonov.  Russia’s Nuclear Posture, 
National Institute for Public Policy (2015), 3. 
674 Russia’s Nuclear Posture, National Institute for Public Policy (2015), 3.  
675 Andrew Osborn, “Russia seen putting new nuclear-capable missiles along NATO border by 
2019,” Reuters (23 June, 2016).   www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-europe-shield-
idUSKCN0Z90WT?il=0. 
676 China also developing boost-glide vehicle – DF-ZF. 

http://www.strategic-culture.org/news/2016/05/24/kalibr-russia-naval-system-upping-cruise-missile-game.html
http://www.strategic-culture.org/news/2016/05/24/kalibr-russia-naval-system-upping-cruise-missile-game.html
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-europe-shield-idUSKCN0Z90WT?il=0
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-europe-shield-idUSKCN0Z90WT?il=0


200 

-launched by ballistic missile and 
reach hypersonic speeds of Mach 5 
-maneuverable and largely 
untrackable after initial boost phase 
– travel at lower altitudes than 
ballistic missiles – invisible to 
ground radars – arrive at targets 
without warning 
-super-speed, high precision 
(accuracy to a few meters); and 
penetration capability can defeat 
BMD systems677 and threaten U.S. 
arsenal (first and second strike); 
defeat NATO MD and U.S. THAAD 
-HGVs can be fitted with 
conventional and nuclear 
warheads678 

UAV Armed drones ~ launched by land 
and sea (submarines) 

 

   

Strategic 
Warning 

Undetermined ~ ISR to gain threat 
level advantage must be assumed 
ISR for ASW 
EKS / Tundra integrated space and 
land-based radar early warning 
system: Satellites COSMOS-2510; 
COSMOS-2518 – real time warning 
to command centres 
Land-based radars for early warning 
and space surveillance  

Emphasis on early warning 
HUMINT and SIGINT – 
determine U.S. capabilities and 
intentions  

                                                 
677 Intention likely to defeat U.S. Ground-Based Midcourse Defense System. 
678 Bruce Dorminey, “Russian Hypersonic Glider Weapons Would Easily Penetrate U.S. 
Defenses, Says Expert.” Forbes, 14 June 2016. 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/brucedorminey/2016/06/14/russian-hypersonic-glider-weapons-
would-easily-penetrate-u-s-defenses-says-expert/#7f8f439a40f3.  Guy Norris, “Raytheon Invests 
in Technology to Meet Hypersonic Threats,” Aviation Week, 20 June 2017.  
http://aviationweek.com/paris-air-show-2017/raytheon-invests-technology-meet-hypersonic-
threats.  

https://www.forbes.com/sites/brucedorminey/2016/06/14/russian-hypersonic-glider-weapons-would-easily-penetrate-u-s-defenses-says-expert/#7f8f439a40f3
https://www.forbes.com/sites/brucedorminey/2016/06/14/russian-hypersonic-glider-weapons-would-easily-penetrate-u-s-defenses-says-expert/#7f8f439a40f3
http://aviationweek.com/paris-air-show-2017/raytheon-invests-technology-meet-hypersonic-threats
http://aviationweek.com/paris-air-show-2017/raytheon-invests-technology-meet-hypersonic-threats
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# 

Warheads
679 

Approx. 7000 nuclear warheads in 
inventory: 2510 retired; 4500 
stockpiled; 1561 deployed on 
various delivery systems680  
10x tactical nuclear weapons as 
NATO ~ capable of deciding 
outcome of local and regional 
wars681 
Stated to produce 400 new ICMBs 
by 2020 ~ 40 MIRVed Yars ICBMs 
in 2014-2015 

Strategic weapons closer to New 
START limits / tactical weapons 
not covered under New START 

   

Geography Plans for permanently deploying 
nuclear capable Iskander-M tactical 
missile system in Kaliningrad region 
by 2019 (and possibly also in 
Crimea).682 
The Kalibr SLCMs can reach targets 
– missile defences – in Romania 
and Hungary.683 

 

                                                 
679 According to the Nuclear Threat Initiative, by July 2015 Russia’s arsenal was comprised of the 
following: 

Total Inventory:  Approx. 7500 warheads 

Active and operational warheads:  Est. 4500 

Launchers of Strategic Delivery System:   543 

Operational Strategic Warheads:  Approx. 1780 

Non-Strategic and defensive nuclear forces:  Est. 2000 

Non-deployed Warheads (in reserve or awaiting dismantlement): 3000. 

The report notes at the beginning that the “total stockpile is uncertain because there is no 
accurate count of non-strategic nuclear weapons.”  NTI, Nuclear Disarmament Russia, Russia: 
NTP Nuclear Weapon State, 17 July 2015.   http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/russia-nuclear-
disarmament/.  The report on Russia’s Nuclear Posture by the National Institute for Public Policy 
argues that Russia may actually increase the number of its strategic nuclear warheads to 2000-
2500 due to loopholes in New START.  This includes one bomber aircraft counting as one 
warhead, regardless of how many warheads it may actually carry.  In addition, New START does 
not prohibit rail-mobile ICBMs, which Russia is in the process of developing and deploying. p 3. 
680 Kelsey Davenport, Nuclear Weapons: Who Has What At A Glance, Arms Control Association, 
October 2017.   https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/Nuclearweaponswhohaswhat.  
681 Russia’s Nuclear Posture, National Institute for Public Policy (2015).  
682 This move is stated to be in response to the U.S. missile defence system in Eastern Europe.  
Andrew Osborn, “Russia seen putting new nuclear-capable missiles along NATO border by 
2019,” Reuters (23 June, 2016).  www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-europe-shield-
idUSKCN0Z90WT?il=0.   
683 N.B. Buyan class corvettes operating in Russian rivers: Volga, Don, Moscow, and others.  
Through Moscow Canal Russian Buyan class corvettes can reach and operate in the Black Sea, 
Caspian Sea, White Sea, Sea of Azov, and Baltic Sea.  Andrei Akulov, Kalibr: Russia’s Naval 
System Upgrading Cruise Missile Game, Strategic Culture Foundation, 24-05-2016.  Web.  

http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/russia-nuclear-disarmament/
http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/russia-nuclear-disarmament/
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/Nuclearweaponswhohaswhat
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-europe-shield-idUSKCN0Z90WT?il=0
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-europe-shield-idUSKCN0Z90WT?il=0
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Second Strike Guarantee – Perimeter Launch System 

One capability that is not listed in this table is the Perimeter launch system 

(Система Периметр), believed to have been designed and operational since the mid-

1980s (suggested to be the Russian answer to the U.S. SDI program, in addition to 

advancements in American missile technology).684  Also known as the “Dead Hand” or 

“Doomsday Machine,”685 this is a comprehensive automated networked system 

designed to ensure a Russian massive retaliation against a U.S. first strike, or even the 

warning of one.  The program centres around a “command rocket”686 concept which 

involves the transmission of orders to launch through an integrated battle management 

system in which command rockets send direct commands to strategic missile launchers 

to take off and these transmit orders an authorization codes to other launch delivery 

vehicles – land-based ICBMs, SSBNs, and bombers – automatically, even if 

communications between launchers and the outside world have been severed.687  

Perhaps this system should be classified as highly defense dominant, being a system 

designed only for retaliation (a MAD weapon), having a powerful deterrence role if it 

actually exists.688  Whether this concept is an actual program, an attempt by Russia to 

strike fear in the U.S. that a nuclear first strike against its leadership and C2 systems 

                                                 
http://www.strategic-culture.org/news/2016/05/24/kalibr-russia-naval-system-upping-cruise-
missile-game.html.  
684 Particularly the accuracy of SLBMs that could reduce the warning time of an ICBM/SLBM 
launch from 30 minutes to 3 minutes.  With these developments the Soviets feared that the U.S. 
had incentive to strike first.  Jason Torchinsky, “The Soviets Made a Real Doomsday Device in 
the 1980s and the Russians Still Have it Today,” Foxtrot Alpha, 04/11/2017.   
http://foxtrotalpha.jalopnik.com/the-soviets-made-a-real-doomsday-device-in-the-80s-and-
1794225196.  
685 Nicholas Thompson, Inside the Apocalyptic Soviet Doomsday Machine, Wired, 9/21/2009.   
https://www.wired.com/2009/09/mf-deadhand/.  
686 After a first-strike launch against the Soviet Union was confirmed, a high-ranking officer would 
activate the system.  A 15PO11 rocket with a radiation-hardened radio transmitter instead of a 
nuclear warhead would be launched from a specialized protected silo.  When launched its 
transmitter would replace ground-based communications to send commands to land, sea, and air 
nuclear delivery platforms to launch a counter-attack.  Torchinsky, “Real Doomsday.”  
687 Pavel Podvig, Russian Strategic Nuclear Forces, MIT Press, (2001), pp 65-66. 
688 It has also been suggested that the Perimetr concept would also have been designed by the 
Soviets to prevent themselves from launching a nuclear attack “unnecessarily.” – Torchinsky, 
“Real Doomsday.” 

http://www.strategic-culture.org/news/2016/05/24/kalibr-russia-naval-system-upping-cruise-missile-game.html
http://www.strategic-culture.org/news/2016/05/24/kalibr-russia-naval-system-upping-cruise-missile-game.html
http://foxtrotalpha.jalopnik.com/the-soviets-made-a-real-doomsday-device-in-the-80s-and-1794225196
http://foxtrotalpha.jalopnik.com/the-soviets-made-a-real-doomsday-device-in-the-80s-and-1794225196
https://www.wired.com/2009/09/mf-deadhand/


203 

would generate absolute destruction of the U.S., or merely a conspiracy theory is 

uncertain.689   

Leakage of “secret” capabilities like the Perimeter system or the STATUS-6 

generates questions about whether Russia actually has or is developing this capability, 

or is pretending to “leak” or reveal a game-changing weapon to distract the U.S. from its 

strategic inferiority relative to the U.S. and North Atlantic Alliance.  The point is to make 

the U.S. think twice about threatening nuclear weapons against Russia.  Verification of 

the existence of the capability would influence the U.S. strategic calculus in one direction 

or the other;690 but to keep them off-balance through uncertainty helps to reinforce 

strategic stability through the possible threat of unacceptable damage. 

Russian Nuclear Postures 

Russia has made nuclear weapons a predominant element of its  
national security strategy and military doctrine 

- Matthew Kroenig, Atlantic Council691 

Russia’s modernization of its strategic forces is intended to maintain its global 

position as a major nuclear power and preserve national security through, and use 

nuclear weapons to prevent both nuclear and conventional conflict.692  As noted, the 

upgrades are stated to be in response to U.S./NATO deployment of missile defences 

and its enhanced forward presence in Eastern Europe.  The speed at which Russia 

upgrades its forces is challenged by Russia’s economic situation, which places it 

strategically behind the United States in terms of nuclear capabilities.693  The National 

Institute for Public Policy reports that “Russia’s growing emphasis on nuclear weapons” 

as “tools of coercion and intimidation,” highlighting concerns for the “possibility of their 

                                                 
689 Based on the information of Soviet defector Colonel Valery Yarynich, former ICBM officer 
Bruce Blair nuclear strategy expert believes that the Perimetr system exists.  
690 The U.S. intelligence community that informs strategic doctrine likely has verification of the 
existence of such systems – information which would remain classified for strategic reasons, 
while analysts without access will have to base their reports on possibilities rather than certain 
truths.  
691 Matthew Kroenig, The Renewed Russian Nuclear Threat and NATO Nuclear Deterrence 
Posture, Atlantic Council Brent Scowcroft Center on International Security, Issue Brief, February 
2016, 1.  
692 Defence Talk, Russia Speeds Up Strategic Missile Upgrade, November 10, 1996.   
http://www.defencetalk.com/russia-speeds-up-strategic-missile-upgrade-68560/.   
693 Ibid.  

http://www.defencetalk.com/russia-speeds-up-strategic-missile-upgrade-68560/
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actual use in conflict.” 694 Nuclear weapons also provide a state with status and influence 

in the world, for which Russia will maintain a credible nuclear arsenal to counter coercive 

threats posed by its enemies.  Russia appears to be shifting its nuclear doctrine towards 

nuclear pre-emption.  In addition, Russia considers the use of nuclear weapons in small 

conflicts as a means to “de-escalate” the situation.695  Nikolai Sokov, fellow at the James 

Martin Center for Nonproliferation Studies, argues that not only are Russia’s nuclear 

policies vastly different from those of the Soviet Union, i.e. no first use, but that Russia 

uses the threat of nuclear weapons “to secure its interests in the event of a regional 

conflict where other major powers may be involved.”  This includes the logic of 

escalating a conflict in a way to get the enemy – U.S. – to back down, i.e. de-escalate.  

Sokov indicates that this approach was taken from the Cold War U.S. doctrine in NSC-

68. 696  Quinlivan and Oliker state that Putin and Medvedev governments promote 

military doctrines that allow for nuclear first use.  During 2009 military exercises included 

launch of strategic systems.697  Notably Oliker with respect to Russian nuclear doctrine 

on de-escalation, argues that the Russia’s nuclear capabilities do not match its stated 

doctrine.698  She suggests that Russia has not demonstrated enough significant 

investment in the tactical capabilities, nor testing non-strategic nuclear weapons, 

required to implement the de-escalation strategy.699 

                                                 
694 Russia’s Nuclear Posture, National Institute for Public Policy (2015), 6. 
695 Matt Gurney, “Putin Shouldn’t Forget that NATO has a Nuclear Sabre to Rattle Too,” National 
Post (Nov. 11, 2015): http://news.nationalpost.com/full-comment/matt-gurney-putin-shouldnt-
forget-that-nato-has-a-nuclear-sabre-to-rattle-too.  
696 Dave Majumdar, “Does Russia Have a Coherent Nuclear Strategy?” The National Interest, 
June 28, 2016.  http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/does-russia-have-coherent-nuclear-
strategy-16772.  
697  James T. Quinlivan and Olga Oliker, Nuclear Deterrence in Europe: Russian Approaches to a 
New Environment and Implications for the United States, RAND, 2011, x.   
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2011/RAND_MG1075.pdf.  
698 Majumdar, “Russia,” 2016.  
699 Ibid. 

http://news.nationalpost.com/full-comment/matt-gurney-putin-shouldnt-forget-that-nato-has-a-nuclear-sabre-to-rattle-too
http://news.nationalpost.com/full-comment/matt-gurney-putin-shouldnt-forget-that-nato-has-a-nuclear-sabre-to-rattle-too
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/does-russia-have-coherent-nuclear-strategy-16772
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/does-russia-have-coherent-nuclear-strategy-16772
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2011/RAND_MG1075.pdf
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The Role of Nuclear Weapons in Russia’s National Security 
Strategy  

Russia’s Nuclear Doctrine 700 

One of the challenges in describing and analyzing Russia’s nuclear doctrine is 

that it is ever evolving with new geopolitical developments to which Russia must adapt.  

Strategic doctrine has seen significant evolution since the 2014 Russian invasion of 

Crimea and Western (U.S./NATO) responses in defence of Ukrainian sovereignty.  It is 

also ambiguous with respect to the role of nuclear forces in its doctrine.   

Russia’s 2010 Military Doctrine701 demonstrates ambiguity in comparison to its 

previous position on the role nuclear weapons in its national security strategy articulated 

in its 2000 Military Doctrine, which it replaced.  The new Doctrine sets stricter criteria for 

the use of nuclear weapons in response to an existential threat to the Russian 

Federation702 posed by the threat of nuclear weapons or other WMD, as well as 

conventional weapons, rather than relying on first use in “situations critical to the national 

security of the Russian Federation.” 703  In addition, the Doctrine states that Russia will 

not use nuclear weapons against a non-nuclear weapons state.704  Carrying over from 

the 2000 Military Doctrine, the 2010 Doctrine indicates that Russia will still consider 

using nuclear weapons in regional and large-scale wars to prevent the escalation of a 

conventional war to the use nuclear weapons.  This approach has a deterrence effect.705 

                                                 
700 Global Security describes Russian doctrine as “the official formulation of concepts on the 
nature of present and future war and the nation’s potential role, given existing and anticipated 
geopolitical conditions.”  Russian Military Doctrine, GlobalSecurity.Org, 5/3/2016.   
http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/russia/doctrine.htm.  
701 The 2010 Doctrine was adopted at same time that President Medvedev signed the 
Foundations of State Policy in the Area of Nuclear Deterrence until 2020, which remains 
classified. Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation for the Time Period through the Year 2020: 
http://www.sras.org/military_doctrine_russian_federation_2010. 
702 Keir Giles, The Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation 2010, NATO Research Review 
(Feb 2010), 2. 
703 Ibid. 
704 Ibid.  Nikolai Sokov, The New 2010, Russian Military Doctrine: The Nuclear Angle (Feb. 5, 
2010): http://cns.miis.edu/stories/100205_russian_nuclear_doctrine.htm. 
705 Ibid.  

http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/russia/doctrine.htm
http://www.sras.org/military_doctrine_russian_federation_2010
http://cns.miis.edu/stories/100205_russian_nuclear_doctrine.htm
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Russia’s 2014 military doctrine reiterates the argument of the 2010 doctrine in 

terms of employing nuclear weapons in response to “the use of nuclear and other types 

of weapons of mass destruction against it or its allies, and also in the event of 

aggression against the Russian Federation involving the use of conventional weapons 

when the very existence of the state is under threat.”706 What is new about the 2014 

Doctrine is that it emphasizes the threat posed by NATO’s military buildup and its 

expansion eastward to Russia’s national security.  Strategic priorities listed include 

deploying missile defences, implementing the Global Strike doctrine, plans to deploy 

weapons in space, deploying high precision conventional weapons, and protecting 

national interests in the Arctic.707  Russian concerns about NATO expansion involved 

communicating the potential for limited strikes by bombers, ICBMs, and non-strategic 

nuclear weapons.708  Specifically, the doctrine states that: “The Russian Federation 

reserves the right to use nuclear weapons in response to the use of nuclear and other 

types of weapons of mass destruction against it and (or) its allies, and also in the event 

of aggression against the Russian Federation involving the use of conventional weapons 

when the very existence of the state is under threat.”709   

Russia’s A2/AD strategy 

As the U.S. pursues elements of the proposed Third Offset Strategy designed to 

counter China’s A2/AD strategy in the Asia Pacific, Russia is pursuing its own approach 

to project power through exclusion zones in a number of theatres.  Russia’s Anti-Access 

Area-Denial strategy to deny access and freedom of maneuvre to its adversary extends 

                                                 
706 Russian Federation, “Voennaya Doktrina Rossiiskoi Federatsii” [Military doctrine of the 
Russian Federation], Rossiiskaya Gazeta, December 30, 2014, http://rg.ru/2014/12/30/doktrina-
dok.html. 
707 Domestic challenges to the ruling regime is also new in the 2014 Doctrine’s list of threats to 
Russia’s national security – sovereignty and territorial integrity, in addition to terrorism.  Russian 
Military Doctrine, GlobalSecurity.Org, 5/3/2016.   
http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/russia/doctrine.htm.  
708 Quinlivan and Oliker, xi. 
709 Translation provided in Alexey Arbatov article “The Hidden Side of the U.S.-Russian Strategic 
Confrontation,” Arms Control Association (Sept. 2016).  “Voennaya Doktrina Rossiiskoi 
Federatsii” [Military doctrine of the Russian Federation], Rossiiskaya Gazeta, December 30, 
2014, http://rg.ru/2014/12/30/doktrina-dok.html.  

http://rg.ru/2014/12/30/doktrina-dok.html
http://rg.ru/2014/12/30/doktrina-dok.html
http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/russia/doctrine.htm
http://rg.ru/2014/12/30/doktrina-dok.html


207 

from Eastern Europe north to the Arctic and south to Syria.710  With a focus on 

Kaliningrad (and Crimea), Russia’s A2/AD objective is in limiting NATO around the 

Baltics and Poland through the employment of “air defenses, counter-maritime forces, 

and theater offensive strike weapons, such as short- or medium-range ballistic missiles, 

cruise missiles, and other precision guided munitions.”711  The S-400 system prevents 

adversaries from establishing air superiority or even air access to conflict areas, thus 

impeding the U.S.’s ability to defend its NATO allies.712  Russia’s deployment of 

overlapping A2/AD systems demonstrates its intention to dominate the multiple theatres 

in which is deployed.  

Both Russia’s National Security Strategy (2009)713 and Military Doctrine reaffirm 

its reliance on nuclear deterrence and nuclear parity with the United States.  Russia’s 

continued reliance on nuclear weapons is intended to compensate for the reduction in its 

conventional forces.  In addition, Russia views the deployment of strategic missile 

defence systems, arms deployed in outer space, and the deployment of long-range 

precision-strike conventional weapons as threats to its national security.  Notably, the 

2000 Military Doctrine reflected strained relations with U.S. unilateral nuclear weapons 

reductions neglecting any dialogue with Russia.  In addition, Russia saw provocation in 

the hawkish approach expressed in the 2001 NPR (under the Bush Administration) to 

the role of nuclear weapons in its national security strategy, with a set of programs to 

increase offensive power of nuclear arsenal,714 followed by its withdrawal from the ABM 

                                                 
710 Kathleen Weinberger indicates in her assessment of Russia’s A2AD that “Russia has altered 
the security balance in the Black Sea, Eastern Mediterranean, and the Middle East.  Kathleen 
Weinberger, “Russian Anti-Access and Area Denial (A2AD) Range,” Understanding War, Institute 
for the Study of War, 29 August 2016.   http://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-
anti-access-and-area-denial-a2ad-range. Weinberger provides a helpful graphic of Russia’s 
deployment of systems for its A2AD strategy: 
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Russian%20A2AD%20AUGUST%202016_1.p
df.  Douglas Barrie, “Russia and Anti-Access / Area-Denial Capabilities,” IISS Military Balance, 8 
February 2016.  https://www.iiss.org/en/militarybalanceblog/blogsections/2016-629e/february-
f0ed/russia-and-anti-access-area-denial-capabilities-9b3e.  
711 Ian Williams, “The Russia – NATO A2AD Environment,” Missile Threat, CSIS Missile Defence 
Project, 3 January 2017.  https://missilethreat.csis.org/russia-nato-a2ad-environment/.  
712 Weinberger, “A2AD.”  
713 National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation to 2020, March 12, 2009: 
http://www.scrf.gov.ru/documents/99.html. 
714 Keir A. Lieber and Daryl G. Press, “The End of MAD?” International Security, 30.4 (Spring 
2006), 7, 11. 

http://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-anti-access-and-area-denial-a2ad-range
http://www.understandingwar.org/backgrounder/russian-anti-access-and-area-denial-a2ad-range
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Russian%20A2AD%20AUGUST%202016_1.pdf
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/Russian%20A2AD%20AUGUST%202016_1.pdf
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https://www.iiss.org/en/militarybalanceblog/blogsections/2016-629e/february-f0ed/russia-and-anti-access-area-denial-capabilities-9b3e
https://missilethreat.csis.org/russia-nato-a2ad-environment/
http://www.scrf.gov.ru/documents/99.html
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Treaty.715  Although the U.S. planned to reduce the size of its nuclear force, its intention 

was to increase its counterforce capabilities with plans for improvements to SLBM and 

ICBMs.716   

Russia’s military and national security policy pose challenges to reciprocal 

reductions.  Russia’s continued opposition to NATO plays a role in the nation’s nuclear 

posture.  Its recent Military Doctrine 717 states that the Federation considers the 

existence of NATO as a primary threat to its national security.  Its concern involves 

NATO’s expansion towards Russian territory and its extended deterrence platform and 

security assurance to partners and allies.   

It is important to note that Russia’s new doctrine was released around the same 

time as the U.S. Nuclear Proliferation Review (NPR), which followed the Prague Agenda 

and New START negotiations.  Russia’s nuclear posture in the 2010 Doctrine and 2009 

National Security Strategy reflected a more subdued approach to nuclear weapons (prior 

to renewed tensions in 2014), which some experts argue is directly linked to U.S. 

overtures for a new nuclear arms control agreement and an interest in reducing the 

salience of nuclear weapons in defence policy. For a time, this demonstrated a mutual 

interest in a stable bilateral balance, involving concessions on both sides, in addition to 

an interest in maintaining international strategic stability.718  Clearly, U.S. nuclear policy 

has a significant influence on Russia, as demonstrated in Russia’s more provocative 

military postures and rhetoric from the Kremlin following U.S. and NATO’s intervention in 

Ukraine, including concern for upgrading nuclear forces and Aegis Ashore BMD in 

Europe.719  This gave rise to a new military doctrine in 2014 which reflects  a more 

                                                 
Jonah Friedman, Countervalue versus Counterforce, Center for Strategic and International 
Studies (June 2, 2011): 7.  https://csis.org/blog/countervalue-vs-counterforce. 
715 The plan was for a large multi-layered MD system.  R&D was conducted for land, sea, air, and 
space-based MD systems.  The U.S. claimed that its nuclear force upgrades and missile 
defences were intended to counter potential ICBM threats from Iran and North Korea, rather than 
an attempt at nuclear primacy – a claim for which Russia and China remain skeptical.  Lieber and 
Press, 2006, 27-29. 
716 Ibid. 
717 Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation, 2010. 
718 Podvig, 2011, 41-42. 
719 According to President Putin the U.S. missile defence shield in Europe poses a “great danger”, 
which requires Russia to respond with “enhancing its missile strike capability” or order to 
“preserve balance.”  Alessandra Galloni and Christian Lowe, “Putin says U.S. missile shield is a 

https://csis.org/blog/countervalue-vs-counterforce
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aggressive nuclear posture.  The highlights appear under Offensive Postures in the table 

below.  

Doctrine of Escalation to De-escalate 

Russia perceives itself as militarily inferior relative to the West – particularly the 

U.S. and NATO – and fears NATO enlargement up to its borders, impacting the sphere 

of influence it hoped to re-acquire through attempting to annex former Soviet territories 

(Abkazia, South Ossetia, Eastern Ukraine - Donetsk, Lughansk, Crimea).  Russia’s 

interest in this sphere of influence is to provide a buffer between Russia and its 

adversaries and is perceived to enhance its security and project influence.720  In order to 

offset this feeling of vulnerability Russia relies on the threat of using tactical nuclear 

weapons to deter conventional conflict.   

Essentially the concept of de-escalation involves Russia launching a limited 

nuclear strike in the event that “a large-scale conventional attack” exceeds its “capacity 

for defense.”721  Russia’s 2000 military doctrine – a response to the U.S.-led mission in 

former Yugoslavia which demonstrated superior conventional power – introduced the de-

escalation concept as a deterrent to U.S. and NATO in any potential conflict involving 

Russia.722  This concept was reinforced in greater detail in the 2003 Defense Ministry 

White Paper.   Like the recent Zapad exercises, since the 2000 concept, Russia has 

simulated limited nuclear strikes in its military exercises.  These simulations involve long-

range ALCMs and medium range bombers.  As noted, the 2010 doctrine indicated that 

Russia would employ nuclear weapons under conditions in which the nation’s existence 

                                                 
‘great danger’,” Reuters (June 17, 2016). http://www.reuters.com/article/us-shield-russia-
idUSKCN0Z32FL?il=0.  
720 To provide perspective on this issue Russian parliamentarian Vyacheslav Alekseyevich 
Nikonov made the following statement at GLOBSEC 2017, Bratislava, Slovakia: “For Russia, the 
definition of success in dealing with neighbors is to make them as friendly to Russia as possible 
… The definition of success for many people sitting in this room is how to distance those 
countries from Russia. I think these are conflicting goals.”  Patrick Tucker, “Russian Lawmaker: 
We Would Use Nukes if US or NATO enters Crimea,” DefenseOne, 28 May 2017.  : 
http://www.defenseone.com/threats/2017/05/russian-lawmaker-we-would-use-nukes-if-us-or-
nato-enters-crimea/138230/?oref=d-dontmiss. 
721 Nikolai N. Sokov, “Why Russia Calls a Limited Nuclear Strike ‘De-escalation’,” Bulletin of the 
Atomic Scientists, 13 March 2014.  http://thebulletin.org/why-russia-calls-limited-nuclear-strike-de-
escalation.  
722 Ibid.  
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210 

is under threat, which limits the 2000 statement of responding to situations critical to 

national security.723  

Analysts have suggested that the deterioration Russian-Western relations since 

early 2014 have contributed to Russia’s increasing reliance on nuclear threats and the 

lowered threshold for nuclear war.724  Others have suggested that Russia is merely 

highlighting the potential for escalation, rather than lowering the threshold for nuclear 

use, and is using provocative language to leverage its status as a nuclear power in order 

to be taken seriously.725  Recent statements from Russian government officials indicate 

that Russia would indeed use nuclear weapons against U.S./NATO forces that enter 

eastern Ukraine: “On the issue of NATO expansion on our borders … I heard from the 

Russian military … If U.S. forces, NATO forces, are, were, in the Crimea, in eastern 

Ukraine, Russia is undefendable militarily in case of conflict without using nuclear 

weapons in the early stage of the conflict.”726   

Indeed, in May 2016 Olga Oliker states that over the past two years “Kremlin 

officials have appeared to emphasize Russia’s nuclear capacity and even threaten its 

use.”  Oliker is critical of Western analysts’ arguments that Russia is lowering the 

threshold for nuclear war, suggesting that Russia is more interested in leveraging its 

nuclear power status, and is merely reminding the West that escalation is possible and 

to take Russia seriously.727 

                                                 
723 Ibid. 
724 James T. Quinlivan and Olga Oliker, Nuclear Deterrence in Europe: Russian Approaches to a 
New Environment and Implications for the United States, RAND, 2011, 28-32.   
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2011/RAND_MG1075.pdf.   Nikolai N. 
Sokov, “Why Russia Calls a Limited Nuclear Strike ‘De-escalation’,” Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, 
March 13, 2014.  http://thebulletin.org/why-russia-calls-limited-nuclear-strike-de-escalation.  
725 Olga Oliker, Russia’s Nuclear Doctrine: What We Know, What We Don’t, and What that 
Means, CSIS, May 4, 2016, page 2.  https://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/publication/160504_Oliker_RussiasNuclearDoctrine_Web.pdf.   
726 Statement by Vyacheslav Alekseyevich Nikonov, Russian parliamentarian, at the GLOBSEC 
2017 forum in Bratislava, Slovakia.  Patrick Tucker, “Russian Lawmaker: We Would Use Nukes if 
US or NATO enters Crimea,” DefenseOne, 28 May 2017.   
http://www.defenseone.com/threats/2017/05/russian-lawmaker-we-would-use-nukes-if-us-or-
nato-enters-crimea/138230/?oref=d-dontmiss.  
727 Olga Oliker, Russia’s Nuclear Doctrine: What We Know, What We Don’t, and What that 
Means, Center for Strategic and International Studies, May 5, 2016.   
https://www.csis.org/analysis/russia%E2%80%99s-nuclear-doctrine.  
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Quinlivan and Oliker describe Russia’s posture as focussed on ground forces for 

local conflicts as opposed to “replicating” U.S. “Sixth Generation Warfare,” defined by a 

set of technologies and capabilities that Russia is not willing to match.728  Russia is 

resorting to less expensive measures such as hybrid warfare, with an emphasis on 

misinformation, covert military assistance to pro-Russian elements in disputed regions, 

and offensive cyber operations for a multitude of purposes, including espionage, 

disinformation, and interfering in political processes in other states.  It is also relying on 

the old NATO approach to USSR’s conventional superiority in the Cold War, the use of 

smaller yield nuclear weapons on the battlefield in a conventional conflict to de-escalate 

the situation.  

Table 18: Russia’s Offensive / Defensive Nuclear Postures  

 
OFFENSIVE DEFENSIVE 
Doctrine to introduce theatre nuclear 
weapons into a conflict to offset 
conventional inferiority, as well as de-
escalate a conflict in order to return 
both sides to bargaining. Potential to 
escalate a conflict to strategic use of 
nuclear weapons or counterforce 
conventional weapons.729 

Nuclear weapons role to deter an 
existential threat to Russia posed by 
WMD and conventional weaponry. 

Shift in nuclear doctrine to consider 
pre-emptive use of nuclear 
weapons730 - first use tactical use   

Will not use nuclear weapons against 
a non-nuclear weapon state 

Nuclear weapons at centre of 
Russia’s modernization program.731 

Modernization includes ensuring a 
second-strike capability 

Russia will counter other states’ 
attempts to gain strategic superiority 

 

                                                 
728 Quinlivan and Oliker describe Sixth Generation Warfare as: “employment of advanced 
conventional weapons, automated control systems, radio-electronic combat, precision strike, and 
weapons based on new physical principles.”  Quinlivan and Oliker, p. x.  
729 According to Russia’s new nuclear release conditions.  “Russia Identifies NATO as its Biggest 
Military Threat,” Al Jazeera (Dec. 26. 2014).  
730 Russia’s Nuclear Posture, National Institute for Public Policy, National Institute Press (2015): 
http://www.nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Russias-Nuclear-Posture.pdf.  
731 Russia’s Nuclear Posture, National Institute for Public Policy, National Institute Press (2015): 
http://www.nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Russias-Nuclear-Posture.pdf.   Президент 
России, Президент утвердил новую редакцию Военной доктрины, 26 декабря 2014 года.  
Уточнение Военной доктрины Российской Федерации проведено во исполнение решения 
Совета Безопасности России от 5 июля 2013 года.  Внесённые в документ изменения 
одобрены на совещании Совета Безопасности России 19 декабря 2014 года.  
http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/47334.  

http://www.nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Russias-Nuclear-Posture.pdf
http://www.nipp.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Russias-Nuclear-Posture.pdf
http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/47334
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by “deploying strategic missile 
defence systems, weapons in space, 
or strategic conventional high 
precision weapons.”732 
Putin announced that Russia is 
putting nuclear forces on high alert 
(March 2015)733 

 

Increased frequency of long-range 
bomber patrols  

Could be a demonstration of second 
strike capability 

Air and maritime intelligence collection 
platforms positioned to monitor 
NORAD responses734 

 

Commander of Russia’s ICBMs will 
target missile defence sites in Poland 
and Czech Republic (September 
2008) 735   
After New START and tensions of 
Ukrainian conflict – new Aegis Ashore 
sites targeted      

 

A series of threatening nuclear 
exercises intended to signal Russia’s 
intention to use its nuclear forces 
against U.S. and NATO if it feels 
threatened. These exercises have 
increased in size and frequency since 
2012. 736 

 

Russia has deployed nuclear-capable 
delivery systems to Crimea ~ Backfire 
bombs and Iskander-M missiles. 737 

 

  

                                                 
732 President of Russia, Developments: The President Approved the New Edition of the Military 
Doctrine (Dec. 26, 2014).  Clarification of the Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation carried 
out pursuant to a decision of the Security Council of Russia on July 15, 2013.  Changes made to 
the document approved at the meeting of the Russian Security Council December 19, 2014. 
733 Russia’s Nuclear Posture, National Institute for Public Policy (2015), 4. 
734 U.S. Adm. William Gortney, commander of the North American Aerospace Defense 
Command, statement to Congress – quoted in Strafor article: “Nuclear Deterrence is Relevant 
Again,” (2015). 
735 Russia’s Nuclear Posture, National Institute for Public Policy (2015), 4. 
736 Ibid., 5. 
737 Ibid. 
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Assessment of Indicators 

There are multiple opinions about the extent to which Russia’s nuclear arsenal 

and associated nuclear postures pose a threat to the United States.  Since the U.S. 

abrogation of the ABM Treaty and the pursuit of counterforce advantage (critics of U.S. 

foreign policy apply the term “primacy” to such advantages), Russia has sought to offset 

the U.S. advantage, seeking advantages of its own to balance and/or achieve its own 

nuclear bargaining power.  Some analysts have suggested that U.S. is incapable of 

dominating Russia in strategic capabilities because “every missile system Russia 

deploys, or will deploy, is capable of defeating America’s missile defence systems, 

including what is currently deployed and what is envisioned for the future.”738  

The following tables indicate where Russia’s nuclear deterrence strategy ranks 

among the three different approaches to the employment of nuclear forces: CF 

dominance, MAD, or Minimum Deterrence.   

Table 19: Russian Nuclear Deterrence Postures  

 
Type of 
Deterrence 
 

A1: Deterrence by Denial ✓ 
A2: Deterrence by Punishment ✓ 
A3: Deterrence by Punishment  ✓ 

 

Strike Doctrine A1: First Strike / Pre-emption / Theatre First Use ✓ 
A2: No First Strike / Second Strike only   
A3: No First Strike / Second Strike only  

 

Targeting 
Strategy 

A1: Counterforce ~ Warfighting – C2 and strategic 
launch platforms 

✓ 

A2: Second Strike / Retaliation ~ Countervalue ~ 
Massive Retaliation / Assured Destruction 

✓ 

A3: Second Strike / Constrained Retaliation ~ 
Limited Countervalue ~ Unacceptable Damage 

 
 

Deterrence for 
Allies 

A1: Extended Deterrence N/A 
A2: Extended Deterrence N/A 
A3: No extended deterrence N/A 

 

  
 
 

                                                 
738 Scott Ritter, “The U.S.-Russia Nuclear Arms Race is Over and Russia Has Won,” Newsweek, 
12 April 2017.  Available at: http://www.newsweek.com/us-russia-nuclear-arms-race-over-and-
russia-has-won-581704?utm_source=internal&utm_campaign=right&utm_medium=related1.  

http://www.newsweek.com/us-russia-nuclear-arms-race-over-and-russia-has-won-581704?utm_source=internal&utm_campaign=right&utm_medium=related1
http://www.newsweek.com/us-russia-nuclear-arms-race-over-and-russia-has-won-581704?utm_source=internal&utm_campaign=right&utm_medium=related1
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Table 20: Russia’s Nuclear Deterrence Weapons 

 
Alert Level A1: Systems on high alert ✓ 

A2: Systems de-alerted  
A3: Systems on reduced operational readiness   

 

Size of Arsenal A1: large warhead #s (upwards of several 
thousand) 

✓ 

A2: moderate warhead #s (several hundred to few 
thousand) 

 

A3: minimum warhead #s (few hundred maximum)  
 

Multiple 
Warheads 

A1: MIRVs and single warheads ✓ 
A2: MaRVs and single warheads  
A3: Single Warheads  

 

Submarine 
Fleet 

A1: SSBN and SSN / SSK ✓ 
A2: SSBN  
A3: SSBN  

 

ICBM Platform A1: Rail / Road Mobile ICBMs ✓ 
A2: Silo-based / hardened silos ✓ 
A3: Silo-based / no land-leg  

 

Air Delivery 
Platform 

A1: Long-range stealth bomber and stealth fighter ✓ 
A2: Long-range bomber  
A3: Long-range bomber  

 

Missile 
Defence 

A1: Development of BMD system to protect 
homeland 

 

A2: Limited BMD / theatre missile defence ✓ 
A3: Very limited, if any, BMD  

 

Strategic 
Warning  

A1: Enhanced ISR  
A2: Limited ISR / Early Warning ✓ 
A3: Early warning  

 

Usability of 
Deterrence 
Weapons 

A1: Usable nuclear and conventional weapons 
(strategic and tactical) 

✓ 

A2: Non-usable nuclear weapons ✓ 
A2: Non-usable nuclear weapons ✓ 

 

Cruise Missile A1: Cruise Missile ~ air, sea, or ground launched ✓ 
A2: Cruise missile capabilities focussed on 2nd strike ✓ 
A3: No cruise missile capabilities  

 

 
 

Russia’s nuclear postures indicates both offensive and defensive approaches in 

a combination of deterrence by denial and deterrence by punishment.  It has a first use 

doctrine and an ambiguous first strike approach, while maintaining the threat of second 

strike retaliation.  It has a strategic counterforce targeting and tactical warfighting 

approach, as well as an assured destruction strategy against countervalue targets.  Its 
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systems are oriented for both deterrence approaches, but see a stronger orientation 

towards the offence with its cruise missiles, usable nuclear weapons, systems on high 

alert, large warhead numbers (well-suited for counterforce / warfighting strategies), 

MIRVs, stealth bombers and fighters, and stealth SSNs.  Its second strike is secured 

through SSBNs, fixed hardened and mobile ICBMs, limited BMD, and moderately 

developed ISR.  This assessment would place Russia’s nuclear force employment 

somewhere between MAD and CF Dominance, with an emphasis on the latter.  This 

strategic behaviour is provocative and represents significant security competition to the 

U.S. 

Concluding Remarks 

The Russians plan to do a lot of things they have had in train for some time.  
There’s a long history in Moscow of saying what they’re doing is in response  

to what you guys [U.S.] did, even though they planned it in advance. 
-Steven Pifer, Brookings Institution739 

 

Russia’s nuclear posture is heavily influenced by U.S. nuclear posture, weapons 

systems, and associated deployments. U.S. force employment affect threat perceptions 

in Russia and “strongly influence doctrine in Russia creating a norm used to assess 

various approaches to nuclear policies.”740 Russia views its national security though its 

relationship with the United States.741  U.S. nuclear policies influence Russia’s nuclear 

doctrine and vice versa, although there are other factors that play a role in their nuclear 

postures.742   

Russia’s nuclear planning is linked to U.S. and NATO’s conventional superiority – 

in technological capabilities and numbers – that has political and economic 

                                                 
739 Pifer quoted in Reuters article.  Andrew Osborn, “Russia seen putting new nuclear-capable 
missiles along NATO border by 2019,” Reuters (23 June, 2016).  www.reuters.com/article/us-
russia-europe-shield-idUSKCN0Z90WT?il=0.   
740 Podvig, 2011, 46. 
741 Ibid, 39-40.  Nikolai Sokov. “Russia’s Nuclear Doctrine.” James Martin Center for 
Nonproliferation Studies/Nuclear Threat Initiative (2004).  
http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/russias-nuclear-doctrine/.   
742 China’s nuclear modernization programs and potential for shifting to a more offensive 
deterrence posture has an influential role in both U.S. and Russian nuclear policy; as well as 
internal domestic factors such as the political-military-industrial complex in Russia, and the 
military and Republican actors in Congress in the U.S. 

http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-europe-shield-idUSKCN0Z90WT?il=0
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-russia-europe-shield-idUSKCN0Z90WT?il=0
http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/russias-nuclear-doctrine/
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implications.743  Russia’s conventional inferiority to the U.S. and NATO combined with 

NATO forces near Russian territory led Russian leaders to rely on nuclear weapons for 

de-escalation through the threat of a limited nuclear attack,744 although U.S. missile 

defence has the potential to undermine deterrence and de-escalation by intercepting a 

Russian nuclear second strike.745  The Russian perception is that the missile defence 

system violates the 1987 INF agreement with the U.S.746 

As previously mentioned, both states have divergent interests.  The contrast 

between Russia’s interests and those of the U.S. is that Russia ranks terrorist activities 

as a lower priority in relation to U.S. global ambitions and NATO expansion in Europe – 

into regions of traditional Russian influence.747  Distrust between Russia and NATO 

remains despite moments of cooperation and the interdependency that emerged748 prior 

to the annexation of Crimea and interference in Eastern Ukraine.  Russia views NATO 

more or less in the same way it did during the Soviet era.749 

The limited use of nuclear weapons remains part of Russia’s deterrence 

strategy.750  Russia’s post-Cold War conventional weakness in comparison to NATO 

forces encouraged it to turn to nuclear weapons in order to fill the gap in conventional 

capabilities.  This is suggested to be a temporary solution until Russian conventional 

forces are strengthened and modernized.751   

                                                 
743 Regarding Russia’s fear that nuclear weapons could be used to extract political and economic 
concessions.  Sokov, 2009, 75. 
744 Nikolai Sokov, The Evolving Role of Nuclear Weapons in Russia’s Security Policy, Engaging 
China and Russia on Nuclear Disarmament, James Martin Centre for NonProliferation Studies 
(CNS), Monterey, U.S. (April 2009), 75. 
745 Ibid, 75. 
746 Al Jazeera, “Russia: New Missiles in Kaliningrad answer to U.S. ‘Shield’,” Nov. 21, 2016.   
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/11/russia-missiles-kaliningrad-answer-shield-
161121151750831.html.  
747 Steven J. Main, The Mouse that Roared, or the Bear that Growled? Russia’s Latest Military 
Doctrine (February 2010),  Defence Academic of the United Kingdom (Sept. 2010), 4.   
file:///C:/Users/Teeple/Downloads/Russian%20Series%2010_11%20(WEB).pdf.  
748 Ibid, 14. 
749 Ibid. 
750 Sokov, 2009, 83. 
751 Sokov, 2004. 

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/11/russia-missiles-kaliningrad-answer-shield-161121151750831.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/11/russia-missiles-kaliningrad-answer-shield-161121151750831.html
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It was noted previously that Russia’s understanding of deterrence is slightly 

different from that of the West.  The Russian word for deterrence is the same as 

containment, contrasts with the Western concept, which refers to “preventing an action 

from happening”; whereas “once the action has been undertaken, the question arises on 

how best to contain it, either within a specific geographical space, or limiting the damage 

inflicted.”  In this way, in the West deterrence is distinguished from containment in terms 

the former meaning “steps being taken in advance of any aggression being undertaken 

in order to dissuade the potential aggressor from carrying out aggression, in the first 

place.”752  On the other hand, Russia’s concept refers to its need to contain aggression 

from the East, West, and South.  This includes the “creeping movement of NATO 

towards Russia’s borders.”753  Russia’s increasing belligerence towards the West is in 

response to NATO enlargement expansion.  President Putin stated in February 2008 

that if Ukraine joins NATO or hosts U.S. missile defence that Russia will use its offensive 

missile systems to target Ukraine.754 . 

                                                 
752 Main, 2010, 15. 
753 Ibid, 6, 12. 
754 Russia’s Nuclear Posture, National Institute for Public Policy (2015), 4. Including the 
deployment of the Iskander missile system to the Kaliningrad enclave, stated in response to BMD 
installations in Poland and Romania.  
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Chapter 6.  
 
Assessing the Intensity of the U.S.-Russia Strategic 
Competition and Receptivity to Minimum Deterrence 

This chapter provides an assessment of the strategic competition between the 

U.S. and Russia based on the orientation of their nuclear deterrence systems and 

postures, as presented as empirical data in the previous two chapters.  This assessment 

employs the model proposed in chapter 3, using the indicator tables that organize the 

data from the empirical chapters.  This assessment determines the position of each 

state, based on the orientation of its nuclear postures and systems, along the scale of 

strategic competition defining conditions dominated by the logic of minimum deterrence, 

mutually assured destruction, or counterforce dominance.  According to the framework 

these conditions have an impact on current and future bilateral arms control and 

prospects for reductions in nuclear forces.  The following discussion demonstrates that 

the U.S. and Russian strategic competition is dominated primarily by counterforce 

calculations, within which uncertainty, fear, and mistrust, complicated by ambiguous 

nuclear postures, define conditions of an intensifying nuclear security dilemma.  These 

conditions reinforce mutual insecurity, feelings of vulnerability, and create instability 

through both sides seeking strategic advantage over the other.  These deteriorating 

relations in nuclear arms competition make cooperation difficult and predict that pursuing 

arms control will be unlikely.  However, because the security dilemma provides 

opportunities for one or both states to shift towards less provocative nuclear postures, 

this analysis explores options for cooperation under the challenging conditions 

dominated by offensive counterforce calculations.  Prospects for receptivity by either 

state towards more defensive deterrence will be considered, which has implications for 

the next chapter that evaluates the prospects for an Arctic nuclear weapon-free zone. 

Assessing the Offence-Deterrence/Defence-Deterrence 
Balance  

To reiterate, the assumption of offence-defence theory as it pertains to nuclear 

strategic dyadic relations between the U.S. and Russia is represented by the following 

defensive realist perspective adapted for nuclear deterrence relations between two rival 
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states:  The level of intensity of the strategic competition, defined by offensively or 

defensively oriented nuclear deterrence systems and postures, determines the likelihood 

of future cooperation on nuclear arms control, or the continuation and increase in 

competition and arms races.  The argument put forward in this work is that A shift from 

offensive to defensive orientations in the nuclear postures and weapons systems of the 

United States, followed by similar strategic behaviour in Russia, creates conditions 

conducive to cooperation on arms control, which includes the potential for promoting an 

Arctic NWFZ.  The reason that the first move towards more defensive postures would be 

carried out by the U.S. is that its system and postures demonstrate a counterforce 

advantage relative to Russia, and can be interpreted as more threatening, although both 

states perceive themselves as vulnerable.  If Russia perceives the U.S. as pursuing less 

threatening postures, it most likely would respond in kind, with the potential of creating a 

positive spiral of reductions in nuclear warheads and delivery platforms designed for 

counterforce targeting strategies.  These conditions facilitate cooperation.  This has 

direct implications to the original research question of how to promote an Arctic NWFZ. 

The previous empirical chapters support the argument that the strategic 

competition between the U.S. and Russia is increasing in intensity due to counterforce 

dominance in the U.S. force posture with an emphasis on offensive weapons systems, 

and Russia’s asymmetric responses to offset the vulnerability perceived by the U.S. 

advantage.  As each side attempts to pursue security – dominance on the U.S. side755 – 

employing conventional, nuclear, and other unconventional capabilities within the 

deterrence framework, the strategic competition intensifies and the arms race spirals.  

The intensity of the strategic competition and security dilemma – created by ambiguous 

offence-defence postures and systems – constrains both American and Russian 

receptivity to more defence-dominant nuclear postures and systems, characterized by 

more stabilizing mutually assured destruction strategies or minimum deterrence 

postures.  The question to be considered, particularly in the next chapter, is how to 

pursue reductions in nuclear weapons numbers, with the U.S. emphasis on counterforce 

alternatives applying non-nuclear technologies to fill the gap created by warhead and 

delivery reductions under New START.  Therefore, this chapter has two steps: 1) 

                                                 
755 An asymptotic pursuit since the fog and friction of war cannot truly be eliminated (Clausewitz) 
and the U.S. continues to pursue counterforce dominance over its adversaries, its adversaries will 
respond with innovative asymmetric threats to offset the U.S. advantage.  
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determines the intensity of the strategic competition between U.S. and Russia by 

assessing the offensive or defensive orientation of their nuclear deterrence postures and 

systems.  The purpose of this step is to determine whether conditions are favourable to 

arms control cooperation.  2) The second step involves exploring the receptivity of the 

U.S. and Russia to shifting to more defensive nuclear deterrence to create conditions 

favourable to cooperation.   

The discussion in the previous chapters allows for the extensions of the main 

argument, into a series of propositions which play a role in the intensity of the strategic 

competition, having an impact future cooperation on arms control, or intensifying nuclear 

arms competition.  These propositions are derivatives of the assumptions in defensive 

realism and have been further developed for the nuclear deterrence relations between 

rival states.  In addition, their development has also been informed by observations of 

deteriorating relations discussed in the empirical chapters between U.S./NATO and 

Russia, comprising the orientation of their nuclear force employment strategies. 

The following propositions are thus drawn from observing the empirical data and 

assessing the OD/DD Balance.  These propositions can be applied to other nuclear 

dyads, such as U.S.-China, China-India, India-Pakistan; wherever there is a nuclear 

rivalry between two states.756  These propositions provide guiding principles for 

understanding, explaining, and predicting the strategic behaviour of the U.S. and Russia 

in response to one another. 

P1: Offensive advantage in the force employment of nuclear deterrence postures and 

systems for one state creates perceptions of threat and vulnerability in the other, 

resulting in an asymmetric response by that state to close the vulnerability gap. This 

condition creates competition and arms races. 

P2: The defensive employment of nuclear deterrence postures and systems by one 

state tends to communicate benign intentions to the other, reducing perceptions of threat 

and vulnerability, resulting in less aggressive actions to counter vulnerability gaps, and 

                                                 
756 This framework was developed for dyadic relations for the purpose of evaluating potential for 
agreement on an arms control treaty between two nuclear actors.  There is work that develops a 
“security trilemma” theory that could account for strategic rivalries between powerful states such 
as the U.S., Russia, and China.  See Gregory Koblentz, Strategic Stability in the Second Nuclear 
Age, Council on Foreign Relations, Special Report No. 71 (November 2014). 
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encouraging mutually non-threatening nuclear behaviour. This condition creates 

cooperation and arms reductions (possibly proliferation of NWFZs). 

P3: Geopolitical events that cause a state to increase its offensive nuclear capabilities, 

giving it offensive advantage (i.e. threatening to use first- and second-strike systems), 

whether or not this is meant to be an advantage over the other state, will induce 

perceptions of threat in that state, resulting in belligerence and an offensive response. 

(e.x. European BMD system oriented to defend against missiles launched by Iran and 

North Korea, are seen as threatening by Russia.  Russia responds). Under these 

conditions cooperation breaks down and the potential of an adversary to abandon arms 

control agreements creates incentives to rearm. 

P4: Geopolitical events that cause a return to belligerence between nuclear rivals 

(formerly in detente) intensify the security dilemma, resulting in re-arming with offensive 

weapons and abandonment of cooperation on arms control.757 This condition creates 

competition and arms races.  

P5: Direct confrontation at the conventional level between nuclear rivals may result in 

the tactical employment of theatre nuclear weapons, which has the potential for 

escalation to strategic level employment.  

The following discussion of the offensive versus defensive orientation of U.S. and 

Russian nuclear weapons systems and postures incorporates the above propositions in 

assessing the intensity of the strategic competition vis-à-vis the OD/DD balance.  The 

typology for determining the orientation of the systems and postures established in the 

framework of chapter 3 is applied (Figure 3, below). 

 
  

                                                 
757 Stephen Cimbala acknowledges this challenge in a paper looking forward to improved 
strategic relations between the U.S. and Russia: “Since politics dominates strategy, the outcome 
of further negotiations on Russian-American nuclear arms reductions depends on the character of 
the political winds that blow between Washington and Moscow.”  Stephen J. Cimbala, “Forward to 
Where? U.S.-Russian Strategic Nuclear Force Reductions,” Journal of Slavic Military Studies, 
Vol. 22 (2009): 68.  
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Figure 7:  Figure 6 From Chapter 3 – Strategic Competition Intensity  
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Assessment of U.S. and Russian Nuclear Deterrence 
Systems and Postures 

The following assessment of the orientation of U.S. and Russian nuclear 

deterrence systems and postures applies the typology put forward in Chapter 3 to the 

data presented and discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, in assessing the offensive and 

defensive classification of the indicators.   

U.S. Nuclear Deterrence 

Table 21: United States Nuclear Posture 
Type of 
Deterrence 
 

A1: Deterrence by Denial ✓ 
A2: Deterrence by Punishment ✓ 
A3: Deterrence by Punishment  ✓ 

 

Strike Doctrine A1: First Strike / Pre-emption / Theatre First Use ✓ 
A2: No First Use / Second Strike only   
A3: No First Use / Second Strike only  

 

Targeting 
Strategy 

A1: Counterforce ~ Warfighting – C2 and strategic 
launch platforms 

✓ 

A2: Second Strike / Retaliation ~ Countervalue ~ 
Massive Retaliation / Assured Destruction 

✓ 

A3: Second Strike / Constrained Retaliation ~ 
Limited Countervalue ~ Unacceptable Damage 

 
 

Deterrence for 
Allies 

A1: Extended Deterrence ✓ 
A2: Extended Deterrence ✓ 
A3: No Extended Deterrence  

 

  
 

 U.S. Nuclear Deterrence Postures are Offensive   

The U.S. nuclear posture is ambiguous, and it is particularly contradictory in 

terms of statements made by former President Obama758 and declarations in doctrine 

about the U.S. interest in reducing nuclear weapons and their associated missions.  At 

the same time the triad is being modernized with first strike capabilities.  One can infer 

that this ambiguity is intentional to keep adversaries off-balance so as to be cautious not 

                                                 
758 President Trump’s more recent statements of bolstering the U.S. nuclear arsenal, without 
having the requisite understanding of the nuclear triad, let alone the role of deterrence, further 
complicates clarity of the orientation of U.S. posture in terms of policy, doctrine, and strategy. 
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to provoke an American response, perhaps an extension of Schelling’s logic of the 

“rationality of irrationality,” or the brinkmanship approach “the threat that leaves 

something to chance” that if a crisis should escalate the U.S. has a range of first strike 

options and the resolve to employ them.759  This ambiguous posture is flexible allowing 

for the U.S. to implicitly threaten nuclear use against a range of conventional and 

unconventional threats (CBRN).  Although first strike is not explicitly stated, the notion of 

pre-emption or “launch under attack” has been retained (although at a reduced rate) 

according to the Report on the Nuclear Employment Strategy.760  Indeed, the 2010 NPR 

reinforces the “fundamental role of nuclear weapons” to “deter nuclear attack on the 

United States and its Allies and partners” it affirms that it considers the “use of nuclear 

weapons in extreme circumstances to defend the vital interests of the U.S., its Allies and 

partners.”761  Those vital interests have not been explicitly articulated, which is also 

probably intentional.  Nuclear employment plans are mentioned for scenarios in which 

deterrence fails.  Notably, the U.S. stated in its 2013 Nuclear Employment Strategy that 

it is not interested in a ‘counter-value’ or ‘minimum deterrence’ strategy.762  In addition, 

the U.S. Extended Deterrence policy providing a nuclear umbrella to allies with its 

associated forward basing and missile defences, is viewed as provocative to Russia.   

The ambiguous character of the U.S. nuclear posture described in the Nuclear 

Employment Strategy intentionally fails to distinguish between offensive and defensive 

nuclear deterrence posture.  This ambiguity undoubtedly keeps Russian (and Chinese) 

leadership on edge about U.S. intentions with respect to its stated and unstated doctrine 

and force posture.  The goal is clearly about maintaining strategic superiority.  This 

creates an intense strategic competition, and security dilemma, in which the U.S. wants 

to achieve the ultimate security through being both impenetrable by the adversary’s 

forces, while also being capable of a credible counterforce first strike against all of its 

adversary’s nuclear and C3 assets.  

                                                 
759 Particularly if authority to launch is delegated to field commanders. 
760 Department of Defense, Report on Nuclear Employment Strategy of the United States 
Specified in Section 491 of 10 U.S.C., 2013, p. 5.  Web.  Available at: 
http://www.defense.gov/pubs/ReporttoCongressonUSNuclearEmploymentStrategy_Section491.p
df.  
761 DoD, 2010 NPR. 
762 DoD, Nuclear Employment Strategy, 2013, p. 4. 

http://www.defense.gov/pubs/ReporttoCongressonUSNuclearEmploymentStrategy_Section491.pdf
http://www.defense.gov/pubs/ReporttoCongressonUSNuclearEmploymentStrategy_Section491.pdf
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U.S. Nuclear Superiority 

Van Evera’s “cult of the offensive” has explanatory value for the American pursuit 

of offensive capabilities vis-a-vis Russia (and China).  Although applied to the cause of 

the First World War,763 such theories explain the strong support for offensive deterrence 

postures and systems within the U.S. nuclear policymaking community.  The ability to 

attack provides the best defence, because that side believes that it possesses offensive 

superiority will deter the other side from any thought of attacking.  American offence-

dominant deterrence systems and postures are based on the idea that having the ability 

to eliminate most or all of the opponent’s striking capability, supported by appropriate 

missile defences to protect home or allied territory, will provide the ultimate defence.  

Ongoing development of new technological capabilities that provide a state with 

counterforce advantage over the adversary reinforces the notion that offence dominance 

must be continuously pursued.  This observation can be explained by Van Evera’s 

argument that when offence is strong even status quo states tend to adopt more 

aggressive foreign policies and pursue opportunities in preparation for new threats.  

Furthermore, the advantage of striking first increases the risk of pre-emptive action (to 

attack or deny the enemy the ability to act).764  The new Third Offset strategy is clearly 

an offensive doctrine that outlines the pursuit of technological developments that will 

provide the U.S. with military advantage and an effective counter to anti-access and 

area-denial actions in Eastern Europe (and the Asia Pacific).  Such a strategy can be 

best explained by an embedded cult of offensive theory in U.S. nuclear strategic 

planning. 

Table 22: U.S. Nuclear Deterrence Systems 
Alert Level A1: Systems on high alert ✓ 

A2: Systems de-alerted ✓ 
A3: Systems on reduced operational readiness   

 

Size of 
Arsenal 

A1: large warhead #s (upwards of several 
thousand) 

✓ 

                                                 
763 Stephen Van Evera, “The Cult of the Offensive and the Origins of the First World War,” in 
Steven E. Miller (Ed.), Military Strategy and the Origins of the First World War, Princeton 
University Press, 1984.  pp 58-107. 
See also Stephen Van Evera, Causes of War: Power and the Roots of Conflict, Princeton 
University Press, 1999.  p. 194-198.   
764 Van Evera, 1984, 64-65. 
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A2: moderate warhead #s (several hundred to 
few thousand) 

 

A3: minimum warhead #s (few hundred 
maximum) 

 
 

Multiple 
Warheads 

A1: MIRVs and single warheads  
A2: MaRVs and single warheads ✓ 
A3: Single Warheads  

 

Submarine 
Fleet 

A1: SSBN and SSN / SSK ✓ 
A2: SSBN  
A3: SSBN  

 

ICBM 
Platform 

A1: Rail / Road Mobile ICBMs  
A2: Silo-based / hardened silos ✓ 
A3: Silo-based / no land-leg  

 

Air Delivery 
Platform 

A1: Long-range stealth bomber and stealth fighter ✓ 
A2: Long-range bomber ✓ 
A3: Long-range bomber ✓ 

 

Missile 
Defence 

A1: Development of BMD system to protect 
homeland / deployed systems in strategic regions 
to defend allies 

✓ 

A2: Limited BMD / theatre missile defence  
A3: Very limited, if any, BMD  

 

Strategic 
Warning  

A1: Enhanced ISR ✓ 
A2: Limited ISR / Early Warning  
A3: Early warning  

 

Usability of 
Deterrence 
Weapons 

A1: Usable nuclear and conventional weapons 
(strategic and tactical) 

✓ 

A2: Non-usable nuclear weapons ✓ 
A3: Non-usable nuclear weapons  

 

Cruise 
Missile 

A1: Cruise Missile ~ air, sea, or ground launched ✓ 
A2: Cruise missile capabilities focussed on 2nd 
strike 

✓ 

A3: No cruise missile capabilities  
 

U.S. Nuclear Deterrence Systems are Offensive  

The indicators demonstrate that U.S. nuclear weapons systems are diverse and 

dominated by offensive technologies capable of delivering nuclear warheads to disarm 

or blind the adversary (C2 systems).  These are supplemented by conventionally armed 

strike weapons able to accomplish an increasing portion of those missions.  This obvious 

counterforce role indicates first-strike options through a large arsenal, accuracy, speed 

and stealth, and lethality (when high yield).  Lower yield weapons indicate usability and 

therefore provide a credible warfighting option and lower the nuclear threshold.  Cruise 

missile technology designed for stealth and long-distance cruising capability can 



227 

potentially evade Russia’s radars and early warning, creating the potential for surprise 

attack with nuclear and conventional warheads.  Enhanced ISR removing obstacles to 

knowing the location of almost all of the adversary’s nuclear assets creates an 

advantage for the U.S. over Russia with first strike potential, in addition to coercive 

opportunity, if the U.S. can remove the security of Russia’s second strike.  The pursuit of 

comprehensive ballistic missile defence systems (Europe, North America, Asia Pacific) 

would ultimately eliminate the adversary’s ability to retaliate.  Systems on high alert are 

also indicative of having capabilities ready to launch at a moment’s notice, with others 

retained at lower readiness levels in the event that limited strikes would allow for 

deliberation and negotiation before proceeding with additional strikes.   Thus, U.S. 

nuclear weapons systems can be characterized as offence-dominant, given their 

orientation towards counterforce targeting strategies, with potential warfighting 

capabilities.  Part of this characterization is due to the perception of the development of 

capabilities which the U.S. considers defensive, such as ballistic missile defences, which 

are viewed by adversaries as offensive because they potentially eliminate their 

retaliatory capabilities.  The addition of conventional strike alternatives to the pursuit of 

reductions under New START continues to complicate the equation.  This is because the 

most important military purpose for conventional prompt global strike is its counterforce 

role.  With its precision and speed of delivery it makes an ideal pre-emptive (i.e. first 

strike) weapon providing the U.S. with a strategic advantage.  Furthermore, use of such 

systems to inflict continuing attrition on the adversary does not necessitate crossing the 

threshold of nuclear use.  An American SSN campaign against Russian SSBNs would 

have the same effect since all torpedoes would have conventional warheads. 

The U.S. and Russia still maintain high numbers of strategic nuclear weapons, 

with the U.S. having lower numbers of deployed nuclear warheads, which are also below 

New START levels.765  The modernization and upgrading of aging systems towards 

greater accuracy in inter-continental ballistic missiles, increasing the stealth capability of 

dual-capable long-range aircraft and their ALCM payloads, and replacing the Ohio class 

with the new Columbia class SSBN, in addition to maintaining a reserve (hedge) of 

                                                 
765 By September 2017 Russia was estimated to have 1561 strategic warheads deployed within 
the three legs of its triad; whereas the U.S. is estimated to have 1393 strategic warheads 
deployed in its triad.  Kelsey Davenport, Nuclear Weapons: Who Has What at a Glance, Arms 
Control Association, October 2017, p. 2-3.   
New START limits deployed warheads to 1550.  
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strategic warheads in the event that deterrence fails in a crisis situation, all appear to be 

measures to maintain a dominant counterforce posture.   

Not only is the U.S. modernizing its nuclear arsenal to ensure a secure and 

credible deterrent, it is also enhancing its technological capabilities for first-strike 

advantage in addition to strengthening its survivable second-strike capability.  This is 

indicated by the retention of a prompt launch capability via hardened ICBM silos, forward 

deployment of ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs) and attack submarines (SSNs) to 

pursue Russian SSBNs, and long range conventional strike (CPGS).  These and the 

ongoing quest for effective missile defence interceptors dominate Russia’s (and China’s) 

ambitions in areas where the U.S. wants to maintain its sphere of influence (Europe, the 

Arctic, and the Asia Pacific), both unilaterally and through alliances. Offensively-oriented 

nuclear deterrence systems and postures provide the U.S. with denial advantage, 

bargaining advantage, and coercive advantage, because it can threaten unacceptable 

damage (countervalue), target Russia’s military assets and C3 (counterforce), and use 

some future effective BMD systems (once operational) to prevent Russia (and China) 

from being able to retaliate, thereby negating Moscow any credible deterrent.   

Although the role of some technologies as instruments of counterforce first-strike 

or countervalue retaliation can be indistinguishable, this indistinguishability rests on 

perceptions of vulnerability based on the threat a given technology may pose to a state’s 

deterrent capability.  Assessing this perception of threat is where the offence can be 

distinguished from the defence, but only from the perspective of the state either 

deploying the system or the state feeling threatened by the system.  For instance, 

missile defence systems can be perceived as defensive or offensive based on the 

perceptions of the state that implements the system versus the state that views the 

system as threatening.  On the one hand, the missile defence system may be designed 

and probably justified as protection against a rogue state (BMD in Europe or in North 

America); whereas a rival state may view the active defensive “hard kill” capability 

against cruise and ballistic missiles,766 as offensive systems that will eventually render 

its ability to retaliate useless, leaving it vulnerable to coercive nuclear threats. 

                                                 
766 James R. FitzSimonds, Cultural Barriers to Implementing a Competitive Strategy, Chapter 17 
in Thomas Mahnken (Ed.), Competitive Strategies for the 21st Century (Stanford University Press, 
2012), 293-294. 
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Russian Nuclear Deterrence 

Table 23: Russia’s Nuclear Posture   
Type of 
Deterrence 
 

A1: Deterrence by Denial ✓ 
A2: Deterrence by Punishment ✓ 
A3: Deterrence by Punishment  ✓ 

 

Strike Doctrine A1: First Strike / Pre-emption / Theatre 
First Use 

✓ 

A2: No First Strike / Second Strike only   
A3: No First Strike / Second Strike only  

 

Targeting 
Strategy 

A1: Counterforce ~ Warfighting – C2 and 
strategic launch platforms 

✓ 

A2: Second Strike / Retaliation ~ 
Countervalue ~ Massive Retaliation / 
Assured Destruction 

✓ 

A3: Second Strike / Constrained 
Retaliation ~ Limited Countervalue ~ 
Unacceptable Damage 

 

 

Deterrence for 
Allies 

A1: Extended Deterrence N/A 
A2: Extended Deterrence N/A 
A3: No extended deterrence N/A 

 

  
 
Russian Nuclear Deterrence Postures are Offensive and Defensive 
 

Russian nuclear postures are both offensive and defensive and are increasingly 

shifting towards the offense in response to U.S. nuclear capabilities and NATO activities 

in Eastern Europe.  Russia’s evolving nuclear posture indicates the pursuit of 

asymmetric capabilities to offset the superior conventional and nuclear-capable U.S. and 

NATO.  Like the U.S., Russia’s nuclear posture remains indistinguishable between 

offensive and defensive deterrence.  Russia maintains a counterforce targeting strategy, 

however, this seems to be determined both by maintaining its Cold War-era interest in 

disarming the U.S., as well as responding to the U.S. and NATO threat.  This 

counterforce posture seems to reflect an interest in securing both a retaliatory capability 

and deterrence by denial, as part of an overall attempt to maintain a strategic balance 

with the U.S.  Russian nuclear doctrine indicates options for the limited use of nuclear 

weapons in the event that a clear existential threat, or any severe threats to its vital 

regional interests develops.  Russian perception of the NATO enlargement, including 

membership to former Soviet Republics, sees a threat to its sphere of influence meant to 

sustain a security buffer against any perceived aggression from the West.  Russia’s 
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stated interest in potentially using tactical weapons to de-escalate a regional 

conventional conflict in a possible confrontation between Russian and NATO forces in 

Eastern Europe has caused increased instability in the region, as well as in Moscow’s 

strategic relations with the United States.  This doctrine of escalating to nuclear use in 

order de-escalate a confrontation with the U.S. is more destabilizing than during the Cold 

War.   

The counterforce targeting strategy has offensive qualities, even if it is employed 

in response to U.S. modernization and first strike potential.  Nevertheless, Russia’s 

nuclear posture is challenged by delays in the modernization of its nuclear deterrence 

systems.767  It has turned to hybrid warfare, with its multiple tools, to promote its national 

policies in former Soviet republics on its borders.  Nuclear forces, however, remain the 

ultimate deterrent implied through deployments of shorter range systems in the 

Kaliningrad enclave or Crimea.  Russia has re-started its Cold War military exercises 

(such as ZAPAD), often involving war plans to “communicate political resolve to one’s 

adversary.”768 

Russia’s Nuclear Weapons  

Table 24: Russia’s Nuclear Deterrence Weapons 
Alert Level A1: Systems on high alert ✓ 

A2: Systems de-alerted  
A3: Systems on reduced operational 
readiness  

 
 

Size of Arsenal A1: large warhead #s (upwards of several 
thousand) 

✓ 

A2: moderate warhead #s (several hundred 
to few thousand) 

 

A3: minimum warhead #s (few hundred 
maximum) 

 
 

Multiple 
Warheads 

A1: MIRVs and single warheads ✓ 
A2: MaRVs and single warheads  
A3: Single Warheads  

 

Submarine 
Fleet 

A1: SSBN and SSN / SSK ✓ 
A2: SSBN  

                                                 
767 Due in part to budget cuts and EU and North American sanctions.  
768  James T. Quinlivan and Olga Oliker, Nuclear Deterrence in Europe: Russian Approaches to a 
New Environment and Implications for the United States, RAND, 2011, x.  Web.  Available at: 
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2011/RAND_MG1075.pdf.  

http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2011/RAND_MG1075.pdf
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A3: SSBN  
 

ICBM Platform A1: Rail / Road Mobile ICBMs ✓ 
A2: Silo-based / hardened silos ✓ 
A3: Silo-based / no land-leg  

 

Air Delivery 
Platform 

A1: Long-range stealth bomber and stealth 
fighter 

✓ 

A2: Long-range bomber  
A3: Long-range bomber  

 

Missile 
Defence 

A1: Development of BMD system to protect 
homeland 

 

A2: Limited BMD / theatre missile defence ✓ 
A3: Very limited, if any, BMD  

 

Strategic 
Warning  

A1: Enhanced ISR  
A2: Limited ISR / Early Warning ✓ 
A3: Early warning  

 

Usability of 
Deterrence 
Weapons 

A1: Usable nuclear and conventional 
weapons (strategic and tactical) 

✓ 

A2: Non-usable nuclear weapons ✓ 
A3: Non-usable nuclear weapons ✓ 

 

Cruise Missile A1: Cruise Missile ~ air, sea, or ground 
launched 

✓ 

A2: Cruise missile capabilities focussed on 
2nd strike 

✓ 

A3: No cruise missile capabilities  
 

 
 
Russian Nuclear Deterrence Systems are Offensive and Defensive  
 

Russia’s nuclear deterrence systems are both offensive and defensive, with new 

technologies reinforcing an offensive asymmetric response to U.S. advantage.  Prior to 

the increasing tensions with U.S./NATO over Eastern Europe, Russia’s arsenal and 

deployments had been moving towards a more defensive-orientation as part of 

reductions under New START, with the purpose of maintaining a survivable and credible 

nuclear deterrent.  Modernization programs reflect an intention to keep up with the U.S. 

and keep them off balance with asymmetric responses to U.S. advantages.  Russia is 

developing its mobile ICBMs for both survivability and rapid response.  It is hardening its 

stationary ICBM silos for survivability and developing the new Borei class ballistic missile 

submarine equipped with MIRVed Bulava missiles to ensure second-strike.  It is 

developing a fifth-generation stealth bomber (PAK DA) for both strategic and tactical 

weapons delivery.  Russia is also developing capabilities to offset U.S. technologies it 

perceives as threatening such as BMD and CPGS.  Mobile hard-to-strike or detection 
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platforms may defend against global strike, and MIRVs and hypersonic weapons may be 

able to penetrate American BMD.  These new developments reflect a shift towards a 

more offensive dominant approach to the nuclear arsenal.  The deployment of tactical 

nuclear forces, such as the R-500 Iskander-K (if deployed on land),769 and the SSC-8 – 

a ground-based variant of the Kalibr missile system (a sea-based cruise missile with a 

2000 km range) – may be considered in violation of the 1987 INF Treaty.  

The U.S. accused Russia in July 2014 of violating the INF Treaty. The U.S. 

claimed that Russia tested a ground launched cruise missile that is prohibited by the 

treaty - Russia’s development and deployment of R-500 Iskander-K cruise missile.770  

Russia in turn argued that that the BMD system (Aegis Ashore) launcher is capable of 

launching intermediate-range offensive ground launched ballistic or cruise missiles, 

although the U.S. argues that such a system is in fact compliant with INF and is not an 

offensive capability.  Russia also claimed that armed UAVs violate the treaty.771 

The U.S.-Russian Strategic Competition: A Nuclear Security 
Dilemma 

Table 25: Nuclear Deterrence Postures of the U.S. and Russia 

U.S.| RUS  
Type of 
Deterrence 

A1: Deterrence by Denial ✓ ✓ 
A2: Deterrence by Punishment  ✓ ✓ 
A3: Deterrence by Punishment ✓ ✓ 

 

Strike Doctrine A1: First Strike / Pre-emption / Theatre 
First Use 

✓ ✓ 

A2: No First Use / Second Strike Only   
A3: No First Use / Second Strike Only   

 

Targeting 
Strategy 

A1: Counterforce ~ Warfighting – C2 
and strategic launch platforms 

✓ ✓ 

                                                 
769 Launched from an Iskander transporter erector-launcher, the R-500 was tested at ranges 
above 500 km in May 2007 at Russia’s Kapustin Yar range. 
770 Wyn Bowen, “Treaty Troubles – the State of U.S.-Russia Arms Control,” Jane’s Intelligence 
Review, Oct. 8, 2014.  Jane’s HIS Database.  https://janes-ihs-
com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1724751.  
771 United States Department of State, Adherence to and Compliance with Arms Control, Non-
Proliferation, and Disarmament Agreements and Commitments, Bureau of Arms Control, 
Verification and Compliance, May 2015, page 6.  Available at: 
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/243436.pdf.  

https://janes-ihs-com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1724751
https://janes-ihs-com.proxy.lib.sfu.ca/Janes/Display/1724751
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/243436.pdf
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A2: Second Strike / Retaliation ~ 
Countervalue ~ Massive Retaliation / 
Assured Destruction  

✓ ✓ 

A3: Second Strike / Constrained 
Retaliation ~ Limited Countervalue ~ 
Unacceptable Damage 

  

 

Deterrence for 
Allies 

A1: Extended Deterrence ✓ N/A 

A2: Extended Deterrence  ✓ N/A 

A3: No Extended Deterrence  N/A 
 

 

Table 26: Nuclear Deterrence Systems of the U.S. and Russia   
U.S.  | RUS 

Alert Level A1: Systems on high alert ✓ ✓ 
A2: Systems de-alerted ✓  
A3: Systems on reduced operational readiness   

 

Size of 
Arsenal 

A1: large warhead #s (upwards of several 
thousand) 

✓ ✓ 

A2: moderate warhead #s (several hundred to 
few thousand) 

  

A3: minimum warhead #s (few hundred 
maximum) 

  
 

Multiple 
Warheads 

A1: MIRVs and single warheads  ✓ 
A2: MaRVs and single warheads ✓  
A3: Single Warheads   

 

Submarine 
Fleet 

A1: SSBN and SSN / SSK ✓ ✓ 
A2: SSBN   
A3: SSBN   

 

ICBM 
Platform 

A1: Rail / Road Mobile ICBMs  ✓ 
A2: Silo-based / hardened silos ✓ ✓ 
A3: Silo-based / no land-leg   

 

Air Delivery 
Platform  

A1: Long-range stealth bomber and stealth 
fighter 

✓ ✓ 

A2: Long-range bomber ✓ ✓ 
A3: Long-range bomber ✓ ✓ 

 

Missile 
Defence 

A1: Development of BMD system to protect 
homeland / deployed systems in strategic 
regions to defend allies 

✓  

A2: Limited BMD / theatre missile defence  ✓ 
A3: Very limited, if any, BMD   

 

Strategic 
Warning  

A1: Enhanced ISR ✓  
A2: Limited ISR / Early Warning   ✓ 
A3: Early warning    
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Usability of 
Deterrence 
Weapons  

A1: Usable nuclear and conventional weapons 
(strategic and tactical) 

✓ ✓ 

A2: Non-usable nuclear weapons ✓ ✓ 
A3: Non-usable nuclear weapons ✓ ✓ 

 

Cruise 
Missiles 

A1: Cruise Missile ~ air, sea, or ground 
launched 

✓ ✓ 

A2: Cruise missile capabilities focussed on 2nd 
strike 

✓ ✓ 

A3: No cruise missile capabilities   
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Figure 8:  Scale of Intensity of U.S.-Russia Strategic Competition 
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The data and analysis indicate conditions of an intensifying strategic competition 

that includes a security dilemma, given the ambiguity of offensive / defensive nuclear 

postures and perceptions of certain types of nuclear deterrence systems.  Conditions 

demonstrate increasingly offensive-dominant nuclear postures and weapons systems in 

both the U.S. and Russia.  Although the U.S. posture contains elements of both MAD 

and counterforce logic, there is more emphasis on counterforce systems for a 

deterrence by denial posture.  Russia also has an emphasis on counterforce, as a 

means to offset perceived U.S. provocations and counterforce advantages.  Its position 

on the scale of strategic competition intensity sits between MAD and counterforce, 

although its counterforce orientation is increasing.  These conditions generate further 

arms races, as each state attempts to offset the other’s advantage in threatening 

capabilities and provocative postures.  The assessment of the indicators and the 

offensive orientation of both states’ postures and systems demonstrates support for 

proposition 1:  

P1: Offensive advantage in the force employment of nuclear deterrence postures 
and systems for one state creates perceptions of threat and vulnerability in the 
other, resulting in an asymmetric response by that state to close the vulnerability 
gap. This condition creates competition and arms races. 

Proposition 3 is supported both by the U.S. abandonment of the ABM Treaty in 

2001/02 in response to the WMD terrorism and rogue state threat and the emergence of 

its new pre-emption doctrine.  The U.S. pursued the New Triad with plans for national 

missile defence, missile defences in Europe, enhancing ISR, and modernization of the 

three legs of the triad with new offensive counterforce capabilities. These behaviours 

resulted in the unintended consequences of threatening the nuclear powers of Russia 

and China.  Both states responded with modernization of their own nuclear weapons 

systems. 

P3: Geopolitical events that cause a state to increase its offensive nuclear 
capabilities, giving it offensive advantage (i.e. threatening to first- and second-
strike systems), whether or not this is meant to be an advantage over the other 
state, will induce perceptions of threat in that state, resulting in belligerence and 
an offensive response. Under these conditions cooperation breaks down and the 
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potential for an adversary to abandon arms control agreements creates incentives 
to rearm. 

Although tensions between the U.S. and Russia were increasing with planned 

deployments of BMD systems in Poland and Czech Republic, among other 

developments including Conventional Prompt Global Strike, the U.S. and Russia were 

able to reduce tensions following President Obama’s Prague Agenda in 2009.  Reduced 

tensions were accompanied by plans for nuclear arms reductions and ending the 

planned BMD interceptor sites in Europe.  The olive branch extended by the United 

States encouraged Russia to view its intentions as less provocative, and created 

conditions under which both states were able to negotiate on the New START arms 

control agreement, supporting proposition 2. 

P2: The defensive employment of nuclear deterrence postures and systems by 
one state tends to communicate benign intentions to the other, reducing 
perceptions of threat and vulnerability, resulting in less aggressive actions to 
counter vulnerability gaps, and encouraging mutually non-threatening nuclear 
behaviour. This condition creates cooperation and arms reductions. 

However, tensions between the strategic competitors renewed with deteriorating 

relations over events in Eastern Ukraine following the annexation of Crimea and 

Russia’s employment of hybrid warfare, the new planned BMD systems in Poland and 

Romania, upgrades to nuclear-sharing in Europe, the U.S. and Russia finding 

themselves on opposite sides in the Syrian conflict, and the deployment of Russian 

Iskander missiles to Crimea and Kaliningrad.  Russia’s pursuit of an A2/AD strategy has 

resulted in the U.S. pursuing elements of the Third Offset Strategy.  Russia’s de-

escalation doctrine was emphasized in statements by its political officials and 

belligerence against U.S. “interference” in Europe and Syria caused relations to further 

deteriorate.  In spite of New START, both states continued to pursue nuclear 

modernization programs with offensive capabilities that threatened one another.  These 

conditions support proposition P4. 

P4: Geopolitical events that cause a return to belligerence between nuclear rivals 
(formerly in detente) intensify the security dilemma, resulting in re-arming with 
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offensive weapons and abandonment of cooperation on arms control.772 This 
condition creates competition and arms races.  

Not only have geopolitical events caused a return to belligerence between the 

two former Cold War rivals, the deteriorating conditions between U.S./NATO and Russia 

in Eastern Europe has encouraged Russian leadership to threaten to use tactical nuclear 

weapons in the event of a conflict between NATO and Russia.773  Russia had 

abandoned “no first use” in 1993, which analysts suggest was due to the “disarray” of its 

conventional forces following the end of the Soviet Union, in addition to reminding 

potential aggressive states (such as China) that it would be prepared to use nuclear 

weapons.774  Russia pursued “de-escalation” in 2000.  Under “de-escalation” if Russia 

perceives that U.S./NATO’s conventional military superiority puts its national security at 

risk, it will employ theatre nuclear weapons with the goal of de-escalating the conflict – 

i.e. creating fear in its adversary so that it would pause its military action and possibly 

reduce its forces or withdraw from the conflict.  This risk has potential if conflict occurs 

within the Baltics or if NATO intervenes (in more than an advisory/training/logistics role) 

in Ukraine.  Under these conditions, usable tactical nuclear weapons may be employed, 

which risks escalation as much as Russia hopes it will de-escalate the conflict.  In this 

scenario deterrence may fail as each side prepares its response to tactical nuclear use.  

These very possible conditions, support proposition 5.   

                                                 
772 Stephen Cimbala acknowledges this challenge in a paper looking forward to improved 
strategic relations between the U.S. and Russia: “Since politics dominates strategy, the outcome 
of further negotiations on Russian-American nuclear arms reductions depends on the character of 
the political winds that blow between Washington and Moscow.”  Stephen J. Cimbala, “Forward to 
Where? U.S.-Russian Strategic Nuclear Force Reductions,” Journal of Slavic Military Studies, 
Vol. 22 (2009): 68.  
773 Dave Majumdar, “On the Brink, When Russia Would Use Tactical Nukes on NATO,” National 
Interest, 22 February 2016.  http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/the-brink-when-russia-would-
use-tactical-nukes-nato-15281.  
774 The “No First Use” pledge had been made by Leonid Brezhnev in 1982, although analysts 
suggest that on both the Soviet and U.S. side the policy was not credible, particularly in the event 
of facing off against another nuclear weapons state, but also non-nuclear weapon state if 
necessary.  The previous no first use policy focussed on non-nuclear weapon states within the 
framework of the Non-Proliferation Treaty, which also placed limits on the U.S. policy of not using 
nuclear weapons against non-nuclear weapons states.  The 1993 doctrine was compiled in an 
unpublished 23-page report.  Serge Schmemann, “Russia Drops Pledge of No First Use of Atom 
Arms,” New York Times (4 November 1993): http://www.nytimes.com/1993/11/04/world/russia-
drops-pledge-of-no-first-use-of-atom-arms.html.   Harold A. Feiveson and Ernst Jan Hogendoorn, 
No First Use of Nuclear Weapons, The Nonproliferation Review (Summer 2003), p. 2.  
https://www.nonproliferation.org/wp-content/uploads/npr/102feiv.pdf.  

http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/the-brink-when-russia-would-use-tactical-nukes-nato-15281
http://nationalinterest.org/blog/the-buzz/the-brink-when-russia-would-use-tactical-nukes-nato-15281
http://www.nytimes.com/1993/11/04/world/russia-drops-pledge-of-no-first-use-of-atom-arms.html
http://www.nytimes.com/1993/11/04/world/russia-drops-pledge-of-no-first-use-of-atom-arms.html
https://www.nonproliferation.org/wp-content/uploads/npr/102feiv.pdf
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P5: Direct confrontation at the conventional level between nuclear rivals may 
result in the tactical employment of theatre nuclear weapons, which has the 
potential for escalation to strategic level employment.  

The intense strategic competition and the resulting security dilemma describe 

conditions under which consideration of new arms control agreements, particularly an 

Arctic NWFZ may be unlikely or impossible.  This situation is particularly risky for even 

current arms control agreements.  Perceived violations of the INF treaty include Russia’s 

RS-26 Rubezh (Yars-M) ICBM, R-500 cruise missile (that can be launched by Iskander-

K ground-launched system), and the Kalibr-NK long range cruise missile; and the U.S. 

use of UAVs that Russia argues could constitute a GLCM if weaponized.  If one or both 

states violate and withdraw from the INF Treaty this could set a precedent for 

abandoning New START.  When it felt at risk in 2001/02 the U.S. unilaterally withdrew 

from the ABM Treaty, and more recently Russia withdrew from the Fissile Material Cut-

Off Treaty.775   This trend may continue as the strategic competition and security 

dilemma intensify.  The risk to INF and New START is very possible.   

The goal of arms control is to reduce the instability caused by threat, fear, and 

vulnerability through establishing measures for predictability, building confidence, and 

trust, which ultimately ease tensions and encourage greater cooperation.  As discussed, 

before this cooperation can be achieved, necessary conditions must be created.  These 

conditions must reflect reduced tensions created by an expression of interest by one or 

both states to make concessions in their nuclear postures, shifting from provocative fear-

inducing capabilities towards more benign defensive ones, with the expectation that the 

other side will reciprocate.  This is the essence of proposition 2.  

P2: The defensive employment of nuclear deterrence postures and systems by 
one state tends to communicate benign intentions to the other, reducing 

                                                 
775 Russia’s leadership even argued that “hostile actions” by the U.S. within deteriorating relations 
between the two nations encouraged Russia’s decision. The treaty required the destruction of 
plutonium used in making nuclear weapons.  Although Russia withdrew from the treaty and is no 
longer bound to destroy its plutonium stocks, it agreed not to use this material to make weapons.  
Andrew E. Kramer, “Vladimir Putin Exits Nuclear Security Pact, Citing ‘Hostile Actions’ by U.S.,” 
New York Times, 3 October 2016.  https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/04/world/europe/russia-
plutonium-nuclear-treaty.html.  United Nations, Fissile Material Cut-Off Treaty: Understanding the 
Critical Issues, UNIDIR/2014/4, New York and Geneva, 2010.   
http://unidir.org/files/publications/pdfs/a-fissile-material-cut-off-treaty-understanding-the-critical-
issues-139.pdf.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/04/world/europe/russia-plutonium-nuclear-treaty.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/04/world/europe/russia-plutonium-nuclear-treaty.html
http://unidir.org/files/publications/pdfs/a-fissile-material-cut-off-treaty-understanding-the-critical-issues-139.pdf
http://unidir.org/files/publications/pdfs/a-fissile-material-cut-off-treaty-understanding-the-critical-issues-139.pdf
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perceptions of threat and vulnerability, resulting in less aggressive actions to 
counter vulnerability gaps, and encouraging mutually non-threatening nuclear 
behaviour. This condition creates cooperation and arms reductions. 

The conditions and outcomes described under this proposition could lead to the 

creation of an Arctic NWFZ.  It should be noted that an Arctic NWFZ could be one of 

multiple outcomes under conditions of less intensive strategic competition.  Other arms 

control agreements and other forms of cooperation may result from defence dominance 

in nuclear deterrence postures and systems, particularly if both sides see mutual gains 

in such cooperation.  The conditions of P2 answers the research question of this study 

“how can an Arctic NWFZ be promoted?”  This study could potentially answer the 

question of how the U.S. and Russia may cooperate on a different regional NWFZ, a 

New START II agreement (below New START levels or include restrictions / prohibition 

of tactical nuclear weapons), reinstate limits on national missile defences, eliminate 

destabilizing hypersonic weapons, or in current conditions how to prevent the INF or 

New START treaties from falling apart.   

An Arctic NWFZ treaty would see reductions in forward deployed systems in the 

Arctic and see a prohibition, possibly even the transit, of nuclear weapons in zones 

covered under the treaty.  As the theory indicates, conditions of less intensive strategic 

competition must be reached before cooperation between the nuclear rivals would be 

considered.  The question is how to return to the conditions described under P2.  
Russia’s nuclear force employment is influenced to a great extent by U.S./NATO 

strategic behaviour, particularly Russia’s perception of the threat posed by American 

nuclear postures and weapons systems and Russia’s response to close the vulnerability 

gap.  It is clear that given its superiority in counterforce nuclear deterrence systems, the 

U.S. would have to make the first concession in order to determine if Russia would 

reciprocate.  This is the central argument put forward in this work: 

A shift from offensive to defensive orientations in the nuclear postures and 
weapons systems of the United States, followed by similar strategic behaviour by 
Russia, creates conditions conducive to cooperation on arms control. 

The U.S. move to more defensively-oriented nuclear force employment, with a 

focus on deterrence by punishment, as suggested by its nuclear posture guidance that 
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indicates that the U.S. would only use nuclear weapons to deter the use of nuclear 

weapons against the U.S. or its allies, suggests a shift to MAD or Minimum Deterrence.  

Under MAD both states still maintain large arsenals and forward deployed systems 

oriented for Assured Destruction, requiring long-range bombers and ballistic missile 

submarines to operate in geographical regions that facilitate faster delivery.  The Arctic 

provides the shortest distance for bomber delivery between continents and the Arctic 

Ocean provides an operating environment for ballistic missile submarine.  Also, the large 

number of weapons required for MAD, including multiple delivery systems, might also to 

some extent include some limited counterforce options, as a moderately intense 

strategic competition does leave room for future aggression.  Such limited counterforce 

options could include SSNs to eliminate any threatening SSBNs detected in the region.   

Conditions that are more favourable to eliminating nuclear strategic operations in 

the Arctic would be Minimum Deterrence.  These conditions would be characterized 

primarily by deterrence by punishment and retaliation on a constrained basis, deploying 

the minimum number of nuclear weapons on delivery systems to credibly threaten 

unacceptable damage, but not necessarily Assured Destruction.  The idea is that both 

states would be mutually vulnerable and thus unlikely to threaten a disarming first strike 

with multiple counterforce capabilities that could defeat missile defences and target the 

other state’s nuclear assets and C2.  However, given the current nuclear security 

dilemma that has emerged within the intense strategic competition, it would be difficult 

for the U.S. and Russia to consider shifting towards MAD, let alone Minimum 

Deterrence. 

To review from the indicators, a Minimum Deterrence force employment would 

involve the following: 

• Deterrence by Punishment 
• No First Use / Second Strike Only   
• Constrained Retaliation ~ Limited Countervalue ~ Unacceptable Damage 
• No Extended Deterrence 
 
• Systems on reduced operational readiness 
• Minimum warhead numbers (few hundred maximum) 
• Single Warheads 
• SSBNs (secure second-strike) 
• Silo-based ICBMs or no land-leg (reliance on secure sea and air delivery systems) 
• Long-range bomber aircraft 
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• Very limited, if any, BMD (possibly follow ABM Treaty requirements to protect one 
missile site for retaliation) 

• Early Warning  
• Non-usable nuclear weapons (high yield designed only for countervalue) 
• No cruise missiles 

 
A number of questions surround the concept of minimum deterrence, such as 

how much would be enough in terms of warhead numbers?  A few hundred?  What 

about targeting?  In hitting key economic nodes or other critical infrastructure, does this 

mean some cities but not others?  If nuclear rivals cut back to Minimum Deterrence 

forces, how credible is the threat to retaliate with megaton weapons on millions of 

civilians?  If not credible, or usable politically as well as strategically, then there will be 

no deterrence effect.  These questions challenge the formulation of proposals for 

minimum deterrence.  The above indicators come close to guiding the development of 

the concept would look like, but specifics will require consideration of whether minimum 

deterrence would provoke an aggressive state, rather than encourage it to make 

concessions.  

Thus, it is possible that a number of variations would have to be explored for this 

type of force employment to make it possible for the U.S. to be receptive to Minimum 

Deterrence, particularly in light of the removal of the nuclear umbrella to allies under 

extended deterrence.  On the other hand, it would reduce the high costs of maintaining a 

diverse arsenal oriented to counterforce targeting and comprehensive missile defence 

systems.  Ultimately, the shift from counterforce to countervalue targeting is the essence 

of pursuing defensive nuclear postures and weapons systems, characterized by 

Minimum Deterrence.   

The Logic and Credibility of Countervalue  

The logic of MAD in the early Cold War was based on the concept of assured 

destruction, which created a stalemate in which both sides had the capability to threaten 

unacceptable damage against the other if it should launch a nuclear strike.  The capacity 

to retaliate “even after absorbing the worst possible attack”776 – a secure second-strike 

capability – is the essence of deterrence – to deter the adversary from launching a first 

                                                 
776 Carl H. Builder, “Why Not First-Strike Counterforce Capabilities?”  Rand Paper Series (Feb. 
1979): 1.  Available at:  http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/papers/2006/P6312.pdf.  

http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/papers/2006/P6312.pdf
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strike in the first place.  Therefore, for deterrence to work each side’s retaliatory nuclear 

capabilities must remain secure from a disarming nuclear (or conventional) strike.  In this 

way, it was not rational for one side to launch a first strike against its adversary because 

in return the attacking side would be destroyed.  The risk of destruction was so great that 

neither side saw the benefit in using nuclear weapons.  This logic was paradoxically 

stabilizing, believed to prevent crisis instability and arms racing.777  

As discussed, the goal of counterforce is to destroy the adversary’s nuclear 

weapons before they can be used – a strategy commonly known as pre-emptive first-

strike.778  According to nuclear strategy and policy analyst Janne Nolan, counterforce 

“requires very accurate, prompt, "hard-target kill" weapons that can destroy missiles and 

bombers even when they are mobile or in hardened shelters.”779  Arguments in favour of 

counterforce are that a nuclear exchange would be limited.  Launching at military targets 

(albeit, with some civilian collateral damage) would de-escalate the conflict and avoid 

countervalue targeting; although the contrasting argument sees the potential for 

dangerous escalation rather than de-escalation.   

Arguments in favour of countervalue targeting highlight that it is a simpler, less 

costly option and could be carried out with similar capabilities to counterforce, and 

requires each side to have a minimum number of nuclear weapons to threaten 

unacceptable damage to each other’s industrial and population centres.780  In addition, 

Gizewski argues that concentrating on countervalue rather than counterforce would 

reduce existing arsenals and much of the pressure for a nuclear arms race.  Reduced 

arsenals would lessen the risk of a nuclear accident.  Reductions in arsenals would also 

increase the survivability of command, control, and communications (C3), and thus the 

potential for terminating a war prior to an all-out exchange.   However, arguments 

against reductions concern whether a reduced arsenal would leave the U.S. vulnerable 

to non-rational nuclear powers, as well as whether their deterrent based on a 

                                                 
777 Ibid. 
778 T. Correll, “The Ups and Downs of Counterforce,” Air Force Magazine, 88.10 (Oct. 2005).  
http://www.airforcemag.com/magazinearchive/pages/2005/october%202005/1005counterforce.as
px. 
779 Janne Nolan, Preparing for the 2001 Nuclear Posture Review, Arms Control Association 
(November 2000).  http://www.armscontrol.org/act/2000_11/nolan.  
780 Correll, “The Ups and Downs.”   Gizewski, 1991, 1-13. 

http://www.airforcemag.com/magazinearchive/pages/2005/october%202005/1005counterforce.aspx
http://www.airforcemag.com/magazinearchive/pages/2005/october%202005/1005counterforce.aspx
http://www.armscontrol.org/act/2000_11/nolan
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countervalue strategy lacks credibility and would thus be ineffective.  The question of 

whether a countervalue targeting strategy could ever be considered credible concerns 

whether civilian leadership – particularly the President of the United States – would ever 

authorize a nuclear strike on one or more cities.   

Nuclear disarmament proponents Hans Kristensen, Robert Norris, and Ivan 

Oelrich propose an incremental approach to reductions, as outlined in New START, 

promoting an innovative targeting strategy.  These authors suggest that this approach 

(may be the only way) that the U.S. and its nuclear peer competitors could pursue lower 

numbers and move towards greater stability.  In this Kristensen, et al. identify industrial 

and economic targets that serve political and military ends, rather than civilian population 

centres.  Their proposal is the Minimum Deterrence Infrastructure Targeting approach.  

This strategic option, they argue, is neither counterforce nor entirely countervalue, but 

targets installations that are crucial to a nation’s modern economy.  They provide such 

options as electrical centres, oil refineries, and energy nodes, transportation hubs, and 

industries that support war.  They argue that this constrained targeting approach avoids 

collateral damage, while inflicting sufficient damage against the adversary to make him 

reconsider using nuclear weapons against the United States.  This approach is 

considered to be more credible, rather than threatening population centres with nuclear 

destruction, while retaining deterrence in its “simplest form.”781  However, whether such 

a strategy threatens “unacceptable damage” in the same way as targeting a city full of 

civilians is debatable. 

These are questions that must be considered by both sides in evaluating the 

costs and benefits of shifting to defensive force employment characterized by minimum 

deterrence.  In order for conditions of Minimum Deterrence to be established, both states 

must be receptive to the shift to this defensive nuclear force employment, regardless of 

which state begins the process.  

Russia’s Receptivity to Minimum Deterrence  

The decline of Russia’s nuclear arsenal and readiness capacity since the 1990s 

coupled with the budgetary constraints that impacted the two legs of Russia’s nuclear 

                                                 
781 Kristensen, Norris, Oelrich, 31-32. 
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triad – the submarine and mobile ICBM patrols782 – suggest that Russia might have 

been amenable to a nuclear deterrence posture that requires significant reduction in 

nuclear warheads, forward deployments, and readiness, while maintaining the capability 

to threaten a retaliatory second strike.  However, under Putin’s leadership promoting a 

revanchist Russia, provocative rhetoric against the West (particularly the U.S. and 

NATO), aggressive actions to reclaim former Soviet territory (Crimea, Eastern Ukraine) 

other geopolitical crises that pit Russia against the West (Syria, and possibly the Arctic), 

and ambitious nuclear modernization programs intensifies the strategic competition with 

the United States.  On the other hand, some of its modernization programs have been 

delayed, and during the New START negotiations Russia was willing to cancel its plans 

to deploy Iskander missiles to Kaliningrad, once President Obama agreed to withdraw its 

missile defence installations in Czech Republic and Poland.  Nevertheless, Russia’s 

perception of U.S. conventional prompt global strike and anti-ballistic missile defence 

program threatens to be destabilizing because the former would target Russia’s nuclear 

launch sites and the latter might in theory eliminate Russia’s ability to launch its nuclear 

weapons.783  If Russia believes that the U.S. would launch a disarming first strike, it 

might take pre-emptive action and launch first in order to defend itself.  Although 

considerably costly, Lieber and Press argued in 2006 that Russia’s focus is on ensuring 

a secure retaliatory capability to contend with forces currently in the U.S. arsenal, as well 

as with capabilities that are being developed.784  However, more recently offensive 

capabilities support Russia’s attempt to re-assert itself as a global power.  

Nevertheless, it is strongly conceivable that Russia’s nuclear ambitions could be 

constrained if it viewed U.S. and NATO nuclear forces structures and strategic postures 

as more defensive and benign.  Russia could be receptive to a shift to minimum 

deterrence or MAD, as long the U.S. initiates reductions as it had when Obama 

announced Prague, which led to New START.  Under such concessions Russia might 

be willing to proceed with reciprocation.  This initiative requires transparency, verification 

of no offensive capabilities, inspections, and a clear communication of intentions by 

leadership to avoid misperceptions.  Russia is not likely to be receptive to a posture that 

                                                 
782 Lieber and Press, 2006, 12. 
783 Russia’s re-MIRVing its ICBM warheads is an attempt to counter the challenges of missile 
defences. 
784 Lieber and Press, 2006, 35. 
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places it at a disadvantage.  This concern extends to an Arctic NWFZ that could require 

Russia to redeploy its nuclear forces in other regions around the world.  Most of Russia’s 

Northern Fleet is based in its Arctic territory.  What incentives would it have to remove 

them?   

Ultimately the issue depends on how Russia perceives the long-term 

development of America’s nuclear arsenal and the direction of its nuclear posture, in 

conjunction with the degree of tension between them with respect to both provocative 

nuclear postures and systems, and geopolitical conflicts of interest.  The balance in 

favour of cooperation versus competition is determined by the intensity of the strategic 

competition and nuclear security dilemma, which at this point is at a high level due to the 

ambiguity in U.S. nuclear postures, which creates further uncertainty and mistrust about 

its intentions.  Provocative postures and developments at the same time as statements 

and behaviours that suggest common interests in cooperation and reducing tension 

complicate the analysis.  Offensive and defensive deterrence postures are 

indistinguishable, and the system could become more offence-dominant with further 

developments, particularly in BMD systems, conventional strike options, offensive cruise 

missile technology, and superiority in ISR for counterforce advantage. U.S. conventional 

counterforce coercion is particularly concerning to the Russians, because they are more 

credible deterrence by denial weapons, causing low collateral damage, with the potential 

to pre-emptively eliminate Russia’s first- and second-strike platforms as part of a 

conventional attrition warfighting strategy.  Within this reality, Russia may not be 

receptive to reduce its reliance on nuclear forces until its modernization in conventional 

capabilities begins to match that of the U.S. and NATO.   

The uncertainty of the security dilemma involves the lack of trust and confidence 

between the U.S. and Russia, although confidence-building measures, such as New 

START, had encouraged steps towards mutual trust and cooperation.  The challenge is 

that American nuclear activities, interpreted by Russia as the U.S. striving to achieve 

nuclear superiority, are destabilizing, which in turn make the U.S. less secure785 because 

                                                 
785 Ibid, 39.  
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its nuclear competitors – Russia and China – will likely take steps in an attempt to 

reduce their sense of vulnerability.786   

As noted, Russia views the long-term development of the U.S. nuclear arsenal 

and perceived offensive character of its stated policy and nuclear weapons systems as 

highly provocative.   Russia may be receptive to a minimum deterrence nuclear posture 

if its second strike retaliatory capability could be guaranteed, and tensions with the U.S. 

regarding its nuclear posture, offensive systems, and other geopolitical conflicts could be 

addressed.  Most importantly in terms of U.S. capabilities, experts have noted that 

Russia is not likely to consider reductions below New START levels until the U.S. 

acknowledges the provocative nature of its BMD and CPGS programs, as well as its 

extended deterrence and security assurances to NATO allies and defence partners.  

More importantly, Russia is not likely to reduce until it sees such action first by the U.S.   

Russia may respond to nuclear developments in the U.S. (and possibly China) to 

preserve a second-strike retaliatory capability, demonstrating a greater focus on survival 

through a credible retaliatory capability, rather than first-strike options.  Sustaining a 

credible retaliatory capability is the core goal of Russian policy even though Russian 

forces may retain specific counterforce elements in their arsenal, including system for 

attacking American missile defence capabilities.   

Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov stated his support for the elimination of 

nuclear weapons at the Conference on Disarmament in Geneva in February 2008, 

although he does not see disarmament as an immediate Russian goal.787  In the 

Russian perspective nuclear weapons constitute both a status symbol and security 

guarantee.788  If Russia is to consider further nuclear weapons reductions and the 

possibility of minimum deterrence, it must see similar actions and policies by the U.S.  

Obama’s Prague agenda is a good start, but conditions in Eastern Europe and United 

States’ pursuit of counterforce superiority are working against positive initiatives.  

Minimum deterrence is a way off.  There was potential when Russia’s modernization 

focussed on ensuring a second-strike capability.  The reduction of warheads may favour 

minimum deterrence eventually, but it seems that Russia would have to fill the gap in its 

                                                 
786 This also has the potential to create crisis instability, increasing the odds of accidental or 
unauthorized nuclear war.  Ibid. 
787 Sokov, 2009, 87. 
788 Ibid, 87. 
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conventional forces (relative to NATO) first, and avoid using these capabilities in a 

tactical first use counterforce capacity under provocative conditions. 

U.S. Receptivity to Minimum Deterrence 

The above description of the current and future prospects of the U.S. nuclear 

posture and weapons system strongly suggests that the U.S. would not be receptive to a 

defensively-oriented nuclear posture characterizing traditional MAD or minimum 

deterrence.  Such a posture is associated with fewer strategic warheads, delivery 

platforms, and forward deployments.  Currently, U.S. offensive nuclear deterrence 

postures are indistinguishable from defensive, and its nuclear deterrence systems are 

offense dominant.  Russia’s offensive / defensive nuclear deterrence posture is also 

indistinguishable.  The nature of its counterforce targeting strategy, retention of a tactical 

stockpile for potential use to de-escalate a conventional conflict, role of nuclear weapons 

to defend existential threats to Russian security, its national interest, and secure 

retaliatory capability demonstrate its reliance on nuclear weapons as political tools of 

coercion.  Russia’s nuclear posture tends to be less offensively oriented than that of the 

U.S., but still contains offensive characteristics such as a counterforce targeting strategy 

and MIRVed ballistic missiles.  Russia’s nuclear deterrence systems have been 

determined to be defence dominant, given that they appear to be designed to respond to 

developments in the U.S. (and possibly Chinese) nuclear arsenal to preserve a second-

strike retaliatory capability, demonstrating a greater focus on survival rather than first-

strike, in spite of a counterforce posture, as well as a counter to missile defences.   

The U.S. arsenal is clearly offence-dominant with its superior undersea SSBN 

and SSN capability, development of conventional global strike, and progress towards 

developing a comprehensive BMD system in North America and Europe, in addition to 

maintaining its extended deterrence commitment to NATO allies in Europe (and Asia).  

Arguments against reductions include how the U.S. could guarantee the safety of its 

allies under NATO’s extended deterrence commitments.  

In addition, Russia is not the only influence on U.S. nuclear policy.  China’s rise 

as a peer competitor, with its own nuclear modernization program and growing tensions 

in the Asia Pacific, also plays a role in developments in U.S. nuclear strategy.  In 

addition, non-state actors and rogue states seeking to acquire nuclear weapons and 
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ballistic missile technology, as well as other WMD and delivery capabilities, encourage 

the U.S. requirement for BMD and conventional strike to prevent proliferation and 

delivery of these weapons to the U.S. or the territory of its allies. 

A change in thinking about the role of nuclear weapons in preserving national 

security and defending allies requires consideration of how the pursuit of superiority is 

destabilizing and lends itself to increasing the risk of nuclear use by adversaries feeling 

threatened by U.S. offensive nuclear forces.  A minimum deterrence nuclear posture 

would require the United States to dispense with the development of new offensive 

technologies, precision and low-yield warhead development, broad missile defences, 

and trust in its adversaries to do the same.  Uncertainty and rapid technological change 

militates against this outcome at the current time, as military competition governs 

international relations between the U.S. and Russia, and the U.S. and China in the near- 

to long-term. 

What Might the U.S. and Russia be Receptive to? 

Counterforce with Smaller Numbers 

The key objectives and principles guiding the 2010 NPR affirm a reduced and 

more defensive role for U.S. nuclear weapons, which is a promising objective.  However, 

these are complicated by the more robust planning and guidance described in the 2013 

Nuclear Employment Strategy, as well as modernization programs dedicated to the 

counterforce posture.  Nevertheless, if the counterforce mission can indeed be carried 

out with fewer weapons and delivery systems, perhaps there is potential when reaching 

those goals (i.e. the lower levels established under New START by 2018, as well as 

further reductions by another one-third of these levels) to reconsider the role and 

mission of nuclear weapons.  Kristensen, et al. discuss the prospects of a “self-canceling 

mission” of nuclear weapons if nuclear policy would shift to minimum deterrence.  The 

self-cancelling mission seems unlikely, given that great powers like the U.S. will require 

a credible deterrent as long as nuclear weapons exist.789  However, if the U.S. can 

                                                 
789 This author is less convinced of the self-canceling mission of minimum deterrence, because 
even if the U.S. (and possibly Russia and China) reduce their arsenals to the point of shifting from 
counterforce to traditional deterrence, the existence of nuclear weapons in the world will still 
necessitate a response with unacceptable consequences to the other state which considers using 
them.  The reduced “salience” of nuclear weapons in national security policy does not mean 
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pursue the counterforce mission with smaller numbers, perhaps it is possible to envisage 

further reductions, combined with greater transparency and dialogue with Russia (and 

China) to communicate U.S. intentions to employ its nuclear forces only to deter a 

nuclear attack and reinforce the NPT.  This dialogue could focus on the U.S. interest in 

using its nuclear forces to deter proliferating rogue states such as Iran and North Korea, 

as well as nuclear terrorism, rather than provoke countermeasures by Russia and China 

that may spiral into an arm race rather than cooperating on reductions.  Such a dialogue 

would most certainly require consideration of Russia’s (and China’s) concerns about the 

offensive potential of conventional strike technologies, and ballistic missile defence. 

                                                 
elimination.  Given the challenges of irrational leadership in rogue states such as North Korea, an 
increasingly anti-Western Pakistan, and a potentially nuclear-armed Iran, the U.S. would not 
leave itself or allies and partners vulnerable to nuclear attack without having the potential to 
threaten retaliation of the magnitude of a nuclear weapon.  Unless conventional forces can 
achieve near-perfect targeting of all nuclear targets, the U.S. will not likely give up its nuclear 
forces. 
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Chapter 7.  
 
Options for an Arctic NWFZ: Cooperation under the 
Counterforce Dilemma790 

The previous chapter highlighted the challenges meeting the United States’ and 

Russia’s receptivity to defensive nuclear deterrence postures and weapons systems.  

These challenges impact the potential for cooperation on arms control, and an Arctic 

NWFZ in particular, as counterforce competition dominates strategic relations between 

the U.S. and Russia.  However, existing arms control agreements may offer 

opportunities for identifying common interests in an Arctic NWFZ.  The frameworks of 

the NPT and New START, which require reductions in warhead numbers and delivery 

systems, provide opportunities to explore options for an Arctic NWFZ, which could see 

reductions in nuclear deployments in the region.  It must be stressed, however, that the 

conditions of an intense strategic competition, including the nuclear security dilemma, 

play a greater role than the international institutional framework in reaching such an 

agreement.  These are the conditions within which the U.S. and Russia could consider 

such options within their existing commitments to the NPT and New START.  Such an 

approach may be elusive, given the fragility of New START and other arms control 

agreements (such as the INF Treaty) within current deteriorating relations between the 

two states.  Therefore, this chapter considers options within the current counterforce 

dilemma that characterizes nuclear relations between Russia and the U.S.  Such options 

include exclusion zones such as the Canadian Basin and the Northwest Passage, which 

have the potential for incremental expansion across the Arctic region.  Other options, 

whether independent of these exclusion zones or in conjunction with them, involve 

maintaining counterforce operations with a conventional deterrent.  Ultimately, in 

exploring these options in conjunction with meeting specific national interests unique to 

each state, two sufficient conditions are required in order for cooperation: 1) assurances 

of reciprocation by the other state to withdraw its nuclear capabilities in regions declared 

                                                 
790 Parts of this chapter comprise an earlier paper titled “A Role for Canada in Promoting U.S.-
Russian Cooperation on an Arctic Nuclear Weapons-Free Zone,” prepared for the Women in 
International Security-Canada Conference, at Queen’s University, May 27-29, 2015. 
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nuclear-free; and 2) both states being able to continue to threaten one another with 

strategic nuclear forces in other contexts to maintain the deterrence balance.   

Nuclear Force Employment in the Arctic  

The Arctic region plays a role in Russia’s attempt to reassert itself as a global 

power, with the modernization of its Arctic military bases and capabilities, especially its 

Northern Fleet.791  During the Cold war, the Arctic region was used to conduct nuclear 

operations as part of the deterrence strategies of the U.S. and USSR.  These operations 

continue today at a reduced level.  The shortest distance for long-range flights between 

the Russian Federation and North America is over the North Pole.  The Arctic Ocean, 

which is covered with multi-year ice provides coverage for nuclear submarine 

operations.  As in other regions around the world these operations involve the transit of 

ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs) carrying nuclear-capable submarine-launched 

ballistic missiles (SLBNs) and attack submarines (a.k.a. hunter-killer SSNs),792 which are 

tasked to seek out and destroy enemy SSBNs and are armed with torpedoes and cruise 

missiles.793 

The U.S. operates SSNs – nuclear powered fast attack submarines in Arctic 

waters.794  Its Ohio class Trident II missile SSBNs comprise the strongest element of the 

                                                 
791 These include new SSBNs (Borei class) and SSNs (Yasin class), which allow Russia to 
expand its Arctic capabilities.  Nuclear Threat Initiative, Russia Submarine Capabilities (June 10, 
2014).  http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/russia-submarine-capabilities/.  Russia’s Northern 
Fleet is headquartered at Severomorsk, on Kola Peninsula.  Russia’s three new bases are 
located at Wrangle Island, New Siberian Islands (Northern Clover base), and on Franz Joseph 
Archipelago.  Matthew Bodner, “Russia’s Polar Pivot,” Defense News (March 11, 2013).  
http://www.defensenews.com/story/defense/policy-budget/warfare/2015/03/11/russia-arctic-
bases-soviet-northern-command-navy-fleet-siberian-island/24335619/.   
Russia plans to house most of its Arctic air force in Tiksi, Yakutia.  Russia Today, “Russian Bases 
to Span Entire Arctic Border by End of 2014,” (Oct. 21, 2014). http://rt.com/news/197936-russia-
arctic-military-shoigu/.  
792 Nuclear-powered or diesel-powered SSKs. 
793 The most advanced of which are the U.S. Seawolf class SSNs.  Seawolf Class Nuclear 
Powered Attack Submarine, Military Today (undated): http://www.military-
today.com/navy/seawolf_class.htm.  
794 Mainly Los Angeles class SSNs, which are capable of launching Tomahawk cruise missiles, 
with W-180 150 kt nuclear warheads.  Michael Wallace and Steven Staples, “Ridding the Arctic of 
Nuclear Weapons: A Task Long Overdue,” Rideau Institute, Canadian Pugwash Group, March 
2010, p. 4. 

http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/russia-submarine-capabilities/
http://www.defensenews.com/story/defense/policy-budget/warfare/2015/03/11/russia-arctic-bases-soviet-northern-command-navy-fleet-siberian-island/24335619/
http://www.defensenews.com/story/defense/policy-budget/warfare/2015/03/11/russia-arctic-bases-soviet-northern-command-navy-fleet-siberian-island/24335619/
http://rt.com/news/197936-russia-arctic-military-shoigu/
http://rt.com/news/197936-russia-arctic-military-shoigu/
http://www.military-today.com/navy/seawolf_class.htm
http://www.military-today.com/navy/seawolf_class.htm
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U.S. nuclear arsenal.795  Nuclear submarines are an effective deterrent because they are 

mobile and survivable, especially if undetected or well-protected by SSNs.  Russian 

SSBNs796 are often tracked by U.S., British, or French SSNs when they set out from 

their Northern Fleet bases.797  Undersea nuclear operations may pose one of the 

greatest challenges to attempts to control nuclear activities in the Arctic.  Part of this 

challenge is the ability to detect such activity and respond.  As demonstrated in Chapter 

4, the U.S. has superior ISR capabilities, although Russian stealth submarine 

capabilities are also quite sophisticated and the extent to which its undersea assets may 

be able to evade detection is undetermined.  Effective mechanisms for verification and 

compliance will be required in order to allay fears on both sides that the other will not 

cheat. 

In the Cold War, the USSR sent routine flights to probe the airspace of North 

America, which essentially ended with the demise of the Soviet Union.  Since 2006 

Russia has been increasing its Tupolev (Tu-95) Bear H bomber798 patrols in the Arctic. 

The flights often come close to the airspace of the U.S. and Canada – the U.S. and 

Canada Air Defence Identification Zone.799 Once detected by NORAD, Canada 

scrambles its CF-18s to intercept the Russian bombers.  The United States scrambles F-

22s from Alaskan bases to meet the challengers.800  These behaviours indicate a rise in 

Arctic nuclear activities, possibly of an offensive nature, and may intensify both regional 

                                                 
Other attack submarines that transit various parts of the Arctic include the Seawolf and Virginia 
class SSNs. 
795 Ibid., 7. 
796 Russian Delta class SSBNs, and Akula class SSNs.  Russia is modernizing its sea-based 
deterrent with new Borei class submarines with new Bulava missile systems. 
797 It is unknown the extent to which UK and France operate in the Arctic because operational 
details of nuclear missions are highly classified for obvious reasons.  Wallace and Staples, 
“Ridding the Arctic,” 7-8. 
798 These aircraft were designed as intercontinental heavy payload bomber aircraft.  Tu-95 Bear 
Strategic Intercontinental Bomber, Russia, Airforce-technology.com: http://www.airforce-
technology.com/projects/tu95bear/.   The Bears are capable of delivering long-range cruise 
missiles. Sam LaGrone, “West: NORAD Head Says Russia Increasing Arctic Long Range Air 
Patrols,” USNI News (Feb. 10, 2015), http://news.usni.org/2015/02/10/west-norad-head-says-
russia-increasing-arctic-long-range-air-patrols.  
799 They approach U.S. airspace near Alaska and as far south as the U.S. base in Guam.  They 
approach Canada near the Beaufort Sea. 
800 CBC News, “Canadian Fighter Jets Intercept Russian Bombers in Arctic,” (Sept. 19, 2014),  
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/canadian-fighter-jets-intercept-russian-bombers-in-arctic-
1.2772440.   

http://www.airforce-technology.com/projects/tu95bear/
http://www.airforce-technology.com/projects/tu95bear/
http://news.usni.org/2015/02/10/west-norad-head-says-russia-increasing-arctic-long-range-air-patrols
http://news.usni.org/2015/02/10/west-norad-head-says-russia-increasing-arctic-long-range-air-patrols
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/canadian-fighter-jets-intercept-russian-bombers-in-arctic-1.2772440
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/canadian-fighter-jets-intercept-russian-bombers-in-arctic-1.2772440
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and global nuclear competition that would not only constrain a cooperative initiative on 

an Arctic arms control regime, but also portend the withdrawal from current bilateral 

arms control agreements. 

Geographical Options for an Arctic NWFZ 

There may be an opportunity for third party encouragement of U.S.-Russian 

negotiation on arms control in the Arctic, particularly by those states that have a stake in 

the outcome on a strategic, as well as environmental level.  One such state is Canada. 

Other non-nuclear states with stakes in the Arctic are Greenland (Denmark), Norway, 

Iceland, Sweden, Finland, and UK.  Canada is in a unique position to encourage the 

establishment of limited exclusion zones, given the expanse of its Arctic territory, which 

includes maritime areas of disputed national / international status such as the Northwest 

Passage. 

Northwest Passage 
  

Scholars suggest that Canada’s position as an Arctic middle power provides it 

with a unique role to initiate policies for an Arctic NWFZ, particularly in the Northwest 

Passage.801  Axworthy affirms that Canada should declare its own NWFZ, which would 

include the waters of the NWP and considers how Canada might monitor for nuclear 

submarine activity in Canadian waters and what capabilities Canada would need to 

respond.  One of the challenges is the UNCLOS of 1982, which permits freedom of the 

seas and rights of innocent passage, and challenges how to distinguish between 

permitted transit and prohibited deployment.802 

If Canada’s claim to the NWP as internal waters were to be recognized in 

international law, experts argue that the channel could be declared a NWFZ, where it 

could control the transit of nuclear materials803 and submarines carrying SLBMs.  

                                                 
801 Tazrian Alam, An Arctic Nuclear Weapons Free Zone in the Northwest Passage, Atlantic 
Council of Canada - NATO (Oct. 7, 2014).  Accessed 21/04/2015.  http://natocouncil.ca/an-arctic-
nuclear-weapons-free-zone-in-the-northwest-passage-part-1-of-2/.  
802 Axworthy, Hiroshima Declaration, 2012, p. 5. 
See Michael Byers, Who Owns the Arctic? Understanding Sovereignty Disputes in the North, 
Chapters 4 and 5 (Vancouver, BC: Douglas & McIntyre, 2009), pp 59-87. 
803 Alam, 2014. 

http://natocouncil.ca/an-arctic-nuclear-weapons-free-zone-in-the-northwest-passage-part-1-of-2/
http://natocouncil.ca/an-arctic-nuclear-weapons-free-zone-in-the-northwest-passage-part-1-of-2/
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Canada has every interest in promoting this initiative, which it could do through bilateral 

negotiations with its strongest ally, the United States.  Canada has been vocal about 

claiming the internal status of the waterway, with an interest in controlling navigation in 

the passage.  This interest extends to the prevention of accidents caused by vessels 

colliding with icebergs (involving the risk of oil spills from tankers, or a cruise ship 

collision, requiring emergency rescue and medical assistance).804  Other concerns 

include unreported foreign activity, whether covert submarine activity by a friendly state, 

or illegal transit of a vessel transporting illicit or dangerous cargo.805  Canada requires a 

fully capable monitoring and enforcement mechanism in order to control navigation in 

the Northwest Passage.  It is possible that an arrangement could be negotiated with the 

United States to participate in a joint monitoring and enforcement regime.  This 

arrangement could also be in the interest of the U.S. if the arrangement came with 

benefits,806 such as freedom of navigation as a trusted partner and ally; while being able 

to control for rival and possibly hostile entities entering the passage.  This option 

provides for enhancing continental security, as well as advantage in commercial 

shipping, which should encourage U.S. cooperation.   

In being able to denuclearize the NWP, Canada could promote the expansion of 

a NWFZ to include larger parts of the Arctic (this argument could also be made for a 

NWFZ in the Canadian Basin), as well as produce thinking that could lead to reduced 

militarization, and possible demilitarization, of the Arctic.  However, this study recognizes 

that the Arctic security dilemma among the five Arctic littoral states (but most strongly 

                                                 
804 There may be opportunity to use the Arctic Waters Pollution Prevention Act (AWPPA) 
framework to contribute to a control mechanism for nuclear operations in the NWP.  The AWPPA 
is “An Act to prevent pollution of areas of the arctic waters adjacent to the mainland and islands of 
the Canadian arctic.”  Arctic Waters Pollution Prevention Act, R.S., 1985, c. A-12.  http://laws-
lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/A-12/page-1.html.   
805 Such cargo could range from narcotics to human beings for trafficking, as well as weapons or 
even radiological devices. 
806 The disputed status of the NWP concerns whether the waterway constitutes an international 
strait or internal Canadian waters.  It has been argued that in contrast to the option presented 
above, that the international status of the strait serves U.S. interests because it would maintain 
the international status of other straits around the world where U.S. commercial and military 
vessels rely on freedom of transit.  If the NWP is deemed the internal waters in international law, 
it could set a legal precedent for these other waterways around the world.  The U.S. and other 
states could lose the right of transit. Hence, the U.S. Navy has been a rigorous opponent of all 
such concepts. 

http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/A-12/page-1.html
http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/A-12/page-1.html
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between the four – U.S., Canada, Denmark (Greenland), and Norway – against Russia) 

would have to be mitigated before such an initiative could be considered.  

Canadian Basin 
 

The Canadian Basin is a deep ocean basin located north of the Beaufort Shelf, 

comprising international waters close to the North American landmass.  The U.S. and 

Canada have contested territorial claims over a wedge-shaped area in the Beaufort 

Sea807 and their respective 200 nautical mile exclusive economic zones frame the south 

and east rim of the basin.  Russia’s territorial claim ends along the western rim of the 

basin.  Part of Canada’s territorial claim to the outer limits of its continental shelf extends 

partially into the basin, with the potential to expand beyond its 200 nautical mile limit to 

350 nautical miles.  The U.S. claim also has potential to extend its nautical mile limit into 

the basin.  Canada’s claim would comprise the largest portion, giving it rights over the 

seabed in that zone; although the waters above comprise part of the Arctic Ocean’s 

international status.808  This leaves a small portion of unclaimed seabed that is 

considered the “common heritage of mankind.”809   

There may be an opportunity to explore the Canadian Basin as a potential limited 

NWFZ if Canada is able to have its claims accepted by the United Nations Commission 

on the Limits of the Continental Shelf.  Canada may be able to promote a NWFZ through 

administering its sovereign rights to conserve and manage the sea environment.  In 

order to protect sea life, Canada may have a mechanism for prohibiting nuclear 

weapons and nuclear propulsion vessels in the region that pose a threat to the 

environment if an accident were to occur.810  Starting with a limited zone within the 

Canadian Basin, there is the potential for expansion to cover the entire basin, if the 

preliminary NWFZ proves to be successful through effective monitoring and verification.   

                                                 
807 Byers, Who Owns the Arctic? p. 90.   
808 A coastal state’s territorial sea extends 12 nautical miles from the baseline of its coast.  The 
state has sovereign rights to protect the environment of the water column within its 200 nautical 
mile exclusive economic zone.  Beyond the EEZ is the High Seas beyond national jurisdiction; 
although a state can claim up to 350 nautical miles (or 100 miles beyond the 2500 m depth – 
whichever is greatest) of seabed exploration rights.  Ibid., 88-90.   
809 Ibid., 90. 
810 As in the Northwest Passage case, there may be an opportunity for Canada to apply the Arctic 
Waters Pollution Prevention Act in prohibiting nuclear weapons in the Canadian Basin. 
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This expanded zone may also expand over time to cover larger areas of the Arctic 

through incremental steps.   

As territorial claims in the Arctic begin to resolve, Canada could take a policy 

entrepreneurial role in initiating a dialogue among the Arctic coastal states to consider 

creating a NWFZ in the Canadian Basin or the NWP.  As noted, however, the strategic 

competition between the U.S. and Russia might make receptivity to such options 

challenging.  First, the United States would have to be willing to comply with Canadian 

regulations in the NWP and the Canadian Basin.  Would this initiative serve its national 

strategic interests?  If so, this arrangement would be one-sided, as Russia might not be 

agreeable.  If such an arrangement was enforceable, promoted through Canadian 

territorial initiatives, Russia’s reluctant compliance with the nuclear weapons prohibition 

might challenge future efforts to expand the NWFZ to cover more Arctic territory.  In 

addition, it seems unlikely that either the U.S. or Russia would ban ICBM or SLBM flights 

over the Arctic region, particularly under current modernization plans.  

Strategic Considerations: Receptivity to an Arctic NWFZ 

Successful cooperation on an Arctic NWFZ Treaty to cover all territory north of 

the Arctic Circle requires reception by both nuclear weapon Arctic states (U.S. and 

Russia) and non-nuclear weapon Arctic states (Canada, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, 

Finland, Iceland).  Russia’s cooperation is a challenge vis-a-vis states that are NATO 

members, especially now that there are increased tensions between NATO and Russia 

over Ukraine.  However, Adele Buckley reminds us that although NATO is a nuclear 

alliance, members have the right to pursue independent policies.  She notes the 

example of Australia, which is part of a nuclear alliance, but also part of a NWFZ (Treaty 

of Rarotonga).  Nevertheless, a NATO presence in the Arctic poses a potential barrier to 

an Arctic NWFZ because Russia does not want its presence in the region.811  It was 

previously discussed in this study that currently there is no NATO Arctic policy; although 

NATO members and partners have conducted joint military exercises in the region, often 

around and led by Norway.  On the North American side of the Arctic, joint exercises to 

test military response in the harsh Northern environment involve joint bilateral and 

                                                 
811 Buckley affirms that even Canada opposes a NATO presence in the Arctic.  Buckley, 
Canadian Pugwash Presentation, 2014. 
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multilateral exercises between Canada, the U.S., and Denmark (NATO member Arctic 

states).   

Through their comprehensive assessment of U.S. and Russian nuclear 

operations, installations, and strategic objectives in the Arctic region Wallace and 

Staples argue that: “Under the current arms control regime, there is no treaty-induced 

incentive to make hard choices between which strategic systems to retain and which to 

dismantle. The only real restrictions on the development of additional strategic systems 

are fiscal.”812  However, since the signing of New START, there is now a cap on the 

number of warheads and delivery systems that may be deployed.  Within this framework, 

the U.S. and Russia could prioritize their nuclear deployments in other parts the world 

and reduce such assets in the Arctic.  These choices will be based on national strategic 

interests and the extent to which the Arctic region is important to these interests.  This is 

where to look for incentives among the two nuclear powers to reduce or eliminate their 

nuclear activities in the Arctic and possibly cooperate on a regional arms control regime.  

These incentives must be met within the two sufficient conditions of guaranteed 

reciprocity and the ability to threaten a nuclear strike from another location.  An Arctic 

NWFZ would prohibit long-range bomber flights with nuclear payloads and nuclear 

missile submarine activity (and possibly the need for SSNs to hunt / protect them).  In 

addition, the agreement may or may not include permitting ICBMs to be launched over 

the pole, as their trajectory takes them into the exoatmosphere.  The ICBM question 

would also impact the nature of national missile defences, although the need for early 

warning would remain for defensive and verification purposes.  The geographical 

deployment of each state’s nuclear triad influences receptivity to Arctic arms control.  

Ultimately, it is the orientation of nuclear postures and associated weapons systems 

comprising necessary conditions which impact whether the sufficient conditions of 

reciprocity and ability to continue to threaten nuclear strike. 

Russia’s Receptivity to an Arctic NWFZ 

Under New START there may be positive incentives for Russia to reduce its 

nuclear capabilities in the Arctic.  However, the reductions in conjunction with 

modernization programs may cause Russia to prioritize certain capabilities and strategic 

                                                 
812 Wallace and Staples, “Ridding the Arctic,” 14. 
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regions.  It may choose to keep its nuclear assets in the North, as well as on other 

fronts, so long as it maintains a deterrent capability in response to U.S./NATO and 

China.  Indeed, with its conventional inferiority relative to NATO in Europe, not only does 

Russia rely on nuclear weapons, but it also has developed superior Arctic military forces 

with an emphasis on a new Unified Strategic Command specialized Arctic force, 

modernizing its Arctic bases and replacing Arctic infrastructure, enhancing its Northern 

Fleet with new SSBNs with new SLBMs, building 10 radar stations, 13 airfields, 

establishment of a new Arctic combat training centre in Far East, an Arctic air-ground 

firing range, and associated Arctic exercises including airdropping paratroopers in 

Arctic.813  Russia leads all Arctic states in icebreaking capabilities with nuclear-powered 

icebreakers and has been constructing new icebreakers while the United States (and 

Canada) lag behind.  Russia can be considered a leading Arctic military power relative to 

its peers in the High North.  This status alone makes it unlikely that Russia withdraw its 

nuclear assets from a region that covers a great deal of its national territory.  

On the other hand, Wallace and Staples suggest that an enforceable strategic 

arms control treaty that would guarantee Russia strategic parity with the U.S. provides 

the incentive for Russia to consider an Arctic NWFZ.  Indeed, the authors argue that if 

Russia could move to an invulnerable and effective land-based minimum deterrent, they 

would be more receptive to an Arctic NWFZ.  However, receptivity would be difficult 

given U.S. ISR advantages via UAV aerial surveillance (RQ 170), 814 satellite imagery 

and other monitoring through SIGINT, that could track mobile systems.  In addition, the 

offensive nuclear strike capabilities of the U.S., BMD, and the increasing instability in 

Eastern Europe make the pursuit of initiative difficult.815  As long as Russia perceives 

itself as vulnerable to U.S. counterforce it is unlike to make any concessions without 

evidence of the U.S. making the first move.  Indeed, ongoing events and increasing 

tensions in Eastern Europe feeds Russia’s interest in gaining and maintaining a strategic 

foothold in other regions, such as the Arctic. 

                                                 
813 Catherine Trainor, “Why Russia’s Arctic Strategy is Starting to Worry NATO,” Russia Direct, 
19 November 2014: http://www.russia-direct.org/why-russias-arctic-strategy-starting-worry-nato 
814 Long and Green, “Stalking the Secure Second Strike,” 61. 
815 Even before the Ukraine crisis, NATO and U.S. BMD in Eastern Europe encouraged Russia to 
enhance its policy of placing weapons on high alert.  Axworthy, Hiroshima Declaration,. 3. 

http://www.russia-direct.org/why-russias-arctic-strategy-starting-worry-nato
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Russia has developed a long-term Arctic strategy to “defend its perceived sphere 

of influence” and its “extended continental shelf claims against the threat of 

internationalization.”816 Such claims overlap with the “international waters of the Arctic 

Ocean’s high seas” – a central area which Maxie and Slayton refer to as the “donut hole” 

where the Arctic-5 EEZ’s cannot reach and is considered to be “part of the global 

commons.”817  Russia’s focus in this strategy is to prevent Asian actors from altering the 

status of its perceived territory.818   These economic and commercial interests overlap  

with Russia’s military objectives as a means to defend these interest; as well as to 

maintain a strong strategic deterrent in the region. 

Wallace and Staples argue that nuclear submarine transits in the Arctic comprise 

the most critical element in the NWFZ concept.  This is because Russia’s Northern Fleet 

is based primarily above the Arctic Circle, particularly in the Kola Peninsula and near 

Murmansk.819 In addition, U.S. military bases in Japan and South Korea give its naval 

assets easy access to the waters around Kamchatka – the Sea of Okhotsk and the 

Bering Sea – that provides it with anti-submarine capabilities that may threaten Russian 

SSBNs operating in those waters.  Any phasing out of Russian submarine facilities 

would also see a reduction of its SSBNs.820  Russia would be at a greater disadvantage 

than the U.S. in this case.  Adele Buckley suggests a potentially palatable option to 

Russia in moving its SSBN ports from the Northern Fleet to its Pacific Fleet facilities, 

although this has potential strategic obstacles vis-a-vis China to the East.821  It is unlikely 

that Russia would be receptive to these options, especially given the current strategic 

climate.  Such actions might be perceived by Russia as making concessions, signalling 

a weakness to its U.S./NATO rivals.  Unfortunately, at the current time and into the 

future if tensions between the U.S. and Russia intensify, it is unlikely that an Arctic 

NWFZ would be in the national interests of Russia.  In addition, given its strategic 

                                                 
816 Jeremy Maxie and David Slayton, Russia’s Arctic Dreams Have Chinese Characteristics, The 
National Bureau of Asian Research (Oct. 17, 2016): http://nbr.org/research/activity.aspx?id=713.  
817 Ibid. 
818 The authors emphasize the historical strategic competition between Russia and China. 
819 The Zapadnaya Litsa base on Kola Peninsula is the largest.  Support bases are spread out 
between Murmansk and Arkhangelsk.  Wallace and Staples, “Ridding the Arctic,” 10. 
820 Ibid., 7. 
821 Adele Buckley, “Establishing a Nuclear Weapon Free Zone in the Arctic.”  Wallace and 
Staples, “Ridding the Arctic,” 13. 

http://nbr.org/research/activity.aspx?id=713
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advantage in the region, it may also not see incentive to reciprocate even if the United 

States makes concessions first.  The U.S. pursuit of conventional global strike options 

and national missile defence also challenges Russia’s receptivity to an Arctic NWFZ, as 

these American capabilities pose a strategic disadvantage to Russia. 

United States’ Receptivity to an Arctic NWFZ 

The U.S. 2013 Arctic Strategy, announced by former Defence Secretary Chuck 

Hagel in Halifax, identified the growing international interest in the Arctic and described 

U.S. interest in multilateral security cooperation to the reduce risk of conflict in the 

region.  Hagel identified that political, economic, and security issues around the world 

would shape polar affairs.822  Although he named the Asia Pacific, Middle East, and 

North Africa as areas of concern, it could be assumed that the events occurring in 

Eastern Europe since Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 issues in this region may 

also have a spillover effect in the Arctic.  The new Arctic Strategy prioritizes defence, 

deterrence, prevention, and defeat of threats against the U.S. relating to the region in 

and around Alaska.  The document highlights defence cooperation with other nations to 

address emerging security challenges.823  The U.S. Arctic policy highlights national 

security interests involving the Arctic as “missile defense and early warning; deployment 

of sea and air systems for strategic sealift, strategic deterrence, maritime presence, and 

maritime security operations; and ensuring freedom of the seas.”824  Freedom of the 

seas around the Arctic has been identified as a priority to allow the navy and other 

branches to operate in the region.825  Freedom of the seas concerns the U.S. Navy’s 

ability to operate unimpeded anywhere in the world, including the Arctic; and freedom of 

navigation and overflight are also of paramount interest.  One of the impediments to U.S. 

                                                 
822 Thom Shanker, “Pentagon Releases Strategy for the Arctic,” New York Times, 22 November 
2013.  http://www.nytimes.com/2013/11/23/world/pentagon-releases-strategy-for-
arctic.html?_r=0.  
United States Department of Defense, Arctic Strategy, November 2013.  
https://www.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2013_Arctic_Strategy.pdf.  
823 Ibid., 2. 
824 Ibid., 3. 
825 Shanker, “Strategy.” 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/11/23/world/pentagon-releases-strategy-for-arctic.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/11/23/world/pentagon-releases-strategy-for-arctic.html?_r=0
https://www.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2013_Arctic_Strategy.pdf
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interest in an Arctic NWFZ is the reinforcement of the importance of the region to current 

and future submarine operations.826  

The U.S. may be receptive to shifting the deployments of their SSBNs away from 

the Arctic, as its Ohio class Trident II submarines already operate primarily in the Pacific 

and Atlantic Oceans, focussing in the West and East, rather than North.  Also, the Bering 

Strait access to the Arctic is narrow and shallow, making transit to the North a challenge 

to the navigation of U.S. SSBNs.827  In spite of operational challenges, Wallace and 

Staples argue that the U.S. is unlikely to declare any part of its territory as free of nuclear 

weapons.  They suggest that the spirit of the NATO Strategic Concept may not be 

compatible with an Arctic NWFZ, in terms of the alliance’s reliance on nuclear weapons 

for deterrence, particularly the employment of nuclear weapons when they are 

determined to be militarily useful.828  This argument is less than convincing, given that 

NATO has no Arctic policy at this time and that U.S. deterrence operations in the Arctic 

tend to be unilateral.  Nuclear activities involving NATO, however, may have implications 

for nuclear activities in the Arctic.  Although NATO activity in the High North is limited to 

occasional joint exercises, the deployment of tactical missiles in non-nuclear weapons 

states, BMD installations in Europe, NATO’s extended deterrence platform, provokes 

U.S. competition with Russia, which may play out in conventional and nuclear military 

behaviour in the Arctic.  In addition, the U.S. is militarily behind Russia in the Arctic.  One 

might surmise that its nuclear and conventional counterforce advantages, deployed in 

the Arctic and elsewhere, provide it with a bargaining advantage similar to that of 

Russia’s nuclear policy vis-à-vis a conventionally superior NATO in Europe. However, 

U.S. strategic advantages in other regions provides it with options to focus its nuclear 

assets elsewhere, whereas Russia would have greater difficulty re-locating its Northern 

Fleet. Although the Obama Administration expressed an interest in reducing U.S. 

strategic forces by 1/3 below New START, it is unlikely to view the withdrawal of its 

nuclear assets in the Arctic as a national interest, unless it considers its conventional 

forces as a viable replacement for deployment of nuclear air and maritime delivery 

systems in the Arctic.  Under such conditions, concessions are possible, but unlikely, 

                                                 
826 As outlined in the U.S. Navy Arctic Roadmap – Chief of Naval Operations, The United States 
Navy Arctic Roadmap for 2014-2030, U.S. Department of the Navy, February 2014.  
http://www.navy.mil/docs/USN_arctic_roadmap.pdf.   
827 Ibid., 7-8. 
828 Ibid., 10. 

http://www.navy.mil/docs/USN_arctic_roadmap.pdf
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particularly as such unilateral steps may not see reciprocation in Russia.  Although the 

U.S. would be capable of threatening both first- and second-strike from its nuclear forces 

elsewhere in the world, it may consider making such concessions as losing political face 

against its traditional strategic rival, with the potential effect of signalling weakness to- 

and emboldening other peer competitors, such as China. 

Wallace and Staples point to a number of conditions that the U.S. has stipulated 

with respect to NWFZs that may also challenge initiatives for an Arctic NWFZ.  These 

include the following: the treaty should not disturb existing security arrangements or 

interfere with individual or collective self-defence (Art. 51), the zone should not deny the 

right of transit privileges including port calls and overflights, enshrined in international 

law, and there should be no restrictions on the high seas, freedom of navigation, military 

overflights, right of innocent passage through archipelago waters, and right of transit 

through international straits.829  These provisions may in fact preclude proposals for a 

NWFZ to include the NWP, the Canadian Basin and other Arctic territory.  This is 

pessimistic indeed.  However, there is potential that the U.S. would see a benefit in joint 

verification and enforcement provisions through declaring the NWP a NWFZ, as long as 

its internal versus international status is not addressed or impacted by such a treaty. 

Potential Options to Increase Receptivity to an Arctic NWFZ 

Pugwash and Simons Foundation propose unique options that could be 

considered within the context of appealing to the rational interests of the U.S. and 

Russia, providing incentives for cooperation on an Arctic NWFZ:  1) An Arctic NWFZ that 

would prevent nuclear weapons in the entire region above the Arctic Circle;830 and 2) 

restrictions on anti-submarine warfare operations in the Arctic.831  

The first option, which would prohibit nuclear weapons in the sea and airspace 

within the zone of the Arctic Circle, could be promoted by allowing the continuation of 

nuclear deterrence operations, with the replacement of nuclear warheads with 

conventional alternatives.  This could be considered a type of counterforce “light” 

                                                 
829 Wallace and Staples, “Ridding the Arctic,” 10-11.  They are citing a U.S. State Department 
briefing document from December 8, 1995 – footnote 75, page 19. 
830 Proposed by Pugwash. 
831 Proposed by Ernie Regehr of the Simons Foundation. 
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alternative.  The United States and Russia are both developing conventional capabilities 

to support their nuclear triads.832  The U.S. is considering placing conventional warheads 

on their Trident II missiles,833 for which there may be incentive for testing out this option 

in Arctic operations.  In addition to Conventional Prompt Global Strike and placing 

conventional warheads on ballistic missiles, the U.S. Air Force might also consider using 

its air delivery platform to deliver precision guided weapons.  Russia is also interested in 

developing conventional precision weapons, such as the planned hypersonic 

conventional delivery system that it plans to roll out in 2018.  Its strategic bomber 

Tupolev-160 Blackjack is capable of carrying both nuclear and conventional missiles.834  

The concept is to replace all nuclear warheads on delivery systems operating in the 

Arctic with conventional alternatives.  Whether Russia would be amenable to replacing 

its nuclear warheads on SSBNs may be a challenge due to its reliance on nuclear 

weapons to counter both nuclear and conventional threats to Russia’s existence.  It 

would have to re-equip its sea-based deterrent deployed in the Arctic, as part of the 

Northern Fleet, with conventional warheads.  

Ballistic missile and attack submarines (SSNs)835 tend to be nuclear-powered.  

For the continuation of the sea-based deterrent in the Arctic, there may have to be 

provisions within an Arctic NWFZ treaty to allow for nuclear-powered vessels to transit 

the seas, but prohibit nuclear warheads.  There would have to be a verification provision 

                                                 
832 The U.S. is developing the Conventional Prompt Global Strike concept to serve the 
counterforce mission by threatening to strike launch sites and C2 targets anywhere in the world 
within one hour.  Amy Woolf, Conventional Prompt Global Strike and Long-Range Ballistic 
Missiles: Background and Issues, Congressional Research Service (Feb. 6, 2015): 
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/R41464.pdf.  Russia’s response is to also develop long-range high 
precision weapons (hypersonic delivery capability), which the Putin leadership stated should be 
available in 2018.  Diane Barnes,” Putin Eyes ‘High-Precision’ Arms as Partial Nuclear Weapons 
Alternative,” Global Security Newswire, Nuclear Threat Initiative (Dec. 3, 2014).  Accessed 
06/05/2015.  http://www.nti.org/gsn/article/putin-eyes-high-precision-arms-partial-nuclear-
weapon-alternative/.  Stephen J. Lukasik, Precision Technologies as Possible Alternatives to 
Nuclear Weapons, Center for International Strategy, Technology, and Policy, The Sam Nunn 
School of International Affairs, Georgia Institute of Technology (undated).  
http://www.npolicy.org/article_file/Precision_Technologies_as_Possible_Alternatives_to_Nuclear_
Weapons.pdf. 
833 Amy Woolf, Conventional Warheads for Long-Range Ballistic Missiles: Background and Issues 
for Congress, Congressional Research Service (January 26, 2009): 
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/RL33067.pdf.  
834 TU-160 Blackjack Strategic Bomber, Russia, Air Force Technology (undated).   
http://www.airforce-technology.com/projects/tu160/.  
835 As opposed to diesel-electric attack submarines (SSKs). 

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/R41464.pdf
http://www.nti.org/gsn/article/putin-eyes-high-precision-arms-partial-nuclear-weapon-alternative/
http://www.nti.org/gsn/article/putin-eyes-high-precision-arms-partial-nuclear-weapon-alternative/
http://www.npolicy.org/article_file/Precision_Technologies_as_Possible_Alternatives_to_Nuclear_Weapons.pdf
http://www.npolicy.org/article_file/Precision_Technologies_as_Possible_Alternatives_to_Nuclear_Weapons.pdf
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/RL33067.pdf
http://www.airforce-technology.com/projects/tu160/
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in the treaty to determine whether ships and submarines are carrying nuclear 

weapons,836 and a mechanism to enforce it. 

Ultimately, these options demonstrate a continuation of deterrence behaviour, 

with conventional counterforce alternatives, with the risk that either side may cheat.  It 

may be difficult to verify whether one state’s SLBNs, SLCMs, ALCMs, etc. are nuclear- 

or conventionally-tipped.  Verification measures to ensure compliance will need to be 

explored.  Nevertheless, counterforce “light” might provide a context within which both 

sides may gradually pursue a reduction in nuclear deployments in the region, as long as 

they both accurately perceive the other as reciprocating, while each retains the capability 

to launch a nuclear strike from other geographical locations to preserve the deterrence 

balance. 

The second NWFZ option, proposed by Ernie Regehr of the Simons Foundation, 

requires restrictions on anti-submarine warfare operations in the Arctic through 

establishing an exclusion zone for SSNs.837  This option could be argued for the 

Canadian Basin NWFZ concept introduced above.  This concept could be used to 

prohibit all sea-based deterrent activity – SSBNs, SSNs, and SSKs.  There may also be 

considerations for an airspace prohibition on air delivery platforms and interceptor 

aircraft.  Regehr also proposes demilitarizing Arctic ice and surface waters.838  However 

this option is less feasible to conceptualize because the Arctic 5 are committed at this 

time to increase their Arctic defensive capabilities in order to protect their sovereignty, 

security, and economic interests in the region.   

Indeed, as discussed, neither the U.S. or Russia sees an interest in reducing 

nuclear air and maritime operations in the region, given the geographical advantages it 

provides; in addition to the political-strategic importance of deterrence operations in the 

Arctic.  In comparing the two options, the first option of conventional alternatives in the 

continuation of deterrence operations in the Arctic is much more feasible than the 

                                                 
836 Assurances of cooperation and compliance could be promoted through requiring that states 
within a NWFZ submit to IAEA safeguards that apply to all fissionable materials and nuclear 
activities occurring within their jurisdictions – Regehr, 14. 
837 Ibid. 
838 Ibid., 15. 
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second.  However, until the constraints on sufficient conditions can be mitigated, neither 

the U.S. or Russia is likely to be receptive to an Arctic NWFZ.   

Conclusion 

...so long as nuclear weapons exist, we are not truly safe. 
–U.S. President Obama, 

Pariser Platz, Brandenburg Gate, 
Berlin, Germany,  
June 19, 2013839 

 

The proposal put forward by Shultz, Perry, Kissinger, and Nunn for global nuclear 

abolition in 2007 is a noble and desirable objective.840  However, since nuclear materials 

and knowledge of building nuclear weapons and delivery systems cannot be erased, 

there needs to remain some sort of deterrent to the development and use of these highly 

destructive capabilities.  Arms control regimes provide a means for bi- and multilateral 

cooperation to increase stability, transparency, and hopefully some degree of trust in a 

world where nuclear weapons are a reality.  The NPT and New START provide a 

framework for the nuclear powers to consider shifting their nuclear postures to match 

reductions in nuclear weapons, delivery platforms, and associated missions.  This shift 

could take the form of less provocative counterforce options replacing nuclear with 

conventional alternatives.  Such actions could reduce tensions between the nuclear 

powers and create conditions that would encourage the Arctic states to cooperate on an 

Arctic NWFZ Treaty.   

Just a few years ago, an Arctic NWFZ might have seen support from the nuclear 

powers, particularly at the end of the Cold War and in conjunction with mutual interests 

in reducing nuclear arsenals.  However, Russia’s resurgence has since dampened 

interests in reductions, even under New START, as a new Cold War threatens to 

                                                 
839 The White House, Office of the Press Secretary, Remarks by President Obama at the 
Brandenburg Gate – Berlin, Germany, June 19, 2013.  Accessed 24/04/2015.  
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/06/19/remarks-president-obama-brandenburg-
gate-berlin-germany.  
840 “A World Free of Nuclear Weapons,” The Wall Street Journal (Jan. 4, 2007).  Subsequent 
articles appear in the Wall Street Journal on Jan. 15, 2008, Jan. 20, 2010, March 7, 2011, and 
March 6, 2013. 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/06/19/remarks-president-obama-brandenburg-gate-berlin-germany
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2013/06/19/remarks-president-obama-brandenburg-gate-berlin-germany
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undermine stability-inducing arrangements, such as New START, the INF Treaty, and 

cooperation in securing fissile material and technology.841   

There may be a chance that Canada could promote an Arctic NWFZ if its claims 

in the NWP and the Beaufort Sea into the Canadian Basin would be recognized by the 

international community and approved by the United Nations Convention on the 

Continental Shelf and Law of the Sea.  However, this requires Canadian leadership to 

consider an Arctic NWFZ to be in Canada’s national interests and pursue the 

appropriate forum through which to promote such an agenda.  In addition, getting the 

United States and Russia to the negotiating table will also be a challenge, given the 

reasons discussed regarding the crisis in Ukraine, Russia’s mistrust of NATO, and 

Russia’s perception of the threat posed by the U.S. counterforce posture supported by 

offensive nuclear technologies.  This is not to say that an Arctic NWFZ is an impossible 

objective, however, the larger strategic realities tend to dominate the agenda working 

against finding incentives for the U.S. and Russia to cooperate. 

                                                 
841 Russia is not renewing Nunn-Lugar Cooperative Threat Program.  Justin Bresolin, Fact Sheet: 
The Nunn-Lugar Cooperative Threat Reduction Program, Center for Arms Control and Non-
Proliferation, June 2014.  
http://armscontrolcenter.org/publications/factsheets/fact_sheet_the_cooperative_threat_reduction
_program/.  

http://armscontrolcenter.org/publications/factsheets/fact_sheet_the_cooperative_threat_reduction_program/
http://armscontrolcenter.org/publications/factsheets/fact_sheet_the_cooperative_threat_reduction_program/
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Chapter 8.  
 
Conclusion 

Aim of this Work 

The aim of this work was to explore the strategic dimension to address the 

question of how cooperation on an Arctic NWFZ would be feasible and how this initiative 

could be pursued in light of the strategic competition between the United States and 

Russia.  The research question how can an Arctic NWFZ be promoted? could have been 

answered in a number of different ways.  A researcher could have explored just war 

theory and evaluated the immorality of nuclear operations in the Arctic and the risk they 

pose to humanity.  Part of that approach could have expanded on the normative 

arguments accompanying the Arctic NWFZ proposal.  Another approach that may be 

viewed as one of the most obvious ways of exploring this question is exploring the 

international legal dimension and comparing the region to other regions around the world 

where NWFZs were established (including Antarctica, the seabed, and even outer 

space)842 to make recommendations for the Arctic.  This work could have moved in the 

direction of critiquing the global nuclear competition arguing from a normative 

perspective how states should behave in order pursue arms control.   This research 

could have delved into the political processes under which nuclear policies are 

formulated, evaluating the roles of actors at the domestic level in bureaucratic politics, 

organizational processes, leadership styles and their impact on nuclear doctrine.  These 

are all very interesting and valuable approaches to the study of outcomes such as an 

Arctic NWFZ.  However, the approach of interest in this work was objective analysis of 

the realities of strategic competition and the evaluation of the likelihood of such an 

outcome.   

An objective approach therefore required an evaluation of conditions that would 

encourage or discourage cooperation.  Even this approach could have been explored 

within the realm of institutionalism, exploring options through international organizations, 

which would also have been a valuable interesting approach.  However, realism 

                                                 
842 Antarctic Treaty (1959), Seabed Treaty (1971), and Outer Space Treaty (1967). 
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continues to rear its head with the challenge of revisionist states defecting from short- 

and long-term cooperative arrangements to pursue security through aggressive military 

means.  But cooperation is possible in spite of rivalry and thus the most effective 

framework determined to answer the research question is defensive realism with its 

offence-defence theory that not only provides an effective tool for explaining the 

behaviours of states, but also predicting future behaviour based on evaluating 

conditions.  Therefore, in asking the question under what conditions could states in a 

strategic competition arrive at mutual cooperation on nuclear arms control the research 

found a niche, a missing piece for the application of offence-defence theory in the 

question as it pertained to strategic competition dominated by nuclear deterrence logic.   

In addition, what began as the research question became the outcome of the central 

argument of this work, which not only applies to the specific question of establishing a 

NWFZ in the Arctic, but any arms control agreement that requires bilateral cooperation 

between nuclear competitors.  Arms control is feasible, but only under conditions of a 

less intensive strategic competition in which relations dominated by mistrust, fear, 

uncertainty and perceptions of threat are replaced by transparency, predictability, and 

reduced perceptions of hostile intentions.  The framework designed for this study 

therefore explored offensive and defensive nuclear deterrence behaviour of the United 

State and Russian Federation and how these influenced one another’s perceptions of 

threat and vulnerability, determining subsequent behaviours.  This study arrived at the 

following central argument, in which the assessment of the data allowed one to consider 

options for cooperation under nuclear behaviours – force employment – dominated by 

counterforce calculations: A shift from offensive to defensive orientations in the nuclear 

postures and weapons systems of the United States, followed by similar strategic 

behaviour in Russia, creates conditions conducive to cooperation on arms control, which 

includes the potential for promoting an Arctic NWFZ.  This argument generated a series 

of propositions to test against the nuclear competition between the U.S. and Russia, 

determined by the application of the typology describing offensive and defence 

deterrence, to explain and predict the outcomes of current and future nuclear behaviour 

and its impact on arms control.  The receptivity of the U.S. and Russia to shifting their 

nuclear behaviours to more defensive dominance postures and systems (MAD or 

Minimum Deterrence) ultimately addresses the question of feasibility of arms control, in 

this case an Arctic NWFZ.   
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The Counterforce Conundrum 

This dissertation demonstrates that the United States and Russia have been 

mired in a strategic competition, particularly in their nuclear behaviour, with varying 

levels of intensity since the Cold War.  The post-Cold War period of the 1990s saw the 

strategic competition significantly diminish with the end of the Soviet-U.S. rivalry and a 

shift in the international distribution of power.  However, with the U.S. abrogation of the 

ABM Treaty in 2001/02 and a modernization of its arsenal for counterforce advantage 

through the Bush, Obama, and Trump Administrations, NATO enlargement, in 

conjunction with a provoked and revanchist Russia, the strategic competition has re-

intensified.  Nuclear threats have returned to the agenda.  Deteriorating relations 

between the U.S. and Russia, characterized by increasing belligerence, mistrust, and 

posturing, challenge cooperation on future arms control prospects for reductions in 

strategic nuclear weapons and delivery platforms.  Nuclear strategies oriented towards a 

counterforce posture as part of a deterrence by denial doctrine encourages both states 

to pursue nuclear arsenal modernizations, including innovations in offensive delivery 

technologies.  Despite New START and U.S. initiatives to reduce nuclear arsenals by 

another one-third, these conditions appear to have plunged the U.S. and Russia into 

renewed nuclear arms races, with the U.S. attempting to pursue nuclear primacy over its 

Russian competitor; and Russia’s attempt to close the vulnerability gap posed by the 

U.S. nuclear threat843 through asymmetric means.   

Shifting to minimum deterrence is unlikely to be pursued in the current course of 

U.S. nuclear policy, and therefore unlikely in the policies of Russia (and China). In both 

states deterrence by denial, combined with threats of punishment, remains a 

cornerstone of nuclear strategy.  Arctic NWFZ options under counterforce within the 

confines of the NPT and New START explored in chapter 7 depend on how the U.S. and 

Russia can pursue cooperation, while tensions rise over Eastern Europe.  Meanwhile, 

Russia’s sensitivities to the United States nuclear modernization programs are a result of 

new technologies developed by the U.S. to counter multiple threats, including a rising 

China in the Asia Pacific. 

                                                 
843 Erik Underwood, Russia’s Resurgent Navy: Assessing the Northern Fleet, Atlantic Council of 
Canada (Oct. 31, 2014).  http://natocouncil.ca/russias-resurgent-navy-assessing-the-northern-
fleet/.  

http://natocouncil.ca/russias-resurgent-navy-assessing-the-northern-fleet/
http://natocouncil.ca/russias-resurgent-navy-assessing-the-northern-fleet/
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The proposal put forward by Shultz, Perry, Kissinger, and Nunn for global nuclear 

abolition in 2007 was a noble and desirable objective.844  However, since nuclear 

materials and knowledge of building nuclear weapons and delivery systems cannot be 

erased, there remains a need for an effective deterrent to the development and use of 

these highly destructive capabilities.   Arms control regimes provide a means for bi- and 

multilateral cooperation to increase stability, transparency, and hopefully some degree of 

trust in a world where nuclear weapons are a reality.  The NPT and New START provide 

a framework for the nuclear powers to consider shifting their nuclear postures to match 

reductions in nuclear weapons, delivery platforms, and associated missions.  This shift 

could take the form of less provocative counterforce options replacing nuclear with 

conventional alternatives.  Such actions could reduce tensions between the nuclear 

powers and create conditions that would encourage the Arctic states to cooperate on an 

Arctic NWFZ Treaty.   

Before 2014, an Arctic NWFZ might have seen support from the nuclear powers, 

particularly at the end of the Cold War and in conjunction with mutual interests in 

reducing nuclear arsenals.  However, Russia’s resurgence has since dampened 

interests in reductions, even under New START, as a new Cold War threatens to 

undermine stability-inducing arrangements, such as New START, the INF Treaty, and 

cooperation in securing fissile material and technology.845   

There may be a chance to promote an Arctic NWFZ in limited regions, such as 

the Beaufort Sea and the Canadian Basin, if the U.S. and Russia could adapt their 

nuclear counterforce strategies to either retrenchment of deployments in those regions 

or outfitting their delivery platforms (most likely the SLBNs) with conventional warheads 

rather than nuclear.  However, getting the United States and Russia to the negotiating 

table will be a challenge, given the increasing deterioration of relations as a result of the 

current crisis in Eastern Europe, following upon the attempted annexation of Ukraine’s 

                                                 
844 “A World Free of Nuclear Weapons,” The Wall Street Journal (Jan. 4, 2007).  Subsequent 
articles appear in the Wall Street Journal on Jan. 15, 2008, Jan. 20, 2010, March 7, 2011, and 
March 6, 2013. 
845 Russia is not renewing the Nunn-Lugar Cooperative Threat Program.  Justin Bresolin, Fact 
Sheet: The Nunn-Lugar Cooperative Threat Reduction Program, Center for Arms Control and 
Non-Proliferation, June 2014.  
http://armscontrolcenter.org/publications/factsheets/fact_sheet_the_cooperative_threat_reduction
_program/.  

http://armscontrolcenter.org/publications/factsheets/fact_sheet_the_cooperative_threat_reduction_program/
http://armscontrolcenter.org/publications/factsheets/fact_sheet_the_cooperative_threat_reduction_program/
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eastern provinces and the annexation of Crimea, Russia’s mistrust of NATO, and 

Russia’s perception of the threat posed by the U.S. counterforce posture supported by 

offensive nuclear technologies.   This is not to say that an Arctic NWFZ is an impossible 

objective, however, the larger strategic realities tend to dominate the agenda working 

towards finding incentives for the U.S. and Russia to cooperate.  Nevertheless, we saw 

in the previous chapter the potential for third party engagement, such as Canada and 

other non-nuclear Arctic states, in promoting bilateral talks between the two Arctic 

nuclear powers.   

The question remains whether mutual gains can be realized between the U.S. 

and Russia under the counterforce dilemma.  The application of the OD/DD model 

strongly suggests that a détente of some kind must be reached before negotiations on 

arms control could be pursued.  Preceding this détente is the perception by each side 

that it is not vulnerable to a first strike posture by the other, which requires restrictions on 

offensive systems that offset the other’s capabilities, and this includes the challenges 

posed by BMD systems to the other state’s ability to strike, pre-emptively or in 

retaliation, and these must consider also how provocative offensive systems may be 

even if outfitted with conventional, rather than nuclear warheads. 

Limitations of Work 

This study acknowledges that a number of gaps remain in conceptualizing the 

ODB in the nuclear era.  It is difficult to test the theory using cases of use of nuclear 

weapons because there has never been an incident in which they have been used 

(since the atomic detonations in Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945).  However, arguments 

abound as to the impact nuclear weapons had in deterring their use, given the high 

degree of damage and destruction they pose to humankind.  Their role as a deterrent – 

tool of denial, punishment, blackmail, and coercion throughout the Cold War and 

following, particularly at times of high crisis and brinkmanship – served to de-escalate 

tensions and prevent conflict.  Such cases lend strength to inferring that less provocative 

nuclear postures and smaller arsenals, allowing for nuclear states to maintain a credible 

deterrent through a second-strike capability (i.e. defence deterrence dominance), 

mitigates the strategic competition (and security dilemma), encouraging cooperation on 

arms reductions and decreasing the likelihood of use.  The OD/DD framework developed 

herein hopes to describe conditions that would predict the likelihood of cooperation or 
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conflict, based on the level of threat posed by varying types of deterrence postures and 

systems. 

In addition, the proposed model with its associated typology functions as more of 

a guideline to explain and predict (forecast) nuclear arms control cooperation or 

competition, rather than comprising a deterministic framework.   

Although the model focusses on states as actors, the model is flexible to allow for 

further refinements involving the evaluation of domestic drivers of nuclear policy – actors 

and processes – and how outcomes at domestic levels can impact behaviour within the 

competitor state.  Intervening actors and alliance behaviour could also be a part of 

refining the model.  Already, the flexibility of the model allowed for the study herein to 

include the impact of NATO behaviour and third party assistance to bilateral cooperation 

(Canada in chapter 7).  It must be understood, however, that more levels and variables 

involved in the analysis reduces the parsimony of the theory, and thus may describe and 

explain conditions of cooperation and competition, allowing for some inference to future 

possibilities; but there would be a great deal less predictability if the model is expanded 

to these multiple levels of analysis.  

Original contribution to knowledge  

This work developed and refined theory for the purpose of practical application.  

An adapted offence-defence theory to assess nuclear competition between two nations, 

focussed on deterrence calculation that each employ in order to enhance security 

through counterforce or countervalue postures and associated weapons architecture.  It 

is built upon the works of Jervis, Van Evera, and Adams, but departs from investigating 

the causes of war to the causes of nuclear competition versus cooperation on arms 

control.  Initially designed to answer the question of how to promote an Arctic nuclear 

weapons-free zone, this framework can be applied more broadly to explain and predict 

the conditions under which two rival states might cooperate on arms control or compete 

through nuclear arms races.  The discussion in this work addressed how these 

conditions not only constrain the promotion of an Arctic NWFZ, but also the integrity of 

New START or the INF Treaty.  Thus, this approach can be replicated in comparable 

instances involving similar nuclear rivalries, such as India-Pakistan or the United States-

China.  It should be noted that the nuclear rivalry must be between peer competitors, 
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which have the capability to threaten unacceptable damage against one another or have 

extensive programs to disarm one another.  Therefore, until North Korea achieves long-

range ballistic missile technology and some sort of secure second strike, the framework 

has little application to the U.S.-North Korea nuclear rivalry.  However, it should be 

considered how credible the U.S. extended deterrence policy for South Korea and Japan 

in this context, which may allow for some limited application of the framework. 

Future Implications of Research 

This framework can be adapted to explore the intensity of competition between 

strategic rivals with respect to the challenges of maintaining treaties prohibiting the 

weaponization of regions such as outer space, Antarctica, the seabed, or other zones 

where nuclear weapons have been prohibited by international law.  Such work might 

take an institutional, as well as strategic approach in its analysis, but has value to 

implications for comparable regions like the Arctic.   

In addition, in the nuclear dimension this work can and should be expanded upon 

and adapted to explore the impact of the “security trilemma”846 in strategic competition 

beyond the dyad to consider U.S.-Russia-China nuclear arms competition now and into 

the future.  This has implications not only for cooperation on arms control, but the more 

urgent strategic instability created by the spiraling developments of offensive and 

asymmetric capabilities among these powerful nuclear states. 

Other important areas of research in which to expand and adapt this framework 

is the dimension of space weaponization, an area in which technologies developed for 

research can be diverted to weapons programs, particularly as platforms to launch and 

station assets in orbit are often dual-use capabilities.  With multiple dimensions of 

warfare in mind, it is possible that as our understanding of cyber warfare increases in 

terms of attacking and defending, offence-defence theory could allow for deterrence 

options.  Denial and punishment already have implications in the infiltration, hacking, 

and attacks that are currently happening among states, including non-state actors.   

                                                 
846 See Gregory D. Koblents, Strategic Stability in the Second Nuclear Age, Council Special 
Report No. 71 (November 2014), Council on Foreign Relations.  
file:///C:/Users/Nancy/Downloads/Second%20Nuclear%20Age_CSR71.pdf. 
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