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Foreword

During the nuclear age, U.S. policymakers and 
strategists have grappled with deterrence of attack 
against the United States and extended deterrence, 
that is, how to deter an attack against American allies 
and partners. The Nuclear Posture Review, released 
in April 2010, lays the foundation for the Obama ad-
ministration’s effort to deal with this problem. U.S. 
policies for maintaining effective deterrence and ex-
tended deterrence in turn shape U.S. approaches to 
nuclear arms reduction and arms control. 

When President Obama announced in April 2009 
his goal of moving to a world free of nuclear arms, 
he made clear that much had to be accomplished to 
achieve that goal and that, until then, the United 
States would maintain an effective nuclear deterrent.  
As Washington pursues nuclear arms reductions, in-
cluding those beyond the New START Treaty, U.S. 
officials must consider whether the remaining force 
will suffice not just to protect the United States but 
also to protect U.S. allies and partners as well.

Extended deterrence traditionally has received great-
est attention with regard to how it is maintained in 
Europe. During the Cold War, U.S. strategic sys-
tems and tactical nuclear weapons forward-deployed 
in Europe underpinned NATO’s defense against 

Soviet and Warsaw Pact forces with significantly 
larger conventional militaries. As NATO defines a 
new strategic concept for the November 2010 sum-
mit, nuclear policy and the presence of U.S. nuclear 
weapons in Europe will be a key question.  The U.S. 
“nuclear umbrella” also covers American allies and 
partners in East Asia and the Middle East.

The purpose of this monograph is to examine the 
various considerations that Washington policymak-
ers must weigh in considering how to maintain an 
effective nuclear deterrent, including when they 
prepared the Nuclear Posture Review. This includes 
regional considerations—Europe, East Asia and the 
Middle East—as well as the challenges posed by 
chemical and biological weapons, and the possibility 
of nuclear weapons in the hands of non-state actors.  
This monograph aims to explain these varied consid-
erations rather than advocate a particular deterrence 
stratagem or policy approach. In doing so, we also 
hope to provide some context for considering how 
the United States can and should approach nuclear 
arms reductions in the future.

Steven Pifer
Director
Brookings Arms Control Initiative
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1. Introduction

Nuclear deterrence has been a central element 
of American security policy since the Cold War be-
gan. The deterrence concept is straight-forward: per-
suade a potential adversary that the risks and costs of 
his proposed action far outweigh any gains that he 
might hope to achieve. To make deterrence credible, 
the United States built up powerful strategic, the-
ater and tactical nuclear forces that could threaten 
any potential aggressor with the catastrophic risks 
and costs of a nuclear retaliatory strike against his 
homeland.

During the Cold War, the primary focus of this de-
terrent was the Soviet Union. The Soviets built their 
own nuclear force targeting the United States, pro-
ducing a situation of mutual deterrence, often re-
ferred to as “mutual assured destruction” or MAD.  
Many argue that MAD worked and kept the United 
States and Soviet Union from an all-out war—de-
spite the intense political, economic and ideological 
competition between the two—as the horrific pros-
pect of nuclear conflict gave both strong incentives 
to avoid conflict. Others note that it was too often 
a close thing:  crises, such as those over Cuba and 
Berlin, brought the two countries perilously close to 
nuclear war.

As the United States developed a post-war alliance 
system, the question of extended deterrence—the 
ability of U.S. military forces, particularly nuclear 
forces, to deter attack on U.S. allies and thereby re-
assure them—received greater attention. Extending 
deterrence in a credible way proved a more compli-
cated proposition than deterring direct attack. It was 
entirely credible to threaten the Soviet Union with 

the use of nuclear weapons in response to a Soviet at-
tack on the United States. But how could the United 
States make credible the threat to use nuclear weap-
ons against the Soviet homeland in response to a So-
viet attack on U.S. allies in Europe? Or, as it was of-
ten put, how could an American president credibly 
persuade his Soviet counterpart that he was prepared 
to risk Chicago for Hamburg?

Getting the answer right was a major preoccupa-
tion for Washington in the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s 
and 1980s. It led to the deployment of thousands 
of U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe; consideration 
of a multilateral NATO nuclear force; and the 1979 
NATO “dual-track” decision on deploying and ne-
gotiating limits on long-range theater nuclear mis-
siles in Europe. Deciding not to compete with the 
Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact in terms of troops, 
tanks and artillery, NATO adopted a declaratory 
policy that embraced the possible first use of nuclear 
weapons, including in response to an attack by the 
Warsaw Pact only with conventional forces.

Ensuring the credibility of the extended deterrent 
also posed challenges in the Pacific, where the U.S. 
nuclear umbrella covered Japan, South Korea, Aus-
tralia and, until the 1980s, New Zealand. This led 
to the deployment of U.S. nuclear weapons, includ-
ing in South Korea and on board U.S. naval ves-
sels, to bolster the extended deterrent commitment.  
Though not supported by multilateral or bilateral 
treaties, the deterrent also covered countries in the 
Middle East, including Israel during the October 
1973 war and even an avowed adversary, Iran, fol-
lowing the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.
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Much has changed since the end of the Cold War 
and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. In 
April 2009, President Obama adopted the goal of a 
world free of nuclear weapons. He made clear, how-
ever, that that is a long-term objective that will be 
difficult to reach. In the meantime, nuclear deter-
rence will continue to figure prominently in the U.S. 
national security strategy. Washington and Moscow 
launched new negotiations to reduce their strategic 
nuclear forces in May 2009, and Presidents Obama 
and Medvedev signed the New START Treaty (Stra-
tegic Arms Reductions Treaty) on April 8, 2010. A 
central consideration for both sides in this process is 
how they can maintain robust and survivable deter-
rent forces that would continue to serve as the ulti-
mate guarantor of their national security.  

The Obama administration addressed questions re-
lated to U.S. nuclear forces and declaratory policy 
in its Nuclear Posture Review, which it completed 
in early April 2010. The review disappointed some 
arms control proponents by not making deterrence 
of nuclear attack on the United States, its allies and 
partners the “sole purpose” of U.S. nuclear forces.  
The review set creating conditions for adopting “sole 
purpose” at a future point as a goal, and declared 
deterring nuclear attack on the United States, its 
allies and partners the “fundamental purpose” of 
U.S. nuclear weapons.  The Nuclear Posture Review 
also stated that the United States would not use or 
threaten to use nuclear weapons against non-nuclear 
weapons states that were parties to and observing 
their obligations under the Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(NPT). The review eschewed a policy of “no first use” 
of nuclear weapons, that is, a policy under which the 
United States would only use nuclear weapons in re-
sponse to a nuclear attack on the United States, its 
allies or partners.  

In preparing the Nuclear Posture Review, the ad-
ministration had to address a number of questions.  
How could the president’s desire to reduce the role 
and number of nuclear weapons in U.S. nuclear 
policy be reflected in declaratory policy? What op-
portunities for reconsidering U.S. and NATO deter-
rence policy arose as a result of the decline of Russian 
conventional military capabilities? How could the 

United States reassure allies in Europe and Asia that 
a change in policy would not signify a weakening 
of U.S. commitment to their security? How would 
a continuing process of reducing U.S. and Russian 
nuclear forces affect the small number of U.S. tacti-
cal nuclear weapons still deployed in Europe? What 
did the rise of China and North Korea’s fledgling 
nuclear weapons program mean for extended deter-
rence for Japan and other U.S. allies in East Asia?  
Should Washington consider formally extending its 
nuclear umbrella in the Middle East in light of the 
potential threat posed by a nuclear aspirant, Iran?  

The purpose of this monograph is to explore the 
considerations that shaped the president’s Nuclear 
Posture Review and to examine the ability of the 
United States to maintain effective extended deter-
rence for its allies. There are many considerations.

The first set of questions revolves around central de-
terrence: deterring an attack on the United States.  
This poses far fewer challenges than extending deter-
rence to allies, as the issue is protecting the Ameri-
can homeland, not risking Chicago for Hamburg.  
A nuclear response to an attack on the United States 
is credible. If Washington had no alliance commit-
ments, the president might well have adopted a “sole 
purpose” policy stating that the only purpose for 
U.S. nuclear forces was to deter nuclear attack on 
the United States or its forces.

Extended deterrence, however, introduces a range 
of more complex factors. The Nuclear Posture Re-
view stated that the United States would maintain 
the ability to forward deploy nuclear-capable fight-
er-bombers and heavy bombers but deferred issues 
regarding NATO nuclear policy and the stationing 
of U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe to a discussion 
within the Alliance. The striking geopolitical chang-
es in the European landscape over the past 20 years 
have created, in the view of many, the possibility for 
change in NATO policy. The Warsaw Pact no longer 
exists, while NATO now numbers 28 member states 
and, in contrast to the Cold War, is superior to Rus-
sia in conventional forces. A number of European 
statesmen have called for a change in NATO nuclear 
policy and for the removal of U.S. nuclear weapons 
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from Europe. On the other hand, NATO allies in 
Central Europe—concerned about Russia, particu-
larly given its large number of tactical nuclear weap-
ons and its 2008 conflict with Georgia—are wary 
of changing NATO policy or posture, as is France.  
The prospect of an Iranian nuclear weapon raises the 
question of whether a change in policy or posture 
would weaken reassurance of Turkey in particular.

Extended deterrence in East Asia also introduces 
complications. The U.S. nuclear umbrella there is 
provided solely by U.S. strategic forces (U.S. nu-
clear weapons were withdrawn from the region in 
the early 1990s, and the Nuclear Posture Review 
stated that the nuclear-armed sea-launched cruise 
missiles which have remained in storage would be 
retired). Geography, however, confers certain con-
ventional defense advantages on island states such 
as Japan and Australia, and North Korea’s conven-
tional military power appears to be in decline. East 
Asian states, however, watch with some trepidation 
China’s increasing military power. North Korea’s na-
scent nuclear capability has also provoked concern.  
U.S. allies in the region will assess changes in U.S. 
declaratory policy in the context of these concerns.

The United States must also consider extended de-
terrence in the Middle East, though in light of very 
different circumstances from the Cold War. While 
U.S. administrations sought to deter Soviet pen-
etration into the region, today’s threat arises from 
within the region—the prospect of a nuclear-armed 
Iran.  The United States and others seek to dissuade 

Iran from proceeding down the path of acquiring 
nuclear weapons, but it is far from certain that they 
will succeed. One option that Washington may have 
to consider is how to deter and contain an Iran that 
might feel emboldened by its own nuclear weapons.

U.S. declaratory policy traditionally has left a degree 
of “calculated ambiguity” about a possible nuclear 
response to a chemical or biological weapons attack.  
The Nuclear Posture Review clarified the policy. For 
non-nuclear weapons states in full compliance with 
their NPT obligations, the United States will not use 
or threaten to use nuclear weapons, even in the case 
of a chemical or biological weapons attack by those 
states; instead, a chemical or biological attack would 
be met by a devastating conventional response. The 
review stated that the United States would retain 
the right to reconsider a nuclear response to use of 
biological weapons, as a hedge against uncertainty 
about the future course of biotechnology.

The Nuclear Posture Review attached greater impor-
tance than U.S. policy has in the past to the threat of 
nuclear terrorism, elevating it and nuclear prolifera-
tion to the top of the list of U.S. nuclear priorities.  
Deterring non-state actors, who may have nothing 
to hold at risk, poses a daunting challenge.  One tac-
tic, since terror groups do not have the means to 
produce fissile material, is to address—and perhaps 
threaten—states that might provide such material.  
Beyond that, greater efforts will be needed to deny 
non-state actors access to such material and disrupt 
terrorist networks.
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2. Deterrence in the Nuclear Age

mAssive retAliAtion

In the first years after the end of World War II, U.S. 
strategists struggled to craft a policy to guide nuclear 
weapons strategy. In January 1954, the Eisenhower 
administration announced its nuclear policy, which 
was focused on the Soviet Union and which became 
known as “massive retaliation.” The policy aimed to 
deter attack against the United States as well as to ex-
tend deterrence to American allies. It was motivated 
in part by a calculation that maintaining a robust nu-
clear strategy and force would be significantly cheap-
er than maintaining massive conventional forces.

Speaking at the Council on Foreign Relations, Secre-
tary of State Dulles described the central element of 
the policy as “a great capacity to retaliate, instantly, 
by means and at places of our own choosing.” Secre-
tary Dulles in April 1954 clarified that this did not 
mean large-scale use of nuclear weapons in response 
to any aggression:

“The important thing was to have the ca-
pacity to retaliate massively, because that 
would be the only fitting punishment to 
the greatest crime—an all-out attack on 
Western Europe.  For lesser crimes a more 
appropriate measure of retaliation would be 
found.  Dulles was thus talking about ‘flexi-
ble retaliation.’ This suggested a continuum 
of nuclear responses …”1

Critics almost immediately began to challenge the 
credibility of the policy. Would the United States 
resort to use of nuclear weapons in response to  

relatively limited acts of aggression? Would such 
threats of U.S. nuclear weapons use remain credible 
as the Soviet Union acquired greater means to deliv-
er nuclear weapons against the United States? Those 
doubts were fueled by the Sputnik launch and fears 
that the Soviets were gaining a numerical advantage 
in intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs)—the 
so-called “missile gap”—only later revealed to have 
been vastly overstated.

Concerns about Soviet ICBMs and the possibility of 
surprise attack prompted a major expansion of U.S. 
strategic forces in the late 1950s and early 1960s. 
The 1957 Gaither Commission report expressed 
concern about the potential threat to Strategic Air 
Command bombers and suggested a number of 
steps, including development of defenses against So-
viet ballistic missile attack (launching a missile de-
fense discussion that continues to this day). In addi-
tion to a large number of intercontinental bombers, 
the United States deployed ICBMs in hardened silos 
and submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs) 
in relatively undetectable, and thus survivable, sub-
marines to build a robust and survivable nuclear 
force. The Kennedy administration continued the 
build-up, even though intelligence debunked the 
“missile gap.”

AssUreD DestrUCtion, FleXible 
response AnD eXtenDeD DeterrenCe in 
eUrope

Coming to office in 1961, the Kennedy administra-
tion moved to explicitly replace the massive retaliation 
policy. As President Kennedy had noted in 1960:
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“Their [the Soviet] missile power will be the 
shield from behind which they will slowly, 
but surely, advance… The periphery of the 
Free World will slowly be nibbled away…  
Each such Soviet move will weaken the 
West; but none will seem sufficiently sig-
nificant by itself to justify our initiating a 
nuclear war which might destroy us all.”2 

Secretary of Defense McNamara in 1964 introduced 
the term “assured destruction.” He assumed that the 
ability to destroy 20-33 percent of the Soviet popu-
lation and 50-75 percent of its industrial base would 
prove sufficient to deter Soviet attack against the 
United States.3 He accepted the idea that the So-
viets would acquire a similar capability against the 
United States; hence, “mutual assured destruction” 
or MAD. Secretary McNamara also sought ways to 
increase the flexibility of U.S. nuclear forces.

While the ability to assure the destruction of the 
Soviet Union provided a credible deterrent against 
Soviet attack on America, Secretary McNamara also 
wrestled with the question of extending U.S. deter-
rence to protect NATO and other allies and reassur-
ing them of the U.S. commitment to their security.  
The United States had already in the mid-1950s be-
gun introducing U.S. tactical nuclear weapons into 
its NATO arsenal. Prior to its large-scale deploy-
ment of ICBMs, the United States also stationed 
Thor and Jupiter intermediate-range ballistic mis-
siles with nuclear warheads in Britain and Turkey.

Britain, with cooperation from the United States, 
developed its own nuclear weapons capability in the 
1950s. Anglo-American cooperation continued in the 
1960s, with the United States sharing its SLBM tech-
nology with the British, a pattern of cooperation that 
continues today. In 1960, France tested its own nucle-
ar weapon and proceeded to develop an independent 
nuclear force, in part due to fear that the U.S. nuclear 
umbrella was not reliable since the USSR could strike 
the United States with nuclear weapons.

The Kennedy administration considered various steps 
to ensure a credible extended deterrent that covered 
all of NATO.  Washington explored with NATO  

allies the idea of a multilateral nuclear force (MLF), 
under which U.S. nuclear-armed SLBMs would be 
placed on submarines or surface ships manned by 
NATO multinational crews. MLF would, in effect, 
constitute NATO’s nuclear deterrent, which hope-
fully would provide a more credible deterrent against 
Soviet attack in Europe. Moreover, MLF had a sec-
ond rationale. By giving NATO allies some access to 
and control over nuclear weapons, it would reduce 
pressures that other countries, particularly West Ger-
many, might feel to seek a nuclear weapons capability 
of their own. (German officials, including Chancel-
lor Adenauer, talked in the late 1950s of the need for 
the German army to have a tactical nuclear capabil-
ity.)  In the end, the MLF idea died:

“The proposed force would add little to the 
programmed nuclear capability of the West; 
furthermore, it threatened to violate the re-
quirement for a centrally controllable, uni-
fied strategic nuclear arsenal, which became 
the hallmark of the McNamara approach 
to strategic planning. Finally, McNamara 
was convinced that when the Europeans, 
who were supposedly clamoring for the 
MLF, realized that the United States would 
not relinquish a veto over launch and that 
the financial burden of creating, operating 
and maintaining the force would be shared 
among all the participants, they would 
quickly lose their enthusiasm.”4

Secretary McNamara tried to persuade NATO allies 
to devote greater resources to build up the Alliance’s 
conventional manpower and equipment and thereby 
place greater reliance on conventional forces to deter 
and, if necessary, defeat a Soviet conventional offen-
sive. European allies, however, retained vivid memo-
ries of World War II and the destruction inflicted by 
modern conventional warfare just 20 years earlier.  
They preferred instead to rely on the deterrent threat 
of nuclear weapons. As the dilemma between Wash-
ington and NATO Europe was later described:

“Most Europeans, in their exposed position, 
prefer a strategy of deterrence by a cred-
ible threat of intercontinental punishment  
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(retaliation); Americans, knowing that 
now any use of nuclear weapons in retali-
ation would likely bring Soviet counter-
retaliation with nuclear weapons against 
the American homeland, often prefer deter-
rence by a capacity for denial (defense) in 
Europe.”5

NATO established the Nuclear Planning Group in 
1966 as a venue for discussion of Alliance policy on 
nuclear weapons. One year later, NATO adopted 
the concept of “flexible response,” which directed 
NATO commanders “to provide for the employ-
ment as appropriate of one or more of direct defense, 
deliberate escalation and general nuclear response, 
thus confronting the enemy with a credible threat 
of escalation in response to any type of aggression 
below the level of a major nuclear attack.”6

Backing this strategy was a large arsenal of U.S. 
tactical nuclear weapons in Europe, in addition to 
U.S. strategic nuclear forces. At their peak in the 
1970s, American tactical nuclear weapons in Eu-
rope numbered some 7,300.7 Many were deployed 
under “dual-key” arrangements by which the U.S. 
military controlled the warhead while a NATO ally 
controlled the delivery system (e.g., a fighter-bomb-
er with appropriate wiring for delivery of nuclear 
weapons).

One U.S. nuclear weapon that was not deployed 
was the enhanced radiation weapon or “neutron 
bomb,” a nuclear artillery shell that produced lim-
ited blast effects but a large burst of lethal radiation.  
It prompted fierce opposition in Europe; the pub-
lic regarded it as immoral, while strategists feared it 
could make nuclear war in Europe less horrific and 
therefore more thinkable. The Carter administra-
tion’s decision not to deploy this weapon, even after 
the German government had taken the politically 
difficult decision of signaling its readiness to accept 
it, demonstrated how the question of extended de-
terrence could create political tensions within the 
Alliance. 

Soviet deployment at the end of the 1970s of an 
advanced ballistic missile, the SS-20, prompted a 

new debate within NATO over how to maintain the 
credibility of the U.S. extended deterrent. (While 
primarily deployed to target Europe, SS-20s also 
could readily reach Japan and South Korea.) The 
Alliance was determined not to repeat the “neutron 
bomb” episode.  After lengthy consideration, NATO 
foreign and defense ministers in December 1979 ad-
opted the “dual-track” decision on long-range the-
ater nuclear forces:  the United States would deploy 
572 Pershing II and ground-launched cruise missiles 
in Europe while conducting negotiations with the 
Soviet Union on reducing and limiting interme-
diate-range nuclear forces (the United States and 
NATO adopted new terminology to cover the mis-
sile systems under negotiation).

The “dual-track” decision proved hugely controver-
sial in Europe, generating massive public protests 
against the deployment of the U.S. missiles in the 
early 1980s. Although popular opposition generated 
considerable tensions within Europe, deployment 
began at the end of 1983, prompting the Soviets 
to break off negotiations. Washington and Moscow 
agreed to resume negotiations in 1985, which result-
ed in a 1987 treaty banning and eliminating all U.S. 
and Soviet intermediate-range nuclear force (INF) 
missiles worldwide. 

eXtenDeD DeterrenCe in eAst AsiA

The U.S. extended deterrent applied not only to Eu-
rope.  In the Pacific, it covered Japan, South Korea, 
Australia and, until the 1980s, New Zealand. The 
mutual defense treaty with South Korea was bol-
stered by the presence of U.S. troops and tactical 
nuclear weapons on the peninsula. When the Japa-
nese government in 1967 formally adopted its three 
non-nuclear principles—not to possess, manufac-
ture or allow nuclear weapons to be introduced onto 
Japanese territory—it was with the understanding 
that a reliable U.S. nuclear umbrella covered Japan.  
In 1982, the Japanese government stated publicly its 
view that the U.S. extended deterrent included the 
possibility of first use of nuclear weapons in response 
to an attack on Japan involving only conventional 
forces.8 For a time, the Japanese government qui-
etly ignored the third of its non-nuclear principles,  
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turning a blind eye to the presence of U.S. nuclear 
weapons in Japan.

The U.S. desire to maintain the credibility of its 
extended deterrent in East Asia and the Western 
Pacific was driven not just by a desire to reassure 
allies of American commitment; it aimed also to 
discourage allies from seeking nuclear arms of their 
own. The Nixon administration’s decision to with-
draw one division from South Korea without prior 
consultations shook South Korean confidence, and 
Seoul started a nuclear weapons program in the early 
1970s.  Washington sought to end the program but 
was only able to do so as tensions on the peninsula 
relaxed in the 1980s. Tokyo periodically conducted 
quiet studies of the nuclear weapons option but in 
each case concluded that reliance on the U.S. nuclear 
umbrella was the preferable course. Australia briefly 
considered the nuclear option in the late 1960s be-
fore reaching a similar conclusion.

eXtenDeD DeterrenCe in the miDDle 
eAst

During the Cold War, extended deterrence was also 
a factor in U.S. policy in the Middle East. Wash-
ington’s principal interest was access to the region’s 
vital oil supplies at reasonable prices. The United 
States sought Middle Eastern allies—in particular 
Saudi Arabia, Iran and Israel—who could help push 
back the Soviet Union and its regional proxies, in 
particular, Egypt, Syria and Iraq. Hence the need to 
extend a U.S. deterrent umbrella. During the Oc-
tober 1973 war between Israel, Egypt and Syria, the 
Nixon administration ostentatiously alerted Ameri-
can nuclear forces to signal Moscow that any Soviet 
attack on Israel would trigger an American military 
response.  Following the Iranian revolution and 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, the Carter 
administration announced its “Carter Doctrine,” 
which stated that the United States would use force 
to prevent any power from conquering the oil fields 
of the Persian Gulf—extending American deter-
rence not just to American allies, but to a mortal 
enemy in Iran that not only did not want American 
guarantees but sought to rid the region of a U.S. 
military presence.

U.S. fears for the safety of its Middle Eastern allies 
(and their vital oil resources) changed shape with 
the end of the Cold War. Saddam’s invasion of Ku-
wait fundamentally re-oriented America’s percep-
tion of extended deterrence in the Middle East, as 
the United States and its regional allies perceived a 
lesser but far more immediate threat from Iraq and 
Iran, regional powers which vied for dominance in 
the Gulf.
   
Such fears prompted the George H. W. Bush ad-
ministration to wage the Persian Gulf War of 1990-
1991 to destroy Iraq’s military power, after it in-
vaded Kuwait and threatened the oilfields of Saudi 
Arabia.  They also obliged the Clinton administra-
tion to proclaim the “dual containment” of Iraq and 
Iran. The George W. Bush administration had many 
motives for overthrowing Saddam’s government in 
2003, but one was surely its fear—shared widely by 
others—that the containment of Iraq was fracturing 
and that Saddam would be difficult to deter once 
he had rebuilt his military and his weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD) arsenal.9 

reAgAn’s seArCh For An esCApe From 
mAD

Ronald Reagan’s election in 1980 led to a reexami-
nation of U.S. strategic nuclear forces. Concerned 
that the United States was lagging behind the So-
viets, the Reagan administration revived the B-1 
bomber cancelled by its predecessor and accelerated 
deployment of the new MX ICBM. In 1983, Rea-
gan launched the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), 
which he hoped would ultimately end MAD by 
producing defenses capable of defeating a large-scale 
ballistic missile attack.

Serious negotiations on reducing strategic nuclear 
forces began in 1985. A 1986 summit between 
President Reagan and Soviet General Secretary Gor-
bachev almost produced agreement to eliminate all 
nuclear arms—a potential outcome that unnerved 
British Prime Minister Thatcher and other NATO 
leaders, who continued to value the deterrent role 
of nuclear weapons. The strategic arms negotiations 
continued for another five years, resulting in 1991 
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in the conclusion of the START I Treaty. It limited 
each side to no more than 6,000 warheads on 1,600 
strategic nuclear delivery vehicles (ICBM launchers, 
SLBM launchers and heavy bombers).

While SDI yielded some advances in the area of mis-
sile defense, it fell far short of producing President 
Reagan’s vision of an impenetrable shield that could 
protect the United States and its allies from ballis-
tic missile attack. Nuclear deterrence remained cen-
tral to the nuclear relationship between the United 
States and Soviet Union. Although relations between 
the United States and Russia today are very differ-
ent from those of the Cold War, nuclear weapons 
continue to figure as an important element of that 
relationship.

The INF treaty, which banned land-based U.S. and 
Soviet INF missile systems, did not apply to sea-
based systems. In parallel with development of the 
ground-launched cruise missile, the United States 
developed and deployed a naval variant:  the sea-
launched cruise missile (SLCM). The SLCM had 
both a nuclear and conventional variant, and nucle-
ar-armed SLCMs—also known as Tomahawk Land 
Attack Missiles/Nuclear or TLAM/Ns—aboard 
U.S. Navy ships in the Pacific were seen as contrib-
uting to extended deterrence for countries such as 
Japan and South Korea.

the ColD WAr’s enD

As the Cold War drew to an end, both Washington 
and Moscow took steps to further reduce their nu-
clear forces beyond the cuts required by the START 
and INF treaties. The George H. W. Bush admin-
istration adopted a number of unilateral initiatives.  
These included removing all nuclear weapons from 
American submarines and surface ships (except for 
those on ballistic missile submarines) and removing 
to the United States all land-based tactical nuclear 
weapons, with the exception of a small number of 
bombs in Europe. Many of these weapons were 
slated for dismantlement. As a result of this policy, 
by mid-1992 all nonstrategic nuclear weapons had 
been withdrawn from bases in Korea and most from 
Europe. The U.S. Navy completed its removal of 

nonstrategic weapons—including nuclear-armed 
SLCMs—in roughly the same time period.10 Giv-
en the collapse of the Soviet Union, few saw these 
U.S. moves as weakening the American extended 
deterrent, even when strong doubts emerged about 
whether Russia had implemented all of the unilat-
eral steps that it had announced. 

The Clinton administration announced in 1994 that 
U.S. ICBMs and SLBMs would no longer routinely 
target locations in Russia or any other country. This 
“detargeting” policy was seen as a measure appropri-
ate to improving U.S.-Russian relations, though re-
programming missiles with targets is a relatively rap-
id process. The START I Treaty entered into force at 
the end of 1994, with Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan 
and Ukraine agreeing to implement the reductions 
and limitations agreed to by the Soviet Union. The 
latter three post-Soviet states also agreed to eliminate 
all strategic arms on their territories, a process that 
was completed by 2001.

The Clinton administration tried to bring into 
force the 1993 START II Treaty, which would 
have cut U.S. and Russian strategic warheads to no 
more than 3,000-3,500 and eliminated all ICBMs 
with multiple, independently-targetable reentry 
vehicles.  The Senate ratified START II in 1996, 
but the Russian Duma repeatedly delayed ratifica-
tion to protest concern over various U.S. actions. 
START II later became entangled with issues relat-
ed to missile defense and never entered into force. 
The sides were unable to complete a START III 
agreement, which was to reduce the warhead limit 
to 2,000-2,500.

The George W. Bush administration’s 2001 posture 
review introduced a number of changes to U.S. 
nuclear policy.  It sketched out a new triad consist-
ing of “offensive strike systems (both nuclear and 
non-nuclear); defenses (both active and passive); 
and a revitalized defense infrastructure.” The re-
view termed a posture based on strategic deterrence 
of Russia inappropriate for the challenges of the 
21st century and called for a range of nuclear and 
non-nuclear capabilities that could assure allies and 
friends; dissuade potential adversaries from pursuing  
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threatening weapons; deter potential adversaries; 
and if necessary defeat an attacker.11 Coupled with 
the Bush administration’s embrace of a policy of 
preventive conflict (which was mislabeled “preemp-
tive”), many saw the new nuclear policy as placing 
greater emphasis on the use of nuclear weapons, in-
cluding possible first use in a strike against weapons 
of mass destruction stockpiles in rogue states.

The Bush administration also left open the possibil-
ity of use of nuclear weapons in response to a chemi-
cal or biological weapons attack. Its 2002 National 
Strategy to Combat Weapons of Mass Destruction 
stated: “The United States will continue to make 
clear that it reserves the right to respond with over-
whelming force—including through resort to all of 
our options—to the use of WMD against the Unit-
ed States, our forces abroad, and friends and allies.”12  
According to the Arms Control Association, the 
classified version of the strategy was explicit, replac-
ing “including through resort to all of our options” 
with “including potentially nuclear weapons.”

The Bush administration concluded the Strategic 
Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT) with Russia 
in 2002, limiting each side to no more than 1,700-
2,200 strategic nuclear warheads—the number of 
strategic warheads called for by the Bush adminis-
tration’s 2001 posture review. The treaty, however, 
contained no counting rules or monitoring mea-
sures; essentially, it was unverifiable. President Bush 
in 2002 withdrew the United States from the 1972 
Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, which had for 
almost 30 years tightly constrained strategic missile 
defenses, and subsequently deployed a small number 
of ground-based interceptor missiles in Alaska and 
California designed to deal with rudimentary ICBM 
threats posed by North Korea or Iran.

Faced with the looming 2009 expiration of the 
START I Treaty, the Bush administration held dis-
cussions with Moscow in 2008 on the possibility of 
a successor. The sides differed over whether to cap 
the number of strategic nuclear delivery vehicles, 
missile defense and U.S. plans to put conventional 
warheads on strategic ballistic missiles, and the talks 
failed to produce a new agreement.

the obAmA ApproACh

The Obama administration assumed office in 2009 
determined to “reset” relations with Russia and ready 
to return to a more traditional approach to strategic 
arms control, believing that arms control offered a 
means to enhance U.S. and allied security. Speaking 
in Prague in April, President Obama articulated the 
long-term goal of a world without nuclear weapons.  
He stated “the United States will take concrete steps 
towards a world without nuclear weapons. To put an 
end to Cold War thinking, we will reduce the role 
of nuclear weapons in our national security strategy, 
and urge others to do the same.”13 At the same time, 
he made clear that, until the day when all nuclear 
weapons were eliminated, maintaining a safe, secure 
and effective nuclear deterrent would remain critical 
to U.S. national security interests.

President Obama’s Prague speech echoed themes 
raised by the “Gang of Four”—former Secretaries 
of State Kissinger and Shultz, former Secretary of 
Defense Perry and Senator Nunn—in their January 
2007 Wall Street Journal op-ed calling for moving 
to a nuclear-free world. That sparked the launching 
of a “Global Zero” movement in 2008, which now 
numbers scores of former senior American, Europe-
an, Russian and Asian officials among its supporters.

As mandated by Congress, the Obama administra-
tion in 2009 began preparation of a Nuclear Posture 
Review, the purpose of which was to “establish U.S. 
nuclear deterrence policy, strategy and force posture 
for the next five to ten years.” Specifically, the review 
was tasked with assessing the role of U.S. nuclear 
forces, the requirements for a “safe, reliable and cred-
ible nuclear deterrence posture,” the role of missile 
defense and conventional strike capabilities, the “lev-
els and composition of the nuclear delivery systems” 
to implement U.S. strategy, and the requisite nuclear 
weapons stockpile.14 The Department of Defense 
had lead responsibility for preparation of the review, 
with heavy involvement by the White House, De-
partment of State and Department of Energy.

In April 2009, Presidents Obama and Medve-
dev launched negotiations aimed at concluding a  
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START I follow-on treaty that would reduce strate-
gic warheads and strategic nuclear delivery vehicles 
while also maintaining a verification and transparen-
cy regime. Meeting in Moscow in July, the presidents 
outlined the parameters for a new treaty, including 
limits of 1,500-1,675 strategic warheads and 500-
1,100 strategic delivery vehicles, and provisions on 
counting rules, verification measures and the inter-
relationship between strategic offense and defense, 
among others.15

Although the negotiations failed to produce an 
agreement by the time START I expired on De-
cember 5, the sides made progress and, on April 8, 
2010, Presidents Obama and Medvedev signed the 
New START Treaty. It will limit each side to 1550 
deployed strategic warheads; 800 deployed and non-
deployed ICBM and SLBM launchers and nuclear-
capable heavy bombers; and 700 deployed ICBMs, 
SLBMs and nuclear-capable heavy bombers. The 
treaty notes the offense-defense interrelationship but 
does not specify limits on missile defenses other than 
a prohibition on emplacing missile defense inter-
ceptors in ICBM and SLBM launchers, which the 
United States does not plan to do. Obama adminis-
tration officials have indicated their desire to pursue 
a new round of negotiations with Russia that would 
further reduce strategic nuclear weapons and address 
tactical (or non-strategic) nuclear weapons.

The Obama administration’s new approach to nu-
clear weapons raised a number of questions. If the 
president sought to deemphasize the role of nuclear 
weapons in U.S. national security strategy, would 
he be prepared to change declaratory policy? Previ-
ous U.S. declaratory policy offered assurances of no 
use of nuclear weapons against certain states but re-
tained, at least implicitly, the option of first use of 
nuclear weapons against other states and maintained 
a degree of ambiguity regarding the use of nuclear 
weapons in response to an attack with chemical or 
biological weapons. Some suggested that an explicit 
policy of “no first use” of nuclear weapons would 
advance President Obama’s desire to reduce the role 
of such weapons and would be consistent with cur-
rent international circumstances, while others pro-
posed a statement that the “sole purpose” of U.S. 

nuclear weapons would be to deter a nuclear attack.  
One question the administration had to consider 
was whether such policy shifts could be adopted in 
a way that maintained effective extended deterrence 
and did not undercut the reassurance of U.S. allies 
and partners.

At the same time, administration officials grappled 
with the importance of extended deterrence as they 
dealt with the challenges posed by the North Ko-
rean and Iranian nuclear weapons programs. In July 
2009, Secretary of State Clinton suggested that, 
were Iran to acquire nuclear weapons, the United 
States might be prepared to extend a “defense um-
brella” over neighboring states in the region. While 
she did not use the term “nuclear,” many assumed 
that that was what she had in mind.16

Negative Security Assurances.  The Nuclear Posture 
Review also examined what negative security assur-
ances the United States might provide to non-nucle-
ar weapons states.  The United States since 1978 had 
provided as a matter of declaratory policy negative 
security assurances, a statement describing countries 
against which it would not use nuclear weapons.  
The language used by the Clinton administration in 
1995:  

“The United States reaffirms that it will not 
use nuclear weapons against non-nuclear-
weapon states-parties to the Treaty on the 
Nonproliferation of Nuclear Weapons, ex-
cept in the case of an invasion or any other 
attack on the United States, its territories, 
its armed forces or other troops, its allies, 
or on a state toward which it has a secu-
rity commitment, carried out or sustained 
by such a non-nuclear weapon state in as-
sociation or alliance with a nuclear-weapon 
state.”17

Despite the language of the pledge, the United 
States maintained a degree of ambiguity regarding 
whether it might use nuclear weapons in response to 
an attack with other weapons of mass destruction—
chemical or biological agents—even by a non-nu-
clear weapon state. In the run-up to the first Gulf 
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War in 1991, U.S. officials suggested that, were Iraqi 
forces to use chemical or biological weapons against 
coalition forces, the U.S. response might be nuclear.  
Secretaries of Defense Perry and Cohen during the 
Clinton administration both left open the possible 
use of nuclear weapons in response to a chemical 
or biological attack, a policy reaffirmed by the Bush 
administration.18 

broADening the ConCept oF 
DeterrenCe

The Obama administration also talks of broadening 
the concept of deterrence to include advanced con-
ventional weapons and missile defense. Although 
deterrence traditionally has focused on the devastat-
ing threat of nuclear retaliation as the means to cre-
ate risks and costs all out of proportion to the gains a 
potential attacker might hope to achieve, deterrence 
can be strengthened in other ways.

The increasing ability of precision-guided conven-
tional munitions to strike distant targets raises the 

prospect that they also can pose risks and signifi-
cant costs to a potential aggressor. Missile defense, 
on the other hand, increases the prospect for denial, 
an often-overlooked part of deterrence. An effective 
missile defense system that could defeat an aggres-
sor’s ballistic missile strike could deny the aggressor 
the gains sought by frustrating the attack. (That said, 
U.S. missile defense efforts currently focus on deal-
ing with small attacks by less sophisticated countries 
such as North Korea and Iran. Washington does not 
seek the capability to defeat a large attack that could 
be mounted by a country such as Russia, as that 
would be hugely expensive and would likely prompt 
a missile build-up by Russia.)

The Obama administration seeks to broaden the de-
terrence concept so that it does not rest solely on nu-
clear weapons. Improving conventional strike options 
and new missile defense capabilities can make increas-
ing contributions to deterrence, both for protection 
of the American homeland and of U.S. allies and 
partners. The full implications of these developments 
for deterrence have yet to be fully thought through.
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3.  The Nuclear Posture Review’s 
Conclusions

U.s. DeClArAtory poliCy

The Nuclear Posture Review report released on April 
6, 2010 focused on five key objectives: “preventing 
nuclear proliferation and nuclear terrorism; reduc-
ing the role of U.S. nuclear weapons in U.S. nation-
al security strategy; maintaining strategic deterrence 
and stability at lower nuclear force levels; strength-
ening regional deterrence and reassuring U.S. allies 
and partners; and sustaining a safe, secure and effec-
tive nuclear arsenal.”19 The report announced that 
the United States would give greater priority in its 
nuclear policy to nuclear terrorism and nuclear non-
proliferation, as the threat of global nuclear conflict 
had become remote. 

When the Nuclear Posture Review report was re-
leased, considerable attention focused on its conclu-
sions on declaratory policy. The review stated that 
the United States would only consider use of nuclear 
weapons in “extreme circumstances” and that the 
“fundamental purpose” of U.S. nuclear weapons was 
to deter nuclear attack on the United States, its al-
lies and partners. It set as an objective creating con-
ditions under which the United States might later 
move to make deterrence of nuclear attack on the 
United States, its allies and partners the “sole pur-
pose” of U.S. nuclear forces.

The Nuclear Posture Review made a more signifi-
cant change with regard to U.S. negative security 
assurances. It stated “the United States will not use 
or threaten to use nuclear weapons against non-nu-
clear weapons states that are party to the NPT and 
in compliance with their nuclear non-proliferation 

obligations.”20 This aligned U.S. declaratory policy 
to bolster compliance with the NPT, by withhold-
ing negative security assurances from those countries 
outside of—or not in compliance with their obliga-
tions under—the NPT. This reflected the review’s 
intent to put greater focus on nuclear outliers such 
as North Korea and Iran.

The Nuclear Posture Review also removed the am-
biguity in prior U.S. policy regarding possible use 
of nuclear weapons in retaliation for an attack with 
chemical or biological arms. The review excluded 
a nuclear response to use of chemical or biological 
weapons by a non-nuclear weapons state, promis-
ing instead to pose the “prospect of a devastating 
conventional military response” to such an attack.  
It did, however, add a hedge regarding biological 
weapons, noting that the policy might be revisited 
in light of future biotechnology developments.

mAintAining eFFeCtive nUCleAr 
ForCes

Much of the Nuclear Posture Review dealt with the 
future of U.S strategic and tactical nuclear forces.  
While leaving room for further reductions below 
the levels in the New START Treaty, the review reaf-
firmed the value of maintaining a strategic triad of 
ICBMs (armed with single warheads), SLBMs and 
heavy bombers equipped for nuclear armaments.  
The review announced programs to extend the life 
of certain U.S. nuclear weapons and underscored the 
importance of a robust nuclear weapons infrastruc-
ture while eschewing a new nuclear weapon or new 
nuclear weapon capabilities. It cited the importance 
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of continuing to develop non-nuclear capabilities—
such as precision conventional strike and missile de-
fense—that might take some of the deterrence bur-
den from nuclear weapons.

The review contained a number of recommenda-
tions related to the U.S. ability to extend deterrence 
to America’s regional allies. It said the United States 
would maintain the capability to forward deploy 
both heavy bombers and fighter-bombers, such as 
the F-16 and F-35, to demonstrate the extended de-
terrent. The B-61 bomb will become the sole tactical 
weapon in the inventory, as the review stated that the 
United States would retire the TLAM/N cruise mis-
siles that have been in storage since the early 1990s. 
The review said that United States would undertake 
full-scope life extension of the B-61.  

The review placed great emphasis on strengthening 
the U.S. nuclear weapons complex so that it could 
ensure a safe and reliable nuclear deterrent without 
having to resort to nuclear testing. It stated that 
U.S. policy would be not to develop new nuclear  

warheads but to rely on life extension programs 
based on previously tested warhead designs. Life 
extension programs will consider “refurbishment 
of existing warheads, reuse of nuclear components 
from different warheads, and replacement of nuclear 
components,” with a strong preference for refurbish-
ment or reuse.21 The Obama administration said that 
life extension programs would not add new nuclear 
capabilities or support new military missions.

Finally, the review noted the importance of working 
with allies to maintain the credibility of extended 
deterrence. It called for close consultations to ad-
dress questions of ensuring that the U.S. extended 
deterrent remained credible and effective. The re-
view stated that questions related to NATO nuclear 
policy and NATO’s nuclear force posture would be 
taken up in Alliance channels. Indeed, NATO for-
eign ministers discussed this question and the con-
tribution that NATO might make to nuclear reduc-
tions at a late April meeting, and that discussion will 
continue in NATO channels.
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4.  Deterring Nuclear Attack on the 
United States and Declaratory Policy

post-stArt U.s. strAtegiC ForCes

The Nuclear Posture Review announced changes to 
U.S. declaratory policy that affect extended deter-
rence more than central deterrence of attack on the 
United States. The review stated that the United 
States would maintain effective nuclear forces to 
back its policy.

The New START Treaty limits each side to no 
more than 1,550 deployed strategic warheads; 800 
deployed and non-deployed ICBM and SLBM 
launchers and nuclear-capable heavy bombers; and 
700 deployed ICBMs, SLBMs and nuclear-capable 
heavy bombers. Although the treaty will require a 
reduction in U.S. nuclear forces, the United States 
will still be able to deploy a highly survivable, robust 
strategic deterrent. Those forces will be more than 
sufficient to make clear to any other nuclear power 
that a nuclear attack on the United States would re-
sult in a devastating response.

New START limits will require relatively minor 
changes to the current U.S. force structure, i.e., the 
number of strategic ballistic missiles and heavy bomb-
ers. The White House said in May that, under the 
treaty, the United States would deploy up to 420 
Minuteman III ICBMs, up to 60 nuclear-capable 
heavy bombers, and 14 ballistic missile submarines, 
each with 20 launchers (reduced from 24 launch-
ers). The U.S. Navy would deploy 240 Trident D-5 
SLBMs (two Trident submarines typically are in long-
term maintenance and have no SLBMs on board). 
The United States plans to reduce to the new treaty’s 
warhead limit primarily by “downloading” ballistic 

missiles, that is, by removing warheads from mis-
siles. All Minuteman III ICBMs, which can carry 
three warheads, will be deployed with a single war-
head, while most Trident II D-5 SLBMs will be 
downloaded to carry significantly fewer than their 
maximum of eight warheads.

The United States Navy thus will be able to main-
tain its present force of 14 Trident ballistic missile 
submarines (four of the original 18 Trident sub-
marines have been modified to carry canisters with 
conventionally-armed cruise missiles in place of 
SLBMs; these launchers will not be counted by the 
New START Treaty). The U.S. Air Force will main-
tain most of its current 450 Minuteman III ICBMs.  
While the number of strategic bombers with nuclear 
roles will be reduced, a number will be converted to 
conventional-only roles and will not be counted by 
New START. 

This means that a potential attacker who would 
hope to disarm the post-New START U.S. strategic 
nuclear force would need to attack roughly the same 
number of targets as today. Realistically, the only 
country that has the forces to even contemplate such 
a strike is Russia, which will be limited by treaty to 
the same number of warheads as the United States 
(no other nuclear power deploys more than 300 
strategic and intermediate-range nuclear warheads).  
The Russians can not now, and under the new treaty 
could not, launch such an attack with any confi-
dence of successfully disarming the United States.

The Minuteman IIIs sit in dispersed, hardened silos, 
and a conservative attack scenario would postulate 
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using two warheads against each silo—not a good 
exchange ratio when the result would be the destruc-
tion of only one U.S. warhead per silo. There is no 
reason to suspect that Trident submarines at sea will 
lose the invulnerability that they possess today. The 
U.S. strategic ballistic missile force will thus remain 
highly survivable. As for the bomber force, which no 
longer stands alert, it could be placed on alert in a 
crisis and, if necessary, could even resume the Cold 
War practice of airborne patrols, which would re-
duce the vulnerability of the aircraft to a first strike. 

Even after absorbing a first strike, residual U.S. 
strategic forces would remain capable of delivering 
hundreds of warheads against an attacker. The post-
START strategic force will be able to provide robust 
deterrence against an attack on the United States 
and will contribute significantly to the extended de-
terrent covering U.S. allies.

One month following the release of the Nuclear Pos-
ture Review, the Department of Defense announced 
that, as of September 2009, the United States had 
5,113 weapons in its nuclear stockpile. This in-
cluded strategic and tactical nuclear weapons, both 
deployed and in storage. It did not include retired 
weapons awaiting dismantlement.  

DeClArAtory poliCy

One aim of the Nuclear Posture Review was to im-
plement President Obama’s intent to reduce the role 
of nuclear weapons in U.S. national security strat-
egy while not weakening the credibility of the ex-
tended deterrent. As Paul Nitze first argued in 1956, 
there is an important difference between declaratory 
policy—what a state says it will do with its nuclear 
weapons, with a view to affecting the calculations 
of other states—and its action policy—how a state 
would actually employ its nuclear weapons, i.e., its 
war plans.22 Whatever the declaratory policy of the 
Obama administration, a potential aggressor would 
understand that the probability of a nuclear response 
to a nuclear attack on the United States would be 
extremely credible, if not certain, and that the United 
States has the forces to carry out such a response.  The 
more challenging question is extended deterrence.   

Some suggested the administration adopt a policy of 
“no first use” of nuclear weapons, i.e., declare that 
it would not under any circumstances use nuclear 
weapons first. Proponents argued that this would 
implement President Obama’s desire to reduce the 
role of nuclear weapons and send a dramatic signal 
of the U.S. commitment to move away from nuclear 
weapons. Moreover, proponents argued, it was ex-
tremely difficult to envisage conditions under which 
the United States would resort first to nuclear weap-
ons, especially given the impressive capabilities of 
U.S. conventional military forces.

“No first use” reportedly was discarded early in the 
review process. A major question was whether such 
a declaratory policy would be credible. Although the 
Soviet Union for years articulated a “no first use” 
policy, few believed it, and documents that emerged 
following the Cold War indicate that Moscow was in 
fact prepared to use nuclear weapons first. The cat-
egorical nature of such a statement was questioned:  
could future circumstances arise in which the Unit-
ed States might believe it necessary to again consider 
first use of nuclear arms? Would the United States 
want to retain the option of a preemptive strike with 
nuclear weapons against another country’s nuclear 
forces if it had compelling evidence that that coun-
try was about to launch those weapons? Finally, some 
allies were nervous that a “no first use” policy would 
weaken the credibility of extended deterrence.

The 2009 report on America’s Strategic Posture is-
sued by the Congressional Committee on the Stra-
tegic Posture of the United States, led by former Sec-
retaries of Defense Perry and Schlesinger, discussed 
declaratory policy and how it should be made as ef-
fective as possible. The report argued against adopt-
ing a “no first use” policy, citing concerns by some 
U.S. allies and the contribution of nuclear weapons 
to deterring a biological weapons attack, but did not 
advocate a specific policy.23 Likewise, the task force 
on U.S. Nuclear Weapons Policy led by former Sec-
retary Perry and former National Security Advisor 
Scowcroft called for “reaffirming and maintaining 
U.S. deterrence commitments to allies” but did not 
provide a consensus recommendation on declara-
tory policy.24 
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A nuanced but still significant move would have 
been for the Obama administration to state that 
the “sole purpose” of U.S. nuclear weapons is to 
deter nuclear attack on the United States, its allies 
and partners, and that U.S. nuclear weapons would 
only be used in response to such an attack. Several 
leading non-governmental arms control experts sent 
President Obama a February 1 letter entitled “The 
Importance of Transforming U.S. Nuclear Weapons 
Policy.” The authors argued, “It is inconceivable to-
day that you or any other president would conclude 
the first use of nuclear weapons is in our national 
interest, especially in light of our conventional mili-
tary power.” The letter urged that the Nuclear Pos-
ture Review “narrow the purpose of nuclear weapons 
to deterring nuclear attacks on the United States and 
our allies.”25 Such a statement would not be quite as 
categorical as a “no first use” policy, though it would 
be seen by many as virtually the same.

Skeptics of the formulation questioned whether it 
would yield much of value in terms of other coun-
tries’ policies. In particular, they doubted that the 
formulation would increase the prospects for a suc-
cessful NPT review conference outcome. They also 
noted that the “sole purpose” formulation might 
undermine extended deterrence by limiting the 
cases in which the United States would use nuclear 
weapons in support of an ally.

The Nuclear Posture Review stated that the “fun-
damental purpose” of nuclear weapons is to deter 
nuclear attack on the United States, its allies and 
partners while setting the goal of creating conditions 
that would allow subsequent adoption of a “sole 
purpose” policy. Administration officials described 
this—coupled with the new negative security as-
surances and renunciation of nuclear retaliation for 
a chemical or biological weapons attack by a non-
nuclear weapons state in compliance with its NPT 
obligations—as narrowing the role of nuclear weap-
ons in U.S. policy, consistent with the president’s 
expressed desire. But the “fundamental purpose” 
formulation left some ambiguity on other purposes.  
Critics argued that that ambiguity detracted from 
the value of the formulation in narrowing the role of 
nuclear weapons.

The administration’s major change came with its 
negative security assurances (NSAs) formulation.  
The Nuclear Posture Review replaced the 1978 for-
mulation—worded primarily to exclude from the 
assurances Warsaw Pact members allied with the So-
viet Union and North Korea, which had an alliance 
with the Soviet Union and, at least formally, still 
maintains an alliance with China—with a formula-
tion linking the assurances to non-nuclear weapons 
states party to and in full compliance with their ob-
ligations under the NPT.  

The administration saw such a policy on negative 
security assurances as offering several advantages.  
First, to the extent that such assurances are seen as 
affecting actual employment policy, they could pro-
vide additional incentives for states to join the NPT 
and remain in compliance with its requirements.  
(Under previous U.S. policy, Iran had a negative se-
curity assurance against U.S. nuclear weapons use; 
under the new policy, it does not.) Second, such a 
change in policy, announced less than one month 
before the beginning of the May NPT review con-
ference could be portrayed as a significant policy 
step aimed at bolstering the NPT regime. Third, the 
administration hoped that such a change in policy, 
coupled with the signing of New START, could 
strengthen the hand of American negotiators at the 
review conference. Finally, the old NSA formulation 
made little sense; the Warsaw Pact members that it 
was designed to exclude from the assurances are all 
now in NATO.

The review also eliminated the “calculated ambi-
guity” regarding a U.S. response to a chemical or 
biological weapons attack by a non-nuclear weap-
ons state in compliance with the NPT. This could be 
depicted as narrowing the purpose of U.S. nuclear 
weapons. The administration apparently decided 
that such advantages overrode other concerns: crit-
ics fear that eliminating the ambiguity might weak-
en deterrence of a country such as Syria, which is a 
non-nuclear weapons state party to the NPT that is 
believed to have chemical and/or biological weapons 
(CW or BW) programs.  Syria, or some other non-
nuclear weapons state in full compliance with its 
NPT obligations could use CW or BW against U.S. 
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forces or an American ally but would be exempted 
from a U.S. nuclear response.  Critics of the policy 
shift expressed concern that the new policy could 
weaken deterrence of a CW or BW attack by a non-
nuclear weapons state.
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5.  Extended Deterrence and NATO 
Europe

nAto’s CUrrent postUre AnD poliCy

The United States has long extended a nuclear um-
brella over NATO. This has been manifested in the 
deployment of U.S. tactical nuclear weapons in Eu-
rope, backed up by the commitment of U.S. stra-
tegic nuclear forces, as well as by NATO nuclear 
policy. Any proposals to change NATO policy or 
the deployment of U.S. tactical nuclear weapons in 
Europe must be weighed in the context of what ef-
fect they might have on the U.S. extended deterrent 
in Europe.

Allied sensitivities reportedly factored heavily into 
administration calculations of the Nuclear Posture 
Review. The review, moreover, deferred the ques-
tions of NATO nuclear policy and nuclear force 
posture to an Alliance discussion that was beginning 
in the context of developing a new strategic concept, 
which is supposed to be ready for the November 
NATO summit.

Several issues arise for the Alliance. Would a change 
in NATO policy or in the deployment of U.S. nu-
clear weapons weaken the extended deterrent’s effect 
on Russia or other threats, such as Iran? Would it 
weaken the extended deterrent in the eyes of some 
NATO allies? Allies are of different views, reflect-
ing in part differences among the allies over whether 
Russia today poses a threat to NATO. What would 
be the political ramifications if allies lost confidence 
in the broader U.S. and NATO security guarantee?  
Such a policy change could also affect proliferation 
incentives. The commitment of U.S. nuclear weap-
ons to NATO has contributed not only to deterrence 

of Russia but has reduced the incentives of NATO 
members to acquire nuclear arms of their own. This 
question is sometimes raised with regard to Turkey:  
would changes in NATO policy or U.S. nuclear de-
ployments in Europe degrade extended deterrence 
against a future Iranian nuclear weapon in Turkish 
eyes and give Ankara incentives to develop its own 
nuclear weapons capability? 

Article V of the NATO treaty says NATO members 
agree “that an armed attack against one or more of 
them in Europe or North America shall be consid-
ered an attack against them all” and that each will 
assist the member(s) attacked “taking forthwith, 
individually and in concert with the other Parties, 
such action as it deems necessary, including the use 
of armed force, to restore and maintain the security 
of the North Atlantic area.” Allies envisage a vari-
ety of means to carry out Article V, including direct 
defense with conventional forces. The U.S. “nuclear 
umbrella” was intended to extend the ultimate guar-
antee to NATO allies—that of a U.S. nuclear re-
sponse to aggression.  
  
NATO traditionally prefers to avoid major public dis-
cussions about nuclear policy.  This is understandable, 
as public debates in the past, such as those over MLF 
in the early 1960s, the possible deployment to Europe 
of the neutron bomb in 1977-78, and the implemen-
tation of the 1979 “dual-track” decision, provoked 
huge and agonized public controversies.  It thus is 
little surprise that the Alliance’s approach to nucle-
ar weapons has amounted largely to one of letting 
sleeping dogs lie. As one National Security Council 
staff member privately observed in 1997, it does not  
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matter what the United States wants to do with its 
nuclear weapons in Europe—increase them, modern-
ize them, move them around, reduce them, or elimi-
nate them—someone in Europe will be very unhappy.

The United States since 1991 reportedly has reduced 
the number of its nuclear weapons in Europe and 
consolidated them at a handful of bases. This has 
taken place with little public fanfare.  Compared to 
1971, NATO has reduced the number of nuclear 
weapons types (other than U.S., British and French 
strategic nuclear forces) from eleven to one—U.S. 
nuclear bombs for delivery by dual-capable aircraft.  
In October 1991 NATO decided to reduce the 
number of nuclear weapons by 85 percent and made 
corresponding reductions in the number of nuclear 
weapons storage sites (while describing these relative 
reductions, NATO does not disclose officially the 
actual number or locations of nuclear weapons or 
nuclear weapons storage sites currently in Europe).  
In the aftermath of the Cold War, NATO also re-
duced the readiness levels of its dual-capable aircraft; 
none now stand on quick-reaction alert, and their 
readiness is measured in terms of months.26 It is es-
timated that the U.S. Air Force currently maintains 
some 200 B-61 nuclear bombs for use by U.S. or 
NATO dual-capable aircraft; these are believed to 
be deployed at air bases in Belgium, Germany, Italy, 
the Netherlands and Turkey.27 The Nuclear Posture 
Review calls for the United States to maintain the 
capability to forward deploy U.S. nuclear bombs on 
fighter-bombers and heavy bombers, and stated that 
the B-61 bombs would undergo full-scope life ex-
tension programs.

The strategic concept adopted by NATO leaders 
at their April 1999 summit devoted three para-
graphs—entitled “characteristics of nuclear forces” 
at the end of the document—to the issue of NATO 
nuclear forces and policy. That section stressed 
that the fundamental purpose of nuclear weapons 
was political: “to preserve peace and prevent coer-
cion and any kind of war.” The concept went on 
to state that those forces had “to be perceived as a 
credible and effective element of the allies’ strat-
egy in preventing war” and “the circumstances in 
which any use of nuclear weapons might have to be  

contemplated by them [the allies] are therefore ex-
tremely remote.” It noted that reductions had been 
made in sub-strategic forces but that “NATO will 
maintain, at the minimum level consistent with the 
prevailing security environment, adequate sub-stra-
tegic forces based in Europe.”28

The 1999 strategic concept did not address the cir-
cumstances under which NATO might decide to 
use nuclear weapons or state whether there had been 
any change from previous policy. NATO stated that 
the “fundamental purpose of the nuclear forces that 
remain is political: to preserve peace and prevent co-
ercion” and that NATO “does not follow either a 
nuclear first-use or no-first-use policy. The Alliance 
does not determine in advance how it would react to 
aggression. It leaves this question open.”29 

The Alliance’s other notable pronouncement on 
nuclear posture came in the context of the launch 
of a NATO-Russia relationship in 1997. As part of 
NATO’s effort to assure Moscow that enlargement 
of the Alliance would not threaten Russian security, 
the allies stated that they had “no intention, no plan 
and no reason to deploy nuclear weapons on the 
territory of new [NATO] members, nor any need 
to change any aspect of NATO’s nuclear posture or 
nuclear policy—and do not foresee any future need 
to do so.”30

The administration’s decision to defer questions re-
lated to NATO nuclear policy and the issue of U.S. 
nuclear weapons in Europe to discussion by NATO 
reflects the view that the U.S. government cannot 
take decisions on such questions unilaterally; it can 
do so only as a result of consultations with the Al-
liance. It also reflected some concern that changing 
the policy might have adverse consequences for ex-
tended nuclear deterrence, particularly in Central 
Europe in the aftermath of the 2008 Russia-Georgia 
conflict and the September 2009 reconfiguration of 
missile defense plans for Europe. While it is proper 
for U.S. officials to leave this discussion to NATO 
channels, sooner or later, the U.S. government will 
need to articulate its policy view in this discussion.  
Many allies may be waiting to hear from Washing-
ton before they decide their own positions.
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An emerging pUbliC DebAte

The European public has over the past 15 years been 
relatively quiescent on the issues of NATO nuclear 
policy and U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe. To the 
extent that there has been a debate, it has taken place 
among government officials and the foreign policy 
elite. That said, there is little reason to expect that a 
NATO decision to adopt a policy of “no first use” or 
“sole purpose” and/or a decision to draw down U.S. 
nuclear weapons in Europe would be anything but 
popular with most European publics.

A public discussion has begun to emerge, stirred in 
part by the broader discussion of nuclear disarma-
ment prospects. In January 2009, four elder German 
statesmen—Helmut Schmidt, Richard von Weiz-
sacker, Egon Bahr and Hans-Dietrich Genscher—
issued a statement calling for a nuclear-free world, 
for a treaty among the nuclear weapon states on “no 
first use” of nuclear weapons, and for the withdraw-
al of U.S. nuclear arms from Germany.31 German 
Foreign Minister Westerwelle, just after being desig-
nated to his new position in October 2009, told his 
Free Democratic Party that “we will take President 
Obama at his word and enter talks with our allies so 
that the last of the nuclear weapons stationed in Ger-
many, relics of the Cold War, can finally be removed 
… Germany must be free of nuclear weapons.”32  
This position was made part of the coalition agree-
ment between Westerwelle and Chancellor Merkel.

Many other European statesmen have signed on to 
the “Global Zero” movement. Four former Dutch 
ministers—Ruud Lubbers, Max von der Stoel, Hans 
van Mierlo and Frits Korthals Altes—called in De-
cember 2009 for the Netherlands to support Presi-
dent Obama’s goal of a world free of nuclear weap-
ons and to seek the withdrawal of U.S. nuclear arms 
from non-nuclear weapon NATO member states.33

The debate gathered steam in February 2010. A pa-
per authored by former NATO Secretary General 
George Robertson, Franklin Miller and Kori Schake 
rebuked the Germans for being unwilling to share 
the burden while enjoying the benefits of the U.S. 
nuclear umbrella. The paper argued that the German 

position could leave other countries hosting U.S. 
nuclear weapons exposed, give Turkey new reasons 
for concern about a nuclear Iran, and increase the 
worries of Central European NATO members al-
ready lacking confidence in NATO’s Article V secu-
rity guarantee.34

The paper prompted quick rebuttals. Wolfgang Is-
chinger and Ulrich Weisser criticized the authors for 
holding on “to the Cold War perception of Russia 
as a potential aggressor and not as a strategic part-
ner with whom we share interests.” They favored 
U.S.-Russian negotiations aimed at eliminating U.S. 
and Russian tactical nuclear weapons or achieving 
their withdrawal to centralized storage sites on na-
tional territory.35 Another analysis took issue with 
the Robertson, et al paper’s arguments, pointing out 
that not only was Germany seeking change, but that 
“parliaments in Belgium and Norway also advocate 
changes to NATO’s nuclear posture, and the Dutch 
government is also under pressure to end nuclear de-
ployments.”36

Whether NATO governments want it or not, a pub-
lic debate is starting to emerge on nuclear questions.  
There is a good possibility that it will grow louder.  
One challenge for political leaders on both sides of 
the Atlantic will be to manage the debate in a way 
so that it does not undermine good security policy.   

There are several reasons for now considering a 
change in NATO’s nuclear policy and posture. First, 
as he has made clear, President Obama desires to re-
duce the role of nuclear weapons. One way to signal 
such a shift and a narrowing of the role of nuclear 
weapons would be to change NATO declaratory 
policy in some way, following the changes in U.S. 
policy announced by the Nuclear Posture Review.

Second, the decline in Russian conventional force 
capabilities raises the questions of whether U.S. nu-
clear weapons in Europe have critical military value 
any longer and whether NATO needs to retain the 
option of use of nuclear weapons in response to a 
conventional attack.  Soviet conventional superior-
ity was a significant factor in shaping NATO’s nu-
clear policy during the Cold War. The capabilities of  
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Russian conventional forces, however, are dramati-
cally less than they were 20 years ago. A Russian 
military attack against a NATO member state is ex-
tremely implausible, but, were it to happen, senior 
U.S. military commanders believe NATO could 
successfully defend itself using conventional forces.  
U.S. military commanders, and a number of allies, 
see U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe as no longer 
having military value; their role since the end of 
the Cold War is increasingly seen solely in political 
terms. Could U.S. strategic nuclear forces not play 
that political role?

Third, as noted above, interest in Europe in chang-
ing NATO’s nuclear policy and eliminating nuclear 
weapons in Europe is growing, particularly in Ger-
many but also in other countries, including Bel-
gium, the Netherlands and Norway.

Proponents of changing the policy and removing 
U.S. nuclear weapons from Europe offer other argu-
ments as well to make the point that today NATO 
has little reason to maintain U.S. nuclear arms on the 
territory of Alliance members: Russia has become a 
partner of NATO. NATO allies are fully commit-
ted to the NPT and have shown little interest in ac-
quiring their own nuclear weapons (one reason for 
giving allies access to U.S. tactical nuclear weapons 
under dual-key arrangements was to forestall their 
desire to get their own nuclear arms).  Some argued 
that NATO had an opportunity to reinforce its col-
lective commitment to non-proliferation in the run-
up to the NPT.37  

At their April 2009 summit meeting, NATO leaders 
tasked Alliance officials with preparation of a new 
strategic concept to guide NATO policy and plan-
ning looking out over the next ten years. This is due 
by the November 2010 summit and will replace the 
1999 concept.

The changed nature of security relations within Eu-
rope would seem to open the possibility for consider-
ation of a change in NATO nuclear policy, and there 
are solid arguments for doing so though, as noted 
below, there are valid counterarguments as well. 
The issue is complex and potentially controversial.  

Allies hold strong views on these questions. It is time 
nevertheless for NATO to examine its nuclear policy 
and posture, even if only to reaffirm that the current 
policy and posture remain appropriate.

nAto poliCy AnD the DeCline oF 
rUssiAn ConventionAl ForCes

NATO in the late 1960s adopted a “flexible re-
sponse” policy that envisaged deterrence by deni-
al—the ability to defeat a Warsaw Pact with con-
ventional forces—as well as the possibility of first 
use of nuclear weapons in light of large Soviet and 
Warsaw Pact numerical advantages. Many analysts 
and officials questioned whether NATO could suc-
cessfully defeat a conventional attack from the east.  
They saw a strong possibility that, in the event of 
large-scale conflict, NATO would have to resort to 
nuclear weapons.

Indeed, the Warsaw Pact numerical advantages in 
conventional forces were daunting. For example, a 
1973 analysis showed NATO countries with 8,100 
main battle tanks facing 21,200 maintained by the 
Warsaw Pact, while Warsaw Pact tactical aircraft 
roughly doubled those of NATO: 5,110 vs. 2,850.38  
The International Institute for Strategic Studies in 
1985 gave the Warsaw Pact a 2.59 to one numerical 
advantage in main battle tanks, 3.24 to one in artil-
lery pieces and multiple rocket launchers, and ad-
vantages ranging from 1.18-3.97 to one in different 
types of tactical aircraft.39 While individual NATO 
tanks or aircraft were often qualitatively superior 
to their Warsaw Pact counterparts, NATO com-
manders did not consider the qualitative advantages 
sufficient to offset the Pact’s numerical strength.  
Moreover, with Soviet divisions deployed in East 
Germany and Czechoslovakia, fears about a quick 
drive to the English Channel seemed very real.

Faced with such conventional disadvantages, NATO 
policy embraced the possibility of first use of nu-
clear weapons. The NATO Military Committee 
in 1968 adopted a flexible response policy which, 
in the event of a Soviet/Warsaw Pact attack, envis-
aged the possibility of deliberate escalation, includ-
ing “(2) use of nuclear defense and denial weapons;  



ForeigN Policy at BrookiNgS   •   Ar m s Co n t ro l se r i es

U.s.  nUCleAr AnD eXtenDeD DeterrenCe: Co n s i D e rAt i o n s A n D Ch A l l e n g es

22

(3) demonstrative use of nuclear weapons; (4) selec-
tive nuclear strikes on interdiction targets; and (5) 
selective nuclear strikes against other suitable mili-
tary targets.”40 Alliance exercises into the 1980s in-
cluded scenarios for the first use of nuclear weapons 
at the point when Warsaw Pact conventional forces 
were on the verge of defeating NATO forces.

The Warsaw Pact and Soviet Union are no more, 
and Russian conventional forces no longer pose the 
military threat that they did during the Cold War. 
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
Russian military budget fell precipitously during 
the 1990s, and the Russian army received virtually 
no new equipment. In Russia’s last data declaration 
(January 2007) before it “suspended” its observance 
of the Conventional Armed Forces in Europe (CFE) 
Treaty, Russia said it had 5,063 main battle tanks 
in the CFE area of application in Europe; NATO 
countries in contrast declared 12,486 tanks in hold-
ings in the CFE area as of January 2009.41 And, 
with the exception of the Kaliningrad exclave, Rus-
sian borders are far from Central Europe (though 
not from the Baltic states).

Above and beyond the declining numbers of men 
and equipment, the Russian military’s performance 
in the two Chechen conflicts and the brief 2008 war 
with Georgia revealed significant shortcomings. The 
Russian government has announced several attempts 
aimed at reforming the military since the end of the 
Soviet Union. The early attempts achieved little, 
while the most recent attempt, launched in 2009, 
remains a work in progress. Despite talk of the need 
to professionalize the army, conscripts make up the 
bulk of the enlisted force, and they normally serve 
only one year of duty.  

Russian government finances improved after 2000, 
particularly with the increase in oil and natural gas 
prices from 2003, and the Russian defense bud-
get has increased. The increases have been modest 
relative to the aging state of most Russian army 
equipment. While new equipment is now being 
purchased, the most optimistic Russian estimates 
suggest that the army’s equipment will not be fully 
updated until 2020. The Russian army faces another 

daunting challenge: Russia has been in a state of 
demographic freefall since 1991, and this is already 
showing in a decline in the number of males turning 
draft age.

Given the Russian army’s current state of disrepair, 
many Western analysts no longer regard it as posing 
a serious conventional threat to NATO, at least not a 
threat that would require nuclear weapons to defeat.  
Senior U.S. military leaders no longer see a military 
requirement for U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe.  
One senior U.S. officer attached to NATO’s Su-
preme Headquarters said that U.S. tactical nuclear 
weapons in Europe had no real military utility and 
that NATO could handle any Russian conventional 
attack with its conventional forces; he said this in-
cluded the Baltic states, though they are the most 
exposed of NATO members. The main rationale for 
maintaining the weapons in Europe that he saw was 
for bargaining with Russia on tactical nuclear arms 
reductions. A second senior U.S. officer largely sec-
onded these comments, noting that the only ratio-
nale for now keeping U.S. nuclear weapons in Eu-
rope was political.42  This view is not far from that of 
NATO’s 1999 strategic concept, which termed the 
fundamental purpose of NATO nuclear weapons to 
be political.  Of course, the political importance of 
these weapons should not be understated.
   
rUssiA AnD tACtiCAl nUCleAr 
WeApons

As Russian conventional forces have declined over 
the past 15 years, the Russian military has placed in-
creasing emphasis on the importance of tactical nu-
clear weapons. Moscow abandoned its “no first use” 
policy and adopted a doctrine that allowed for the 
possible first use of nuclear weapons, including in a 
regional conventional conflict. Russia’s new policy in 
many ways is like NATO’s flexible response policy, 
given Russian conventional force disadvantages.

Russia released a new and long-anticipated military 
doctrine in February 2010. The doctrine provides 
that Russia may resort to use of nuclear weapons 
first in the event that a regional or large-scale war 
degenerates to a situation “of grave danger to the 
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very existence of the Russian state.” The language 
set a higher bar for first use than the 2000 version 
and was more modest regarding nuclear use than 
pronouncements by senior Russian officials, such as 
Security Council Secretary Patrushev, had suggested 
it would be in 2009. Some of those comments had 
suggested that Moscow would adopt a robust policy 
envisaging early use of nuclear weapons in a broader 
variety of circumstances. The Russian military exer-
cise “Zapad 2009” seemed to underscore this point, 
concluding with simulated nuclear strikes.

While Russia has now clarified its declaratory policy 
with the release of its doctrine, questions remain 
about Russian action policy. The public doctrine 
was reportedly approved along with a classified strat-
egy document, the particulars and prescriptions of 
which are unknown.

the vieWs oF nAto Allies

Would changes in NATO nuclear policy or posture 
affect the U.S. extended deterrent? Most allies to-
day see U.S. tactical nuclear weapons as being of 
political rather than military significance, but their 
views on NATO declaratory policy and the need for 
U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe differ significantly.  
Differences among allies on these questions reflect 
broader differences over the nature of the threat, if 
any, posed to NATO by Russia and weakened confi-
dence on the part of some allies in Article V’s guar-
antee. Until these larger issues are resolved, it may 
prove difficult for NATO to come to a common 
view on nuclear questions.

At this point, explicit support among NATO al-
lies for moving to a “no first use” policy appears to 
be relatively limited, while Central European allies 
vociferously oppose such a change. Many of those 
who may lean toward a change in policy are sensi-
tive to Central European concerns and do not want 
to get too far ahead of a NATO discussion on this 
question. As for maintaining U.S. nuclear weapons 
in Europe, some allies do not see their presence on 
the continent as necessary for extended deterrence, 
while others in Central Europe feel strongly that at 
least some U.S. weapons should remain on European 

soil. Support has grown, however, for a NATO reex-
amination of nuclear issues and for considering how 
NATO members might contribute to nuclear disar-
mament and reducing the role of nuclear weapons.  
On February 26, the foreign ministers of Belgium, 
Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Nor-
way wrote NATO Secretary General Rasmussen to 
call for the issue of NATO nuclear policy to be on 
the agenda when NATO foreign ministers met on 
April 22-23 in Tallinn. Secretary of State Clinton 
told allied foreign ministers that Washington did 
not oppose reducing nuclear weapons in Europe, 
but she linked it to Russian actions. She suggested 
that Russian steps could include reducing Russian 
tactical nuclear weapons, greater transparency, and 
relocating weapons away from Russian borders with 
NATO members. This discussion on nuclear issues 
will continue in the development of the strategic 
concept and beyond.

Allies currently hold a range of views. German For-
eign Minister Westerwelle would like to move to-
wards a nuclear-free world and, in the short term, a 
nuclear-free Germany. Although Chancellor Merkel 
opposed this in the past, the coalition agreement 
concluded in autumn 2009 incorporates this point.  
The German government, however, does not ap-
pear to be in any rush and has taken no position on 
whether there should be a change in NATO’s de-
claratory policy.  Berlin believes that the issue should 
be taken up in NATO channels.

The German coalition agreement’s desire to see 
nuclear weapons withdrawn from Germany and 
Europe is supported today by most of the political 
spectrum in Germany, with the exception of a part 
of the conservative bloc. Berlin believes that this is-
sue also should be decided in the NATO context.  It 
is nevertheless the view of the German government 
that U.S. extended deterrence does not require the 
presence of U.S. tactical nuclear weapons in Eu-
rope.43 Moreover, the German air force already ap-
pears to have decided the issue.  It plans to replace 
its Tornado aircraft in the middle of the decade with 
Eurofighters that will not be wired for nuclear weap-
ons, as some Tornadoes were. The German air force 
thus will lose its nuclear capability, which would call 
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into question the rationale for having B-61 bombs 
in Germany designated for use by the German air 
force.

France, which along with Britain maintains its own 
nuclear force, has traditionally taken a robust po-
sition on nuclear deterrence. President Sarkozy in 
2008 expressed the results of a French government 
policy review when he stated “our nuclear deter-
rence protects us from any aggression against our 
vital interests emanating from a state … All those 
who would threaten our vital interests would expose 
themselves to severe retaliation by France … In or-
der for deterrence to be credible, the Head of State 
must have a wide range of options to face threats.”44   

The French government believes that not drawing 
a nuclear vs. non-nuclear distinction and maintain-
ing ambiguity regarding its “vital interests” and the 
nature of the French response to aggression enhance 
the deterrent value of its nuclear weapons against 
the full spectrum of possible threats. While taking 
a robust position on its own deterrent, France takes 
no position on U.S. extended deterrence policy and, 
since it does not participate in NATO’s Nuclear 
Planning Group or High Level Group, does not 
have a say in Alliance nuclear policy. The French 
government, however, would oppose NATO adop-
tion or a move toward a “no first use” policy, be-
lieving it could weaken the Alliance’s deterrent and 
would not be seen as credible. As for the presence 
of U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe, the French gov-
ernment again takes no policy position, but at least 
some French officials take the analytical view that 
there is no pressing military requirement for those 
weapons.45

There has been some discussion of “no first use” 
within the Italian government, but Rome does not 
want to get ahead of NATO on this question. Italy’s 
view on the need for nuclear weapons in Europe to 
deter Russia is shaped in part by the fact that Rome 
does not regard Russia as a threat but instead sees 
potential for true cooperation with Moscow. One 
possibility, in Italian eyes, would be for NATO to 
take up the question of “no first use” with Russia in 
the NATO-Russia Council. The Italian government 

hopes that NATO’s new strategic concept will think 
“outside the box” on these nuclear questions.46

The Dutch government has adopted a position sup-
porting a nuclear-free world, and Dutch Foreign 
Minister Verhagen in January called upon NATO 
members to examine how NATO could contribute 
to disarmament and non-proliferation. He told a 
Rotterdam audience on March 16 that “NATO, too, 
should shoulder its own responsibilities with regard 
to nuclear disarmament.” While noting the need to 
take account of the sensitivities of new NATO mem-
bers, Verhagen said “Would it be possible for NATO 
to retain its nuclear mission without the presence of 
American nuclear weapons on its soil? I believe it 
would.  In any case, it is an option that merits seri-
ous consideration.”47

While not wanting to take a unilateral position on 
NATO nuclear questions and awaiting the results of 
the U.S. Nuclear Posture Review, the Dutch govern-
ment hoped the Alliance will be able to do some-
thing in the nuclear area prior to the beginning of 
the NPT review conference. Given plans to phase 
out its dual-capable F-16s around 2020, the Nether-
lands will face decisions on its successor. The first is-
sue to be decided is whether the Dutch will procure 
the Joint Strike Fighter (JSF) to replace its F-16s.  If 
so, it then must decide whether to order JSFs with 
the wiring for nuclear weapons.48

The British government believes that nuclear deter-
rence must remain an overall part of NATO policy, 
including extended deterrence, and its strategic nucle-
ar forces will remain available to NATO. While Lon-
don remains open-minded on how deterrence can be 
maintained over the longer term, it attaches impor-
tance to nuclear burden-sharing. The British believe 
also that deterrence does not need to rest solely on 
tactical nuclear weapons based in Europe: new capa-
bilities, such as missile defense and precision strike 
with conventional arms, can take up some of the 
burden. The British see one of the challenges of the 
NATO debate on nuclear deterrence as reassuring the 
Central European states without leaving the whole 
nuclear burden (i.e., basing tactical nuclear weapons) 
on Western European members of the Alliance.49
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The German, French, Italian and Dutch views reflect 
relatively benign assessments of the possible Russian 
threat.  (In early 2010, France was even negotiating 
with Russia on the sale of a Mistral helicopter car-
rier.) In Central Europe, nearer to Russia, the assess-
ments are less benign and the reluctance to tamper 
with NATO nuclear policy and posture significantly 
greater.

The Polish government continues to worry about 
Russian intentions and, particularly in the after-
math of the Russia-Georgia conflict, the possibil-
ity of Russian aggression against NATO member 
states.  The Poles agree that Russian conventional 
capabilities have declined but believe that NATO 
conventional capabilities in Europe have atrophied 
since the end of the Cold War, so NATO cannot 
be confident in its ability to respond with just con-
ventional forces. Warsaw worries that a conventional 
response could require a lengthy reaction time, par-
ticularly as NATO has little infrastructure on the 
territories of new member states. The Polish view 
is shaped by the lack of defensive exercises and a 
territorial defense concept, as well as the Alliance’s 
failure to build a mobile response force. The Polish 
government has also come to question the political 
will of some NATO members and has doubts in the 
credibility of the Article V commitment.  In this 
context, Warsaw is not eager for a change in NATO 
nuclear policy. A move toward a “no first use” policy 
would be of concern, particularly in light of Russia’s 
increased emphasis on tactical nuclear weapons. As 
for U.S. nuclear weapons, Warsaw strongly believes 
that some should remain in Europe, even if it has no 
particular view as to the specific numbers or specific 
basing countries.50 Polish Foreign Minister Sikorski 
has called for deep reductions in tactical nuclear 
weapons and their eventual elimination from Eu-
rope, but in the context of reductions by both the 
United States and Russia.51

The Czech government shares similar concerns.  
Prague would not be enthusiastic about a change 
in NATO declaratory policy on nuclear weapons, 
given its concerns about the impact of such a change 
not just on Russia but on Iran. A Czech “food for 
thought” paper noted, “the current NATO nuclear 

deterrence policy continues to have fundamental 
political significance … It must not be weakened.”  
Downsizing the U.S. nuclear presence in NATO 
would “politically weaken the Alliance, severing one 
of the most visible symbols of its transatlantic na-
ture. Potential negative consequences for the cohe-
sion of NATO will outweigh possible political gains 
in other fields…”52

Like the Poles, the Czechs have concerns about the 
lack of NATO contingency planning or exercises 
for Article V defense against possible Russian ag-
gression. They worry about the politics of changing 
nuclear policy: in the aftermath of the decision to re-
configure missile defense in Central Europe, would 
a change in NATO nuclear policy be seen as another 
accommodation of a Russia that has not earned 
such accommodations? In the right context, Prague 
might be able to support a reduction in U.S. tactical 
nuclear weapons in Europe, but not elimination and 
would want any change termed a reconfiguration 
rather than a drawdown of weapons. This could be 
facilitated if missile defense deployments went for-
ward and, as a result of arms control negotiations, 
Russia reduced its tactical nuclear forces.53

The Latvian government holds views similar to those 
of the Polish and Czech governments. While seeing 
nuclear weapons as having political, not military, 
value, Riga is very cautious about changing either 
NATO nuclear policy or the deployment of U.S. 
nuclear weapons in Europe. It sees little rationale for 
changes, particularly given the importance it attach-
es to Article V territorial defense and Russia’s view of 
NATO as a potential adversary.54 The Estonian and 
Lithuanian governments share these views.

Given the Iranian effort to acquire nuclear weapons, 
Turkey’s position receives close attention. Indeed, 
some analysts see the importance of U.S. nuclear 
weapons in Europe related as much, if not more, to 
reassurance of Turkey in the face of a possible Ira-
nian nuclear capability as to deterring Russia. The 
Turkish government sees the value of U.S. nuclear 
weapons in Europe as underscoring the link between 
the United States and Europe. Ankara is not push-
ing for any major changes in NATO nuclear policy, 
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particularly given everything else that is currently on 
the Alliance’s agenda. Maintaining the credibility of 
the NATO deterrent against all possible adversaries 
is the key question for Turkey. Withdrawal of Amer-
ican nuclear weapons could undermine this, and 
some in Turkey wonder whether it might not lead 
to the French proposing a French/European alterna-
tive, a difficult question given the recent downward 
trend in Turkish-European relations.

Some analysts—including some very knowledge-
able about Turkish issues—have expressed concern 
that Iran’s acquisition of nuclear weapons would 
lead Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Turkey to follow suit.  
Some Turks point out, however, that their country is 
in a different situation from the other two:  NATO’s 
nuclear umbrella covers Turkey. Those who believe 
Ankara would find itself under pressure to acquire 
its own nuclear deterrent if Iran becomes a nuclear 
power argue that the presence of U.S. nuclear weap-
ons in Turkey counters such pressure by providing 
reassurance of a U.S. commitment.

the nUCleAr plAnning groUp AnD 
nUCleAr ConsUltAtions  

The Nuclear Planning Group (NPG) has served as 
the locus for NATO consultations and planning on 
nuclear weapons for more than 40 years. All allies 
who wish to be are members, and it has been one of 
the Alliance’s central mechanisms.

Some worry what a change in policy or a decision to 
withdraw U.S. nuclear weapons from Europe would 
do to the NPG’s substance and vitality—even if 
some supporting infrastructure were to remain and 
training for nuclear use to continue. With U.S. 
nuclear weapons in Europe, those NATO members 
who have dual-capable aircraft and/or U.S. nucle-
ar weapons on their soil share the nuclear burden.  
They have a more direct interest in the Alliance’s 
nuclear policy, making for more serious exchanges.  
If, on the other hand, U.S. nuclear weapons were 
withdrawn, NPG discussions would be limited to 
the contribution of U.S. and British strategic nu-
clear forces to NATO deterrence (France does not 
participate in the NPG). Some experts fear that this 

would lead to the NPG’s decline as a serious venue 
for nuclear consultations, and might even loosen 
one of the key links that bind NATO allies together.
  
the importAnCe oF ArtiCle v

Moscow’s sometimes bellicose rhetoric, the Russia-
Georgia conflict, the decline in NATO conventional 
power and the embrace of Russia as a close partner 
by some NATO allies have together provoked con-
cern in Central European and Baltic capitals about 
the credibility of Article V. Those states thus will be 
pressing in the development of the Alliance’s new 
strategic concept to give primary importance to the 
territorial defense mission, along with forces, exer-
cises and plans to bolster that. Until these allies are 
satisfied regarding Article V, they will likely remain 
cautious about any change in NATO nuclear pos-
ture or policy.

It is not that the Central European and Baltic states 
believe Russian aggression is likely. But, to put it 
baldly, they do not fully believe that some allies are 
prepared to back them in a crisis with Moscow or, 
in the worst (and admittedly unlikely) case, would 
rush to their assistance with military force to de-
fend against a Russian attack. The Polish govern-
ment thus has eagerly offered to host U.S. missile 
defense interceptors and pressed for the deployment 
of a U.S. Patriot anti-aircraft battery in Poland. The 
Poles care less about the specific missile system to be 
deployed; they want American troops on their soil, 
believing that provides a bilateral assurance of U.S. 
help over and above Article V. This likely explains 
the readiness, if not eagerness, of at least two other 
Central European states to deploy elements of the 
U.S. missile defense system on their territory.

Deploying Patriot missiles to Poland is an Ameri-
can hardware fix for what is a larger NATO software 
problem. It is important that NATO look for ways—
consultations, contingency plans and perhaps exer-
cises—to bolster the confidence of all member states 
in the credibility of Article V. If this confidence 
could be restored, the Alliance might find it easier to 
consider changes to its nuclear policy and posture.  
That may be complicated, however, by the Alliance’s 
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current preoccupation with its mission in Afghani-
stan and the current economic crisis, which likely 
will put downward pressure on defense budgets.

Of course, Russia is not the only potential threat 
that NATO must consider. Former Secretary of 
State Albright led a group of experts in preparing a 
report with recommendations for NATO’s new stra-
tegic concept. That report, released in May, noted a 
variety of threats confronting the Alliance, including 
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, inter-
national terrorism and cyber attack.

Arms Control ConsiDerAtions

The Obama administration has stated that, in the 
next round of negotiations with Russia, it wishes to 
address tactical nuclear weapons. Achieving progress 
on tactical nuclear weapons reductions will not be 
easy. First, as noted above, Russian military doctrine 
has come to attach greater importance to tactical 
nuclear weapons in light of the decline of Russian 
conventional forces and concerns about the conven-
tional force capabilities of the United States, NATO 
and China. Second, Russia currently has a large nu-
merical advantage in tactical nuclear arms, which it 
may not be prepared to negotiate away.

While the number of U.S. and Russian tactical nu-
clear weapons has not been officially disclosed by ei-
ther country, a Congressional Research Service study 
puts the number of Russian tactical weapons at be-
tween 3,000 and 8,000.55 A Federation of American 
Scientists report puts the number at 5,390, of which 
2,050 are operational.56 A Bulletin of Atomic Sci-
entists report estimates the global number of U.S. 
tactical nuclear weapons at 1,100, of which 500 are 
operational and 600 in the inactive stockpile.57  

The U.S. negotiating position would likely seek re-
ductions to equal levels, parity being a fundamental 
principle of U.S.-Russian arms negotiations. U.S. 
leverage to encourage the Russians toward such an 
outcome might come from two sources. First, Rus-
sia has traditionally sought the withdrawal of U.S. 
nuclear weapons from Europe and suggested that 
nuclear arms be based only on national territory.  

The presence of U.S. tactical weapons in Europe 
thus could have value as a negotiating chip. Second, 
the United States will likely have a numerical advan-
tage over Russia in terms of non-deployed strategic 
warheads as the New START Treaty is implement-
ed. If these were put on the table along with tactical 
nuclear arms, negotiations might trade off one side’s 
advantage for the other’s in a negotiation. (One pos-
sible approach would be to have a single limit cover 
deployed and non-deployed strategic and tactical 
nuclear weapons.)

Even were the United States to offer withdrawal of its 
nuclear weapons from Europe and offer to negotiate 
on non-deployed strategic nuclear weapons, it is not 
clear the outcome would be equal and significantly 
reduced numbers of tactical weapons. The Russian 
interest in maintaining a large number of tactical 
nuclear weapons to offset perceived conventional 
imbalances appears to be strong; Moscow simply 
may not be prepared to reduce to levels sought by 
Washington, even if Washington offers substantial 
enticements in the negotiations.

Given the role that its tactical nuclear weapons in 
Europe play in NATO security, Washington should 
consult with its NATO allies before putting those 
weapons into a U.S.-Russian negotiation. Most 
NATO allies appear ready to countenance the inclu-
sion of these weapons in a U.S.-Russian negotiation, 
though the readiness of some to see the weapons 
significantly reduced or completely withdrawn from 
Europe will depend significantly on what the agree-
ment would do in terms of reducing and limiting 
Russian tactical nuclear arms.

The possibility that tactical nuclear weapons may 
soon be subject to U.S.-Russian negotiations could 
argue for not taking a unilateral decision on the re-
duction or withdrawal of U.S. nuclear weapons from 
Europe.  Offering to reduce and limit those weapons 
as part of a bilateral arms reduction agreement would 
give U.S. negotiators sorely needed leverage. At the 
same time, NATO should not become so attached 
to those weapons as a bargaining chip that it decides 
to retain them forever, even if the Alliance at some 
future point concludes that such weapons are not 
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need for extended deterrence. Thus, one approach 
would be for NATO to avoid unilateral reductions 
in the near-term, while seeing how the next round of 
U.S.-Russian nuclear arms reductions negotiations 
play out and retaining the option of revisiting the 
issue at a later point. 

The United States and NATO should carefully con-
sider how to handle U.S. tactical nuclear weapons.  
In the ideal world, they could be removed as part 
of a deal which eliminated—or produced drastic 
cuts in—U.S. and Russian tactical nuclear weap-
ons to equal levels. The Alliance might alternatively  

consider making a dramatic policy gesture: a uni-
lateral decision to remove those weapons. The least 
desirable approach, however, would be one in which 
national politics drive decisions by individual gov-
ernments—for example, the German decision not 
to procure aircraft with nuclear wiring leads to like 
decisions by Belgium and the Netherlands, which 
in turn leaves Italy and Turkey reluctant to be the 
sole hosts of U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe. If 
NATO is going to decide to remove those weapons, 
it should be done as the result of a negotiated agree-
ment or a grand political gesture, not as the result of 
haphazard national decisions.
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6. Extended Deterrence and East Asia

the seCUrity environment

Just as the U.S. nuclear deterrent has protected 
NATO, it has also extended deterrence to key Amer-
ican allies in the East Asia region. China’s explosion 
of a nuclear device in 1964 and broader percep-
tions of a deterioration in the security environment 
raised concerns on the part of American friends and 
allies in the region. Taiwan and South Korea pur-
sued clandestine weapons programs, only to submit 
to U.S. pressure to end them, South Korea assured 
in part by the presence of U.S. troops and tactical 
nuclear weapons. In Australia, the Gorton adminis-
tration in 1968 took initial steps to create a supply 
of fissile material, but Australian governments since 
then have relied on the American deterrent. And al-
though Japan studied the option of going nuclear 
each time it saw a new external vulnerability, it al-
ways concluded that reliance on American extended 
deterrence was the best and only guarantee of the 
country’s safety.

The security environment in East Asia has evolved 
considerably since the time, four decades ago, when 
the region approached something of a nuclear tip-
ping point. North Korea embarked on its own weap-
ons program, and tested a nuclear device in 2006 
and another in 2009, raising concerns in South Ko-
rea and Japan. China continued a systematic and 
sustained program of strengthening national power, 
which started in the economic system in 1979 but is 
now bearing fruit in the military realm.  Steadily, the 
People’s Liberation Army is both acquiring conven-
tional power-projection capabilities and modern-
izing its nuclear arsenal. China’s economic growth 

has benefitted the countries of East Asia enormously.  
Militarily, however, Beijing’s growing power fosters 
new anxieties, particularly in the context of percep-
tions of American over-extension or decline.

For America’s East Asian allies, North Korea and/or 
China pose the most significant concerns (but not 
the only ones). It is important to remember, how-
ever, that the conventional balance in East Asia still 
favors the defenders. Japan, Taiwan and Australia 
are protected by significant bodies of water, and the 
U.S. Seventh Fleet remains the strongest naval force 
in the Pacific. As for South Korea, North Korea’s 
conventional capabilities, while certainly not trivial, 
are degrading.  

It should be noted that the East Asian security en-
vironment differs from that in Europe in two key 
respects. First of all, the U.S. nuclear deterrent in 
Europe is embedded in the American commitment 
to the NATO alliance, particularly Article V of the 
Washington Treaty. By contrast, the United States 
has no parallel multilateral alliance structure in East 
Asia. The U.S. extended deterrent there is based on 
bilateral relationships and agreements, so any nu-
clear debate there will be viewed mainly through a 
bilateral lens.

Second, the U.S. nuclear commitment to Europe is 
underpinned in part by the presence of U.S. nuclear 
weapons deployed on the territory of NATO allies, 
some of whom maintain dual-capable aircraft that 
are equipped to deliver U.S. nuclear weapons. The 
United States never maintained such relationships 
with its Asian allies, under which it would make  
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nuclear weapons available to them in the most ex-
treme circumstances. Moreover, the United States 
withdrew all tactical nuclear weapons from South 
Korea during the George H. W. Bush administra-
tion. At about the same time, the U.S. Navy removed 
all nuclear weapons from its submarines and surface 
ships, except for nuclear-armed Trident missiles on 
ballistic missile submarines. This included removal 
of nuclear-armed SLCMs, which some had seen as 
providing an in-theater nuclear presence. Thus, since 
the early 1990s, the U.S. extended nuclear deterrent 
for its East Asian allies has been provided by U.S. 
strategic nuclear forces, either deployed in the United 
States or aboard Trident ballistic missile submarines.

Given the fact that there are no U.S. nuclear weap-
ons based in East Asia, there is no debate there about 
withdrawal of those weapons. It is difficult to imag-
ine the circumstances under which U.S. tactical 
nuclear weapons might be returned to the region. So 
long as the United States maintained nuclear-armed 
SLCMs in storage, it had the option—at least hypo-
thetically—of redeploying them on general purpose 
submarines and surface ships in the Pacific to dem-
onstrate a visible presence of the extended deterrent.  
That option will be eliminated when the TLAM/
Ns are retired, as announced in the Nuclear Posture 
Review. The review did note that the United States 
would maintain heavy bombers and fighter-bombers 
with nuclear capability that could, if necessary, be 
forward deployed. And the U.S. Air Force regularly 
deploys B-2 and B-52 strategic bombers to Guam; 
however, although the United States once deployed 
a variety of tactical nuclear weapons on Guam, there 
are none there now.
 
The Obama administration’s Nuclear Posture Review 
and the U.S. extended deterrent will be judged by 
America’s East Asian allies in this security context. 
They will assess the effectiveness of the U.S. extend-
ed deterrent in light of recent power shifts.  Some 
might see the current situation—in which geography 
and conventional forces make conventional defense 
credible—as permitting this shift in U.S. declara-
tory policy, or even allowing for a more radical policy 
change. The review, however, will be carefully, even 
obsessively, studied by governments and security  

analysts in the region. And whatever sensible reasons 
the Obama administration might have for making 
the shift (e.g., to reduce the role of nuclear weapons 
in U.S. strategy, as the conventional threat to U.S. 
friends and allies is modest at best), the response in 
East Asia, at least initially, will be to see dark clouds 
as well as silver linings.

AUstrAliA

Australia would seem an unlikely candidate for 
a case of extended-deterrence anxiety. It is in the 
southern hemisphere, while matters of nuclear strat-
egy are more common north of the equator. The 
country’s commitment to the non-proliferation re-
gime is strong, and the Labour Party has a strong 
nuclear allergy. Yet there is something of a debate 
among Australian security specialists over extended 
deterrence.  Some ask whether it remains possible.  
Others ask whether it is necessary. 

The position of the Australian government is stated 
in its defense white paper. The 2009 version provides 
a clear formulation: “[F]or so long as nuclear weap-
ons exist, we are able to rely on the nuclear forces of 
the United States to deter nuclear attack on Austra-
lia… That protection provides a stable and reliable 
sense of assurance and has over the years removed 
the need for Australia to consider more significant 
and expensive defence options.”58 

The logic chain behind this conclusion is straight-
forward:  the nuclear threat to Australia is remote; 
if there is a threat, it comes from rogue states like 
North Korea and Iran; Australia may rely on the 
nuclear forces of the United States to deter a nuclear 
attack on Australia; and that “sense of assurance” 
has negated the need to consider an independent 
nuclear option.

More conservative observers are alert to the possi-
bility that the assumptions of this policy, which has 
guided Australia for most of the last six decades, may 
erode.59 For them, the revival of China and India as 
great powers forms the broad strategic context. Chi-
na, North Korea, India and Pakistan already possess 
nuclear weapons, and many believe that Japan could 



ForeigN Policy at BrookiNgS   •   Ar m s Co n t ro l se r i es

U.s.  nUCleAr AnD eXtenDeD DeterrenCe: Co n s i D e rAt i o n s A n D Ch A l l e n g es

31

acquire them quickly with a radical policy shift. In-
donesia, faced with a strong India and China, might 
someday seek to acquire a modest nuclear capability.  
That in turn would render Australia less secure.

Another critical factor is declining confidence in the 
credibility of U.S. extended deterrence. Key here is 
China’s growing relative power vis-à-vis the Unit-
ed States, which weakens its respect for American 
dominance and might lead Washington to “choose 
to defend a narrower set of vital interests.”60 And 
American and Australian interests regarding China 
might diverge.

In light of these trends, Australians are weighing 
what to do. One conservative observer considers the 
option of an independent nuclear force and a robust 
ballistic missile defense (BMD), but finds that the 
long-standing obstacles to the former still remain and 
that the latter would be expensive and might be inef-
fective. In the end, he argues that Canberra should 
“emulate the Japanese model and adopt a multi-
layered strategic approach, which at once hedges 
against future uncertainties [through BMD and a 
civilian nuclear power industry], but which preserves 
the proliferation status quo.”61 Extended deterrence 
would remain as one layer of this approach.

Australian conservatives might have been prepared 
to regard a shift in U.S. declaratory policy in the 
direction of “no first use” as intellectually acceptable.  
Any country that might wish Australia ill is more 
likely to use nuclear weapons than a conventional 
attack, because Australia’s rather robust convention-
al forces and geography would probably defeat any 
conventional attack. They would have seen a “sole 
purpose” U.S. policy as preferable to a simple adop-
tion of “no first use.” Psychologically, however, and 
absent U.S. efforts to reaffirm extended deterrence, 
even a shift to a “sole purpose” formula would have 
reinforced the doubts that conservatives have about 
the credibility of the American commitment. They 
will likely appreciate the more modest formulation 
adopted in the Nuclear Posture Review.

The most prominent, progressive voice in Aus-
tralia on extended deterrence is probably that of  

Gareth Evans, a former foreign minister (“progres-
sive” in the sense of mounting a significant challenge 
to status quo policies). He is the co-chair and intel-
lectual force behind the International Commission 
on Nuclear Non-Proliferation and Disarmament, an 
Australian-Japanese collaborative project. The com-
mission’s report, issued in December 2009, took as its 
premise the conviction that “the risks associated with 
a nuclear world are unacceptable over the long-term, 
and that eliminating them requires eliminating nu-
clear arsenals.”62 On extended deterrence, it reached 
the realistic conclusion that America’s allies will rely 
on the U.S. nuclear umbrella for some time to come, 
but argues that Washington should be able to reas-
sure them of its commitment as a transition towards 
a non-nuclear world occurs. It suggests that, when 
it comes to non-nuclear attacks on U.S. allies (e.g., 
with chemical or biological weapons), U.S. conven-
tional capabilities provide a sufficiently robust deter-
rent. The report warns against U.S. allies increasing 
the emphasis on nuclear weapons at a time when the 
goal is to reduce their number.63  Regarding Ameri-
can declaratory policy, Evans and his colleagues pro-
pose that nuclear-weapons states commit to “no first 
use” by 2025 and in the interim “accept the principle 
that the ‘sole purpose’ of possessing nuclear weapons 
is to deter others from using such weapons against 
that state or its allies.”64  There is much in the Nuclear 
Posture Review’s conclusions for Evans to like.

soUth KoreA 

At the July 2009 meeting of the U.S.-Republic of 
Korea (ROK) Strategic Dialogue, sponsored by 
Pacific Forum CSIS, a group of South Korean of-
ficials and scholars talked at length about extended 
deterrence.65 Shaping their specific concerns were 
two more general and long-standing anxieties. On 
the one hand, South Korea is surrounded by larger 
neighbors. On the other, it doubts whether it can 
absolutely trust the United States to supplement, 
where necessary, its own efforts to ensure security.  
This combination of perceived relative weakness and 
fear of abandonment has fostered a strong desire for 
American reassurance in words and deeds, which 
could be affected by the change in U.S. declaratory 
nuclear policy in the Nuclear Posture Review.
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For these Koreans, the starting point is U.S. poli-
cy toward North Korea’s nuclear problem, both in 
terms of substance and process. Before the Obama 
administration took office there had been a palpable 
fear on the part of South Koreans that Washington 
would deal with Pyongyang on a bilateral basis and 
marginalize Seoul in the process (as it had during the 
mid-1990s). The Obama administration effectively 
allayed those fears by responding firmly to North 
Korean provocations, but South Koreans worry that 
sooner or later the United States will abandon the 
goal of denuclearization of North Korea, be willing 
to tolerate its retention of nuclear weapons, and try 
to “manage” the proliferation problem.  They argue 
that Washington should make absolutely clear that 
its stated goals are its real goals and that it will not 
accept the legitimacy of a North Korea with nuclear 
weapons capability.

It was this mentality that infused the drafting of 
the security portions of the U.S.-ROK joint vision 
statement, which was promulgated at the time of 
the June 2009 summit between Presidents Obama 
and Lee Myung-bok. Reportedly at South Korean 
request, the statement specifically reaffirmed ex-
tended deterrence with a nuclear dimension. It said 
that the United States and the ROK “will maintain 
a robust defense posture, backed by allied capabili-
ties which support both nations’ security interests.  
The continuing commitment of extended deterrence, 
including the U.S. nuclear umbrella, reinforces this 
assurance. In advancing the bilateral plan for re-
structuring the Alliance, the Republic of Korea will 
take the lead role in the combined defense of Korea, 
supported by an enduring and capable U.S. military 
force presence on the Korean Peninsula, in the re-
gion, and beyond.”66

There are some interesting wrinkles to this desire for 
Washington to reaffirm its commitment.  First of all, 
some South Koreans see North Korea as the primary 
target of deterrence and by and large do not regard 
China as a nuclear problem. Japan, on the other hand, 
is not irrelevant because a failure to denuclearize or 
otherwise constrain North Korea might lead Tokyo 
to pursue a nuclear option. These South Koreans are 
not worried about the implications of deep cuts for 

the American extended-deterrence commitment. The 
principal concern is whether Washington has the will 
to use nuclear weapons if deterrence fails.67

These views reflect the more conservative part of the 
South Korean spectrum. Progressives accept the ide-
al of a nuclear-weapon-free Korean peninsula. As 
a practical matter, they by and large recognize that 
extended deterrence is widely regarded as legitimate, 
and thus see no grounds to argue as a matter of prin-
ciple that it is unnecessary. (Only those who advocate 
the withdrawal of U.S. armed forces from the Korean 
peninsula would argue, in addition, that extended 
deterrence be abandoned.) On the other hand, the 
South Koreans see a downside to the U.S. commit-
ment to defend South Korea with nuclear weapons 
if necessary:  North Korea can use the U.S. pledge as 
a pretext to delay  its denuclearization. In particular, 
they regard the oft-used term “nuclear umbrella” as 
unnecessarily provocative to Pyongyang and would 
prefer consistent use of the term “extended deter-
rence.” But progressive scholars have been reluctant 
to express their views on extended nuclear deterrence 
since North Korea carried out its first nuclear test in 
October 2006.68 The Nuclear Posture Review, which 
leaves North Korea outside of U.S. negative security 
assurances as long as it continues to violate its nuclear 
obligations, will not address this downside.

By excluding North Korea in this way, the United 
States is not reneging upon the negative security as-
surance it provided to Pyongyang during the six-
party talks regarding the latter’s nuclear programs—
even though the DPRK has accused the United 
States of doing just that.69 In the joint declaration 
concluded by the six parties on September 19, 2005, 
Washington “affirmed that it has . . . no intention to 
attack or invade the DPRK with nuclear or conven-
tional weapons.”70 But the premise of that promise 
is that North Korea is in compliance with the NPT.  
Should North Korea resume compliance in a cred-
ible way, including giving up its nuclear weapons, 
the Nuclear Posture Review’s negative security assur-
ance would apply to it.

Even if this more recent formulation stands, it is 
not inconsistent with the reaffirmation of extended  
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deterrence by the United States and South Korea in 
the summit of June 2009 cited above. Even if the 
Obama administration had moved toward a “no first 
use” pledge, Korean experts would not have regard-
ed it as a problem. Progressives certainly would have 
responded positively, and more conservative Korean 
scholars who attended the July 2009 dialogue cited 
above expressed no anxiety about that possibility.  
(One of them, Dr. Taewoo Kim, wrote in a separate 
essay that “even if the U.S. were to come back to a 
no first use…  and no first strike… policy, there may 
be no ripple effect for extended deterrence,” because 
the latter applies only to situations where North Ko-
rea strikes first.71)

Still, what a limited number of specialists have said 
may not be a good predictor for how South Koreans 
more broadly will respond as they parse the Nuclear 
Posture Review and its implications for South Ko-
rean security. They might consider more fully the 
implications for North Korean risk calculations 
concerning a conventional attack against the South; 
while U.S. policy leaves open a nuclear response, 
South Koreans may question whether the overall di-
rection toward narrowing the circumstances for U.S. 
nuclear use might affect North Korean calculations.  
What is important is the broader context of U.S. 
policy: “Extended deterrence against North Korea 
will be valid so long as the U.S. clearly demonstrates 
its intent and capability to retaliate against any 
North Korean attack using WMDs on its southern 
neighbor.”72 (The Nuclear Posture Review’s conclu-
sion not to respond with nuclear weapons to a CW 
or BW attack does not apply to North Korea, as it is 
out of compliance with its NPT obligations.)

tAiWAn

There is no evidence that Taiwan has pursued a 
nuclear weapons capability since the United States 
shut down its program in 1986 (or even thought 
about pursuing one). That is ironic, as of all U.S. 
allies and friends in East Asia, it is probably Taiwan 
that has the biggest strategic reason to exercise the 
nuclear option. China is building the capability to 
project power steadily and systematically, in par-
ticular against Taiwan. The United States will not 

provide an explicit pledge to come to Taiwan’s de-
fense with either conventional or nuclear forces, in 
part because Beijing explicitly claims the island as its 
own. Taiwan security planners certainly hope that 
the United States will come to its aid in a crisis, and 
from experience they know that the chances of that 
intervention shrink to a very low level if Taiwan were 
to pursue the nuclear option. Hence, the island’s 
leaders cannot afford to dwell on the intricacies of 
extended deterrence. Rather they must have faith in 
American support.

Security experts on Taiwan will study carefully the 
language of the Nuclear Posture Review. The NSA 
language applies to non-nuclear weapons states un-
der the NPT and does not apply to China, a nuclear 
weapons state. But Taiwan strategists will weigh 
what the changes in U.S. policy mean more broadly 
for the possibility of the United States using nuclear 
weapons to respond to a conventional attack on the 
island, and whether those changes weaken deter-
rence—even though the United States has no formal 
commitment to Taiwan.73 

JApAn

Although concerns about the U.S. commitment led 
Japan on several occasions to give at least some ab-
stract thought to the nuclear option, it never took 
action to begin a program, as did Taiwan, South Ko-
rea and Australia. Because the United States agreed 
that it could create a complete nuclear fuel cycle and 
reprocess spent fuel, Japan has a substantial amount 
of plutonium (all under safeguards). There are a 
wide variety of estimates as to how long it could take 
Japan to create a nuclear weapon should it lose con-
fidence in the U.S. nuclear umbrella, ranging from a 
year to a decade.74

Yet Japan is also the country least likely to cross the 
nuclear Rubicon, in large part because the nuclear 
attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki left a significant 
segment of the public strongly opposed to a military 
establishment and offensive warfare of any kind, to 
say nothing of nuclear weapons. Being a non-nuclear 
weapons state is a part of the national identity. Hence, 
Japan has consistently supported disarmament.   
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For example, the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), 
which assumed power in September 2009, endorsed 
President Obama’s April 2009 Prague speech.  For-
eign Minister Okada subsequently promised “Japan 
will take leadership to achieve a positive agreement 
in each field of nuclear disarmament, nuclear non-
proliferation, and the peaceful use of nuclear en-
ergy.”75 Okada’s predecessor, Nakasone Hirofumi of 
the rival Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), vigorously 
supported those same goals in an April 2009 speech, 
laying out eleven benchmarks for disarmament.76

Nuclear disarmament thus reflects an idealistic 
strain in Japanese foreign policy, one that is found 
in both progressive and conservative political co-
alitions.  For idealists, extended deterrence gets no 
more than passing reference, if that.77 Indeed, the 
current DPJ government has placed far more em-
phasis on investigating whether prior LDP govern-
ments allowed U.S. ships with nuclear weapons to 
enter Japanese territorial waters, in violation of do-
mestic law and policy principles. But there is cer-
tainly a realist strain as well, one that is sensitive to 
changes in Japan’s security environment, such as 
the growing capabilities of both North Korea and 
China. In this perspective, the need to reinforce the 
credibility of America’s commitment to defend Ja-
pan, with nuclear weapons if necessary, is central. 
If cuts in the number of American warheads went 
too low, Japanese realists worry that there would not 
be enough to credibly maintain deterrence, but they 
have different views on where the lower limit is. One 
expert estimates that 1,500 is about the lower limit; 
others say that anxiety would increase significantly 
if the U.S. nuclear force dropped beneath 1,000 de-
ployable weapons. Idealists would probably regard 
the extent of U.S. cuts as a non-issue (the logic for 
the 1,000 weapons threshold is not stated and is 
probably not based on rigorous analysis).78 

Extended deterrence did not even become a topic 
of declaratory policy in Japan until 1968. It was at 
that point that Prime Minister Eisaku enunciated the 
four pillars of Japanese policy on nuclear weapons, 
one of which was relying on the U.S. nuclear deter-
rent for protection from external nuclear threat.79  
Because the most conceivable nuclear threat to Japan 

was existential (from the Soviet Union), and because 
the United States seemed so powerful, Tokyo simply 
put its trust in the United States that its vast retal-
iatory capacity would be enough to deter potential 
threats.80 

On the far right are those who argue Japan should 
secure its own nuclear weapons.81 Somewhat less 
extreme are Nakanishi Terumasa and other conser-
vatives who advocate an expansion of Japan’s con-
ventional forces so that Japan could defend itself in 
case the United States chose not to do so. Discussion 
of acquiring a long-range precision strike capability 
to hit North Korean missile bases, which surfaced 
while North Korea was testing missiles and nuclear 
devices in 2006, is a case in point.82

On the left, scholars have argued that North Ko-
rea is fundamentally insecure. If it were to attack 
Japan, they say, it would be from a sense of vulner-
ability rather than to seize an opportunity.  Reassur-
ance would be more likely to dissuade Pyongyang 
from provocation than threats and warning.  While 
still in the opposition, the Democratic Party of Ja-
pan picked up on this suggestion, calling at various 
points for a non-preemptive use pledge and work-
ing to build a regional nuclear weapons-free zone.83  
(Note that both the right and the left seek more in-
dependence from the United States but in very dif-
ferent ways.)

The mainstream view “has been continued reliance 
on the U.S. nuclear deterrent as an indispensable 
component of Japanese defense policy.”84 Japan has 
affirmed that approach in its most authoritative doc-
uments on defense policy, and the United States has 
reaffirmed (in May 2007, for example) “that the full 
range of U.S. military capabilities—both nuclear 
and non-nuclear strike forces and defensive capabili-
ties—form the core of extended deterrence and sup-
port U.S. commitments to the defense of Japan.”85  
Yet the anxieties remain.86

Tokyo has used a couple of strategies to supplement 
its dependence on the U.S. deterrent. One is to in-
crease cooperation with the United States on the lat-
ter’s own priorities in order to reduce any incentives 
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Washington might have to ignore Japan’s interests. 
Another is to suggest that Japan might go its own 
way, not because there was a strong reason to do 
so but as a means of eliciting reaffirmation of the 
U.S. commitment. Tokyo’s periodic studies on the 
nuclear option exemplify this approach.87 Third, Ja-
pan decided in the late 1990s to build up its own 
capabilities, in the form of land- and sea-based mis-
sile defense, in close cooperation with the United 
States. (Such a capability may be effective against 
North Korea but would be insufficient against Chi-
na’s more robust and growing missile force.)

The 2009 electoral victory of the Democratic Party 
of Japan raised the question of whether there will be 
a new mainstream and where it might be located.  
Although the party and its small coalition parties 
won primarily because the public lost confidence in 
the Liberal-Democratic Party’s competence on do-
mestic policy, it had staked out a different position 
on foreign and security policy from the LDP. The 
DPJ’s broader policy principles appear to foreshadow 
a shift. These include reinserting Japan as a “mem-
ber of Asia”; pursuing an alliance with the United 
States in ways that reduce Japan’s dependence and 
deference; contributing to international peace and 
security through the United Nations rather than as 
an arm of U.S. security policy; modernizing the na-
tional security apparatus in ways that save taxpay-
ers’ money; and working for nuclear disarmament 
through a variety of diplomatic efforts.88 

As noted, the disarmament goal has been a hardy 
perennial of Japanese foreign policy, and not just for 
the leftist parties. But it is a particularly high priority 
now for Foreign Minister Okada. He proposed three 
specific steps for the 2010 NPT review conference: 
“no first use” of nuclear weapons; no use of nuclear 
weapons against non-nuclear weapons states; and 
a treaty establishing a nuclear-weapons-free zone 
in Northeast Asia. One of Okada’s Diet colleagues 
made explicit what was implicit in the proposal:  
such an approach is how Japan can “escape from the 
[American] nuclear umbrella.”89 

The DPJ does not make clear how pursuit of a weap-
ons-free zone is feasible in a region where China has 

nuclear weapons and North Korea has devices. But 
the DPJ has sought to avoid discussion of the con-
tradiction between its goals and hard reality.

The DPJ government is struggling to find the right 
balance concerning the U.S.-Japan alliance. Gen-
erally, it has focused on the problems that stem 
from the presence of American forces rather than 
the strategic realities that have made that presence 
necessary—and which, arguably, have not changed.  
Optimists hope that Japan’s new leaders will gradu-
ally reconcile campaign promises with the security 
vulnerabilities that persist. Pessimists worry that the 
DPJ’s quest for an alliance where it has fewer obli-
gations and more benefits will be unacceptable to 
Washington and that the mutual benefits the alli-
ance affords will be lost.

In this context, nuclear issues are not trivial, and 
there have been several straws in the wind. First of 
all, Prime Minister Hatoyama deleted the word “de-
terrence” from the section on the U.S.-Japan alliance 
in his January 2010 policy speech (reportedly at the 
insistence of a DPJ coalition partner, the more paci-
fist Social Democratic Party).90 Second, early this 
year, Foreign Minister Okada disavowed efforts dur-
ing the spring of 2009 by security-minded Japanese 
diplomats to persuade the Perry-Schlesinger Com-
mission to keep nuclear-capable Tomahawk SLCMs 
operational, because they were “a key component 
of the U.S. nuclear umbrella.”91 Third, as noted 
above, Okada proposed that the 2010 NPT review 
conference consider the principles of “no first use” 
of nuclear weapons and no use of nuclear weap-
ons against non-nuclear weapons states—proposals 
that the prior government declined to make, even 
though it shares the DPJ’s views on disarmament.92  
And fourth, almost half the members of the Diet 
(parliament) sent a letter to President Obama urging 
that he “immediately adopt a declaratory policy stat-
ing that the sole purpose of U.S. nuclear weapons is 
to deter others from using such weapons against the 
United States or U.S. allies.”93

On balance, the initial Japanese reaction to the 
Nuclear Posture Review was positive. DPJ leaders 
both praised it as “a step toward a world without 



ForeigN Policy at BrookiNgS   •   Ar m s Co n t ro l se r i es

U.s.  nUCleAr AnD eXtenDeD DeterrenCe: Co n s i D e rAt i o n s A n D Ch A l l e n g es

36

nuclear weapons” and reemphasized the impor-
tance of American extended deterrence. Predictably, 
more conservative newspapers had some doubts on 
the credibility of American resolve, but all papers 
praised the exclusion of North Korea from the new 
negative security assurance.94 The “step toward” for-
mulation may suggest some disappointment on the 
part of the government that the Obama administra-
tion did not go further toward a “no first use” or 
“sole purpose” declaratory policy. Where the DPJ 
government, which is still in its early days, comes 
out will be the result of a protracted process.95 And 
wherever the government comes out, the more con-
servative circles that shaped the mainstream view in 
the past may well have doubts.

ConClUsion

U.S. nuclear deterrence remains important for Aus-
tralia and South Korea, but for different reasons:  

Australia as a way of reducing the danger of a nucle-
ar attack, and South Korea to dissuade North Korea 
from launching a conventional attack. In Japan, the 
old mainstream placed great emphasis on the cred-
ibility of the U.S. commitment and was sensitive to 
changes in American policy. A new mainstream has 
yet to be formed as issues of threat assessment, secu-
rity strategy and the value of the U.S. alliance are all 
contested. In all three countries, conservatives and 
progressives stake out different positions. The adop-
tion of a new declaratory policy by the United States 
will likely be welcomed by progressives in each na-
tion—though some may be disappointed that the 
policy did not change more dramatically. Conser-
vatives in Australia and Japan may well have some 
worries. South Korean conservatives seem relaxed 
for now. In Taiwan, extended deterrence is a latent 
issue, subsumed by the larger question of whether 
the United States would come to the island’s defense 
at all.
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7.  Extended Deterrence and The 
Middle East

the irAniAn ChAllenge

Extended deterrence today is central to U.S. policy 
in the Middle East, and in few places is the chal-
lenge of maintaining effective nuclear deterrence 
more daunting. Beginning in 2002, the world 
learned that the Iranian nuclear program had picked 
up considerable steam. There is much debate today 
about both the extent of that progress and Tehran’s 
ultimate goal, but there is now a consensus that Iran 
will soon have the feedstock, the know how and the 
machinery to make enough highly-enriched urani-
um (HEU) to build a nuclear weapon.
 
Israeli officials have repeatedly declared that an Ira-
nian nuclear arsenal poses an existential threat to 
the Jewish state and warn that Israel might have no 
choice but to act militarily to “eliminate” that threat, 
as it did with Iraqi and Syrian nuclear facilities. The 
United Arab Emirates has inaugurated its own ci-
vilian nuclear program, albeit under stringent safe-
guards, as a subtle warning to the Iranians that they 
too have the option of pursuing a nuclear bomb. In 
private, Saudi officials have told Americans that they 
will acquire nuclear weapons if Iran does. In such 
circumstances, no one should assume that Egypt, 
with its cherished claim to be the militarily most 
powerful Arab state, would stand idly by. Thus, even 
the perception of an Iranian nuclear weapons capa-
bility could trigger a Middle East nuclear arms race 
and an Israeli military response that could escalate 
into a full-scale regional conflict. 
  
With greater or lesser degrees of sincerity and 
energy, both the George W. Bush and Obama  

administrations have attempted to convince Iran to 
desist from this effort. The Bush administration was 
unable to bring sufficient international pressure to 
bear to convince Tehran to stop its enrichment ac-
tivities at a time when many members of the Iranian 
regime seemed willing to consider a negotiated set-
tlement. The Obama administration has been more 
successful in building international support to pres-
sure Iran. However, since the disputed Iranian elec-
tions of June 2009 (and the purges and crackdowns 
that followed), the United States faces an Iranian 
regime that seems to have limited interest in giving 
up its nuclear program even though it may be will-
ing to make tactical concessions to deflect harsher 
sanctions and divide the international community.  
Consequently, it seems less and less likely that the 
United States will be able to convince Tehran to give 
up its efforts to achieve a “breakout” capability any 
time soon, although it might succeed in delaying the 
day that it crosses the nuclear weapons threshold.

Some Americans have reacted to this shift in Teh-
ran by advocating either military strikes to try to 
destroy the Iranian program, or a major effort to 
support Iran’s new internal opposition (the Green 
Movement) in hopes that it could topple the Islam-
ic regime. The United States certainly has the ca-
pacity to inflict tremendous damage on the Iranian 
nuclear program, perhaps even setting it back by 
several years. But even a highly successful Ameri-
can air campaign would not eliminate the problem:  
the Iranian people would probably rally around 
the regime, and the regime would likely rebuild 
its program, without international inspections, in 
concealed locations, with the advantages of hav-
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ing done it before, and with justification since it 
had been attacked. Likewise, one can hope that the 
Iranian opposition will bring about a velvet revolu-
tion, but so far, the regime has shown no sign of 
collapsing soon, and American assistance to Iranian 
opposition groups has typically been the kiss of 
death owing to the long, tortuous history of U.S.-
Iranian relations.
  
In short, promoting regime change and launch-
ing air strikes (either by the United States or Israel) 
might well become elements of an American strat-
egy to deal with the threat from Iran, but they can-
not suffice. The United States will have to consider 
incorporating into that strategy a policy of contain-
ment based on extended deterrence that would keep 
Iran from destabilizing southwest Asia, attacking 
America’s many allies in the region, and dominat-
ing its irreplaceable (for now) oil supplies, as long as 
necessary and perhaps until the Iranian regime col-
lapses of its own internal contradictions. 

Declaratory policy is an essential element in estab-
lishing an effective nuclear deterrent in the region, 
and it is therefore no surprise that it loomed large 
in the Obama administration’s Nuclear Posture Re-
view.  Iran was singled out, together with North 
Korea, as a state that is not in compliance with its 
obligations as a signatory to the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty. Accordingly, it was explicitly excluded from 
the “negative security assurances” provided to other 
signatories in compliance with their NPT obliga-
tions, meaning that it could be subjected to nuclear 
retaliation by the United States, including in re-
sponse to an Iranian conventional or chemical and 
biological attack against the United States or its re-
gional allies.96 

the ConventionAl threAt From irAn 

Developing extended deterrence against an Iran that 
aspires to dominate the Middle East is particularly 
difficult because of the complex nature of the threat 
it poses to its neighbors.  Iran’s conventional forces 
are relatively weak.  Unlike the Soviet Red Army or 
Saddam Hussein’s army, Iran’s armed forces lack the 
ground combat power to conquer its large neighbors 

Iraq or Saudi Arabia (especially given the limita-
tions of Iranian logistics and amphibious lift). Simi-
larly, the Iranian air force could do some damage 
to neighboring states, but its aircraft lack the neces-
sary range, ability to generate sufficient sorties, and 
capacity to accurately deliver ordnance to mount 
a punishing strategic air campaign. Iranian fight-
ers might fare somewhat better in air-to-air combat 
against their Arab foes, but they lack the air-frames, 
pilot skills, range and sustainment to secure air su-
periority over the Gulf Cooperation Council states 
(GCC)—except by default.

Nevertheless, Iran still poses a conventional threat 
to neighboring Arab states. Absent American mili-
tary forces, Iran will be able to inflict some painful 
defeats on the nascent Iraqi ground forces for some 
time to come. Tehran might be able to seize parts of 
Iraqi territory, and given the proximity of some of 
Iraq’s most profitable oil fields to the Iranian bor-
der, even tactical land grabs could have a strategic 
impact. Likewise, in the absence of American naval 
and air forces, the Iranians could close the Strait 
of Hormuz and its vital oil flows unless and until 
the U.S. Navy and Air Force intervened to reopen 
it.  Finally, Iranian air and missile forces could cer-
tainly damage GCC oil facilities and other vital in-
frastructure (such as desalination plants), again if 
the United States military were no longer present 
in the region.

Nevertheless, given the discrepancy in capabilities 
between Iran and its Arab neighbors in the lower 
Gulf, it still poses an important threat to the region 
in the abstract—and one that would become quite 
tangible were American forces no longer present.  
Scholarly work on extended deterrence has consis-
tently found that would-be aggressors focus on the 
regional balance of power in their neighborhood, 
not the overall balance of power. They typically cal-
culate that they can move quickly, before the distant 
great power can reinforce its position in the region, 
and present it with a fait accompli.97 (Saddam’s deci-
sion to attack Kuwait despite the fact that he fully 
expected the United States would oppose him was 
a perfect, Middle Eastern example of this phenome-
non.98) Thus, the presence of considerable American 
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conventional forces in the region would probably 
be necessary well into the future to ensure that Iran 
does not believe it can mount a conventional mili-
tary operation like those described above.

If the United States maintains sufficient air and na-
val forces in the Persian Gulf region, it would likely 
be quite capable of joining with local forces to blunt 
and defeat an Iranian conventional attack on one of 
its neighbors. The conventional balance therefore 
should not require a U.S. resort to a nuclear threat 
as long as American conventional forces remain 
present in some strength in the Gulf. Nevertheless, 
the Obama administration’s Nuclear Posture Review 
explicitly retained that option against an Iranian 
conventional threat, in part to reassure nervous Gulf 
Arab states that the shift in U.S. nuclear declaratory 
policy in regard to other threats would not weaken 
the U.S. commitment to their defense. 
  
Even with American conventional forces remaining 
in the Gulf as part of a revised extended deterrence 
posture in the region, Iran’s acquisition of a nuclear 
capability will add further complications. In partic-
ular, it increases the threat that Iran might attempt 
to close the Strait of Hormuz to oil tankers to black-
mail the international community. At present, there 
is little risk of this because Iran appears fully cogni-
zant that any move against the Strait would be met 
by an overwhelming American conventional blow 
that would easily reopen the waterway and obliter-
ate much of Iran’s naval and air forces in the process.  
Iranian acquisition of a nuclear capability might not 
preclude such an American response in the future, 
but the risk of escalation would doubtless inject 
greater caution into Washington’s thinking.  

Moreover, maintaining a significant conventional 
presence in the region poses a dilemma for the Unit-
ed States, given the high degree of antipathy many 
Arab populations evince toward a large American 
military presence. During the 1990s, Saudi Arabia 
restricted American air forces operating from their 
air bases because of growing Saudi popular antipa-
thy toward the American presence.99 After 2003, 
the United States quietly removed its forces alto-
gether from the Kingdom because operations had 

become so problematic. Many other Arab countries 
simply refuse to host them. Indeed, in places like 
Saudi Arabia, the presence of American forces ac-
tually helped to exacerbate the internal opposition 
and terrorist movements against the Royal Family.  
Bin Ladin himself has regularly claimed that it was 
the presence of infidel American soldiers within the 
sacred precincts of the Kingdom that drove him 
to Jihad against both the Americans and the Al 
Sa’ud.100 Thus, American military forces are needed 
in the region to extend deterrence to American al-
lies against Iranian conventional forces, but their 
presence can actually worsen the internal situations 
of these states, making them more vulnerable to Ira-
nian subversion.

Because of the conflicting dilemmas attendant upon 
the American conventional presence in the region, 
the Middle East will likely continue to represent 
a fly in the ointment to those who would like to 
see the United States move beyond the Obama ad-
ministration’s revised nuclear posture to a blanket 
policy of “no first use.” Under most circumstances, 
the massive superiority of American conventional 
forces over their Iranian counterparts—both current 
and projected—renders an American nuclear um-
brella superfluous. However, should Iran cross the 
nuclear threshold, it will introduce important un-
certainties regarding the willingness—not the abil-
ity—of Washington to eliminate an Iranian threat 
to the Strait of Hormuz with conventional forces 
alone. In that case, Washington may want to retain 
its current ability to make Tehran understand that 
the United States is willing to climb much higher 
on the escalation ladder, if need be. Finally, if U.S. 
forces were ever removed completely or significantly 
diminished in the Gulf, Washington might want 
to retain the residual threat of a resort to nuclear 
weapons to ensure that Tehran does not mistakenly 
assume that it could create a military fait accompli 
in the vital oilfields of the region. In short, as long 
as Tehran maintains its nuclear ambitions, it will be 
very difficult for any administration in Washington 
to contemplate removing the Iranian exception to 
the negative security assurances, which apply only to 
non-nuclear weapons states in full compliance with 
their NPT obligations.   
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irAniAn sUpport For internAl 
sUbversion AnD terrorism

Although an American extended deterrent posture in 
the Middle East must keep in mind Iran’s theoretical 
military capabilities, the most tangible and dangerous 
threat that Iran poses to American allies in the region 
is internal subversion. Iran is the archetypal anti-sta-
tus quo power: it seeks to overturn the regional status 
quo, which currently favors the United States and its 
allies, and create in its place an Iranian-dominated re-
gional power structure. In its determination to drive 
America and Israel out and eliminate the conservative 
Arab regimes allied with the United States, Iran has 
supported all manner of insurgencies, terrorist groups, 
dissidents and internal oppositions. Since 1979, Iran 
has attempted to overthrow the governments of Saudi 
Arabia, Iraq, Kuwait and Bahrain. The Egyptians, 
Jordanians, United Arab Emirates and others believe 
that the Iranians have aided their internal opposition 
figures and terrorist groups as well.101  For the conser-
vative Arab states of the region, this—not the Iranian 
armed forces—is the greatest threat posed by Tehran.   

For its part, Israel does not have to worry about a con-
ventional Iranian attack as do Persian Gulf states, but 
it does worry at least as much about an Iranian nuclear 
arsenal as the Arab states because of the potential spur 
to Iranian asymmetric aggression against the Jewish 
state. Most Israeli strategic thinkers discount the like-
lihood of an Iranian nuclear strike. What they do ex-
pect is that, should Iran believe that its own nuclear 
capability can deter Israeli military retaliation, Teh-
ran will press Hizballah, Hamas, Palestinian Islamic 
Jihad and its other Palestinian allies to attack Israel 
both more frequently and with much greater ferocity. 
It could be difficult to convince Jerusalem not to take 
preventive military action against Iran’s nuclear facili-
ties to deal with this problem, but such a strike might 
create as many problems as it resolves—both for Israel 
and the United States.102  Convincing Israel not to 
strike would therefore require a much higher degree 
of American commitment to Israel’s defense and, per-
haps, a more robust nuclear declaratory policy.  

Moreover, Israel and the Arab states also worry about 
another problem different from the Cold War: the 

possibility that Iran might provide nuclear weap-
ons or nuclear materials to one of the many terrorist 
groups it sponsors in the belief that doing so would 
shield Tehran from retaliation by the targeted state. 
In truth, this scenario seems implausible.  Iran has 
supported terrorist groups for 31 years and has had 
weapons of mass destruction (chemical and biologi-
cal warfare agents) for 22 years; it has never mixed 
the two. The Iranians seem to recognize that, if Israel 
or another American ally were attacked by a nuclear 
weapon, it would eventually be traced back to Tehran, 
and neither Washington nor Jerusalem would feel the 
need for incontrovertible evidence before retaliating 
against it. Nevertheless, this still represents a threat 
stemming from Iran’s potential acquisition of nuclear 
weapons that would pose major challenges for Ameri-
can efforts to apply extended deterrence in the Mid-
dle East. (The challenge of deterring non-state actors, 
such as terrorist groups, is addressed later.)

Although they rarely specify it, many of Iran’s Arab 
neighbors also seem to fear that Tehran might at-
tempt to use a nuclear monopoly to intimidate them 
into making humiliating concessions. Many have 
signaled that, if Iran obtains a nuclear capability, 
they will follow suit to deter Iran both from more 
aggressive unconventional warfare and the threat of 
nuclear extortion. Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates and Turkey are all obvious candidates 
to proliferate for these reasons.

Indeed, the last element of the Iranian threat that 
bears consideration is this potential to spur regional 
proliferation. Many Middle Eastern states argue 
that it would be simply unbearable for Iran to have 
nuclear weapons if they do not. Their most obvi-
ous fear is that an Iran in possession of a nuclear 
deterrent might feel so safe from American (or Is-
raeli) retaliation with either conventional or nuclear 
means, that it could act far more aggressively in the 
unconventional sphere—ramping up its support to 
Hizballah, Hamas and other terrorist and insurgent 
groups.

A Middle East with a half-dozen nuclear states would 
be far more precarious than even the current status 
quo. Consequently, another important element of 
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American extended deterrence in the Middle East 
must be to help reassure all of these states that, even 
if Iran does acquire a nuclear capability, it will not be 
able to bully them. Although this cannot be the only 
element of an American strategy to dampen prolif-
eration, should Iran cross the nuclear threshold, it 
will become a critical component.  

Since 1945, a number of states that faced compelling 
strategic threats—many of which actually started 
down the path of acquiring nuclear weapons—were 
eventually convinced not to acquire nuclear weap-
ons. In every case, an important element involved 
persuading them that the strategic threat they faced 
could be handled in other ways. It will be vital to do 
the same in the Middle East.

Given the importance of reassuring skittish allies in 
the Middle East, had the Obama administration’s 
Nuclear Posture Review signaled a shift to a policy of 
“no first use” or “sole purpose,” it would have been 
counter-productive. The states of the region would 
have seen it as likely portending a reduced American 
commitment. It certainly would not have increased 
their willingness to rely on American security assur-
ances, and could have badly undermined it, lead-
ing them to take matters into their own hands:  air 
strikes for Israel, and nuclear arsenals for many of 
the Muslim states in the region. Presumably, these 
considerations influenced President Obama’s deci-
sion to adopt a nuclear declaratory policy that was 
more conservative than hoped for by many in the 
arms control community. 

eXtenDing DeterrenCe in the miDDle 
eAst

The United States has compelling reasons to apply 
extended deterrence to the myriad problems cre-
ated by Iran’s potential acquisition of a nuclear ca-
pability, but is likely to find that doing so is more 
complicated than in Europe and East Asia during 
the Cold War. The stakes may be somewhat lower in 
that Iran lacks the capabilities of the Soviet Union, 
but the task may be more difficult. It will require 
determined and creative approaches on at least four 
different vectors.

Laying down clear red lines to Iran. As the United 
States learned during the Cold War, it is critical to 
specify to an adversary one seeks to deter (especially 
one that also has nuclear weapons) what actions on 
its part will trigger an American military response, 
conventional or nuclear. The most obvious red line 
would be for the United States to state that any Ira-
nian use of conventional or nuclear force beyond its 
own borders—including in the Strait of Hormuz—
would be met by whatever means necessary to defeat 
it. This is the heart of extended deterrence.

A second red line in containing a nuclear Iran might 
be for the United States to assert that any use of 
nuclear weapons by any terrorist group associated 
with Iran would trigger military operations not only 
against the terrorist group itself, but against Iran.  
To have its intended deterrent impact, this declara-
tory policy would need to emphasize that the United 
States would not necessarily wait for the forensic evi-
dence that could meet international legal standards; 
rather, the United States would act on the presump-
tion that Iran was responsible. Because of the dif-
ficulty of tracking terrorist movements and interac-
tions with the Iranian regime, it would be critical 
for the United States to put the onus of burden on 
Tehran and persuade the Iranians to treat their ties 
with terrorist groups like Caesar treated his wife:  
they would have to be above suspicion.

Finally, to deter Iran from more aggressively pursu-
ing unconventional wars against the United States 
and its allies, Washington might want to convey to 
Tehran that asymmetric warfare on its part would be 
met by disproportionate asymmetric responses on 
America’s part: support for insurgent and separatist 
groups inside Iran; undermining Iran’s currency; and 
mounting relentless cyber attacks against Iran, for 
example. 

Underlining overt American commitments to key 
Middle Eastern allies. A natural adjunct to laying 
down red lines to Iran would be to make crystal clear 
America’s commitment to the defense of its Middle 
Eastern allies. Israel, Egypt and Saudi Arabia already 
have already been officially designated as “major 
non-NATO allies.” It seems likely that the Iranians 
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already believe that the United States would retali-
ate if any of those states were attacked, but it will be 
critical for Washington to remove all doubt, espe-
cially when it comes to the smaller Gulf Arab states.  
This may require the signing of formal mutual de-
fense treaties.

The willingness of the Senate to ratify such defense 
commitments could be questionable given the 
troubled relationships the United States has with 
a variety of Arab countries (over human rights and 
political freedom in Saudi Arabia and Egypt, and 
over Al Jazeera broadcasting from Qatar). Israel’s 
defense treaty, on the other hand, would likely sail 
through the Senate, given the degree of support Is-
rael enjoys on Capitol Hill. That could provide the 
vehicle for convincing the Senate to support formal 
commitments to Arab allies.103 However, Israel has 
its own reservations about tying its hands too tightly 
through a formal defense alliance. And in all cases, 
there is the question of what happens if one of our 
Middle Eastern treaty allies were involved in conflict 
with another.

Alternatively, the United States might seek a new 
regional alliance, one that would carry with it the 
explicit guarantee of an American military response 
if an external power attacked any member state. This 
might be more palatable, both for the United States 
and Arab governments. Ideally, such a regional al-
liance would include Israel, although this might 
be impossible absent a comprehensive Arab-Israeli 
peace treaty. In the (potentially lengthy) interim, the 
United States might push for NATO to embrace Is-
rael, as some Americans and Europeans have already 
suggested. Thus, the new Middle Eastern alliance 
would extend the U.S. nuclear umbrella to the Mus-
lim states of the region, and NATO would do the 
same for Israel.

Of course, a regional alliance and/or NATO member-
ship for Israel appear distant and difficult objectives. 
A potentially more tangible alternative would be to 
pursue a bilateral defense treaty with Israel and a new 
security pact for the Arab countries most immediately 
threatened by Iran in the Persian Gulf. GCC com-
mon defense efforts are largely a sham and the Gulf 

emirates prefer to handle their defense via bilateral 
understandings with the United States, making such a 
multilateral treaty potentially very useful. In this sce-
nario, Washington might supplement such a Persian 
Gulf security structure with bilateral pacts negotiated 
with Egypt and Jordan as well. 

Iran’s Arab neighbors would be reluctant to join a 
pact that is overtly aimed at a particular country, 
even though they clearly want protection against 
Iran. It would therefore be important to present 
such a regional alliance as the precursor to a broader 
regional security framework that could even include 
Iran, were it willing also to forswear nuclear weap-
ons and aggressive behavior.

The GCC states would also have to be willing to sign 
on to an explicit bargain that would require them 
to forswear the acquisition of their own nuclear 
weapon capabilities in return for U.S. nuclear guar-
antees, whose credibility they would have reason to 
doubt—especially if Iran acquires nuclear weapons 
despite declarations by three American presidents of 
the “unacceptability” of such a development.

Strengthening American allies. For the Israelis, and 
probably for other American allies in the Middle 
East, even red lines and American treaties might not 
be enough to dissuade them from destabilizing be-
havior in response to the growing threat from Iran.  
For them, the United States will almost certainly 
have to demonstrate an even greater commitment 
to their ability to defend themselves, a point made 
explicit in the Obama administration’s Nuclear Pos-
ture Review.104 In the past, arms sales to the region 
paid few dividends in terms of creating the kind of 
integrated military effort the United States has been 
seeking for 60 years, but they were critical in convey-
ing a sense of reciprocal commitment by signaling 
that the United States and the buying nation were 
inextricably bound to their defense relationship.

Nevertheless, given the nature of the Iranian threat, 
the most useful American assistance to the defense 
of Arab allies would look very different from that 
which the United States traditionally provided  
Europe, East Asia and those same states in the past.  
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Given that Iran’s most potent weapon is its ability to 
stoke internal unrest in these countries, subvert con-
servative regimes, and feed the flames of civil strife, 
U.S. assistance to the Arab states could be focused on 
helping them develop more effective counterterror-
ism and counterinsurgency capabilities. It will also 
require encouragement and assistance to reform their 
political, economic and social systems to eliminate 
the underlying grievances which give rise to the in-
ternal unrest that the Iranians attempt to enflame.105

For Israel, the challenge is different. For decades, the 
United States has provided Israel with the means to 
defend itself by itself. And Israel has its own nuclear 
deterrent. If, in the service of regional stability, the 
United States sought to restrain Israel from a pre-
ventive military strike against Iran’s nuclear facilities, 
then it would need to strengthen both Israel’s own 
defense capabilities against a possible Iranian missile 
attack, as well as its ability to deter an Iranian attack 
by itself. A formal defense treaty on its own would 
not provide sufficient assurance because of Israel’s 
unwillingness to put the future existence of the Jew-
ish state in the hands of any outside power.

This would likely mean greater assistance to Israeli 
air defense and anti-ballistic missile defenses (re-
gardless of whether the United States thought them 
inadequate to the task), enhanced air superiority and 
air strike assets, and helping Israel develop a secure 
second-strike capability. This last point would be 
both the most controversial and the most impor-
tant. Israel has begun to acquire and deploy mod-
ern submarines and has developed long-range cruise 
missiles for them, presumably in an effort to create 
a nuclear submarine force capable of surviving any 
attack on Israel (conventional or nuclear) and deliv-
ering a devastating response to any aggressor. That 

survivable deterrent is particularly important for a 
country the size of Israel, and is one of the reasons 
that the United States has encouraged Germany to 
sell the submarines to Israel. Washington will need 
to fully engage on the issue of helping Israel main-
tain confidence in its survivable deterrent, and that 
could include some new types of offensive or defen-
sive capabilities or both.  

The responsibilities of extended deterrence. Clearly, 
developing a regime of effective extended deterrence 
for the Middle East in the face of Iranian acquisition 
of a nuclear weapon would require the United States 
to undertake new and far-reaching commitments to 
the defense of its Arab and Israeli allies. In return, 
Washington would have to insist that the Arab states 
foreswear acquiring nuclear weapons of their own 
and that Israel not act preventively against Iran. As 
history has demonstrated, great powers can some-
times get sucked into regional wars by their alliance 
commitments to client states pursuing their own in-
terests. Consequently, while Washington would have 
to do everything possible to ensure that Iran did not 
underestimate the U.S. commitment to its Middle 
Eastern allies, so too should it avoid the possibil-
ity that U.S. allies would feel so secure behind that 
American defense commitment that they would take 
actions that would be provocative or destabilizing.

If the United States is to guarantee the security of its 
Middle Eastern allies, it can only come at the price 
of their agreement to end conflict between them, to 
proliferate no further, and to avoid plunging into 
war with Iran that such American commitments are 
meant to deter.  In other words, extending deter-
rence to the conflict-rive Middle East is a very tall 
order, complex in its requirements and uncertain in 
its achievability.  
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8.  Deterring Chemical and 
Biological Weapons Use

ChemiCAl WeApons

Another issue the Obama administration consid-
ered in the Nuclear Posture Review was the role that 
nuclear weapons play in deterring the use of chemi-
cal and biological weapons. The administration con-
sidered a number of factors in deciding to remove 
the ambiguity in U.S. policy—as far as non-nuclear 
weapons states are concerned—regarding a nuclear 
response to possible chemical or biological weapons 
attack. (The United States, a party to the Biologi-
cal and Toxin Weapons Convention and Chemical 
Weapons Convention, has destroyed its stocks of 
biological agents and is in the process of eliminating 
its chemical weapons.)  

The arguments for a change in U.S. policy were 
straightforward. President Obama has stated that he 
seeks to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in Amer-
ican policy. Another reason for removing the ambi-
guity was that it contradicted U.S. negative security 
assurances; Iraq in 1990-91 was not allied with a 
nuclear weapons state, yet Washington threatened 
it with a possible nuclear response for any chemi-
cal or biological attack on U.S. forces. Preserving 
the ambiguity could have undercut the new nega-
tive security assurances. Eliminating the ambiguity 
also became easier because robust U.S. conventional 
forces would remain capable of inflicting massive 
punishment on an aggressor using CW or BW. That 
could suffice to deter use of such weapons, especially 
of chemical arms. Critics of the policy change, how-
ever, contended that removal of the threat of nuclear 
retaliation would weaken the U.S. ability to deter 
CW or BW attacks, citing the example of Syria as 

a non-nuclear weapons state that is believed to have 
chemical arms.  

Chemical weapons are cruel and potent killers. 
But they are relatively hard to deliver in a militar-
ily significant manner in most cases. To be sure, the 
potential use of sarin or a comparable high-quality 
and lethal CW agent in the air circulation systems 
of large buildings and other public facilities is a non-
trivial threat. Unsuspecting and undefended civilian 
populations can suffer greatly, as Saddam Hussein 
showed in his brutal al-Anfal campaign against the 
Kurds in 1988.  

But chemical agents are not contagious like some 
biological pathogens; they do not spread beyond 
those immediately and directly affected. Given the 
practicalities of delivery, they need to be employed 
in large amounts—by the ton—to have large-scale 
lethal effects in most situations. (This fact also makes 
it unlikely that nuclear “deterrence by denial” could 
be effective against chemical, or biological, weapons 
stocks, which tend to be easily dispersed and thus 
difficult to eliminate through use of modern, highly 
destructive conventional munitions of any type.)  
Even then, at least against modern armies in the 
field, well-established protective measures can sig-
nificantly blunt their lethality. Previous experience 
suggests that, even against poorly defended troops 
deployed in battle, chemical arms have tended not 
to cause more than five to ten percent of all fatalities, 
be it in World War I or the Iran-Iraq war.

Chemical weapons are not a problem to be trifled 
with, and their use at any scale would constitute a 
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serious war crime by any perpetrator. Yet they are un-
likely to have the potentially apocalyptic effects that 
nuclear or advanced biological pathogens might, and 
CW use likely would not fundamentally alter the 
course of a major military campaign between ma-
jor powers. While a nuclear response would pose a 
powerful disincentive to a non-nuclear weapons ag-
gressor contemplating CW use, the Nuclear Posture 
Review concluded that a threat of nuclear retaliation 
would not be necessary in view of U.S. conventional 
capabilities. A similar conclusion would likely hold 
for other states. For example, a Syrian use of chemi-
cal weapons against Israel in a hypothetical future 
war would be unlikely to incapacitate the latter’s 
armed forces, and in fact would probably increase 
the odds that Israel would choose to retaliate con-
ventionally by overthrowing the Syrian regime that 
had authorized such inhumane attacks.

biologiCAl WeApons

Given the above, the fundamental issue that must be 
addressed in considering the basic question of wheth-
er nuclear weapons should retain any purpose of de-
terring WMD use, other than nuclear use, is biologi-
cal arms. To date, biological weapons have also had 
severe limits. While conjuring up horrible images 
of incurable and fatal diseases creating slow, painful 
death, their actual use has been so limited that the 
potency of the threat has diminished in the eyes of 
many. In addition, given their relatively slow typical 
incubation times, and indiscriminate effects, biologi-
cal agents have often rightly been seen as more in-
struments of terror than of purposeful state violence.

The fact that extremely contagious agents have not 
yet been combined with extremely lethal ones fur-
ther constrains the magnitude of the existing threat.  
That does not mean the United States can safely 
forget about them, assuming that they would not 
be used, but it arguably does undermine the notion 
that nuclear weapons would be a necessary or appro-
priate deterrent against their use against the United 
States, its forces or allies. Indeed, while U.S. allies 
have concerns that changes in U.S. nuclear policy 
could weaken extended deterrence, deterrence of 
a BW attack has not been a driving factor behind 

those concerns; biological weapons thus far have 
rarely figured in the discussion.    

The United States has at times recognized this reali-
ty. It publicly committed not to use nuclear weapons 
against non-nuclear weapon states, unless the latter 
are allied with nuclear powers in wartime operations 
(and now has aligned its NSAs to non-nuclear weap-
on states in compliance with the NPT). Yet Ameri-
can policy had not been consistent. Even while mak-
ing such NSA commitments at various points, the 
United States has also sought to retain nuclear weap-
ons as an explicit deterrent against other, nonnuclear 
forms of weapons of mass destruction, as a matter 
of targeting policy and nuclear weapons doctrine.106  

There was an element of hypocrisy in this previ-
ous American pledge not to use nuclear weapons 
against non-nuclear weapon states when combined 
with a willingness to consider using nuclear weap-
ons in response to a biological (or even chemical) 
attack. Others noted this contradiction and chas-
tised the United States for it. One thoughtful and 
well-argued study in the 1990s asserted that nuclear 
weapons should never be used against biological 
(or chemical) threats or in retaliation for such at-
tacks. In considering the possibility of an extremely 
destructive biological agent that killed as many as 
nuclear weapons might, the authors wrote that “…
it would be technically and operationally difficult to 
achieve such high numbers of casualties with bio-
logical weapons, and no nation is known to possess 
weapons so effective.”107 It is a good reason that, as 
a normal matter of policy, the United States should 
not plan on any nuclear response to attacks by lesser 
types of weapons of mass destruction, especially the 
types of attacks that might be anticipated today or 
that have been witnessed in the recent past (for ex-
ample, the chemical attacks during the Iran-Iraq war 
of the 1980s).108 From this standpoint, the Nuclear 
Posture Review reached a sound conclusion on re-
sponding to a BW or CW attack.

But this argument is perhaps more persuasive for 
the technologies of the present rather than a hypo-
thetical situation in the future; things could change 
over time. That is the crux of the challenge for future  
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policy and doctrine regarding whether nuclear weap-
ons should have a future purpose of helping deter 
advanced biological attack.

Biological weapons could become much more po-
tent in coming decades. Biological knowledge cer-
tainly is advancing rapidly. To take one metric, the 
number of genetic sequences on file, a measure of 
knowledge of genetic codes for various organisms, 
grew from well under five million in the early 1990s 
to 80 million by 2006.109 The number of countries 
involved in biological research is growing rapidly as 
well. What about 25 to 50 years from now, a day 
that current policymakers must contemplate when 
considering lasting changes to doctrine as well as the 
pursuit of a nuclear-weapons-free world?  

As of 2008, more than 160 states had ratified and 
acceded to the Biological and Toxin Weapons Con-
vention, but one of its weaknesses is the lack of veri-
fication measures. One can naturally hope that better 
monitoring and verification concepts will be devel-
oped in the biological field—just as they must clearly 
be improved in the nuclear realm if abolition is ever 
to be feasible even on its own more narrow terms.110 
But these techniques will be very hard to devise, and 
probably rather imperfect in their ability to provide 
timely warning. One can try various forms of direct 
as well as indirect monitoring—the latter includ-
ing looking for mismatches between the numbers of 
trained scientists and professional positions available 
to them in a given country, or a mismatch between 
the numbers of relevant scientists and associated 
publications.111 Big disparities could suggest hidden 
programs. One can also build up disease surveillance 
systems and create rapid-response BW investigation 
teams to look into any suspected development of 
illicit pathogens or any outbreak of associated dis-
ease.112 But the United States will still need a good 
deal of luck to discover many hypothetical biological 
weapons programs. Any countries bent on cheating 
will have a good chance of success in hiding their as-
sociated research and production facilities.

For Americans, who long led the way in biology, it is 
sobering and important to remember that even to-
day, at least half of all important biological research 

is already done abroad. It often takes place in small 
facilities that are very hard if not impossible to iden-
tify from remote sensing.113

For such reasons, it is eminently possible that an 
advanced “bug”—perhaps an influenza-born deriva-
tive of smallpox resilient against currently available 
treatments, for example—could be developed by a 
future aggressor state. Such a bug could combine the 
contagious qualities of the flu with the lethality of 
very severe diseases.114 This could dramatically alter 
the calculations of BW use. 

It is such a prospect that led University of Maryland 
scholar John Steinbruner to note “One can imagine 
killing more people with an advanced pathogen than 
with the current nuclear weapons arsenals.”115  The 
state developing this BW agent might simultaneously 
develop a vaccine against the new disease and use that 
vaccine to inoculate its own people. It might then 
use the biological pathogen as a weapon, or a threat, 
against another country. That could be a country it 
was interested in conquering; it could also threaten 
use against the United States and broader interna-
tional community, to deter other countries from 
coming to the rescue of another state being attacked 
directly by the aggressor (analogous to how Saddam 
Hussein would have liked to deter the U.S.-led coali-
tion from coming to Kuwait’s aid in 1990-1991). If 
the United States faced the prospect of millions of 
its own citizens, or hundreds of thousands of its own 
troops, becoming sick as it considered a response to 
aggression, and its only recourse was conventional 
retaliation, its range of options could be limited. 
Indeed, the very troops called on to carry out the 
retaliation might become vulnerable to the disease, 
jeopardizing their physical capacity to execute the 
conventional operation. Perhaps they could be well-
protected on the battlefield, once suited up, but they 
could be vulnerable before deployment, along with 
the rest of the American population. A potential ad-
versary, seeing these possibilities, might find the con-
cept of such an advanced pathogen very appealing.  

Would there be a clear and definitive policy or mor-
al argument against the use of a nuclear weapon in 
retaliation for a BW attack that killed hundreds of 
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thousands—or even millions—of Americans?  If 
the origin of the attack could be identified, as it 
might well be under numerous scenarios like the 
one sketched above, and if huge numbers of Ameri-
can civilians had been targeted, the case for restraint 
would be hard to make.  At the least, it might be no 
stronger than the case for absorbing a nuclear weap-
ons strike and choosing not to retaliate.

What if the United States thought a biological attack 
by an aggressor imminent? Or what if it had already 
suffered one attack and others seemed possible? In 
such circumstances, there could be potential value 
in a nuclear retaliatory threat against the belliger-
ent state, warning that any future use of biological 
attacks against the American people or U.S. allies 
might produce a nuclear response.116

In his classic book on just and unjust war, Michael 
Walzer asserted that “Nuclear war is and will remain 
morally unacceptable, and there is no case for its 
rehabilitation.” He also argues “Nuclear weapons 
explode the theory of just war. They are the first of 
mankind’s technological innovations that are sim-
ply not encompassable within the familiar moral 
world.” This would seem to argue (since biological 
weapons of certain types predated nuclear tech-
nologies) that in fact nuclear deterrent threats could 
never be justifiable against a biological attack. How-
ever, the logic of Walzer’s overall case against nuclear 
weapons is based explicitly on their indiscriminate 
and extreme effects—characteristics that advanced 
biological pathogens, which did not exist when he 
wrote the above words, would share. It is hard to 
argue that nuclear deterrence of an adversary’s pos-
sible use of an advanced pathogen that could kill a 
million or even ten million is less justifiable than 
the use of nuclear deterrence against an adversary’s 
nuclear arms.117 

Indeed, it is possible that a nuclear response to such 
a biological attack might be conducted in a more 
humane way than the BW attack. Nuclear responses 
might target military bases and command headquar-
ters, for example. To be sure, civilians would also be 
at risk in such a nuclear attack, but in proportionate 
terms a nuclear retaliatory blow could well cause a 

smaller fraction of casualties among innocent civil-
ian populations than would a biological pathogen.118

U.S. policymakers had to bear in mind what is pos-
sible, at least theoretically, with advanced engineered 
pathogens. As Steinbruner notes, in discussing the 
contagiousness of certain flu-borne ailments,

“One strain infected an estimated 80 per-
cent of the world’s population in a six-
month period. Normally the incidence of 
disease among those infected is relatively 
low, as is the mortality rate of those who 
contract the disease. However, aviary strains 
of the virus have killed virtually all of the 
birds infected, which suggests the possibil-
ity of highly lethal human strains as well.”119

It was these kinds of considerations that led the 
Nuclear Posture Review to incorporate a hedge with 
regard to biological weapons. While U.S. policy now 
is not to respond with nuclear weapons for a CW 
or BW attack by a non-nuclear weapons state, the 
U.S. government retained the option to reconsider 
nuclear retaliation with regard to BW if there were 
major advances in biotechnology that were put to 
use for BW purposes.

But the other side of the argument is not incon-
sequential, either. Advanced biological pathogens 
may never be developed; nuclear weapons already 
have been not only developed but mass-produced 
and used. Retaining the threat of nuclear retalia-
tion based on hypothetical concerns about possible 
future developments with biological agents that are 
far from inevitable may be unnecessary and unjusti-
fied. Surely it would be seen as cynical in the eyes 
of some, as a barely veiled attempt to find an excuse 
to maintain dependence on nuclear arms, and could 
undercut the value of the policy change in reducing 
the relevance of nuclear weapons.  

Moreover, if a biological weapon with mass casualty 
features ever were developed and utilized to devastat-
ing effect, the United States would not be constrained 
in its retaliatory options in any event. If a million 
Americans, Germans, Italians or Japanese were killed 
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by a superbug, it would be hard to imagine a par-
ticularly strong international criticism if Washington 
reversed its previous pledges and responded with nu-
clear arms. If necessary, this point could be conveyed 
privately through diplomatic channels to U.S. allies 
in advance, as a way of shoring up the credibility of 
the American extended deterrent even as the formal 

role of nuclear weapons was publicly constrained by 
announcement of a new doctrine. This could offer a 
way to avoid allowing the unlikely and extreme sce-
nario of horrific biological attack to stand in the way 
of the more immediate agenda of reducing the role of 
nuclear weapons in U.S. security policy.



ForeigN Policy at BrookiNgS   •   Ar m s Co n t ro l se r i es

U.s.  nUCleAr AnD eXtenDeD DeterrenCe: Co n s i D e rAt i o n s A n D Ch A l l e n g es

49

9. Deterring Non-State Actors

the limits oF DeterrenCe

As Washington considered its nuclear declaratory 
policy, it had to contend with a new and very dif-
ficult challenge for U.S. nuclear deterrence policy:  
how to deter a nuclear or radiological attack by a 
non-state actor, specifically a terrorist group.120  In-
deed, the Nuclear Posture Review made clear that it 
aimed to realign U.S. nuclear policy to address the 
challenges of nuclear proliferation and possible use 
of nuclear weapons by terrorists as its key priorities.

The particular challenge with non-state actors is that, 
unlike in the case of state actors, the United States 
may not be able to persuade the terrorist group that 
the costs of aggression will clearly outweigh any pos-
sible gains. Any acquisition of nuclear fissile ma-
terials for a bomb or a radiological weapon by al 
Qaeda-type groups or millenarian terrorist groups is 
especially worrisome, since such groups have exhib-
ited a willingness to use weapons of mass destruction 
against the United States and its allies.

This limitation to deterrence in the case of terror-
ist groups may arise for several reasons. First, the 
United States may not be able to identify the per-
petrator of the attack and hence credibly threaten 
severe retaliation. Second, the terrorist group may 
not own any territory or anything else of value that 
the United States could threaten to destroy in re-
taliation, with nuclear or conventional means.  This 
includes the lives of the terrorists, since some may 
not value their lives or even prefer to die as mar-
tyrs.  Third, the United States may not be able to 
credibly signal any assurance that it would forgo  

punishment against the terrorists if they do not use 
a nuclear weapon. The United States may always feel 
compelled—or be perceived to be compelled—to 
act to incapacitate or otherwise attack the terrorists 
if it knows their location, albeit through arrests or 
Predator strikes. The terrorist group may thus feel 
that it has nothing to lose.  Fourth, the act of great 
destruction in the United States may in and of itself 
be the ultimate goal of the terrorists or may be a 
motivating mechanism to demonstrate the group’s 
prowess and commitment to a wider audience, such 
as jihadi sympathizers throughout the world that 
would not be subject to U.S. retaliation.

Deterring the DeterrAble

Not all terrorist groups are irrational fanatics driven 
to horrific actions or which have no political ob-
jectives that the United States could hold at risk 
through its retaliatory policy. Many terrorist groups, 
such as the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colom-
bia (FARC), the now defeated Tamil Tigers in Sri 
Lanka, previously the Irish Republic Army in North-
ern Ireland or the Red Brigades in Italy, Hamas in 
Palestine or Hizballah in Lebanon have local goals 
that the United States can place at risk. Washing-
ton can offer large-scale military support to their 
opponents or threaten a direct military intervention 
against the terrorist group. Many such groups will 
be self-deterred from contemplating a nuclear or ra-
diological attack, and others can be deterred through 
a carefully-crafted policy. Similarly, many criminal 
groups that might participate in nuclear smuggling 
networks only for financial gain may be deterrable 
since the United States can threaten to unleash the 
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full might of its law enforcement and military capa-
bilities against them and thus end their existence, 
which such groups do indeed value. 

The Nuclear Posture Review attached considerable 
importance to the problem of non-state actors, stat-
ing that nuclear terrorism and nuclear proliferation 
have become the most pressing challenges in a world 
where the threat of a global nuclear conflict is re-
mote. The review called for steps to secure nuclear 
materials, disrupt nuclear smuggling efforts, deter 
states that might assist terrorists, and develop im-
proved nuclear forensics for tracing the origin of nu-
clear materials.121 There is more that could be done 
regarding non-state actors.

A U.S. declaratory policy that specifies the kind 
of non-state actors it will pursue with the great-
est determination could alter the calculations of 
many non-state actors. The United States might is-
sue a statement that, if any terrorist organization, 
other belligerent non-state group or any criminal 
group were to participate in nuclear smuggling, it 
would automatically be elevated to the highest pri-
ority among non-state actors for the United States 
to target and destroy, regardless of the nature of the 
group’s local or global objectives and designated 
enemies. Such a statement could deter many such 
groups from participating in nuclear smuggling.

Such a declaratory policy would be fully consistent 
with the policy changes announced in the Nuclear 
Posture Review that reiterated the “U.S. commit-
ment to hold fully accountable any state, terrorist 
or other non-state actor that supports or enables ter-
rorist efforts to obtain or use weapons of mass de-
struction, whether by facilitating, financing or pro-
viding expertise or safe haven for such efforts.”122 In 
this wording, the Nuclear Posture Review explicitly 
endorsed holding the gamut of the nuclear smug-
gling network—including states, organizations and 
individuals—accountable.  In doing so, the declara-
tion increased both the scope and the discriminat-
ing nature of U.S. retaliation, thus enhancing both 
the severity of the punishment and the credibility of 
its application. Nonetheless, the inability to deliver 
the promised painful punishment in cases of nuclear 

smuggling, such as North Korea’s assistance to Syria 
in 2006 to build a nuclear reactor, despite warn-
ing from the Bush administration of serious con-
sequences, weakens the effectiveness of deterrence 
against nuclear smuggling. To somewhat redress 
previous failures to punish acts of nuclear smug-
gling, the U.S. government may particularly want to 
emphasize in its declaratory policy and quiet diplo-
macy the severity of the offense if nuclear materials 
or components are transferred to a non-state actor.  
The U.S. government might also consider an even 
stronger wording directed at non-state actors:  “It is 
U.S. policy that in the event of a nuclear attack on 
the United States, its allies or its partners by a terror-
ist group, the United States will hold any state and 
non-state actor that facilitated the transfer of nuclear 
material to the terrorist group fully accountable, and 
it will be the highest priority of the United States 
to incapacitate such non-state actors by all means 
available.”

AnD the DiFFiCUlt-to-Deter

Two classes of terrorist groups, however, are unlikely 
to be deterred by such a declaratory policy: terror-
ist groups who seek to inflict maximum damage to 
the United States, such as al Qaeda, and millenar-
ian groups that see the destruction of the world or 
a country as an objective in itself and a path to sal-
vation, such as the Japanese Aum Shin Rikyo. Al-
though deterrence may be almost impossible in the 
case of the latter type, while terrorist groups that 
seek to inflict maximum casualties but not destroy 
the world may be more susceptible to a deterrent 
approach, both represent extraordinary challenges 
to deterrence policy. There is little doubt that, if 
al Qaeda could obtain fissile material, it would be 
highly motivated to use it against the United States 
or American allies.  The majority of al Qaeda’s objec-
tives are so irreconcilable with U.S. primary security 
and geostrategic interests, such as an Islamic caliph-
ate spanning the greater Middle East, an end to the 
“apostate” regimes of Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, Egypt, 
etc., and absence of any form of U.S. presence in 
the Middle East, that the United States could nev-
er concede to accepting them, even implicitly.123 
Thus, combined with its salafi ideology that praises  
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violence, al Qaeda has little reason to show restraint 
in its means to attain its objectives. In fact, it has 
explicitly announced the destruction of the “Far En-
emy,” i.e., the United States, as critical in achieving 
these objectives.

In the case of such highly motivated terrorist groups, 
the focus of deterrence thus must center on the nu-
clear network:  against weakly motivated non-state 
actors (as discussed above) and against states that are 
part of such a network.  The deterrent policy thus 
must also focus on states that would be the potential 
sources of fissile material for the terrorist end-user 
or for a general nuclear black market from which 
a motivated terrorist group could obtain it, as the 
Nuclear Posture Review also recognized by focus-
ing on nuclear proliferation and nuclear terrorism.  
Since no terrorist group can produce nuclear fissile 
material on its own, a state will be the ultimate ori-
gin of any nuclear fissile material used in a nuclear or 
radiological attack by a terrorist group.

U.S. declaratory policy could—and the Nuclear 
Posture Review indeed does—indicate that any state 
supplier of fissile material to terrorists would be held 
accountable for such a transfer and that the United 
States would retaliate against it. Such a statement is 
consistent with the new U.S. negative security assur-
ances. Controversy could arise in the unlikely case 
of a non-nuclear weapons state nominally in com-
pliance with its NPT obligations but clandestinely 
providing fissile material to a terrorist organization 
or, more likely, failing to put in adequate safeguards 
to minimize diversion or theft. The Nuclear Posture 
Review currently states the United States would hold 
fully accountable any state for any form of assistance 
to terrorist groups to obtain weapons of mass de-
struction. Determining responsibility and appropri-
ate response would be more complex in the case of a 
state’s negligence to prevent theft, rather than willful 
assistance to non-state actors.

The United States could strengthen the deterrent 
message by adding, “It is U.S. policy that, in the 
event of a nuclear attack on the United States or its 
allies by a terrorist group, the United States will hold 
the country that provided the fissile material and/

or other technology to the terrorist group fully ac-
countable. This includes retaining the option of re-
taliating against that country as if the country itself 
had conducted the nuclear attack.”  While perhaps 
raising the profile of nuclear weapons in U.S. policy 
to some extent, such additional phrasing would not 
be inconsistent with the Obama administration’s 
commitment to deemphasize nuclear weapons and 
work toward a nuclear-weapons-free world. The 
Nuclear Posture Reviews links its negative security 
assurance to standing with the NPT, noting that the 
United States “will not use or threaten to use nuclear 
weapons against non-nuclear weapons states that 
are party to NPT and in compliance with their nu-
clear non-proliferation obligations.” But it exempts 
nuclear-weapons states from the negative security 
assurance; a state the provided fissile material to a 
terrorist group could be treated similarly.124 

The effectiveness of such a deterrent threat against 
state-facilitators of nuclear terrorism would depend 
on two factors: whether the United States could 
credibly signal that it has the capacity to identify the 
state source of the nuclear material, and whether the 
United States could then credibly threaten retalia-
tion in the case of a transfer. The former is a matter 
of technical and intelligence constraints; the latter 
is a matter of potentially more intractable political 
constraints, where the credibility of the threat of 
punishment depends on both the nature of the state 
(i.e., the level of its culpability, internal control, in-
ternational power, and the consequences of its being 
subjected to the threatened punishment, such as its 
demise) and the nature of the retaliatory threat.

Nuclear forensics are making progress in identify-
ing the origin of nuclear materials, but identification 
is technically complex, and depends on the type of 
bomb used and, critically, the availability of samples 
for matching.125 Given the complexity of nuclear 
forensics, potential state-suppliers may believe that 
the leaked nuclear material will not be linked back 
to them. 

The United States could mitigate these problems by 
several strategies. First, it should devote additional 
resources to strengthening its nuclear forensics  
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capability, as the Nuclear Posture Review calls for 
and as the Bush administration began doing in its last 
year.  Second, it might consider declaring publicly 
that its nuclear forensics capability is impressive and 
continually improving. If potential providers of fis-
sile material credit the U.S. government with greater 
forensics capability than it has, there is no reason to 
discourage that belief. There is a risk that, if some-
one tested U.S. nuclear forensics capability and the 
United States failed to identify the source, the credi-
bility of the U.S. forensic capability would be under-
mined, making deterrence even harder.  However, 
the limits to nuclear forensics are well known. Thus, 
the cost to future credibility by failing to identify in 
one instance would likely be smaller than the ben-
efit of potentially deterring more nuclear transfers, 
at least initially, by emphasizing the effectiveness of 
nuclear forensics. Third, the U.S. government might 
want to consider devoting greater intelligence and 
clandestine assets to acquiring nuclear samples from 
the broadest array of countries that have nuclear ma-
terials and subsequently inform those countries that 
it can link nuclear materials back to them. Washing-
ton could also consider establishing an international 
database of nuclear samples that is updated on a fre-
quent basis—warning that countries that refuse to 
contribute samples risk being seen as likely sources 
in the case of the smuggling of fissile material or a 
terrorist nuclear attack. 

Establishing the credibility of punishment will also 
depend on other factors, such as the state supplier’s 
willingness to take risk and the actual likelihood 
that the United States would deliver a very costly 
retaliatory response. For example, if the source state 
could convincingly claim that the fissile material 
was stolen, it might believe that the United States 
would be highly constrained in its retaliation. The 
wording suggested above for a U.S. declaratory 
policy toward state suppliers is sufficiently broad to 
include the possibility of punishment in the case of 
state negligence in securing fissile material and at 
the same time sufficiently vague to allow for a cred-
ible punishment. (Threatening a maximalist punish-
ment is likely to be far less credible than threatening 
a more limited punishment in the case of state with 
inadequate safeguards than in the case of a state’s  

established willful complicity.) It is thus likely that 
such a declaratory policy could induce many states 
not only to desist from purposefully transferring fis-
sile materials to non-state actors, but also to imple-
ment proper safeguards to prevent theft.

Nonetheless, deterring terrorist groups from engag-
ing in a nuclear or radiological attack against the 
United States is far from failure-proof. Achieving 
anything like the level of stability of that between 
two nuclear adversaries under MAD will be impos-
sible. With some terrorist groups, deterrence is likely 
to fail because of systemic deficiencies and their ide-
ological anti-Americanism, rather than due to inad-
vertent escalation and miscommunication. 

While deterrence cannot be used as a sole or pri-
mary strategy against terrorist groups attempting a 
nuclear or radiological attack, it can be employed as 
one of a mix of strategies, since it is likely to be ef-
fective against some terrorist groups and some other 
non-state and state actors in the nuclear smuggling 
network. Still, other strategies—including incapaci-
tation of the most dangerous terrorist groups and 
supply control mechanisms to prevent the leakage 
of fissile materials from states—are likely to be more 
effective.126 The Nuclear Posture Review empha-
sized the following programs as critical elements of 
supply-side control mechanisms: the Global Nuclear 
Energy Partnership that seeks to discourage the pro-
liferation of indigenous fuel cycle facilities by estab-
lishing international fuel banks; the Global Threat 
Reduction Initiative to remove and secure high-pri-
ority vulnerable nuclear material around the world; 
the International Nuclear Material Protection and 
Cooperation Program to install nuclear security 
upgrades at weapons complexes in Russia and else-
where; cooperative threat reduction programs, such 
as Nunn-Lugar, to secure and safely eliminate weap-
ons of mass destruction and their means of deliv-
ery and dispose of no-longer needed weapons-grade 
plutonium; and the commencement of negotiations 
on a Fissile Material Cutoff Treaty to halt produc-
tion of fissile materials for use in nuclear weapons.  
The Nuclear Posture Review also stated the need to 
enhance interdiction capabilities and efforts, such 
as the Proliferation Security Initiative to interdict 
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WMD-related transfers, the Container Security Ini-
tiative to screen U.S.-bound cargo; and the Second 
Line of Defense and Megaports programs to install 
radiation detectors at key borders, airports and sea-
ports. A combined strategy that includes deterrence 

and addresses the demand, transit and, critically, 
supply elements of nuclear smuggling to terrorist 
groups should not be expected to eliminate the pos-
sibility of a nuclear terrorist attack, but it can signifi-
cantly reduce its likelihood.  
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10. Final Comment

In completing the Nuclear Posture Review, 
the Obama administration sought to balance its de-
sire to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in U.S. 
security strategy with the need to reassure U.S. allies 
and partners and maintain effective extended de-
terrence for them. The review produced significant 
changes, but the result was a declaratory policy that 
for some did not go far enough in terms of reducing 
the role of nuclear weapons and for others went too 
far and undercut the credibility of the U.S. extended 
deterrent. Many questions factored into the specific 
conclusions of the review. They include:

•   The security situation in Europe has changed 
dramatically since the Cold War, when NATO 
relied heavily on U.S. nuclear weapons to off-
set Soviet and Warsaw Pact conventional ad-
vantages. In contrast, NATO today has sig-
nificant conventional force advantages over 
Russia. This, and growing Russian concern 
about China, have led Moscow to place great-
er emphasis on its tactical nuclear weapons.

•   Debate has begun within Europe over whether 
NATO should change its nuclear policy and 
posture. Some allies argue that the Alliance 
should make its contribution to nuclear disar-
mament and that the U.S. extended deterrent 
does not require the presence of American 
nuclear weapons in Europe.

•   Other NATO allies, particularly in Central 
Europe and the Baltic region, continue to 
worry about a possible Russian threat and 
fear that a change in NATO nuclear policy or 

posture might be read as a weakening of the 
American commitment to Europe. This ap-
pears to reflect deeper anxieties over the cred-
ibility of Article V.

•   If the United States and NATO decide to 
reduce or remove U.S. nuclear weapons in 
Europe, it would best be done in the context 
of an arms control negotiation that secured 
significant steps by Russia with regard to its 
tactical nuclear weapons.

•   During the Cold War, in part because of 
doubts about the U.S. extended deterrent, 
Taiwan, South Korea, Japan and Australia at 
least considered acquiring nuclear weapons, 
and Taiwan and South Korea actually tried. 

•   Since the end of the Cold War, U.S. allies in 
East Asia have pursued non-nuclear policies.  
In South Korea, Japan and Australia, special-
ists disagree about the future of extended de-
terrence because of larger splits about the role 
of nuclear weapons and whether their coun-
tries face an existential vulnerability from 
nuclear weapons states.

•   The recent Nuclear Posture Review has only 
modest implications for East Asian security.  
South Korea worries less about extended de-
terrence than it does about the fundamen-
tal U.S. approach to North Korea, which 
the Nuclear Posture Review excludes from 
a negative security assurance. Japan’s main 
threat comes from North Korea and China, a  



ForeigN Policy at BrookiNgS   •   Ar m s Co n t ro l se r i es

U.s.  nUCleAr AnD eXtenDeD DeterrenCe: Co n s i D e rAt i o n s A n D Ch A l l e n g es

55

nuclear weapons state, but it has begun to 
worry about how extended deterrence would 
work in practice. Australia benefits from the 
fact that it is an island with robust conven-
tional defenses. Taiwan’s only threat comes 
from a nuclear weapons state (China).

•   Iran’s acquisition of a nuclear capability of 
some kind—regardless of whether it deploys 
an actual nuclear arsenal—would greatly 
complicate the security situation in the Mid-
dle East. It would certainly increase the im-
portance of American extended deterrence in 
the region. Given its intense interest in stabil-
ity in this oil-rich, volatile region, the United 
States would have to deter Iranian aggressive 
ambitions—conventional and non-conven-
tional—which might be emboldened by its 
acquisition of a nuclear capability. 

•   As Iran approaches the nuclear weapons 
threshold, preventing a nuclear arms race in 
the Middle East will become a U.S. impera-
tive. Dissuading regional allies from taking 
unilateral steps to protect themselves against 
Iran either by military action or acquisition 
of their own nuclear weapons will require an 
enhanced and overt American commitment 
to their security. 

•   Existing chemical and biological weapons 
are generally incapable of radically shifting 
the balance of power or of necessitating a 
U.S. nuclear response. As such, the Nuclear 
Posture Review was correct to downplay the 
likelihood of any such need for U.S. nuclear 
weapons.

•   Future biological pathogens could in theory 
become much more lethal, making it conceiv-
able that the United States will want some 
sort of nuclear hedge. Again, the Nuclear  

Posture Review correctly made this distinc-
tion as well.

•   Deterrence can be employed as one of a mix 
of strategies against non-state actors consider-
ing a nuclear or radiological attack, since it 
is likely to be effective against some terrorist 
groups and criminal organizations. Strength-
ening nuclear forensics capacity will facilitate 
deterrence against state suppliers of nuclear 
materials.

•   The effectiveness of deterrence is likely to be 
greatly limited in the case of terrorist groups 
seeking to inflict maximum casualties on 
the United States and allies and in the case 
of milleniarian groups. Against such groups, 
other strategies—including incapacitation of 
the group and supply control mechanisms to 
prevent the leakage of fissile materials from 
states—are likely to be more effective means 
to prevent nuclear or radiological terrorism

Looking ahead, NATO allies are already discussing 
whether NATO should alter its nuclear policy and 
what to do about U.S. tactical nuclear weapons in 
Europe. East Asian allies will weigh the U.S. policy 
in light of the new and evolving security challenges 
that they face. Washington will be pondering how 
to adjust its policy in the Middle East to deal with 
an Iran that aspires to nuclear arms, taking close ac-
count of the concerns of its allies in the region. And 
the U.S. government will have to devote greater at-
tention to the most vexing deterrent target:  non-
state actors.

Deterrence and extended deterrence will be essential 
to meeting all these challenges. But they are evolving 
concepts, as dynamic as the challenges with which 
they must deal. The Nuclear Posture Review, while 
setting important new directions for U.S. nuclear 
policy, will not be the final word.  
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Acronyms

ABM Anti-Ballistic Missile

BMD Ballistic Missile Defense

BW Biological Weapons

CFE Conventional Forces in Europe

CW Chemical Weapons

DPJ Democratic Party of Japan

FARC Revolutionary Armed Forces of Columbia

GCC Gulf Cooperation Council

HEU Highly-Enriched Uranium

ICBM Intercontinental Ballistic Missile

INF Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces

JSF Joint Strike Fighter

LDP Liberal-Democratic Party (of Japan)

MAD Mutual Assured Destruction

MLF Multilateral Nuclear Force

NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization

NPG Nuclear Planning Group

NPT Non-Proliferation Treaty

NSA Negative Security Assurance

SDI Strategic Defense Initiative

SLBM Submarine-Launched Ballistic Missile

SLCM Sea-Launched Cruise Missile

SORT Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty

START Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty

TLAM/N Tomahawk Land-Attack Missile/Nuclear

WMD Weapon of Mass Destruction
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