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Methodology 

 The research for this paper was conducted via traditional social science methods, 

including elite interviews with experts on U.S. and NATO nuclear policy on both sides of the 

Atlantic. These experts were found in the governments of the United States and key European 

allies, in the NATO staff, and in various non-governmental organizations on both sides of the 

political spectrum and both sides of the debate over a continuing need for U.S. nuclear weapons 

stationed in Europe. All interviews referred to in this paper were conducted with an 

understanding of nonattribution, and on an unclassified basis. 

 

Disclaimer  

 The views, opinions, and analysis in this study are those of the author, and do not 

necessarily reflect the policy of the United States government, NATO, or Science Applications 

International Corporation or any of its clients.  
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Executive Summary 
 

This report examines non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNW) and the policy implications 

they manifest. In particular, the study considers the possibility of changing NATO policies 

toward U.S. NSNW in the post-9/11 era and their ongoing role in protecting Europe. The future 

of NSNW in NATO is uncertain due to a combination of factors: U.S. bureaucratic perspectives 

and pressures, Russian public diplomacy efforts, anti-nuclear European publics and pending 

government decisions, and the requirements for updating NATO strategy. 

The debate over whether to maintain or eliminate the remaining arsenal of U.S. nuclear 

weapons assigned to NATO has proponents with strongly held beliefs on both sides.  On the one 

hand, advocates say, these weapons provide coupling, transatlantic links, military capabilities 

against an uncertain future, and risk and burden sharing. On the other, coupling may be strong 

enough through conventional burden sharing and the long history of Alliance cooperation to 

preclude the necessity for continuing the deployment of nuclear weapons for those purposes. The 

contribution of a few hundred invisible weapons to coupling, according to this argument, is 

minimal, so the benefits of removing U.S. nuclear weapons may exceed those of retaining them.  

Yet the “foreseeable future” referred to in NATO’s Strategic Concept is far enough away for 

most European governments and security experts that they see no need to undertake public 

discussions on any nuclear alternatives today. 

 As a result, NATO today is in a period of drift when it comes to nuclear policy. A series of 

drivers is conspiring to create a future in which these capabilities will have simply withered away. 

These include nuclear weariness on the part of the host nations, the lack of interest in the mission 

by the U.S. Air Force, and the unwillingness of the European DCA states to publicly consider a 

future for these weapons, or to base fighter aircraft acquisition decisions on such a future. This 

combination of factors may lead to a situation where all sides of the debate come to the conclusion 

that it is just easier to remove the remaining U.S. warheads than it is to try to maintain this 

capability. While the Alliance may choose to maintain a nuclear deterrent strategy, it will more 

likely rely on the independent nuclear forces of the United States, Great Britain, or even France.  

 Unless current trends are altered, the remaining U.S. nuclear weapons will likely be 

removed from NATO Europe within the next decade.  A number of potential actions could 

accelerate these tendencies toward the withdrawal of U.S. nuclear weapons from Europe. A 
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nuclear incident, a WMD attack against a NATO member, a decision by the Alliance to end this 

aspect of its defense mission, or a decision to remove the weapons as an arms control measure 

could all lead European publics or governments to call for a more expeditious end to the 

deployment of nuclear weapons in Europe.  

 On the other hand, there also exist a number of serious but unlikely considerations that 

could quickly reverse the direction of the driving factors that seem to be pushing U.S. NSNW and 

Alliance nuclear policy. These include: concern over Russian revanchism; an awareness of new 

nuclear threats, particularly on NATO’s southern borders; enhanced threats from state-sponsored 

terrorism; an unwillingness to place Europe’s future security in the hands of British or French 

nuclear deterrent forces; or a decision to keep U.S. nuclear capabilities in Europe for the larger 

political purpose of maintaining Alliance stability. A decision that any one of these reversing 

factors was critical the future of the Alliance or to its security would trump all of the driving 

factors discussed above. These could even lead to enhanced or modernized nuclear weapons and a 

more robust nuclear capability for the Alliance.  

 One can envision a number of potential alternatives to the current nuclear deployment 

patterns and operational planning assumptions in NATO today that would still provide a nuclear 

deterrent umbrella for the Alliance. Even if all remaining U.S. weapons were withdrawn from the 

continent it would not necessarily mean the end of the Alliance’s nuclear mission. NATO could 

rely on the United States to reintroduce the warheads to the continent in a crisis, for example, or 

the United States could provide the warheads to European DCA aircraft under dual-key 

arrangements similar to those in place today. Alternatively, the Alliance could choose to develop a 

European nuclear force, perhaps multinational in nature (though one that most likely relied on UK 

or French systems). Of course, Europe might also determine that its security no longer needed any 

nuclear weapons on European soil. U.S. strategic deterrent forces at sea or based in North America 

may provide enough of a guarantee to enable continued coupling and reassurance.  

Fifteen years after the end of the Cold War, the allies have yet to make the hard decision 

about what the new global security environment means for its Cold War era weapons systems, 

including its residual arsenal of American nuclear warheads based on European soil. That it has 

taken so long to adjust its policies may reflect a combination of organizational lethargy and 

unwillingness to risk changing a collective arrangement that worked well for so many years.  Or 
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perhaps there are genuine military threats to the Alliance that require continued reliance on these 

weapons.  

It appears that the United States maintains its nuclear weapons in Europe primarily 

because it thinks its European allies want it to continue to do so. The European DCA states, on 

the other hand, remain committed to the nuclear mission largely because they think the United 

States expects them to do so, remaining reluctant partners in the DCA mission. There is no 

consensus on the need for nuclear weapons in the Alliance. Both sides are talking past one 

another—or more accurately, not talking to one another. Nobody wants to rock the boat. 

 Is the Alliance on a glide path to a non-nuclear future? Whether it chooses to rely on 

conventional munitions as a replacement for NSNW, or moves to one of the nuclear alternatives 

described above, is yet to be determined. The “don’t make waves” approach taken by many allies 

over this issue, however, is disconcerting.  If NATO claims to be transforming itself, how can it 

ignore one of the main pillars of its collective security?   

The end of NATO’s nuclear capabilities is not foreordained. The allies could decide that 

any one of the potential reversing factors is more important than allowing the current situation to 

continue to drift toward a non-nuclear future. All it will take is political will and the consensus of 

the member states that maintaining European-based nuclear capabilities is critical to the long-

term health of the Alliance, and to the security of Europe and all the allies. If NATO can make 

that determination, we may yet see another generation of nuclear burden sharing within the 

Alliance.  

 Without such a decision, the Alliance will continue its current drift toward the withering 

away of its nuclear capabilities. In such a case, it is unlikely that there will be any American 

nuclear weapons based on European soil by the year 2020. That result cannot be seen in advance as 

either good or bad; it is just likely. The “foreseeable future” is now foreseeable. 
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I 
Introduction 

 

The Allies have judged that the remaining much smaller sub-strategic force 
posture will, for the foreseeable future, continue to meet the Alliance’s 

deterrence requirements.1

 

The North Atlantic Alliance has deployed nuclear weapons as part of its military defenses 

since the early 1950s. For more than 50 years it has relied on a policy of deterrence through the 

threatened use of those weapons. But NATO policy does not exist in a vacuum. The Alliance 

relies primarily on the United States and its weapons as its ultimate security guarantee, those 

deployed in Europe as well as its strategic arsenal at sea and in North America. Yet U.S. policy 

toward non-strategic nuclear weapons is changing as a consequence of the end of the Cold War 

and a confluence of events since 2001: the September 11th attacks, the global war on terrorism, 

and two terms of President George W. Bush. These changing policies obviously will have an 

impact on the deterrence strategy and capabilities of the North Atlantic Alliance. This policy 

realignment is incomplete, and the U.S. government is challenged by the tensions between a 

continued requirement to provide nuclear deterrence, the potential political and military roles of 

nuclear weapons in the new international environment, and the threat of proliferation posed by 

other states’ nuclear stockpiles. At the same time, America’s European allies have publics that 

are generally anti-nuclear, but fear losing that reassurance provided for such a long period by 

U.S. nuclear weapons. So they prefer to avoid any public debate over this issue.  

This study considers nuclear alternatives for the Alliance in the coming decade and 

identifies options that may help balance America’s competing desires to control these weapons 

                                                 
1 “NATO’s Nuclear Forces in the New Security Environment,” Alliance Nuclear Fact Sheets (Brussels, Belgium: 
NATO Graphics Studio, 2004), p. 13; emphasis added. This wording was based on that found in the Alliance 
Strategic Concept, para. 46 (April 1999): “To protect peace and to prevent war or any kind of coercion, the Alliance 
will maintain for the foreseeable future an appropriate mix of nuclear and conventional forces based in Europe and 
kept up to date where necessary.” The original source of this phrasing may be ascribed to Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher in 1988. She suggested compromise wording that would allow the Alliance to agree to the March 1988 
summit communiqué, which faced internal dissension as a result of short-range nuclear force modernization 
decisions. Thatcher’s formula, which has since become a political lodestone for the Alliance, was that such weapons 
would be kept “effective and up to date where necessary,” and they would be necessary “for the foreseeable future.”  
See Michael Mecham, “U.S. Outlines Modernization Plans; Allies Told Nothing is Concrete,” Aviation Week and 
Space Technology, 14 March 1988, p. 60; also Jeffrey A. Larsen, The Politics of NATO Short-Range Nuclear 
Modernization 1983-1990: The Follow-On to Lance Missile Decision, Ph.D. Dissertation, Princeton University, 
June 1991, chapter seven. 
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while abiding by its dual responsibilities of maintaining a nuclear umbrella over its European 

allies and proceeding toward nuclear disarmament. 

 

Background to Today’s Situation 

Nonstrategic nuclear weapons did not disappear with the end of the Soviet threat or the 

closing of the historical chapter known as the Cold War. Nor, for that matter, have many of the 

missions for which they were designed and deployed. Four of the five formally acknowledged 

nuclear weapons states maintain arsenals of tactical nuclear weapons, as do the four new 

members of the nuclear club. The two largest stockpiles are in the hands of the United States and 

Russia. Of these, Russia’s arsenal dwarfs that of the United States. Recent statements and 

decisions by the Bush administration have led many observers to believe that in addition to 

worries about the possible proliferation of these weapons from Russia, and in contrast to 20 years 

of steady reductions in the size of America’s tactical nuclear arsenal, the idea that NSNW may 

have a military role as a potential warfighting tool in the global war on terrorism is experiencing 

a renaissance among some elements in the United States government.  

This report examines these weapons and the policy implications they manifest. In 

particular, the study considers the possibility of changing NATO policies toward U.S. NSNW in 

the post-9/11 era and their ongoing role in protecting Europe. There exists a tension in America’s 

responsibility to maintain such weapons for extended deterrence purposes, for their potential use 

in certain circumstances, and for the proliferation threat similar weapons pose in the hands of 

other states, particularly Russia.  

Figure 1 shows my early attempt to grapple with the major players, perspectives, and 

pressures addressing NATO’s nuclear policy and posture today.  

2 
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NATO’s Nuclear Posture & Policy

alternatives for the future

US perspectives
and pressures

European 
perspectives 
and pressures

NATO 
perspectives 
and pressures

Russian 
pressures

 
Figure 1: Big Picture Model of Pressures on NATO Nuclear Policy 

 

Anecdotal evidence from discussions with persons familiar with these issues in 

Washington suggests that NSNW and their associated problems and implications rate very low 

on the spectrum of concern in the current administration. Rather than facing and attempting to 

resolve these tensions, the Bush administration may be deliberately tolerating the situation for 

the purpose of maintaining strategic ambiguity. America needs to balance its competing desires 

to control these weapons due to the prospect of proliferation; to reduce its stockpile in 

accordance with its disarmament commitments under the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty; and 

to abide by its responsibilities to maintain a nuclear umbrella for extended deterrence over its 

European allies. 

This study concludes that on a global scale NSNW have a future, but that their future in 

NATO is shaky. There appears to be a continuing role for nonstrategic nuclear weapons in 

American and NATO national security strategy, at least for the next decade. Nuclear weapons 

have been highlighted in several recent U.S. security documents.2  Most of these documents had 

little to say about non-strategic weapons, however. According to the U.S. and French 

governments, nuclear weapons have a continuing role for certain military missions in the global 

war on terrorism. This has led to public discussion over the possibility of designing new low 

yield and earth-penetrating weapons, which has, in turn, raised questions in some quarters about 

                                                 
2 Including the April 1999 Alliance Strategic Concept, the September 2001 and March 2006 Quadrennial Defense 
Review, the December 2001 Nuclear Posture Review, the September 2002 and July 2006 National Security Strategy 
of the United States, and the December 2002 National Strategy to Combat Weapons of Mass Destruction. 
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the United States’ willingness to meet its disarmament responsibilities under Article VI of the 

Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty. It also leads critics to ask what type of message this would send 

to the world given America’s leadership position in international politics. Congressional 

opposition has blocked funding for these moves, but the intent of the Bush administration 

remains.  

A major concern for the U.S. government is the possibility that weapons such as NSNW 

will fall into the wrong hands. The greatest threat of such proliferation would appear to come 

from Russia, which has a large tactical nuclear arsenal left over from the Cold War—most 

analysts have estimated that it maintains at least 3,500 NSNW, and some estimate as many as 

15,000 or more—that remain uncovered by any international arms control treaty and are in a 

questionable state of protection, safety, and security. Questions regarding Russia’s level of 

commitment to abiding by the 1991-92 Presidential Nuclear Initiatives, following which the 

United States reduced its NSNW stockpile by 90 percent, and Russia’s increased emphasis on 

nuclear forces in recent military doctrine revisions, raise legitimate concerns over the purpose of 

Russia’s nuclear arsenal and its trustworthiness as a political partner of the United States and the 

West.  Even before the 9/11 attacks the West recognized this proliferation potential. As a U.S. 

Congressional commission stated in January 2001, “The most urgent unmet national security 

threat to the United States today is the danger that weapons of mass destruction or weapons-

usable material in Russia could be stolen and sold to terrorists or hostile nation states.”3  And 

former Senator Sam Nunn testified before Congress that “Tactical nuclear weapons are another 

piece of unaddressed business. These weapons have never been covered in arms control treaties. 

We can only guess at the numbers in each other’s inventories as well as the locations. Yet these 

are the weapons most attractive to terrorists—even more valuable to them than fissile material 

and much more portable than strategic warheads.”4   

 Within this larger security consideration, there are policy implications and possibilities 

for diplomacy, arms control, nonproliferation efforts, and nuclear deterrence. For example, there 

remains a continued responsibility for the United States (particularly the U.S. Air Force) to 

provide dual-capable aircraft and tactical nuclear warheads to maintain the decades-old deterrent 

                                                 
3 Howard Baker and Lloyd Cutler, “Final Report: Task Force on Department of Energy Nonproliferation Programs 
in Russia,” January 2001. 
4 Sam Nunn, Testimony before the U.S. Senate Committee on Foreign Relations on the Treaty between the United 
States of American and the Russian Federation on Strategic Offensive Reductions,” 23 July 2002.  

4 
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mission in NATO Europe. Most estimates claim that there remain several hundred U.S. tactical 

nuclear warheads in Europe, at some eight bases in six European nations that could be delivered 

by a fleet of dual-capable aircraft (fighter-bombers) manned by up to eight allied nations.5 There 

are also several hundred nuclear weapons in the arsenals of both France and the United 

Kingdom. While those numbers have diminished substantially since the high point of 7,200 U.S. 

warheads in Europe in 1971, questions have been raised regularly since the end of the Cold War 

about the continued necessity for that mission. NATO policy, however, continues to rely on this 

deterrent capability, as the Alliance made clear in its 1999 Strategic Concept:  

The fundamental purpose of the nuclear forces of the Allies is political: to 
preserve peace and prevent coercion and any kind of war. They will continue to 
fulfill an essential role by ensuring uncertainty in the mind of any aggressor about 
the nature of the Allies’ response to military aggression. They demonstrate that 
aggression of any kind is not a rational option. The supreme guarantee of the 
security of the Allies is provided by the strategic nuclear forces of the Alliance, 
particularly those of the United States; the independent nuclear forces of the 
United Kingdom and France, which have a deterrent role of their own, contribute 
to the overall deterrence and security of the Allies… The Alliance will therefore 
maintain adequate nuclear forces in Europe.6

 

That position has not changed in the seven years since that document was released—or indeed, 

since the wording was first formulated in 1991.  Has the world changed enough to require a 

revision of that doctrine? This question is under consideration within Alliance circles, with some 

states proposing to have a revised doctrine approved and in place in time for the Alliance’s 60th 

anniversary in 2009. 

The European nations that host those weapons provide a fascinating political tableau in 

which to consider these questions, since they have generally anti-military and anti-nuclear 

publics but governments that continue to want to participate in missions of nuclear deterrence, 

while trying to minimize public discussion of that policy.  The “foreseeable future” is far enough 

away for most European governments and security experts that they see no need to undertake 

                                                 
5 See, for example, Hans Kristensen, U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe: A Review of Post-Cold War Policy, Force 
Levels, and War Planning (Washington: Natural Resources Defense Council, February 2005); Kristensen and Stan 
Norris, “NRDC Nuclear Notebook: U.S. Nuclear Forces, 2006,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, January/February 
2006, pp. 68-71; and Brian Alexander and Alistair Millar, eds., Tactical Nuclear Weapons: Emergent Threats in an 
Evolving Security Environment (Washington: Brassey’s, 2003). 
6 NATO Strategic Concept (Washington: April 1999), para. 62-63. 
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7public discussions on any nuclear alternatives.   As a result, NATO today is in a period of drift 

when it comes to nuclear policy. A series of drivers is conspiring to create a future in which 

these capabilities may simply wither away. 

 

Defining Nonstrategic Nuclear Weapons 

Over the years non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNW) have been defined according to 

numerous criteria: yield, target, range, national ownership, delivery vehicle, or capability. 

Typically, this category includes weapons of shorter range (less than 500 kilometers), smaller 

yield (measured in tens of kilotons), delivered by land- or sea-based military systems or fighter 

bombers. In Europe they can be delivered by European NATO members as well as by the United 

States.  Each of these approaches to defining this type of weapon is helpful, yet each fails to 

adequately capture their full nature; each lacks some of the nuances of this category of 

weaponry. One recent book suggested defining them “by exclusion:” anything not covered by an 

existing arms control treaty should be considered NSNW.8 A subsequent report by the 

Congressional Research Service agreed, accepting that definition as the most useful one 

available.9  Others add the caveat that NSNW must generally be intended for some sort of 

battlefield use, rather than designed purely for deterrent purposes. Still others say that the 

category is moot, since any use of any nuclear weapon, no matter the size or purpose, would be 

strategic in nature. And recent military decisions, such as the U.S. Air Force including heavy 

bombers in the category of “dual capable aircraft,” has further blurred the distinction between 

strategic and tactical weapons.  

The Department of Defense Dictionary of Military Terms defines a tactical nuclear 

mission (rather than a tactical weapon or warhead) as:  

the use of nuclear weapons by land, sea, or air forces against opposing forces, 
supporting installations or facilities, in support of operations that contribute to the 
accomplishment of a military mission of limited scope, or in support of the 

                                                 
7 Colin Gray calls this phrase “intellectually vacuous.” The future obviously cannot be foretold, so the Alliance 
should not try. But refusing to consider the future because it is too murky shirks one of the key responsibilities of the 
organization. Colin Gray, presentation to NATO, March 2006. 
8 See Andrea Gabbitas, “Nonstrategic Nuclear Weapons: Problems of Definition,” in Jeffrey A. Larsen and Kurt J. 
Klingenberger, eds., Controlling Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons: Obstacles and Opportunities (Colorado Springs, 
CO: USAF Institute for National Security Studies, 2001).  
9 Amy F. Woolf, “Nonstrategic Nuclear Weapons,” CRS Report for Congress, FL32572, 9 September 2004.  
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military commander’s scheme of maneuver, usually limited to the area of military 
operations.10

 

This gives us at least a vague notion of what non-strategic nuclear weapons are. While their 

ultimate purpose may be strategic, like other things in life that are hard to define, we know 

tactical nuclear weapons when we see them.  

 One of NATO's many concerns during the Cold War was acquiring and maintaining the 

military weaponry needed to effect flexible response, forward defense, and a credible threat against 

potential Warsaw Pact aggression.  From the 1950s through the 1980s a major aspect of this 

strategy was the substitution of theater nuclear weapons for conventional forces planned for levels 

that the allies agreed to but never reached.  Such weapons, regardless of type or range, needed 

periodic upgrading, modernization, or replacement to remain militarily usable.11

 The distinction between strategic and non-strategic nuclear weapons and delivery systems 

has always been blurred. This is not a new situation that merely reflects the changed international 

security environment. During the Cold War the distinction only seemed clear to some people 

because of the artificial boundaries created for arms control negotiations, especially the Strategic 

Arms Limitation and Reduction Talks, which focused on delivery systems that could be verified, it 

was hoped, by national technical means. The Soviet Union always called U.S. nuclear weapons in 

Europe “forward-based” weapons, rather than non-strategic or tactical; indeed, the USSR regarded 

them as strategic because of their potential effects on Soviet interests.12

 There are forcefully expressed arguments on both sides of the debate over whether to 

maintain or eliminate the remaining arsenal of U.S. nuclear weapons assigned to NATO.  On the 

one hand, they provide coupling, transatlantic links, military capabilities against an uncertain 

future, and risk and burden sharing. On the other, coupling may be strong enough through 

conventional burden sharing and the long history of Alliance cooperation to preclude the necessity 

for continuing the deployment of nuclear weapons for those purposes. The contribution of a few 
                                                 
10 DoD Dictionary of Military Terms, www.dtic.mil/doctrine/jel/doddict/index.html.  
11 This requirement stems from the fact that military hardware can wear out.  Atomic warheads and their associated 
launchers suffer from the same mechanical and corrosive effects of aging and weather as do conventional weapons, 
with the additional consideration that the half-life of some nuclear components forces their removal and refurbishment 
after a period of years or decades.  Improvements in safety and security devices need to be incorporated into the 
weapons in the field.  The B-61 bomb, for example, has over 5,900 individual parts in its combined physics package 
and weaponized delivery means.  Furthermore, changing military strategy may force a shift in reliance from one to 
another type of weapon (for example, the shift from countervalue to counterforce targeting in the late 1970s led to a call 
for smaller, more accurate warheads and yields). 
12 Thanks to David Yost for making this point. Personal correspondence, May 2006. 
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hundred invisible weapons to coupling, according to this argument, is minimal, so the benefits of 

removing U.S. nuclear weapons may exceed those of retaining them.13   

 

Findings 

 The conclusion of this year-long study is that, unless current trends are altered, nuclear 

weapons may not have many years left before they are removed from NATO Europe. The 

combined effect of anti-nuclear attitudes on the part of the host nations, the lack of interest in the 

mission by the U.S. Air Force, and the unwillingness of the European DCA states to seriously 

consider a future for these weapons, or to base fighter aircraft acquisition decisions on such a 

future—at least publicly—may lead to a situation where all sides of the debate come to the 

conclusion that it is just easier to remove the remaining U.S. warheads than it is to try to maintain 

this capability. While the Alliance may choose to maintain a nuclear deterrent strategy after such a 

decision, it will more likely rely on some form of off-shore nuclear force belonging to the United 

States, Great Britain, or possibly even on the nuclear forces of France.  

The Alliance Strategic Concept states that the fundamental purpose of nuclear weapons is 

political. This has multiple layers of meanings to the Allies. On one level, these weapons 

reassure the allies that they have the ultimate weapon available as a deterrent against threats and, 

were it to become necessary, to actually use those weapons in combat. The second level of 

reassurance comes from knowing that the United States has made a visible, physical commitment 

to the defense of Europe as shown by its weapons and forces being forward deployed in NATO 

Europe. More fundamentally, the DCA mission keeps the United States involved in European 

political affairs, and allows the NATO members access to U.S. defense decision-making through 

the NPG and direct bilateral and multilateral forums with the United States. The intangible 

benefits of this close relationship are well understood by the European allies. Would those 

benefits be lost if U.S. weapons were withdrawn from Europe, or would they simply take on a 

new complexion? At the moment, no member of the Alliance seems willing to risk finding out 

the answer to that imponderable. Better, they believe, to “not rock the boat.”  

 Indeed, one can envision a number of potential alternatives to the current nuclear 

deployment patterns and operational planning assumptions in NATO today that would still provide 

a nuclear deterrent umbrella for the Alliance. As elaborated in the final chapter in this study, these 

                                                 
13 Interviews, Brussels, January 2006. 
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include maintaining the status quo, either unchanged or with modest technical updates or 

operational changes, or the withdrawal of all remaining U.S. weapons from the continent. If the 

latter were to occur, it would not necessarily mean the end of the Alliance’s nuclear mission. 

NATO could rely on the United States to reintroduce the warheads to the continent in a crisis; or 

the United States could provide the warheads to European DCA aircraft under dual-key 

arrangements similar to those in place today. Alternatively, the Alliance could choose to develop a 

European nuclear force, perhaps multinational in nature, such as an EU nuclear force or a 

European naval nuclear force. More likely would be some form of reliance on UK or French 

systems. Of course, the European allies could determine that its security no longer needed U.S. 

weapons on European soil. U.S. strategic deterrent forces at sea or based in North America may 

provide enough of a guarantee to enable continued coupling and reassurance.  

 Is the Alliance on a glide path to a non-nuclear future? Whether it chooses to rely on 

precision-guided conventional munitions as a replacement for NSNW, or on one of the nuclear 

alternatives described in the final section of this paper, is yet to be determined. NATO is 

transforming, but it has no agreed definition of its preferred future. So nobody knows where it is 

headed. Given this uncertainty, the “don’t make waves” approach taken by many allies over this 

issue is surprising.  As one senior NATO official put it, if NATO claims to be transforming itself, 

how can it ignore one of the main pillars of its collective security?14  The fear of change may relate 

to the legitimate danger of the potential for an unraveling of the Alliance at a time of growing but 

vague threats, with the European members of the Alliance unable to defend themselves without the 

United States.  

 As a result, most NATO governments would prefer not to conduct a public discussion of 

the potential end of the nuclear mission in its current form, fearing that open debate would risk 

turning it into a public issue with unknown but potentially unhappy consequences.  Others, 

however, believe that the public no longer cares about NATO policy anyway, so a decision could 

be made without fear of repercussions. 

 The Alliance should address a number of important questions regarding the future of 

NATO’s nuclear policy:  

• What is the role of deterrence in the modern world? Is it still viable? What does the 

Alliance need to deter? What are the alternatives?  

                                                 
14 Interviews, Brussels, January 2006. 
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• If deterrence is still necessary, what about nuclear deterrence? Do the same rules apply?  

• What NATO nuclear forces are required in order to achieve nuclear deterrence? 

• How does the Alliance make its nuclear policies credible?  

Unfortunately, the allies do not appear to want to tackle these fundamental questions.  

 As a result, as this paper will show, it is unlikely that there will be any American nuclear 

weapons based on European soil by the year 2020. That decision cannot be seen in advance as 

either good or bad; it is just likely. The “foreseeable future” is now foreseeable. Waves are rocking 

the boat, and the sleeping dog is stirring. 
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II 
Historical Background15

 

 Nearly 50 years ago Professor Klaus Knorr captured concerns that were already arising 

over NATO's continued ability to conduct its primary mission.  He wrote: 

 In 1958, it is fair to say, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization began to be 
seriously strained by a profound crisis of confidence... Increasingly the question 
was put:  Can NATO, with its present forces and strategy, still be expected to 
defend the West against possible aggression and aggressive threats—indeed, to 
deter military aggression?  Is the alliance still able to fulfill its central function?16

 

 The central problem of the Alliance was already evident in the ninth year of its charter, and 

has remained relatively unchanged in the half century since these lines were written.  The same 

questions were heard again and again through the following years, surfacing, for example, in the 

debate over the need for and the prospects of modernizing short-range nuclear forces (SNF) in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s.  Regardless of the technical characteristics of the hardware involved, 

the central questions have remained for over 50 years:  Does the Alliance have a viable strategy?  

How can NATO deter the threat of external aggression?  Are the allies willing to support the level 

of military forces necessary to effect such a strategy?  Are nuclear weapons necessary for the 

success of that strategy?  These recurrent questions have faced NATO planners and government 

leaders since the beginning of the Alliance.17

                                                 
15 Portions of this chapter first appeared in Jeffrey A. Larsen, The Politics of NATO Short-Range Nuclear 
Modernization, 1983-1990: The Follow-On to Lance Missile Decision, Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton University, 
June 1991. It is also forthcoming in Larsen, NATO’s Final Cold War Debate: Modernizing Short-Range Nuclear 
Weapons as the World Changed, University of Missouri Press.  
16Klaus Knorr, editor, NATO and American Strategy (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1959), p. 1.  As the 
French say, "the more things change, the more they stay the same." 
17This analysis of early NATO doctrine, force structure, the concepts of flexible response and deterrence theory, and 
the role of TNF weapons, is based on a selective reading of the immense literature available on these topics.  Among 
the most helpful books for reviewing this history have been:  David Schwartz, NATO's Nuclear Dilemmas (1983), 
which focuses on six modernization episodes between 1953 and 1979; Lawrence Freedman, The Evolution of Nuclear 
Strategy (1989) and The Troubled Alliance: Atlantic Relations in the 1980's (1983); Stephen Biddle and Peter Feaver, 
eds., Battlefield Nuclear Weapons: Issues and Options (1989); Jeffrey Record, U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe: 
Issues and Alternatives (1974) and NATO's Theater Nuclear Force Modernization Program: The Real Issues (1981); 
Sherri Wasserman, The Neutron Bomb Controversy: A Study in Alliance Politics (1983); Jeffrey Boutwell, Paul Doty, 
and Gregory Treverton, eds., The Nuclear Confrontation in Europe (1985); J.Michael Legge, Theater Nuclear 
Weapons and the NATO Strategy of Flexible Response (1983); Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Report of the 
Special Committee on Nuclear Weapons in the Atlantic Alliance (1985); Uwe Nerlich, "Theater Nuclear Weapons in 
Europe: Is NATO Running Out of Options?" (1980); Catherine Kelleher, Germany and the Politics of Nuclear 
Weapons (1975); John Steinbruner and Leon Sigal, eds., Alliance Security: NATO and the No-First-Use Question 
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 Since the issues and questions surrounding Alliance nuclear weapons decisions are cyclical 

in nature, this review should prove helpful in sorting out the standard questions, justifications, and 

criticisms as they have appeared in past debates, giving us a better understanding of why 

governments took the positions they did. 

 

A Historical Summary of Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons in Europe 

 Tactical nuclear weapons have had three purposes in U.S. policy. First, they are meant to 

deter coercion and aggression against the United States, its allies, and its overseas interests. 

Second, they are meant to provide extended deterrence to U.S. allies, forging, for example, a 

tangible link between the European allies and the United States in the support of NATO defense 

as part of what during the Cold War was termed the Alliance’s triad: conventional forces, tactical 

nuclear weapons in theater, and U.S. and British strategic nuclear systems. The third purpose, 

which has crystallized in the years since the end of the Cold War, has been to deter the use of 

weapons of mass destruction more broadly. Nuclear weapons have been in Europe almost from 

the beginning of the Alliance.  The United States deployed its first battlefield nuclear weapon, the 

280 millimeter atomic cannon, to Europe in 1953, followed by two types of surface-to-surface 

missiles the next year.18  The first American NSNW were deployed in West Germany as a means 

                                                                                                                                                             
(1984); Robert Osgood, NATO: The Entangling Alliance (1962); Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 
Tactical Nuclear Weapons: European Perspectives (1977); Klaus Knorr, editor, NATO and American Security (1959); 
Richard Smoke, National Security and the Nuclear Dilemma (1988); Keith Dunn and Stephen Flanagan, eds., NATO in 
the 5th Decade (1990); P. Terrence Hopmann and Frank Barnaby, editors, Rethinking the Nuclear Weapons Dilemma 
in Europe (1988); Leon Sigal, Nuclear Forces in Europe (1984); John Cartwright and Julian Critchley, Cruise, 
Pershing, and SS-20 (1985); Kenneth Myers, ed., NATO: The Next Thirty Years (1980); Carl Amme, NATO Strategy 
and Nuclear Defense (1980); Stephen Cimbala, NATO Strategy and Nuclear Escalation (1989); Stanley Sloan, NATO's 
Future: Toward a New Transatlantic Bargain (1986); Catherine Kelleher and Gale Mattox, eds., Evolving European 
Defense Strategies (1987); David Yost, ed., NATO's Strategic Options: Arms Control and Defense (1981); Paul 
Bracken, The Command and Control of Nuclear Weapons (1988); James Golden, Daniel Kaufman, Asa Clark, and 
David Petraeus, eds., NATO at Forty: Change, Continuity, and Prospects (1989); .Jeffrey Larsen and Kurt J. 
Klingenberger, eds., Controlling Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons: Obstacles and Opportunities (2001); Thomas 
Halvorson, The Last Great Nuclear Debate: NATO and Short-Range Nuclear Weapons in the 1980s (1995); Hans M. 
Kristensen, U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe: A Review of Post-Cold War Policy, Force Levels, and War Planning 
(2005); and Brian Alexander and Alistair Millar, eds., Tactical Nuclear Weapons: Emergent Threats in an Evolving 
Security Environment (2004). 
18 The date of the first tactical nuclear warhead delivery to Europe varies according to the source one consults.  Most 
authors place it in October 1953, as does Jeffrey Record, US Nuclear Weapons in Europe: Issues and Alternatives 
(Washington: The Brookings Institution, 1974), p. 8.  Others differ:  Timothy Ireland, for example, states that "small 
numbers of tactical nuclear artillery shells began to appear in Europe as early as the spring of 1952" (Ireland, p. 8), 
while David Schwartz says "these weapons made their first appearance in Europe in 1954."  (Schwartz, "A Historical 
Perspective," in Alliance Security: NATO and the No-First-Use Question, edited by John D. Steinbruner and Leon V. 
Sigal (Washington:  The Brookings Institution, 1983), p. 7.); and David C. Elliott also claims 1952 based on the 
Congressional testimony of General Lauris Norstad, in “Project Vista and Nuclear Weapons in Europe,” International 
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of countering the massive conventional superiority of the Soviet armies that were threatening 

Western Europe. These weapons were also meant to provide “coupling” between the fates of the 

European and North American members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization by 

threatening to escalate a conventional war to the nuclear level. The United States meant to 

intimidate the Soviet Union with this prospect while simultaneously reassuring its NATO allies 

that it was fully committed to their defense.  

 By the early 1970s there were over 7,200 warheads deployed in Western Europe for 

potential use on well over a dozen different types of delivery systems.19  This was still a modest 

percentage of the total U.S. NSNW inventory.20 These weapons were truly ubiquitous; the 

United States military had nuclear bombs for fighter aircraft, nuclear artillery shells, atomic 

demolition munitions (nuclear land mines), atomic bazookas, surface to air missiles, and rockets 

of all shapes and sizes, deployed on land and at sea, in multiple countries around the globe. The 

largest concentrations of stored weapons were in Western Europe and in South Korea, but U.S. 

tactical nuclear weapons were stored in 18 different countries at one time or another.21   

The Soviet Union lagged behind the United States in its deployment of tactical nuclear 

forces until the 1970s, when a massive expansion program resulted in strategic and tactical parity 

and, eventually, theater superiority in numbers and types of TNF weapons deployed in Europe. 

 From 1977 through 1979 NATO debated the deployment of a new class of land-based 

nuclear missiles known as long-range theater nuclear forces (LRTNF).22   These new missiles 

                                                                                                                                                             
Security, Summer 1986, p. 178.  October 1953 was the date, perhaps not coincidentally, of National Security Council 
memorandum 162/2 instructing the Joint Chiefs of Staff to base their defense plans in Europe on the massive use of 
nuclear weapons. 
19 The number 7,200 comes from Secretary of Defense Clark Clifford, quoted in M. Leitenberg, "Background Materials 
in Tactical Nuclear Weapons (Primarily in the European Context)," in Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute, Tactical Nuclear Weapons: European Perspectives (London: Taylor and Francis Ltd., 1978), p. 16. 
20 Which exceeded 20,000 tactical warheads at one point. See Kevin O’Neill, “Building the Bomb,” in Stephen I. 
Schwartz, Atomic Audit (Washington, DC: Brookings, 1998), Fig, 1-4, p. 46; Hans M. Kristensen, U.S. Nuclear 
Weapons in Europe: A Review of Post-Cold War Policy, Force Levels, and War Planning (Washington, DC: Natural 
Resources Defense Council, February 2005), p. 24; and Jeffrey A. Larsen, “Tactical Nuclear Weapons,” in Weapons 
of Mass Destruction: An Encyclopedia of Worldwide Policy, History, and Technology, Volume 2: Nuclear Weapons, 
James J. Wirtz, Eric A. Croddy, and Jeffrey A. Larsen, eds. (Santa Monica, CA: ABC Clio, 2005), pp. 371-372. 
21 Robert S. Norris, Hans M. Kristensen, and Christopher E. Paine, Nuclear Insecurity: A Critique of the Bush 
Administration’s Nuclear Weapons Policies (Washington, DC: Natural Resources Defense Council, September 
2004), p. 2. 
22 This category's title was subsequently changed, during the Reagan administration, to longer-range intermediate-range 
nuclear forces (LRINF). This was in response to European concerns about their continent being a mere "theater." 
LRINF forces, along with shorter-range INF (SRINF, of which NATO had none), were both eliminated by the 1987 
INF Treaty. This left only short-range nuclear forces (SNF; those with a range of less than 500 KM) stationed in 
Europe.   
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included the ground-launched cruise missile and the Pershing II.  In December 1979 NATO's 

foreign and defense ministers met and agreed to a dual-track arrangement, calling for simultaneous 

pursuit of LRTNF deployment and arms control initiatives to eliminate this category of weapons.23   

 NATO began reducing its nuclear arsenal in the early 1980s as a result of the Montebello 

Decision, which codified calls for a dual-track approach to dealing with security issues and the 

Soviet Union.24 This included the responsibility to provide continued military strength, with 

upgraded weaponry where appropriate, and a parallel track of diplomatic approaches, including 

arms control negotiations. The first half of that approach ran into public demonstrations in 

Europe when the Alliance deployed two new theater-range ballistic and cruise missiles to 

Germany, Italy, and Great Britain in the 1980s. But the host governments’ desire to have that 

continued nuclear commitment overruled any popular opposition. At the same time, NATO was 

quietly removing thousands of NSNW warheads and delivery systems, and successfully pursuing 

arms control negotiations with the Warsaw Pact. These led to a number of arms control 

agreements, including the 1987 Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, the 1989 

Conventional Armed Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty (and its corollary, the 1992 CFE-IA treaty), 

and the 1991 Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START I). But after this initial flurry of arms 

control negotiations and agreements, further movement stopped and NSNW were mostly 

forgotten by both sides.  

 The surprisingly swift end of the Cold War during the 1989-91 period led to renewed 

haste in removing most of NATO’s remaining nuclear weapons from Europe. This move was 

accelerated by President George H.W. Bush’s Presidential Nuclear Initiative in the fall of 1991, 

which effectively ended all new tactical weapons research and development, removed all NSNW 

from Naval ships and ground-based Army systems, and called for the retirement of most tactical 

nuclear types.25 The overall effect of these initiatives led to a reduction in U.S. nuclear forces 

deployed to Europe from approximately 4,000 in 1990 to only “a few hundred” gravity dropped 

                                                 
23 France did not participate in this special meeting of ministers that led to the Dual-Track Agreement.  
24 For an in-depth analysis of the Montebello Decision and its consequences for NATO nuclear force structure and 
planning, see Larsen, The Politics of NATO Short-Range Nuclear Modernization 1983-1990. The official 
Montebello Decision can be found in Larsen and Klingenberger, Controlling Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons, 
Appendix A. 
25 For the U.S. Presidential Nuclear Initiative and Russia’s responses, see Larsen and Klingenberger, Controlling 
Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons, Appendices C and D, pp. 273-290. The text of the initiative is also available at the 
archives of the George Bush Presidential Library and Museum, 
http://bushlibrary.tamu.edu/papers/1991/91092704.html.  
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bombs today. There have been no substantial efforts to modernize or reconstitute Cold War levels 

of nuclear forces in NATO Europe since the 1991 PNI, with the exception of upgraded storage, 

safety, and security measures for those weapons that remain.26 This is much that same inventory 

that NATO holds today. (See Figure 2.) 

 
27Figure 2: US Nuclear Weapons in Europe

 

 In 1997 Presidents William Clinton and Boris Yeltsin met in New York to finalize plans 

developed earlier that year in Helsinki to begin the START III process—the third major treaty in 

the strategic arms reduction process begun under President Ronald Reagan. The plan for START 

III included a separate venue for the two countries to “…explore, as separate issues, possible 

measures relating to nuclear long-range sea-launched cruise missiles and tactical nuclear 

systems, to include appropriate confidence-building and transparency measures.”28  The goal of 

such talks, presumably, would have been to discuss how many NSNW each side had, what 

purpose they served, and how best to draw down the inventory of both sides so as to reduce the 

threat and enhance stability.29  But the START III talks never began, and the Moscow Treaty 

signed by Presidents George W. Bush and Vladimir Putin in 2002 ended any need for further 

strategic negotiations. NSNW were left out in the cold as the only nuclear weapon category not 

covered by any arms control treaty or agreement.  

 
                                                 
26 NATO Nuclear Fact Sheets and Alliance Strategic Concept, para. 64. 
27 Source: NATO, modified with numbers showing approximate stockpile size by Hans Kristensen for U.S. Nuclear 
Weapons in Europe, p. 24. 
28 “Joint Statement on Parameters of Future Nuclear Reductions,” Clinton-Yeltsin Summit, Helsinki, 21 March 
1997, at www.nit.org/db/nisprofs/treaties/abm/abm_heje.htm.  
29 For the text of the Helsinki Agreement, see Larsen and Klingenberger, Controlling Non-Strategic Nuclear 
Weapons, Appendix F, pp. 307-308.   
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Recurrent Themes in Alliance Nuclear History 

For two decades...the stockpile of US nuclear weapons in Europe has resembled 
fish flopping on a dock:  they are still alive, but somehow out of their element.30

 

 We can expect that trends which have developed over a period of five decades will 

continue to play a role in future nuclear decisions by the Alliance. Among the major thematic cords 

linking NATO nuclear issues are the following: 

 

1.  The distinction between deterrence and reassurance as the key purpose of nuclear forces. 

Nuclear weapons have always been central to NATO’s strategy. During the Cold War they 

dominated the United States’ strategy and participation in the Alliance. The distinction between 

deterrence and assurance lies at the heart of Alliance debates over nuclear modernization and force 

employment policy changes.  Whenever the United States has appeared to be placing more 

emphasis on the former, whether with talk of limiting a nuclear war to Europe, or making such 

weapons more useable for warfighting, the European allies have strenuously objected.  The 

Europeans have, generally speaking, shown a marked preference for the political value of these 

weapons, seeing them as a link that couples the US to European security at the first infraction of 

the peace.  Put another way, “the bottom line of alliance nuclear relations is not NATO's military 

doctrine but Europe's confidence in America's will.”31  The level of assurance necessary is defined 

by the allies, not by the United States.  

 The nuclear dilemma in Europe is rooted in geography.  Some of the weapons which are 

supposed to protect Western Europe are located in Europe, as was the major threat to the West 

during the Cold War, yet the country providing the bulk of that deterrent is located some 3,000 

miles away.  The basic problem of American extended deterrence is the possibility of NATO being 

“self-deterred,” either out of fear of nuclear devastation on its own territory or from American 

unwillingness to risk its homeland for Europe.  This often disturbed the delicate compromise 

enshrined in MC 14/3 (the flexible response doctrine) between the American wish for theater 

                                                 
30Harlan Cleveland, “Foreword,” in Rethinking the Nuclear Weapons Dilemma in Europe, edited by P. Terrence 
Hopmann and Frank Barnaby (Basingstoke, UK:  Macmillan Press, 1988), p. xiv. This quote remains valid two 
decades after it was penned. 
31 Sheri L. Wasserman, The Neutron Bomb Controversy: A Study in Alliance Politics (New York: Praeger, 1983), p. 
134. 
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options and the European desire for tight linkage and quick escalation to U.S. strategic forces.  The 

ambivalence was tolerable only as long as the United States emphasized assured destruction of an 

enemy in the event of war—a condition no longer credible in an era of nuclear parity.32  Perhaps 

the continued reliance on nuclear deterrence is due to the Alliance adopting a form of "existential 

deterrence” and making that the fundamental purpose of nuclear weapons after the Cold War 

ended.  As one book explained it,  

 the possibility of irrational (or at least involuntary) behavior provides the 
foundation of existential deterrence.  Given this, the mere presence of nuclear 
weapons in Europe contributes deterrent value—whether rational plans for the 
weapons’ use exist or not.  This clearly contributes to war prevention... The 
contribution of existential deterrence, while real, is not a formal element of Alliance 
policy.33

 

2.  The concern among European members that the United States does not consult with them prior 

to making nuclear decisions that affect the Alliance as a whole.    

 The desire of the European allies to be a part of Alliance nuclear policy making is a 

constant thread that weaves its way through NATO’s history.  Their anger over America's failure 

to consult them concerning such decisions in the past has been a natural outgrowth of this desire.   

 

3.  The attempt by NATO to overcome deep political divisions over the purpose and value of 

theater nuclear weapons with technological "fixes" rather than via new doctrine. 

 Supplying a technological “answer” to what is inherently a political problem has never 

satisfied the basic nuclear dilemma.  This was attempted in several instances, notably the 

introduction of intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs) into the theater in the late 1950s, the 

attempt to create a multi-national medium-range ballistic missile (MRBM) force in the 1960s, and 

the deployment of INF forces in the early 1980s.  All three were supported as much by political as 

by military rationale, yet none accomplished the difficult task of solving the simultaneous military 

and political needs that the Alliance faced, including ensuring a “seamless web” of deterrence. The 

                                                 
32 Helga Haftendorn, in Keith Dunn and Stephen Flanagan, NATO in the 5th Decade (Washington: NDU Press, 1990), 
p. 116.  
33Stephen Biddle and Peter Feaver in Battlefield Nuclear Weapons:Issues and Options (Cambridge, MA: Center for 
Science and International Affairs, 1989), p. 4.  On the concept of existential deterrence, see McGeorge Bundy (who 
first coined the expression), “The Bishops and the Bomb,” The New York Review of Books, 16 June 1983, pp. 3-8; Paul 
Bracken, The Command and Control of Nuclear Forces (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1983); and Lawrence 
Freedman, “I Exist, Therefore I Deter,” International Security, Summer 1988, pp. 177-195.  
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seamless web relied on proving American stoutheartedness through renewed linkage between the 

conventional forces in the theater and nuclear weapons that began the escalatory chain leading to 

U.S. strategic forces.  Creating this level of confidence has proved to be exceedingly difficult to do.  

The lesson, perhaps, is that "the political implications of deploying new nuclear weapons in Europe 

should be an integral part of the decision-making process."34  

 We see this again in 2006 as the allies attempt to resolve the larger question of NATO 

nuclear policy through technological discussions—for example, by sidestepping direct answers 

about future requirements for nuclear weapons in favor of raising issues about WS3 vault security, 

or the geographical location for weapons stationing.35 The ultimate decision on NATO’s nuclear 

future may hinge, in fact, on a technical question: whether the replacement aircraft that the DCA 

allies buy over the coming decade to replace their current fleets will be nuclear capable or not. For 

several countries that acquisition question may drive the political decision whether to remain in the 

nuclear delivery business.  

 

4.  The increasing willingness of the Alliance to consider public opinion in its efforts at force 

modernization and rationalization in the middle years of Alliance nuclear history, but 

unwillingness to have public debates over the Alliance’s nuclear future in the 2000s.  

 This recognition of the importance of public opinion was most evident in the 1979 dual-

track decision, which attempted to "sell" the INF modernization package to the public by attaching 

an arms control element to it—something which the Alliance had never felt it was necessary to do 

in earlier nuclear modernization episodes.36  Since an arms control deal seemed like it, too, would 

offer security improvements to the Alliance, due to the disparity between the long-range theater 

nuclear forces between the two blocks, and the associated unequal cuts required of the Soviets to 

reach parity, NATO appeared to have placed itself in a "no-lose" situation with this decision.  Only 

after later re-examination of theater nuclear strategy revealed the apparent loss of coupling and the 

break in the seamless web of deterrence was the zero option seen to be dangerous by some 

                                                 
34Wasserman, p. 135. 
35 The Weapons Safety and Security System (WS3), is a hardened protective vault for weapons that NATO installed 
at its dual-capable aircraft bases in the 1990s.  
36Although the first attempt to do so occurred a year earlier, in the proposed 1978 NATO plan to produce neutron 
weapons but delay their deployment pending Soviet arms control concessions.  The lesson seemed obvious to some:  
“the dual track notion of parallel modernization and arms control has set a powerful precedent for future nuclear 
initiatives in NATO.”  Wasserman, p. 137. 
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European strategists.  To the average citizen, however, the outcome seemed to be greater security 

through smaller numbers of weapons on the continent. 

 On the other hand, there are those who argue that the Alliance needs a single strong leader, 

someone who can make the hard decisions when necessary and provide guidance on nuclear 

issues.  The traditional leader in NATO is the United States.  From this point of view, the United 

States should not put too much emphasis on public opinion, from whatever quarter.  Sherri 

Wasserman, for one, came to this conclusion in her study of the neutron bomb episode, the lesson 

of which was, for her, that “Modernization of nuclear weapons in Europe cannot be managed by a 

pluralist approach to decision making.”37  A major part of the political mess surrounding the 

enhanced radiation warhead stemmed from Washington's failure to exert strong, continuous, 

decisive leadership.  

 There is still no definitive answer within Alliance circles as to which is better: a unilateral 

U.S. decision regarding the future of nuclear weapons in Europe, or a consensual decision by 

European members as to whether they want such weapons stationed in their countries. The former 

would certainly be easier for most European governments to deal with. This theme may explain the 

expressed desire by several European states in the 2006 time frame to keep any discussions about 

NATO nuclear policy quiet and out of the public eye. 

 

5.  Europeans have often had multiple motives when accepting new nuclear systems on their soil. 

 Early cases clearly showed that European support for deployment, as far as it went, was 

often motivated more by a desire to acquire the most modern and capable systems with which to 

defend themselves, or to enhance their prestige within NATO, rather than by any real enthusiasm 

for American weapons based in Europe.38  The Alliance's unwillingness or inability to 

accommodate that desire, either through collective nuclear force arrangements (such as the 

Multilateral Force of the 1960s) or via independent national nuclear forces (such as deployed by 

Britain and France) has allowed this strain to continue. This has also proven true since 1999 with 

respect to the ten new member states from Eastern Europe. Unlike some of the older member 

states, many of these new members are very pro-nuclear. This undoubtedly reflects their previous 

                                                 
37Wasserman, p. 136. 
38Ireland, p 40. 
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experience as vassals of the Soviet Union, often involuntarily hosting Soviet nuclear weapons on 

their soil, and their resolute unwillingness to ever return to such a situation. 

 

6.  The desire by the United States and other allies to prevent West Germany from obtaining its 

own nuclear capability. 

 The State Department's worries over Germany's nuclear desires in the 1960s contributed to 

its organizational support for the MLF concept, despite bureaucratic opposition from several 

quarters, including the Pentagon and most other European states.  MLF was designed to appease 

supposed German desires for such weaponry, as well as their concerns over France's burgeoning 

independent nuclear forces.39   

 The question of German interest in acquiring an independent nuclear capability reappeared 

during the hectic 1989-1990 period, when issues of SNF modernization were enveloped by the 

pace of German reunification. Germany committed to remaining non-nuclear in the 1990 “two plus 

four” agreement that led to German reunification. Yet this residual concern may play some part in 

its neighbors’ continued support for U.S. weapons deployed in Europe.  

 

7.  The incompatibility of weapons and doctrine. 

 This theme is almost too obvious to mention, for it underlies all that has been said about 

NATO nuclear history.  NATO's nuclear forces have never matched the doctrinal prescriptions for 

their use.  As Jeffrey Record has pointed out, the reasons for this problem were clear:  throughout 

the Cold War NATO had a surfeit of weapons, with extravagant yields, too-short ranges, and 

unnecessary vulnerability, all of which led to temptations for unauthorized early use of TNF (by 

both sides).40  Nevertheless, as he correctly pointed out, “the deployment's psychological value 

within NATO far outweighs whatever military contribution the weapons may make to overall 

deterrence of aggression.”41   

 In terms of political reassurance, short-range battlefield nuclear weapons have usually 

caused more problems than they have solved.  To be effectively reassuring, American forces must 

be credible, stabilizing, and appear to contribute to responsible force planning.42  Regardless of 

                                                 
39Schwartz, pp. 82-85. 
40Record, pp. 50-54. 
41Record, p. 68. 
42Biddle and Feaver, pp. 6-7. 
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military value, a weapon must pass strict political guidelines before it can be successfully deployed 

on the European continent. Today, as the Alliance Strategic Concept points out, politics provides 

the only guideline for nuclear weapons decisions. The role of nuclear weapons always has been, 

and remains, predominantly political.43

 

Modernization Episodes in Europe 

If they did not exist, it is far from certain that NATO would, today, seek to develop 
and deploy them.44

 

 The term “modernization” is a more complex concept than one might first suspect, 

especially in the context of such emotionally charged issues as nuclear weapons.  While in the 

simplest sense to modernize a military weapons system implies the improvement of a component 

on an existing system, or the replacement of an older system with a newer, perhaps more capable 

model, there are a number of other definitions apparent in the way this term has been applied over 

the past few decades with respect to NATO nuclear forces.   

 Some would argue that the best way to achieve modernization is to go about it quietly, with 

a minimum of public notice or explanation.  Calling such moves an “upgrade” or “improvement” 

of current capabilities, rather than a wholesale replacement of an existing system in the theater, 

may help the prospects of achieving a successful program.  But this implies that without resorting 

to such techniques, the Alliance would not otherwise be able to “sneak it in” past an attentive and 

opposing public.  Learning from experience, and not wishing to recreate the large public opposition 

to nuclear modernization in the early 1980s, the Alliance chose this option several times in its 

recent history.  Modernization episodes that were undertaken without public fanfare in the late 

1980s included replacing gravity bombs for dual-capable aircraft, providing improved 155 

millimeter and 8 inch artillery shells, modifying target plans through Supreme Allied Commander 

of Europe (SACEUR) Nuclear Weapons Requirements Studies, and undertaking a quiet research 

and development program for the tactical air-to-surface missile. 

 One alternative to that approach is to make the modernization program as public as 

possible, perhaps as part of a larger “package” of initiatives that may include arms control 

possibilities or doctrinal changes as well as weapons upgrades.  This was the path taken by NATO 

                                                 
43 See Alliance Strategic Concept, 1999.  
44Colin Gray, "Theater Nuclear Weapons: Doctrines and Postures," World Politics, January 1976, p. 301. 
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with the INF dual track decision of 1979.  It was also the means eventually adopted, albeit not 

necessarily by choice, for attempting to replace the Lance missile with the follow-on to Lance in 

the late 1980s. 

 

The Nuclear Planning Group

 The Nuclear Planning Group (NPG) was officially established in 1967 to provide a forum 

for the exchange of views between allied governments concerning nuclear planning and strategy.  

Meeting at ministerial level twice a year in an informal setting, it was meant to be an advisory 

body for the free exchange of information and ideas, reporting directly to the North Atlantic 

Council.45  Chaired by the NATO Secretary General, its membership has been kept intentionally 

small, made up of the Ministers of Defense from each state.  Its administrative support is provided 

by an NPG Staff Group, composed of representatives from all nations in the NPG.  The 

International Staff (Nuclear Policy Directorate) acts as the support staff for the committee.46

 The NPG gave America's European allies an input into what had previously been purely 

American decisions.  It was largely the creation of Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, who 

wanted to improve consultative arrangements within the Alliance but also hoped to keep such 

interaction tightly constrained.  He originally called for a small council limited to the major NATO 

powers.  But when every NATO state except France declared an interest in gaining a seat on the 

new body, the US conceded that seven states could join.47   There were four permanent 

members—the United States, Britain, West Germany and Italy—and three other seats rotated 

among the six remaining states.  This arrangement lasted until 1979, when the meetings were 

opened to all interested allies.48  As NATO’s membership grew, each new member was invited to 

                                                 
45 In the early 2000s the NPG decided to reduce its formal ministerial meeting schedule to once per year.  
46Scilla McLean, editor, How Nuclear Weapons Decisions are Made (Basingstoke, UK:  MacMillan Press, 1986).  Also 
The North Atlantic Treaty Organisation: Facts and Figures (Brussels:  NATO Information Service, 1989); and 
interviews in Brussels, summer 2006.  The best works on the beginnings of the NPG are: Paul Buteux, The Politics of 
Nuclear Consultation in NATO, 1965-1980 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983); and J. Michael Legge, 
Theater Nuclear Weapons and the NATO Strategy of Flexible Response (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 
1983), especially "Appendix B: The Composition of the Nuclear Planning Group."  See also Chapter Six in Larsen, The 
Politics of NATO Short-Range Nuclear Modernization 1983-1990, for a more detailed look at the inner workings of 
NATO's nuclear planning process in the late 1980s.  
47Norway did not want a seat on the NPG at first, citing its unilateral restrictions on basing nuclear weapons on its soil 
in peacetime.  Nor did Iceland (which has no military), Luxembourg, or Portugal initially choose to join in NPG 
discussions.  After about two years the Norwegians changed their minds and joined as a rotational member.  Legge, pp. 
14-16, 81. 
48Freedman, "The Wilderness Years," in Jeffrey Boutwell, Gregory Treverton, and Paul Doty, Nuclear Confrontation 
in Europe (London: Croom Helm, 1985), p. 51; and Legge, p. 82. 
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join the NPG, and each has accepted.  France remains excluded by choice.  Nevertheless, the 

Alliance recognizes that it cannot ignore France’s independent nuclear capabilities. 

 The creation of the NPG was the first major success for attempts at rationalizing theater 

nuclear policy in Europe.49  It allowed the member nations to contribute to the decisions that 

affected them and their publics.  It institutionalized and legitimized major decisions and force level 

requirements made by the Alliance, thus giving a united face to these decisions.  This impacted on 

two important audiences for NATO:  the Soviet Union, which could be expected to prefer a 

divided and rancorous Alliance to which it could direct divisive policy initiatives; and the 

European members’ publics, who would be more apt to accept the arguments given for a particular 

position if the Alliance seemed firmly behind it.  It would also improve the domestic political 

position of the incumbent party in each participating country. 

 The principle committees dealing with NATO dual-capable aircraft and related nuclear 

decisions are the North Atlantic Council, which in 2006 meets weekly, with occasional summit 

meetings, at 26 (meaning all member states, including France); the Defense Planning Committee, 

which meets regularly at 25 (France not included); and the Nuclear Planning Group, which meets 

annually (its staff group meets more regularly, approximately biweekly) at 24 plus one (Iceland 

is an observer).  The High Level Group, which provides supporting studies for the NPG, meets 

some three times a year. 

 

The High Level Group 

 One important aspect of the INF dual track decision of 1979 was the institutional structure 

created by NATO to deal with this two-sided approach.  The two newly created bodies were the 

High Level Group (HLG) and the Special Group (SG).50  Both played vital roles in the 

development of Alliance policy during the INF debates and deployments.  The HLG became the 

centerpiece of Alliance nuclear strategy making in October 1977, when it was created to study 

NATO's nuclear requirements and the appropriate military and political responses to the Soviet 

TNF build-up in Eastern Europe.  NATO and the Pentagon wanted “a group of individuals who 

                                                 
49Some would disagree with this proposition.  Scilla McLean, for instance, says that “to suggest that the NPG has been 
a political success is to fly in the face of NATO's nuclear history... The Nuclear Planning Group as an insitution is 
unresponsive to public attitudes on nuclear affairs.”  McLean, p. 231. 
50The Special Group was re-named the Special Consultative Group (SCG) in December 1979.  Schwartz, p. 240. 
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had access to key political figures in their own countries and who had operational responsibility for 

defense planning within their governments.  The High Level Group fitted the bill.”51   

 The Special Group, which later became the Special Consultative Group, or SCG, was 

formed in April 1979 to study arms control options for theater nuclear weapons, but became 

moribund after the INF Treaty was signed in December 1987.  Its purpose was primarily political:  

to establish and coordinate mutually agreed policy for the Alliance position vis a vis INF arms 

control negotiations with the Soviets.  Since these were bilateral talks, only the United States was 

sitting down with the USSR in Geneva.  The SCG made sure that nothing was done, however, 

without thorough consultation with all the allied partners and complete coordination within the 

American interagency process.  The SCG officially reported to both the NPG and the North 

Atlantic Council.52   

 The High Level Group consists of senior defense ministry personnel from each member 

state and is chaired by the U.S. Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Policy 

(OSD/ISP).  It acts as a senior nuclear think tank, doing preparatory work and studies for the 

Nuclear Planning Group.  Its activities are kept behind the scenes and out of the public eye. 

 The HLG served the innate European desire for ever more consultation with Washington, 

especially over nuclear matters.  It has proved resilient and successful in this respect, as seen by its 

incorporation into the permanent NATO decision-making structure.  It also provides a forum for 

continued American leadership of the Alliance in matters pertaining to nuclear weapons, in two 

ways:  first, the U.S. chairmanship of the committee, and second, because matters are often worked 

out through the interagency process in Washington first, then briefed to the allies in Brussels for 

their concurrence and approval.53

 The HLG's success in its first major effort, the INF dual-track decision, was significant not 

only because it marked the first time that the Alliance had used doctrine to determine a weapons 

                                                 
51Senate Report of the Special Committee, pp. 50-51, and Schwartz, p. 217.  The HLG was created to handle Task 
Force 10, which dealt with nuclear aspects of the Long-Term Defense Program (LTDP), launched in May 1977 to 
pursue (primarily) conventional force improvements.  In practice, as Legge points out, the HLG quickly became 
divorced from the work of the other LTDP groups. (Legge, p. 34.) 
52McLean, p. 206. 
53This was the approach taken in preparing for the INF dual track, as Schwartz describes in great detail (pp. 223-240).  
Strobe Talbott points out, for instance, that “in the fall [of 1979] the US National Security Council staff and the State 
Department took the reports of the HLG and SCG and in effect stapled them together.  The result became known as the 
Integrated Decision Document.” (Talbott, Deadly Gambits: The Reagan Administration and the Stalemate in Nuclear 
Arms Control (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1984), p. 38.)  This was essentially the approach taken again in discussions 
over FOTL and the Comprehensive Concept prior to the May 1989 NATO summit. 
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systems selection, but because it was also the first occasion in which all the allies reached 

agreement on the types and numbers of a new weapon before deployment As part of the December 

1979 INF decision, NATO ministers agreed to keep the HLG as a forum in which to study the size 

and composition of the rest of the TNF stockpile, as well as to oversee INF deployment and the 

withdrawal of 1,000 older TNF warheads from Europe.54 The HLG continues to play its 

designated role in 2006. 

 

The Montebello Decision and Short-Range Nuclear Modernization 

 America’s open-ended involvement in security guarantees for Western Europe became an 

issue in the late 1980s as the burden of extended deterrence seemed to grow in an era of U.S. 

budget deficits, the diminishing credibility of extended deterrence, Gorbachevian peace proposals, 

declining threat perceptions in the West, calls for a new security order in Europe, and the resulting 

increased European indifference, or in some cases even hostility, toward a continued American 

presence in Europe.  

 Within this environment, moves to effect nuclear modernization over the years were met 

with increasingly stiff opposition in many of the European member states.  This was particularly 

true of land-based nuclear systems, and opposition was especially heated in Germany.  

 The follow-on to Lance case was the last great nuclear debate of the Cold War, and it 

brought the key underlying issues right up to the surface.  There was no way to avoid facing the 

crucial questions over the future role of tactical nuclear weapons in NATO strategy when talking 

about new theater nuclear weapons systems that were supposed to be deployed in Central Europe 

in the 1990s.  This issue had been scrupulously avoided in the past by the NATO partners in their 

discussions of SNF modernization and, after 1989, of the future role of NATO in a new Europe.  

The adoption of MC 14/3 (flexible response) in 1967 as the ambiguous official doctrine of the 

Alliance had deflected this question for a generation, but the debate was re-opened as the Cold War 

ended.  The Alliance’s new Strategic Concept (first published in 1991), which replaced MC 14/3, 

only papered over the need for this larger debate. 

 In 1983 the defense ministers meeting in Montebello, Canada, agreed to pursue 

modernization of NATO's battlefield nuclear forces.  These short-range nuclear forces included 

atomic artillery, dual-capable aircraft stationed in Europe, and the Lance missile.  The purpose of a 

                                                 
54Legge, pp. 37-38. 
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follow-on to Lance would be to improve NATO's deterrent posture by threatening to strike at the 

rear echelons of Warsaw Pact invasion forces, while being stationed further back from the border 

than existing NATO short range missiles.  This would give the political leadership more time to 

decide whether to use such weapons in wartime, thereby raising the nuclear threshold and 

contributing to crisis stability.  Politically, it was expected to alleviate German concerns over 

nuclear singularity, since its increased range meant it could reach other East European states 

beyond East Germany.  It was also meant to prove continued coupling of the American extended 

deterrence guarantee to Western Europe.55

 The Montebello Decision followed the standard Alliance path of a dual-track approach, 

announcing not only a modernization program but also, simultaneously, a withdrawal of some 

1,400 nuclear warheads from Europe. These reductions were primarily associated with several 

systems that were removed between 1981 and 1987: atomic mines, Honest John rockets, and Nike 

Hercules surface to air missiles.56 The 1987 INF Treaty led to even further reductions, as it 

eliminated intermediate- and shorter-range missiles such as the ground-launched cruise missile and 

Pershing II.   

 After several years of quiet study and preparation, SNF modernization suddenly became a 

hot media item in 1988.  Political maneuvering by the United States and Great Britain, on one side, 

and West Germany and other continental allies on the other, culminated in the May 1989 NATO 

40th Anniversary Summit meeting.  Here it was agreed to defer any final decision on deployment 

of these weapons (particularly Lance's replacement) until 1992.  The Heads of State and 

Government also signed a Comprehensive Concept on Arms Control and Disarmament to guide 

future NATO policies in this area.  

 In May 1990, President George Bush announced that he was canceling the programs meant 

to modernize the Lance nuclear missile and upgrade nuclear artillery (155 mm howitzer shells) in 

Europe.  At the same time, he called for earlier negotiations on remaining SNF assets in Central 

Europe. He followed this with the first in a series of Presidential Nuclear Initiatives in September 

                                                 
55 See Larsen, The Politics of NATO Short-Range Nuclear Modernization, and Larsen and Klingenberger, 
Controlling Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons, Appendix A, pp. 265-266. 
56 NATO’s Nuclear Fact Sheets, 2004. 
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1991 wherein among other steps he cancelled the final SNF program, the tactical air-to-surface 

missile (TASM).57   

 The follow-on to Lance missile had caused major consternation and rancor within the 

North Atlantic Alliance less than one year earlier, threatening to turn NATO's 40th Anniversary 

summit into a disaster.  The Lance modernization issue had been a major agenda item at NATO 

ministerials and summits for nearly seven years.  It had created huge headaches for the West 

German coalition government.  And it had caused a rift to develop between the United States and 

the United Kingdom, on one hand, and West Germany and several European allies on the other, 

over the proper role and future strategy of NATO's theater nuclear forces.  It became, as one 

analyst put it, "the focus of a poisonous struggle between key allies."58   

 Once FOTL had been cancelled, as well as the upgrade for nuclear artillery, and the INF 

Treaty had eliminated all longer-range missiles, only dual-capable aircraft remained available for 

SACEUR's use as a nuclear deterrent.59  The rancor raised by the FOTL debate carried forward in 

to a broad public concern over any nuclear forces, thereby putting the spotlight on DCA. In 

response, NATO chose over the next 15 years to minimize public discussion or awareness of this 

aspect of its deterrent mission.  

 
60The End of the Cold War   

 The world witnessed a non-violent revolution from 1989 to 1991, a revolution in which the 

Soviet Union self-destructed, the Warsaw Pact disappeared, and Russia re-emerged as the new 

great power in Eastern Europe. NATO recognized that dramatic changes were in prospect at its 

                                                 
57 TASM would have been a tactical version of the U.S. Short Range Attack Missile (SRAM) already deployed on 
B-52 and B-1 bombers.  
58 John Newhouse, "The Diplomatic Round: Eternal Severities," The New Yorker, 23 October 1989, p. 102. 
59 This ignores certain sea-based forces under SACEUR’s control. For example, sea-launched cruise missiles (SLCMs) 
and sea-launched ballistic missiles (SLBM's) aboard American and British submarines were authorized for nuclear 
release by SACEUR to use in a European theater conflict.  Sea-based forces, by their very nature, have a much lower 
profile and carry less political baggage than their land-based counterparts.  Many critics of SNF modernization, in fact, 
actually favored sea-based nuclear forces for deterrence or reassurance purposes.   
60 For details on tactical nuclear weapons since the end of the Cold War, see Alexander and Millar, Tactical Nuclear 
Weapons (2003); Kristensen, U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe: A Review of Post Cold-War Policy, Force Levels, 
and War Planning  (2005); Larsen and Klingenberger, eds., Controlling Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapon  (2000); 
William C. Potter, Nikolai Sokov, Harald Müller, and Annette Schaper, Tactical Nuclear Weapons: Options for 
Control (New York: United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research, December 2000); Bruno Tertrais, Nuclear 
Policies in Europe, Adelphi Paper 327 (London: International Institute for Strategic Studies, March 1999); Amy F. 
Woolf, “Nonstrategic Nuclear Weapons,” CRS Report for Congress, RL32572, 9 September 2004; and David Yost, 
The U.S. and Nuclear Deterrence in Europe, Adelphi Paper 326 (London: International Institute for Strategic 
Studies, March 1999). 
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July 1990 London Summit, declaring that Russia was no longer an enemy. The allies expressed 

their determination to “reach out to the countries of the East which were our adversaries in the 

Cold War, and extend to them the hand of friendship.”61 But it still considered nuclear weapons 

crucial to Alliance security, as stated in the communiqué from the NPG’s meeting later that year:  

Our nuclear policy will continue to be based on fundamental principles which 
remain valid: nuclear weapons, strategic and sub-strategic, play a key role in the 
prevention of war and the maintenance of stability; European-based nuclear forces 
provide the necessary linkage to NATO’s strategic forces; and widespread 
participation in nuclear roles and policy formulation demonstrates Alliance 
cohesion and the sharing of responsibilities, and makes an important contribution to 
our nuclear posture.62

 

 Within six months the NPG had hit upon the wording that, with minor tweaking, would be 

installed in the 1991 Strategic Concept and carried forward to documents 15 years later:  

Nuclear weapons will continue for the foreseeable future to fulfill their essential 
role in the Alliance’s overall strategy, since conventional forces alone cannot ensure 
war prevention. We will therefore continue to base effective and up-to-date sub-
strategic nuclear forces in Europe, but they will consist solely of dual-capable 
aircraft, with continued widespread participation in nuclear roles and peacetime 
basing by Allies.63

 

 In 1991 the Alliance gave up on its long-standing strategy of flexible response and released 

a new “Strategic Concept.” This represented the first time NATO’s core strategy document was 

unclassified and available to the public. It served as the authoritative guidance on Alliance 

objectives and the political and military means to achieve them. In 1997 allied leaders agreed to 

revise the concept to better reflect the changes in Europe that had occurred in the previous six 

years. This resulted in the 1999 Strategic Concept that was unveiled at NATO’s 50th Anniversary 

summit in Washington.  

 Reflecting the changed political-military environment and the new strategic concept, 

NATO’s nuclear policy changed, too. As the 2001 NATO Handbook related,  

                                                 
61 “London Declaration on a Transformed North Atlantic Alliance,” Issued by the Heads of State and Government 
Participating in the Meeting of the North Atlantic Council, 5-6 July 1990, para. 4, at www.nato.int/docu/comm/49-
95/c900706a.htm.  
62 “Final Communiqué,” NATO Defense Planning Committee and Nuclear Planning Group, 6-7 December 1990, 
para. 13. 
63 “Final Communiqué: Ministerial Meeting of the Defence Planning Committee and the Nuclear Planning Group,” 
NATO Press Release M-DPC/NPG-1 (1991) 87, 7 June 1991, para. 8. Emphasis added. 
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In the new security environment, NATO has radically reduced its reliance on 
nuclear forces. Its strategy remains one of war prevention, but it is no longer 
dominated by the possibility of nuclear escalation. Its nuclear forces are no longer 
targeted against any country, and the circumstances in which their use might have 
to be contemplated are considered to be extremely remote.64  
 

 NATO policy during the early 1990s could be described as one of “existential deterrence-

plus.” As one analyst put it, “It was existential in the sense that maintenance of a numerically small 

and limited TNF stockpile was judged to be sufficient for deterrence purposes now that the Soviet 

threat no longer existed… The ‘plus’ element arose from the fact that the NATO posture 

nevertheless went beyond that… to embrace the continued deployment of U.S. nuclear warheads 

widely dispersed geographically amongst European NATO member states.” 65  

 At the same time, the United States made a series of decisions, with the full concurrence of 

its allies, to expedite the withdrawal of most of its remaining nuclear weapons from European 

bases. A series of such reductions, some announced, some secret, led to the removal of all artillery 

fired atomic projectiles (some 1,300 shells for both 155 mm and 8 inch howitzers), 850 Lance 

missile warheads, and 900 anti-submarine depth bombs.66  They also reduced the number of DCA 

delivered gravity bombs stationed in Europe by 50 percent, and removed all naval non-strategic 

nuclear weapons from surface ships. Following the “largest nuclear weapons movement in United 

States history,” these warheads were removed from Europe and flown to the United States. The 

reductions were completed by July 1992.67   

 The United Kingdom gave up most of its NSNW forces at this time, as well, including its 

nuclear Lance missile tubes, atomic artillery, maritime weapons, and air-launched nuclear 

weapons.68  According to NATO documents, the combined U.S. and UK cuts resulted in a 

reduction of some 85 percent of all nuclear warheads in Europe compared to the levels of 1991,69 

                                                 
64 “NATO’s Nuclear Forces in the New Security Environment,” NATO/OTAN Handbook (Brussels: NATO Office of 
Information and Press, 2001), p. 53. 
65 Martin Smith, “To Neither Use Them nor Lose Them: NATO and Nuclear Weapons since the Cold War,” 
Contemporary Security Policy, vol. 25, no. 3 (December 2004), p. 536. 
66 Numbers from NATO Nuclear Fact Sheets, 2005, at www.nato.int/issues/nuclear/index.html.  
67 Quote from McGuire AFB website, www.mcquire.af.mil, reprinted in Alexander and Millar, Tactical Nuclear 
Weapons, p. 190, endnote 8. President Bush declared in July 1992 that “…all of the planned withdrawals are 
complete. All ground-launched tactical nuclear weapons have been returned to U.S. territory, as have all naval 
tactical nuclear weapons. Those weapons designated to be destroyed are being retired and scheduled for 
destruction.” George H.W. Bush, “Statement on the United States Nuclear Weapons Initiative,” 2 July 1992. 
68 NATO Handbook, pp. 54-55. 
69 “NATO’s Nuclear Forces in the New Security Environment,” NATO Nuclear Fact Sheets, pp. 10-13. 
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and by the dawn of the 21st century some 95 percent lower as compared to the height of the Cold 

War. The only remaining weapons were “several hundred” B-61 bombs located at some eight 

bases in six countries, with an additional four bases having nuclear container vaults in caretaker 

status.70  And those remaining aircraft were no longer poised to deliver their weapons from an alert 

posture; as shown in Figure 3, decisions made in 1995 reduced the DCA readiness levels from 

minutes to weeks, and further decisions in 2002 reduced that readiness level even further, to 

“months.”71   

 The reductions in U.S. NSNW in Europe were driven to some extent, it seems, by a desire 

to gain reciprocity from Moscow in highly unstable circumstances. There was no time for formal 

negotiations, so dramatic unilateral gestures were made that, it was hoped, might reassure Moscow 

and bring about parallel behavior on its part.  

 
72Figure 3: Reduced NATO Nuclear Aircraft Readiness Levels

 

The U.S. Presidential Nuclear Initiative 

 One of the most important reduction efforts came about as the result of a series of 

Presidential Nuclear Initiatives in late 1991 and early 1992.73 President George H.W. Bush began 

the process with a speech on 27 September 1991 in which he cancelled all modernization programs 
                                                 
70 Kristensen, U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe, p. 8.  
71 NATO Handbook, p. 12. 
72 Source: NATO Nuclear Fact Sheets, 2005. 
73 For details on the PNIs, see Amy Woolf, “Nonstrategic Nuclear Weapons,” CRS Report for Congress, RL32572, 
9 September 2004; Larsen and Klingenberger, Controlling Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapon, especially Appendices C 
and D, pp. 273-290; and Alexander and Millar, Tactical Nuclear Weapons, especially Chapter 2, “The 1991-1992 PNIs 
and the Elimination, Storage, and Security of Tactical Nuclear Weapons,” by Joshua Handler, pp. 20-44, and Appendix 
A, “The 1991-1992 Presidential Nuclear Initiatives,” pp. 167-181. 
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involving nonstrategic nuclear weapons and called for the immediate elimination of all remaining 

land-based weapons systems, including Lance missiles and artillery fired atomic projectiles, as 

well as nuclear cruise missiles on surface ships.  As a result of the initiative, the U.S. Army and the 

U.S. Marine Corps were denuclearized. The number of units requiring nuclear certification 

dropped dramatically in the aftermath: from 139 Army units in fiscal year 1991 to 1 in FY 1992 

and 0 in FY 1996; the Marine Corps went from 18 units in FY 1991 to none the next year. 

Similarly, the U.S. Navy’s nuclear certification requirements decreased from 200 units in FY 1991 

to 38 by FY 1998.74  

 The number of nuclear storage sites in Europe was reduced dramatically, as well. As some 

weapons systems were eliminated and others reduced in number, the number of sites required to 

store those warheads remaining was reduced by some 80 percent.75 The number of sites storing 

weapons dedicated to delivery by national air forces (NATO allies with DCA responsibilities) was 

reduced from 12 in 1990 to 4 by 2006.76  At the same time, a new, more survivable and secure 

weapon storage system was installed, one of several changes and improvements that led to greatly 

improved safety and security for the remaining weapons in Europe.  Weapons storage and security 

system (WS3) vaults were built into protective aircraft shelters so that the bombs could be stored in 

underground vaults below their delivery aircraft. This made security simpler, and represented a 

major improvement in protection against possible theft or terrorism of DCA warheads.77 At the 

same time, the Alliance had removed the most easily concealed weapons from Europe, such as 

atomic artillery shells. Figure 4 shows this decrease.  

                                                 
74 Alexander and Millar, Tactical Nuclear Weapons, p. 26.  
75 NATO Handbook, p. 12. 
76 Kristensen, p. 56. 
77 Kristensen gives a very good description of WS3 vaults and their operation; see also Alexander and Millar, p. 32, 
and NATO Nuclear Fact Sheets. 
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78Figure 4: NATO Nuclear Reductions by Type

 

 In the mid-1990s both Great Britain and France further reduced their sub-strategic nuclear 

systems, as well. The UK eliminated its WE177 gravity bomb, effectively ending any nuclear role 

for its dual-capable aircraft. Today Great Britain’s only nuclear capability resides in its Trident 

submarine fleet, with less than 200 nuclear warheads. Its four boats remain dedicated to NATO 

missions, with some of their SLBMs assigned to sub-strategic tasks.  France has eliminated four of 

the six nuclear delivery systems it had in 1991. Today it retains nuclear submarine-launched 

ballistic missiles and air-delivered cruise missiles, with a total arsenal of about 350 warheads.79   

 The Nuclear Planning Group responded to President Bush’s initiative in October 1991 by 

clarifying what the PNIs would mean for NATO force structure:  

In addition to the elimination of ground-launched nuclear systems, the number of 
air-delivered weapons in NATO’s European stockpile will be greatly reduced. The 
total reduction in the current NATO stockpile of sub-strategic weapons in Europe 
will be roughly 80 percent… We will therefore continue to base effective and up-
to-date sub-strategic nuclear forces in Europe, but they will consist solely of dual-
capable aircraft, with continued widespread participation in nuclear roles and 
peacetime basing by Allies.80

 

                                                 
78 NATO’s Nuclear Fact Sheets. 
79 The current arsenal strengths for both the UK and France are widely reported. See, for example, Joseph 
Cirincione, Jon B. Wolfsthal, and Miriam Rajkumar, Deadly Arsenals: Nuclear, Biological, and Chemical Threats, 
2nd ed. (Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2005), “France,” p. 191. 
80 “Final Communiqué,” NATO Nuclear Planning Group, 17-18 October 1991, paras. 5-6. 

32 



US NSNW and Implications for NATO  Larsen 

 The United States also removed its arsenal of tactical nuclear weapons from South Korea 

by the end of 1991.81  The number of storage sites for U.S. NSNW worldwide, including inside the 

United States, was reduced by some 75 percent in the 1990s.82

 President Bill Clinton took the PNIs one step further when, in 1994, he denuclearized the 

U.S. surface navy completely in accordance with recommendations of the Nuclear Posture Review 

(NPR). This ended all SLCM launch capabilities on surface ships and the final nuclear roles for 

naval aviation.83 The NATO NPG concurred with the findings of the 1994 NPR, stating in its 

December 1994 communiqué that “we reiterate the essential value of maintaining widespread 

deployment of NATO’s sub-strategic nuclear forces by the United States and European Allies. 

These forces, which are an integral part of NATO’s nuclear posture, represent an essential element 

of the trans-Atlantic link and are visible evidence of NATO’s cohesion, solidarity, and burden-

sharing.”84

 

Russian Response to the PNIs

 President Bush’s PNI initiative was matched by Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev in a 

December 1991 speech, and by Russian President Boris Yeltsin in January 1992.  In its response to 

the U.S. initiative, Russia agreed to reduce its forces significantly, as well. The numbers were 

expressed in percentages rather than specific numbers of warheads, but they represented a 

substantial portion of the existing Russian arsenal. Russia committed to eliminating all warheads 

on three types of short-range missiles and six types of artillery; all nuclear mines; one third of its 

naval warheads; one half of its air force warheads; and one half of nuclear air defense warheads. 

The Russian timeline for these reductions was considerably slower than that of the United States, 

France, and Great Britain, planning to take until 2000 to reach some of those goals.85  

 In April 2002 the Russian government gave a public summary of its PNI reduction status. 

In its “Russian Statement on Article VI,” it claimed that:  

• All nonstrategic nuclear weapons have been dismantled from surface ships and 

multiple-purpose submarines, as well as from ground-based Naval Air Force and 
                                                 
81 “Seoul Says it Now Has No Nuclear Arms,” New York Times, 19 December 1991.  
82 Alexander and Millar, p. 21. 
83 Kristensen, p. 45. 
84 “Final Communiqué,” NATO Press Communiqué M-DPC/NPG-2(94)126, 15 December 1994, para. 19. 
85 Alexander and Millar, p. 28; Gorbachev’s original speech carried the more vague phrasing “Part of them will be 
reduced,” but Yeltsin’s January speech and further clarifications by Russian military leaders led to the more precise 
percentages. See Handler chapter endnotes in Alexander and Millar, pp. 191-193.  
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placed for centralized storage; more than 30 percent of nuclear munitions of the 

total number designed for tactical sea-launched missiles and naval air forces have 

been eliminated; 

• All tactical nuclear munitions previously deployed outside Russia have been 

brought back to her territory and are being eliminated; 

• Production of nuclear munitions for tactical ground-launched missiles, nuclear 

artillery shells, and nuclear mines has been completely stopped;  

• 50 percent of nuclear reentry vehicles for surface-to-air missiles and 50 percent of 

nuclear air bombs of their total number have been destroyed;  

• All Russian nonstrategic nuclear weapons have been placed only within national 

territory.86 

 Whether the Russian Federation has actually met any of its promised goals regarding the 

elimination of NSNW in its arsenal is unclear. Traditional Russian opacity regarding national 

security matters has made it difficult for the West to confirm Russian actions. The 2002 document 

quoted above, in fact, concludes by admitting that “Russia has practically implemented all the 

declared initiatives to reduce NSNW with the exception of elimination of nuclear weapons in the 

Army.”87 And at times Russian rhetoric in response to calls for greater openness appear much like 

Soviet sentiment during the Cold War. In June 2006, for example, a Tass report quoted a high-

ranking Defense Ministry official reminding the world that “this type of weapon is not restricted by 

any international treaties and agreements, and Russia does not wish to hold talks on them either 

with the United States or any other foreign nations.” The official also tried to obfuscate the debate 

by questioning America’s claim that it had reduced its nuclear arsenal by 90 percent since the end 

of the Cold War. “The Americans are refusing to disclose any concrete information on their tactical 

nuclear arsenal and why should they expect us to do it?” he asked.88   

 

 

 

                                                 
86 Quoted by Ivan Safranchuk, “Tactical Nuclear Weapons in the Modern World: A Russian Perspective,” in 
Alexander and Millar, p. 63. The last bullet reflects a particular Russian bone of contention regarding U.S. nuclear 
weapons deployed in Europe.  
87 Alexander and Millar, p. 63. 
88 “Russia Does Not Wish to Hold Talks with U.S. on Tactical Nuclear Weapons,” ITAR-TASS, internet, 13 June 
2006.  
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Arms Control and Relations with Russia in the 1990s 

 The early 1990s were the high water mark for arms control agreements between Russia and 

the United States. A series of strategic treaties were signed which significantly reduced the 

stockpiles of both sides and introduced considerably improved political relations and levels of trust 

between Russia and the United States. None of these treaties, however, addressed non-strategic 

nuclear weapons. Nearly two decades after the end of the Cold War the world is still living with 

NSNW deployed on NATO air bases in Central Europe; and the West still faces the specter of 

thousands of Russian tactical nuclear missiles, bombs, artillery shells, anti-aircraft missiles, and 

land mines.89

 The first Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty entered into effect in 1992. As relations 

improved more quickly than either side envisioned, START II was signed in 1993. Neither treaty 

addressed non-strategic nuclear weapons. But this category was not forgotten, and in the 1997 

Helsinki Agreement between President Bill Clinton and Boris Yeltsin the two leaders agreed to 

consider NSNW as a separate negotiating category in the next round of START III talks.90 Those 

negotiations never took place, however. In their place, in December 2001 President George W. 

Bush met with Russian President Vladimir Putin to agree to even more substantial reductions in 

strategic force levels. This agreement was codified in the May 2002 Strategic Offensive 

Reductions Treaty (SORT, more commonly known as the Moscow Treaty). This short agreement, 

while having major implications for U.S. and Russian strategic force levels and decisions, again 

neglected to mention non-strategic forces.  As a result, the two nations still retain some residual 

capabilities in tactical nuclear systems, and there is little chance of negotiating away those weapons 

in the near term.  

 Politically, the Alliance has developed close ties with Russia, even in the arena of nuclear 

weapons. In 1994 Russian joined NATO’s Partnership for Peace program, and in July 1997 Russia 

signed a wide ranging agreement with the Alliance known as the NATO-Russia Founding Act on 

Mutual Relations, Cooperation, and Security. This led to the creation of the NATO-Russia 

Permanent Joint Council (PJC), with multiple sub venues for discussion and cooperation on a 

                                                 
89 For one suggestion on dealing with Russia’s remaining SNF and TNF stockpile outside the bounds of traditional 
arms control, see Timothy D. Miller and Jeffrey A. Larsen, “Dealing with Russia’s Tactical Nuclear Arsenal: Cash 
for Kilotons,” Naval War College Review, Spring 2004. Russia also has non-NATO-related purposes for some of its 
NSNW. 
90 See “Joint Statement on Parameters of Future Nuclear Reductions,” 21 March 1997.  
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91variety of issues, including nuclear matters.   The PJC met regularly until 2002, when the NATO-

Russia Council was established. The PJC’s first session dedicated to nuclear issues was held in 

April 1998. These meetings, at the ambassador level, were preceded by smaller experts meetings at 

which the presentations were prepared.92  Some senior NATO officials admit that they are 

frustrated by a lack of progress in these venues, and by Russia’s preference for taking whatever 

they are given but giving little in return.  But, they say, they will keep trying to influence Moscow 

to become more cooperative over time.93  

 NATO has attempted to reassure Moscow regarding nuclear threats and Alliance 

enlargement. Shortly after NATO announced in December 1994 that it would be willing to admit 

new members, it declared its “three no’s” policy: that it had “no intention, no plan, and no reason 

to deploy nuclear weapons on the territory of new member countries, nor any need to change any 

aspect of NATO’s nuclear posture or nuclear policy, and that it does not foresee any future need to 

do so.”94  Nonetheless, all new member states have acceded to the provisions of the Washington 

Treaty and become full members of the Alliance in all respects, including their commitments to 

NATO’s nuclear policies and consequent nuclear guarantees.95  
st The dual-track nature of Alliance security interests remains alive in the 21  century. In the 

NPG’s June 2005 meeting, for example, the members agreed that  

NATO Allies have maintained a long-term commitment to nuclear arms control, 
disarmament, and non-proliferation as an integral part of their security policy. We 
stressed the importance of abiding by and strengthening existing multilateral non-
proliferation and export control regimes and international arms control and 
disarmament accords.96

 

 

                                                 
91 NATO Handbook, p. 60; and interviews in Europe, winter 2006. 
92 These meetings cover a range of issues. The October 2000 session, for example, addressed such topics as nuclear 
terminology, nuclear force structure, and the evolution of each side’s nuclear strategy. Rob Irvine, “The Role of 
Nuclear Weapons in NATO’s Strategy,” presentation to Airlie House Conference on NSNW, 2-3 November 2000.  
93 Interviews in Europe, March 2006. 
94 The three no’s were originally announced by NATO’s Foreign and Defense Ministers in December 1996, and 
reiterated by the NATO Heads of State and Government at the May 1997 “Founding Act on Mutual Relations, 
Cooperation and Security between NATO and the Russian Federation.” It has subsequently been repeated at the 
NATO-Russia Summit in Rome in May 2002, which established the NATO-Russia Council; and at the November 
2002 Prague Summit. An important though implicit “fourth no” was the NATO commitment to not build or re-open 
any closed Warsaw Pact nuclear weapons storage sites in new member states for use as potential future storage 
facilities. Interviews in Europe, March 2006. 
95 NATO’s Nuclear Fact Sheets, p. 13. 
96 “Final Communiqué: Ministerial Meeting of the Defence Planning Committee and the Nuclear Planning Group 
Held in Brussels on Thursday, 9 June 2005,” para. 9, at www.nato.int/docu/pr/2005/p05-075e.htm.  
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Key Nuclear Documents 

 In the 1990s Alliance decision-making circles put into place several key documents and 

policies that are still in use today, dated as they may be. Three documents form the backbone of 

NATO nuclear policy: the Alliance Strategic Concept, the Political Principles, and the Nuclear 

Consultation Procedures.97 The Political Principles of Nuclear Planning and Consultation 

regarding the use of nuclear weapons were drafted in 1992 and are still valid.98  Although the 

details of the principles remain classified, NATO officials stress that the Alliance retains full 

political control of all nuclear planning, which is conducted at SHAPE Headquarters.99 The 

Alliance no longer targets any country; its nuclear forces are no longer on alert to respond to a 

specific threat. So there are no standing plans for nuclear use on the shelf at SHAPE, as there were 

during the Cold War.100 As it has for 35 years, the Nuclear Planning Group continues to provide a 

forum for the member defense ministers to discuss nuclear matters.  

 The Alliance Strategic Concept released at the April 1999 summit meeting did not have 

much new to say about nuclear weapons or policies, but there was some excitement leading up to 

the summit as Canada and Germany led a mini revolt against existing Alliance nuclear policy. In 

1998 these two countries called upon the Alliance to review its nuclear policy in general, and its 

first-use option in particular.  These demands were quickly quashed by the other allies, led by the 

United States, the United Kingdom, and France, but it showed that serious doubts about the 

cogency of NATO’s nuclear strategy were beginning to appear even among the member states.101  

Nor has this issue disappeared. In February 2006, during the Munich Security Conference, German 

Chancellor Angela Merkel suggested that NATO conduct a review of its strategic concept in 2008, 

because “the world has changed considerably since 1999,” not least because seven new members 

joined NATO in 2004.102  The NPG nations do not want NATO’s nuclear policy considered in a 

vacuum, but rather in conjunction with a larger review of the entire Strategic Concept.  

                                                 
97 Interviews in Brussels, January 2006. 
98 These were based on provisional political guidelines first drafted in December 1969, and updated in 1986 as the 
General Political Guidelines. Interviews in Europe, early 2006. 
99 Interviews in Europe, March 2006.  
100 As the Alliance Strategic Concept states, “These include…the termination of standing peacetime nuclear 
contingency plans.” Para. 64. 
101 Kristensen, pp. 53-54, and interviews in Washington , December 2005, and Brussels, January 2006. 
102 Angela Merkel quoted in “Assembly Fact Sheet No. 2: European Security Policy, Collective Defence, and 
Nuclear Deterrence,” Assembly of the Western European Union, 1 March 2006; her comments also found at 
www.securityconference.de. 
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 The U.S. Nuclear Posture Review unveiled in December 2001 mentioned a study taking 

place in NATO regarding its nuclear forces. The results of that study have not been unveiled. Yet 

in March 2004 the SACEUR, General James Jones, told a Belgian reporter that with regard to the 

number of nuclear weapons deployed in Belgium, “the reductions will be significant; good news 

is on the way.”103  Whether this implied a major restructuring of NATO DCA forces and 

weapons in Europe has not been verified, but it would seem to suggest that the Alliance was 

carrying out the study mentioned in the NPR.  

 

Summary 

 To conclude this short history of NATO non-strategic nuclear weapons, let us examine 

another summary chart showing the types of weapons systems removed from Europe since 1971. 

Figure 5 dramatically illustrates the large-scale reductions in this category of weapons over the past 

generation.  

 
104Figure 5: Types of Nuclear Systems Eliminated in Europe since 1971

                                                 
103 “U.S. to Reduce Nuclear Presence in Europe, Top NATO Commander Says,” Global Security Newswire, 12 
March 2004.  
104 Source: NATO Nuclear Fact Sheets, 2005. 
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III 
Is There a Future for Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons? 105

 

Despite common perceptions that they disappeared after the end of the Cold War, non-

strategic nuclear weapons still exist, and they are likely to have a modest, if short-lived, future.  

Using the definition of nonstrategic nuclear weapons developed in this paper, we can say that 

with the exception of Great Britain, all nuclear states have some type of NSNW in their 

inventories; in fact, some of those arsenals are exclusively tactical in nature and unlikely to 

change.  Russia retains a particularly large residual arsenal of NSNW. The United States may 

reduce its numbers of NSNW but will likely keep at least a small number in its stockpile for the 

following reasons:  

• Political—to provide credible, deployable extended deterrence to allies, even if not 

physically stationed in the region; to possibly provide an arms control bargaining chip vis 

Russia’s NSNW; and to enhance deterrence through greater credibility of use than 

strategic weapons. 

• Military—to provide tailored and proportional strike options for battlefield use below the 

strategic level, including countering specific targets like chemical and biological agents 

and hard and deeply buried targets; and, when forward deployed, to enhance capabilities-

based planning.  

• Supporting the strategic nuclear stockpile—to provide robustness in the nuclear 

inventory; and to serve as a hedge against surprise during the drawdown of strategic 

weapons. 

 Tactical nuclear weapons were a central concern of both sides in the superpower struggle 

of the Cold War. While they are not as visible, nor arguably as important, in today’s world, there 

still exists a stockpile of between 5,000 and 25,000 such warheads across the globe, none of 

them constrained by any arms control agreement.106 Accordingly, they present a continuing 

potential threat to mankind, both through the possibility of their use in anger and by their 

                                                 
105 This chapter was originally produced for the U.S. Defense Threat Reduction Agency’s “Alternative Nuclear 
Futures” project. A version appeared under the same title in Defence Studies, vol. 6, no. 1 (March 2006), pp. 52-72; 
a shorter version is also forthcoming in World Defence Systems. 
106 This range results from adding the total non-strategic stockpiles of all nine de facto nuclear weapons states, as 
explained below. 
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possible loss to rogue elements through proliferation.  Furthermore, in a period of reduced 

superpower rivalry but increasing threats from rogue states and nonstate actors, the argument can 

be made that this category actually holds greater military utility than its better known strategic 

nuclear cousins.  

 Today’s world is facing a new strategic paradigm. Russia is no longer a threat to the 

United States; instead, as enunciated by President George W. Bush, the greatest threat today 

results from the crossroads of radicalism and technology.107  Historically, non-strategic nuclear 

weapons may have served a deterrent purpose, but today’s international security environment 

raises new questions about a possible future role for such weapons. As participants at a recent 

strategic conference asked with regard to these weapons in general, “What is the problem for 

which nuclear weapons provide the answer?”108  The answer to this question will have important 

implications for America’s—and NATO’s—nuclear force structures and policies.  

 

Recent Developments 

The United States is clearly uncertain as to what to do with its small legacy arsenal of 

non-strategic nuclear weapons. It has not decided whether to keep its existing stockpile at current 

levels, or reduce those numbers further. Nor has it decided where to station those that remain. At 

the moment most of the stockpile is dedicated to NATO defense, stored in facilities in Europe 

and the United States. The delivery vehicles are similarly deployed on both sides of the Atlantic, 

although primarily in Europe. The US Navy has a residual mission for nuclear-tipped sea-

launched cruise missiles fired from submarines, but the warheads are all stored ashore and their 

future is uncertain even in the short term.109 The perceived battlefield utility of these weapons 

has dropped considerably since the early 1990s. Nevertheless, the U.S. government maintains the 
                                                 
107 See George W. Bush Statement, December 13, 2001; U.S.-Russia Agreed Joint Statement, Moscow, May 24, 
2002; National Security Strategy of the United States of America (Washington, DC: The White House, September 
2002); and National Strategy to Combat Weapons of Mass Destruction (Washington, DC: The White House, 
December 2002); all referenced in Sidney D. Drell and James E. Goodby, What Are Nuclear Weapons For? 
Recommendations for Restructuring U.S. Strategic Nuclear Forces (Washington, DC: Arms Control Association, 
April 2005), pp. 5-8. 
108 “Visions for the Nuclear Future, Implications for U.S. Policy,” 5th Strategic Concepts Roundtable, Colorado 
Springs, CO, 6-8 September 2006.  
109 TLAM-N may be on the way to retirement, according to interviews in Washington, spring 2006. The Navy may 
retire the TLAM’s nuclear warheads due to technical and fiscal realities. The service life for TLAM/N is estimated 
to end by 2010, and there are no plans for a service life extension program for the Tomahawk; nor is a replacement 
weapon on the drawing board. Similarly, the W-80 warhead needs modernizing to be maintained past the year 2008. 
Michele A. Flournoy and Clark A. Murdock, Revitalizing the U.S. Nuclear Deterrent, CSIS Report (Washington, 
DC: Center for Strategic and International Studies, July 2002), p. 98. 
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policy that it must be able to deliver on its threat to use nuclear weapons in dire circumstances. 

As the most recent National Security Strategy of the United States has stated, “Both offenses and 

defenses are necessary to deter state and non-state actors, through denial of the objectives of their 

attacks and, if necessary, responding with overwhelming force. Safe, credible, and reliable 

nuclear forces continue to play a critical role.”110  Indeed, there exist some military missions that 

can only be accomplished using the effects that nuclear weapons produce. Those missions may 

be best handled by delivery means other than strategic systems. For these reasons the United 

States continues to maintain a small number of NSNW. 

The 2001 U.S. Nuclear Posture Review renewed attention on nuclear weapons more 

generally, even though it had very little to say specifically about U.S. nonstrategic nuclear 

weapons. As one critical reviewer put it, “Not since the resurgence of the Cold War in Ronald 

Reagan’s first term has there been such an emphasis on nuclear weapons in U.S. defense 

strategy.”111 The NPR called for the development of a new generation of enhanced NSNW 

warheads to defeat hard and deeply buried targets (HDBT) with minimal collateral damage. It 

called upon the Departments of Defense and Energy to begin research on a robust nuclear earth 

penetrator (RNEP), possibly using a smaller yield, tailored nuclear warhead, to achieve the 

defeat of WMD in HDBTs. This common-sense suggestion resulted in considerable public 

controversy and Congressional debate over the next few years and resulted in Congress refusing 

to fund research into an RNEP.112  

 A major non-governmental study completed in 2002 on the U.S. nuclear force structure 

suggested several useful roles for the NSNW that remain in America’s arsenal. In particular, the 

report pointed to two areas where NSNW might prove valuable: as insurance against the 

emergence of a catastrophic vulnerability as the United States continues to reduce its strategic 

nuclear stockpile, and as a hedge against an uncertain future security environment.113

 

 

                                                 
110 National Security Strategy of the United States (Washington: White House, March 2006).  
111 Nuclear Insecurity, p. 1. 
112 Unclassified excerpts from the Nuclear Posture Review (Washington, DC: The White House, January 2002) can 
be found at “Special Briefing on the Nuclear Posture Review,” J.D. Crouch, 9 January 2002, available at 
www.defenselink.mil/news/Jan2002/t01092002_t0109npr.html; also see 
www.globalsecurity.org/wmd/library/policy/dod/npr.htm; and William J. Arkin, “Commentary: Secret Plan Outlines 
the Unthinkable,” Los Angeles Times, 10 March 2002, at www.latimes.com/news/opinion/la-op-arkinmar10.story.    
113 See Flournoy and Murdock, Revitalizing the U.S. Nuclear Deterrent. 
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Current Status of NSNW in States of Interest 

 Of the nine states around the world in 2006 with a nuclear weapons capability, only five 

are recognized as nuclear weapons states according to the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty.114 

All but one of them maintain weapons that fall under most definitions of non-strategic, although 

any use would certainly have a strategic impact.  The two most important states for this study, of 

course, are the United States and Russia, both of which have substantial stockpiles of NSNW 

that are labeled as such. 

 

United States 

 Aspects of U.S. nuclear policy can be found in a variety of national security documents 

that, when read collectively, create a new vision of U.S. approaches to strategic strike and 

deterrence. There is no single document or agency that is the source of all U.S. nuclear policy—

one has to read multiple publications and consult with multiple organizations, and even then it 

may be necessary to interpolate between views held by different agencies to come up with the 

“real” U.S. policy. In doing so, one realizes that recent changes have impacted America’s Cold 

War force structure, doctrine, and strategy, and have raised the possibility of new weapons, a 

resumption of nuclear testing, major increases in funding and attention paid to the defense 

infrastructure, and potentially the development of new policies—some of them, such as 

preemption, quite controversial. These changes, when viewed in concert with the Bush 

administration’s rhetoric, the global war on terrorism, and the conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, 

have made for some critics a persuasive argument that has led to concerns about the direction of 

America’s nuclear policy among some of its closest allies, and has also led to the re-emergence 

of a small international anti-nuclear movement.  
115The United States currently maintains fewer than 1,100 non-strategic nuclear weapons.  

Sources differ as to the exact number, which is of course classified in any event, but these 

estimates range from a high of approximately 1,300 to 780.116 These include some 320 nuclear 

                                                 
114 Article IX of the 1968 Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) defines a nuclear weapons state as “one which has 
manufactured and exploded a nuclear weapon or other nuclear explosive device prior to 1 January 1967.” 
115 Woolf, CRS Report, p. 13. 
116 The lower number does not include an additional 435 B-61 bombs in reserve, according to Robert S. Norris and 
Hans M. Kristensen, “NRDC Nuclear Notebook: U.S. Nuclear Forces 2005,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 
January/February 2005, pp. 73-75.  Their 2006 update changed its estimates of those numbers somewhat, to 500 
operational NSNW warheads and an additional 790 in reserve. (“U.S. Nuclear Forces 2006,” Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists, January/February 2006, p. 71.  These authors claim that “most or all” of those bombs are slated for 
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Tomahawk land attack cruise missile (TLAM) warheads in storage. The United States Navy has 

been restoring the capability to use these warheads and cruise missiles on as many as 14 

TLAM/N-capable nuclear attack submarines.117 It also includes warheads slated for ten Air 

Force squadrons comprising some 240 dual-capable fighter aircraft (F-15E and F-16C/D) based 

in the United States and Europe.118  The 2005 base realignment and closure commission 

(BRAC), however, called for closing some U.S. bases, including one that hosted F-16 dual-

capable aircraft with missions in NATO Europe—Cannon AFB, New Mexico.119 In addition, the 

F-15 base dedicated to providing replacement dual-capable aircraft to NATO, Seymour Johnson 

AFB, North Carolina, has eliminated that mission. Those aircraft are no longer certified for a 

nuclear delivery role while based in the United States.120 The BRAC report did not address what 

will happen to the NATO nuclear mission once the only remaining U.S. bases with the 

responsibility to provide DCA aircraft to the European theater no longer have that mission. 

The service life for both types of U.S. DCA will end in 2013. Possible replacements for 

the F-15 and F-16 include the F-22, which is designed to be conventional only, and the new F-35 

Joint Strike Fighter. The F-35 may eventually have a nuclear capable variant, but not until a later 

production run, and then only if enough foreign orders come in to justify the additional cost. Its 

estimated initial operating capability (for the first, non-nuclear version) is approximately 

2012.121

The total number of warheads in the NSNW stockpile includes some 580 B-61 bombs, of 

which as many as 480, according to some widely quoted sources, are in storage at eight bases in 

six European nations.122 None of these are on alert, as they were during the Cold War; preparing 

                                                                                                                                                             
retirement and dismantlement in coming years as a result of the Department of Energy’s June 2004 decision to retire 
“nearly half” of the U.S. nuclear arsenal. In another report the same authors project that the 2012 U.S. nuclear 
stockpile will contain 840 NSNW warheads: 500 operational B-61 bombs, plus 80 spares; and 100 SLCM warheads, 
with 160 spares. Nuclear Insecurity, Table 1, p. 4. 
117 Revitalizing the U.S. Nuclear Deterrent, p. 96. 
118 That number is probably dropping, since only 48 of those are based in Europe, at a handful of U.S. bases, and the 
U.S. replenishment bases no longer have that mission. Interviews in Europe, March 2006. 
119 Base Realignment and Closure Commission, 2005, at www.defenselink.mil/brac/.  
120 Interviews in New Mexico, Washington, and Europe, October 2005, March and July 2006. 
121 Revitalizing the U.S. Nuclear Deterrent, p. 97; also “U.S. Nuclear Forces 2005,” p. 75; Robert S. Norris, William 
Arkin, and Hans M. Kristensen, “NRDC Nuclear Notebook: U.S. Nuclear Forces 2002,” Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists, May/June 2002, p. 73; and interviews, 2006. For background on the JSF, see “The Joint Strike Fighter—
America Sounds the Attack: U.S. Controller General Takes Critical View of Program,” Mforum, December 2001, 
pp. 8-10; and Christopher Preble, “Joint Strike Fighter: Can a Multiservice Fighter Program Succeed?” Policy 
Analysis No. 460, 5 December 2002, available at www.cato.org/pubs/pas/pa460.pdf. . 
122 The weapons are supposedly based in Great Britain, Germany, Belgium, Netherlands, Italy, and Turkey, 
according to multiple sources. The most comprehensive open source data can be found in Kristensen, U.S. Nuclear 
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the aircraft and associated bombs for use would likely take 30 days or longer, as shown in Figure 

2. In the 1988-1994 time frame the number of sites capable of storing NSNW was reduced by 

some 75-80 percent worldwide. Similarly, in Europe, the number of NSNW weapons storage 

facilities has been reduced from 125 to just 10 since the height of the Cold War in the mid-

1980s, as seen in Figure 6.123  Outside of Europe, no American NSNW are deployed in any other 

country anywhere else in the world, nor on U.S. ships at sea.124

 
125Figure 6: NATO Nuclear Storage Sites in Europe

 

 The U.S. Air Force and its major regional command supporting NATO, U.S. Air Forces 

Europe (and possibly the joint command to which it reports, U.S. European Command), would 

like to end its NATO DCA commitment. Nonetheless, the Air Force and Navy both continue to 

train for and support nuclear missions involving tactical weapons. Neither service sees these 

missions as core to their organizational essence. As a result, there is little desire to continue 

carrying these responsibilities.  The U.S. Navy does not like its remaining NSNW mission, and 

reports in early 2006 indicated that it may be planning to retire its TLAM-N cruise missile and 

associated W80 warhead.126  (There are no extended deterrence responsibilities requiring the 

                                                                                                                                                             
Weapons in Europe, Appendix A: “U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe, 2005,” p. 75; and Robert S. Norris and Hans 
M. Kristensen, “Nuclear Notebook: U.S. Nuclear Forces in Europe, 1954-2004” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 
November/December 2004, pp. 76-77. 
123 Woolf, p. 13. 
124 U.S. tactical nuclear weapons were removed from South Korea in 1991. “Seoul Says it Now Has No Nuclear 
Arms,” New York Times, 19 December 1991. 
125 Source: NATO Nuclear Fact Sheets, 2005. 
126 “US Looks to Phase Out W-80 Warhead,” Kyodo News, reported in Global Security Newswire, Nuclear Threat 
Initiative, 1 May 2006, www.nti.org/d_newswire/issues/print.asp?story_id=74EA7E7D-1706-4FF2-8CA3-9.  
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Navy to keep its TLAMs, as is the situation with the Air Force and its DCA mission. If the Navy 

were to eliminate TLAMs, in other words, nobody would miss them.) 

 The military services are not the only ones tired of the mission. Nuclear weapons and 

nuclear policies have very few advocates in government circles any longer. U.S. Strategic 

Command, historically one of the strongest advocates for these weapons, has multiple new 

missions, only one of which involves nuclear weapons and strategic deterrence. The Joint Chiefs 

of Staff no longer has much interest in nuclear weapons, except as a secondary residual 

responsibility, and in mid-2006 the office that deals with nuclear matters under the Secretary of 

Defense was downgraded organizationally.  It is now very difficult even identifying the 

responsible authority for nuclear matters in the Department of Defense. The most senior 

advocate of nuclear weapons in the U.S. government appears to be the head of the National 

Nuclear Security Administration, which is supposed to be concerned with stockpile and 

infrastructure issues, rather than policy.127  

Corresponding to this nuclear weariness within the military services and the U.S 

government more generally, in 2005 the media reported some rumblings from America's 

European allies that some of them might be willing to consider retiring their nuclear missions.128  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
127 Interviews in Washington, December 2005 and January 2006; also discussions at the 5th Annual Strategic 
Concepts Roundtable, Colorado Springs, CO, 6-8 September 2006. 
128 On 21 April 2005, for example, the Belgian Senate passed a unanimous resolution calling for the gradual 
withdrawal of all American nuclear weapons from Europe in fulfillment of Article VI of the NPT. On 23 April 2005 
several parties in the German Bundestag (the Free Democrats and Greens) called on the government to raise the 
question about eventual nuclear withdrawal in the NATO Nuclear Planning Group and with its European allies. Both 
initiatives, according to government officials interviewed in Berlin and Brussels in late 2005 and early 2006, may 
have been the result of renewed interest in nuclear matters generated by the release of Hans Kristensen’s study, U.S. 
Nuclear Weapons in Europe. On June 5, 2005 the Schröder government decided not to pursue this position since a 
new government was expected later that year. See “Rot-Grün kippt Forderung nach Abzug der US-Atomwaffen,” 
Der Spiegel, June 5, 2005, at www.spiegel.de/spiegel/vorab/0,1518,358961,00.html, and Oliver Meier, “News 
Analysis: An End to U.S. Tactical Nuclear Weapons in Europe?” Arms Control Today, July/August 2006, pp. 37-40.  
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Russia 
129Russia retains at least 3,500 non-strategic nuclear warheads, and possibly many more.  

This is down from a peak arsenal of over 25,000 weapons at 600 bases in the late 1980s.130  Why 

does Russia feel the need to keep so many nuclear weapons? Various rationales have been put 

forward, including its desire to maintain great power status; to show its equivalency with, and 

maintain its special relationship to, the United States; for extended deterrence over its neighbors 

and allies; or possibly for genuine security concerns and potential operational use. Russia also 

relies on nuclear weapons to make up for its declining conventional military capabilities; because 

nuclear weapons are less expensive to maintain than conventional forces; because of Russia’s 

limited economic resources; due to problems recruiting enough manpower; and as a substitute 

for high technology conventional forces.131   

Recent Russian national security decisions have increased that country’s reliance on 

nuclear forces to counter NATO’s conventional superiority and Russia’s own conventional 

military and economic weakness.132 Non-strategic nuclear weapons remain an important element 

of Moscow’s military strategy to counter NATO’s geographic expansion as well as to deter other 

neighboring states. In Russia’s view, the combat potential of NSNW enhance their credibility 

and hence, their deterrent value. Despite dramatic reductions in its strategic nuclear forces, in 

fact, many observers agree that, “Over the past two decades, Russia has actually increased the 

role of nuclear weapons in its security doctrine.”133 In 1993 Russia abandoned its 1982 “no first 

use” pledge.  And Russia’s 2000 Military Doctrine stated that “The Russian Federation keeps the 

                                                 
129 Brian Alexander and Alistair Millar estimate between 3,500 and 22,000 in Tactical Nuclear Weapons, p. 14. 
Woolf estimates between 3,000 and 8,000. A similar estimate is found in “NRDC Nuclear Notebook: Russian 
Nuclear Forces 2006,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, March/April 2006, p. 67: the authors estimate some 2,330 
operational NSNW, and an additional 4,170 in reserve. Alain Richard, French Minister of Defense, claimed in a 10 
February 1998 speech at the Institut des Hauts Études de Défense Nationale that Russia’s “stockpile of so-called 
tactical weapons… is estimated to be between 10,000 and 30,000 warheads, and we have only fragmentary 
information on their control.” U.S. intelligence sources more conservatively estimate the number as between 3,500 
and 5,000, according to interviews in Washington, May 2006. 
130 Woolf, p. 8. 
131 Interviews in Europe, March 2006. 
132 Woolf, p. 14; also David S. Yost, “Russia and Arms Control for Non-Strategic Nuclear Forces,” in Larsen and 
Klingenberger, Controlling Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons, pp. 119-157; and Alexander G. Saveliev, 
“Implementing the Nuclear Posture Review: The Impact on Russia,” in James J. Wirtz and Jeffrey A. Larsen, 
Nuclear Transformation: The New U.S. Nuclear Doctrine (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), pp. 195-204.  
133 George Bunn and Christoper F. Chyba, eds., U.S. Nuclear Weapons Policy: Confronting Today’s Threats 
(Washington: Brookings Institution, 2006), p. 13. 
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right to use nuclear weapons in response to large-scale conventional aggression in critical 

situations for Russian national security.”134  

Outside concern lies in both the potential military value of these weapons, but also in the 

possibility that they could be lost, stolen, or sold to a third party. Some argue that proliferation is 

the primary reason the West needs to control these weapons, rather than any direct threat they 

may pose to NATO.  

 The security status and numbers of Russia’s NSNW stockpile are uncertain. The West 

believes that Russia has reduced its deployed locations by half and its strategic storage facilities 

by two-thirds in the past decade.135 Whether Russia has completed its commitments under the 

Presidential Nuclear Initiatives of 1991-1992 is uncertain, but there is considerable doubt in 

Western circles that it has. There is a distinct lack of transparency when it comes to Russia’s 

nuclear forces, and Moscow has been less than forthcoming in helping to allay Western 

concerns.136 Assistant Secretary of State Charles Rademaker made this point during a visit to 

Moscow in October 2004. In the view of the U.S. government, he said, “considerable concern 

exists that the Russian commitments have not been entirely fulfilled.”137  The Russian Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs responded that “commitments” was too strong a word for promises made in 

late 1991 that were merely good will gestures rather than binding political agreements. In fact, 

the Ministry said, Russia has “practically carried out in full” its promised reductions, and that 

efforts were continuing on weapons that, “unlike the situation with the United States, are located 

solely within our national territory”—a not very subtle reminder that U.S. weapons are still 

deployed in Europe.138  

 

 

 

                                                 
134 “Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation,” 22 April 2000, p. 5, quoted in Bunn & Chyba, p. 13. 
135 Woolf, p. 17.  
136 One approach to dealing with this notable lack of transparency, and the associated concerns about potential loss, 
theft, or sale of Russia’s NSNW warheads, can be found in Miller and Larsen, “Dealing with Russia’s Tactical 
Nuclear Weapons: Cash for Kilotons,” pp. 64-86. 
137 “Press Roundtable at Interfax: Stephen G. Rademaker, Assistant Secretary of State for Arms Control,” 6 October 
2004.  
138 Alexander Yakovenko, Ministry of Defense spokesman, 7 October 2004, quoted in Kristensen, p. 65. This 
argument may be gaining some ground in influencing Europeans, too. An Atlanticist French expert mused during an 
interview that it might make sense for the United States to withdraw all its weapons in order to create the norm that 
no state should forward deploy its nuclear weapons on the territory of another state. Interview in Paris, March 2006. 
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Issues Regarding NSNW 

The Congressional Research Service has identified several issues that need to be addressed in 

the field of non-strategic nuclear weapons, particularly within government circles of the United 

States:139

• Safety and security of Russia’s nonstrategic nuclear weapons.  There is concern over 

the possible loss, theft, or sale of Russia’s NSNW to other states or groups. 

• Role of nonstrategic nuclear weapons in Russia’s national security policy. Increased 

Russian reliance on nuclear weapons may pose a continued or increased risk to NATO 

and the United States. 

• Role of nonstrategic nuclear weapons in U.S. national security policy. It is unclear 

whether the NPR called for a decreased reliance on NSNW, or whether its calls for new 

designs mean that they may become more usable, and thereby destabilizing. On the 

other hand, the U.S. government is now beginning to emulate the long-standing French 

view that any nuclear weapon is strategic in nature. So the category NSNW may soon 

be gone from the official lexicon.140  

• Role of nonstrategic nuclear weapons in NATO policy and Alliance strategy. The Cold 

War distinction between strategic and nonstrategic weapons, delivery systems, and even 

missions has become blurred. This may in turn have reduced the utility of forward 

deployed nuclear weapons, raising the old question whether a withdrawal of American 

NSNW from NATO may actually improve the United States’ political relationship with 

respect to European politics and Russia.  

• Relationship between nonstrategic nuclear weapons and U.S. nonproliferation policy.  

One must ask whetether the creation of credible and usable retaliatory weapons deter or 

dissuade other states from acquiring WMD, or whether maintaining a nuclear weapons 

capability actually leads others to pursue similar capabilities.141  

The same CRS report then listed a menu of policy options for the United States in its nuclear 

policy:  

                                                 
139 Bullets from Woolf, pp. 18-22. 
140 Interviews in Washington, August 2005 and July 2006. 
141 This is a position held by many disarmament advocates. See, for example, Henrik Salander, “Is There a Role for 
Nuclear Weapons Today?” Arms Control Today, July/August 2005, p. 9; and Nuclear Insecurity. 
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• Accept the status quo—pursue the goals of the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, and 

accept Russia’s NSNW stockpile as posing no threat to the West. 

• Reduce reliance on nuclear weapons—keep nuclear weapons distinct, and prevent 

blurring them with conventional weapons and missions. 

• Increase transparency—exchange information on the number, location, and status of 

NSNW with Russia and other states. 

• Expand threat reduction assistance—increase funding and opportunities for cooperation 

within the Cooperative Threat Reduction program. 

• Negotiate a formal treaty—codify the Presidential Nuclear Initiatives and restrict 

numbers and roles for NSNW.142 

NATO recognizes the need to adapt its policies and forces to new realities. Accordingly, it 

has its own list of prime concerns and issues it wants to address with respect to its nuclear forces 

and strategy:  

• The role of nuclear weapons against WMD threats 

• The role of nuclear weapons in combating terrorism 

• The relationship between deterrence and missile defense 

• The development of relations with Russia 

• The impact of NATO enlargement 
143• Necessary changes to the Alliance’s Strategic Concept.  

 

Arguments For and Against Future Roles for NSNW 

Arguments For 

There are a number of valid arguments on both sides of the debate over the future of 

nonstrategic nuclear weapons. Those calling for continued reliance on NSNW cite the uncertain 

international security environment and the need to hedge against surprise or reduced levels of 

strategic weapons in the future. NSNW could provide tailored and proportional options for 

countering or deterring regional WMD threats; they could provide limited nuclear options in a 

crisis; they might avoid concerns about ICBM overflight over friendly nations; and they may be 

necessary to provide continued political commitment to America’s European allies, particularly 

                                                 
142 Woolf, pp. 22-26. 
143 Interviews in Europe, March 2006. 
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in the face of overwhelming Russian tactical nuclear forces. Arguments in favor of continued 

development, deployment, and potential use of nonstrategic weapons are based on an uncertain 

future and the supposed success of such weapons for deterrence purposes over the past 50 years. 

In some cases no level of counter arguments or dissuasive measures will prevent a state from 

developing indigenous nuclear weapons for reasons of status, commitment, or prestige. In such 

cases, the size, delivery means, and purpose of such a state’s small nuclear capability will most 

likely fall within the traditional definition of “nonstrategic” nuclear weapons.  

 

Arguments Against 

Those opposed to a future role for NSNW, on the other hand, highlight the need to move 

beyond Cold War thinking, and to take the lead in nonproliferation and disarmament efforts. 

NSNW, goes this argument, cannot replace strategic nuclear forces, nor are they necessary to 

substitute for strategic missions. Summarizing the nuclear opposition’s arguments against the 

continued need for NSNW, one recent book stated that “In the post-Cold War context of greatly 

improved NATO relations with Russia, NATO and the United States no longer have the same 

need for tactical nuclear weapons.”144 The arguments made for eliminating this category of 

weapons rest on this fundamental belief—that NSNW, which have been deployed in multiple 

forms and locations worldwide for over 50 years, are no longer needed in the post-Cold War era.  

Old rationales and nuclear theology may have made sense during the Cold War, but those 

perspectives are no longer logical or applicable in today’s world.  Nearly 15 years after the 

dissolution of the the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, there is no longer any military 

or political need to deploy NSNW in Europe. Nuclear missions hurt the conventional 

preparations of the Air Force and the Navy, and in any case are unlikely to be of much use in a 

conflict, given the long spool-up period necessary to use a tactical nuclear warhead, and the fact 

that NATO’s delivery aircraft cannot reach their projected targets from their home bases without 

air refueling.145

 According to an overview of these weapons by the Nuclear Threat Initiative,  

In some respects, TNWs [tactical nuclear weapons] are more dangerous than 
strategic weapons. Their small size, vulnerability to theft, and perceived usability 

                                                 
144 Alexander and Millar, Tactical Nuclear Weapons, p. 14. 
145 The summary for these arguments can be found in Revitalizing the U.S. Nuclear Deterrent, p. 97; also Roger 
Speed and Michael May, “Assessing the United States Nuclear Posture,” in Bunn and Chyba, pp. 267-269.  
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make the existence of TNWs in national arsenals a risk to global security. And the 
new perception of the usability of nuclear weapons in both Russia and the United 
States, albeit for different reasons, could create a dangerous precedent for other 
countries.146  

 

Future Roles for Nonstrategic Nuclear Weapons 

 There are at least seven categories that may justify the continued existence of 

nonstrategic nuclear weapons: providing political commitment through extended deterrence 

guarantees; covering certain types of targets; military use on the battlefield under certain 

scenarios; as a specific counter for WMD proliferation and use; to provide robustness to the U.S. 

military arsenal; to hedge against sudden or surprise shifts in the international security 

environment, particularly as the United States continues to reduce the size of its strategic arsenal; 

and to serve as potential negotiating chips in future arms control negotiations.  These categories 

are broad enough to apply to any state, although the arguments are most useful when looking at 

the United States and Russia.  

 

Political  

Extended Deterrence.  NSNW can show a commitment to America’s allies, particularly 

in NATO Europe, as validated once again in the NATO Nuclear Planning Group’s June 2005 

communiqué147  This may not necessarily require stationing U.S. weapons in Europe. They 

might be withdrawn, or NATO and the United States might consider plans to shift the 

deployment of U.S. nuclear warheads in Europe to the southern tier of the Alliance, thereby 

placing them within more efficient range of their most likely threats and targets around the 

Mediterranean.  But they would still provide that guarantee that has proven so valuable since 

1953. Furthermore, the new Eastern European members of NATO all accept and welcome their 

potential nuclear obligations as partners with the United States. NSNW can also contribute to 

continued provision of a nuclear umbrella over America’s allies elsewhere, particularly Japan, 

                                                 
146 “Issue Brief: Tactical Nuclear Weapons (TNW),” Nuclear Threat Initiative, accessed August 2006 at 
www.nti.org/e_research/e3_10a.html.   
147 The June 2005 meeting of the NATO Nuclear Planning Group left the language supporting U.S. nuclear 
deployments unchanged from previous such statements: “The nuclear forces based in Europe and committed to 
NATO continue to provide an essential political and military link between the European and North American 
members of the Alliance.” “Final Communique: Ministerial Meeting of the Defence Planning Committee and the 
Nuclear Planning Group Held in Brussels on Thursday, 9 June 2005,” NATO Press Release (2005)075, 9 June 2005, 
para. 8, at NATO On-line Library, www.nato.int/docu/pr/2005/p05-075e.htm.  
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South Korea, Taiwan, and Israel, countries that may see NSNW as providing greater credibility 

than strategic forces based in the CONUS. 

 

Arms Control.  The United States may decide to keep its NSNW in Europe as a 

bargaining chip in arms control negotiations to reduce Russia’s NSNW arsenal. Some would 

argue that this is unnecessary; the West, after all, has already reduced its force levels there by 

some 95 percent from Cold War highs, so now it is up to Russia to show its commitment by 

meeting its unilateral declarations.148  Whether the proposed rejuvenation of strategic arms 

negotiations agreed to by the United States and Russia at the June 2006 G-8 Summit in Moscow 

will affect NSNW force levels is yet to be determined.  But one Russian spokesman told a 

reporter that August that Russia “does not want to discuss the issue [of NSNW] as long as the 

United States has nuclear weapons deployed in Europe,” a common theme heard from 

Moscow.149  

 One perspective held by some in Europe is that working an arms control deal with Russia 

will prove to be too difficult.  Instead, the Alliance should set the example by disarming 

unilaterally, thereby putting pressure on Moscow to follow suit with its NSNW stockpile.  Others 

believe that any effort to reduce Russia’s arsenal must be done on a bilateral basis by the United 

States, since Russia refuses to talk directly with NATO on such matters.150  

 

Military 

Escalation Dominance. The original purpose of NSNW in NATO Europe was to deter 

and, if necessary, defeat an overwhelming Soviet conventional attack on Western Europe by 

escalating the conflict to the next level of the conflict spectrum—specifically from conventional 

war to theater nuclear weapons. This would not only force an attacker to stop and reassess his 

goals, but would also couple the fate of Europe to that of the United States, risking a further 

move up the escalatory ladder—the final rung being strategic use employing weapons based at 

sea or in North America. This showed America’s political commitment to the security of the 

                                                 
148 For example, see Frank Miller, “Is There a Role for Nuclear Weapons Today?” Arms Control Today, July/August 
2005, p. 10; and Jonathon Dean, “Tactical Nuclear Weapons and the Promise of Arms Control,” in Alexander and 
Millar, pp. 155-166.  
149 These pending negotiations are also called the Joseph-Krislyak Talks.  See “What Comes After START? U.S., 
Russia Slated to Kick Off Wide-Ranging Security Talks Next Month,” Inside the Pentagon, 17 August 2006.  
150 Interviews in Europe, Spring 2006. 
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North Atlantic Alliance.  Is this still a feasible responsibility for either the United States or its 

nuclear arsenal? Is it believable in the modern post-Cold War world?   

A possible future use for NSNW might be hedging against certain future scenarios 

wherein a nuclear state would find itself facing a nuclear battlefield. In such a case, dual-capable 

aircraft and nuclear Tomahawk cruise missiles could avoid the touchy issue of ICBM overflight 

if they were stationed in-theater in advance, or if the necessary delays to deploy them in the 

proper launch locations were acceptable (as opposed to the need for immediate nuclear response 

requiring an ICBM or SLBM). Some would argue that there still is nothing in a state’s military 

arsenal better suited to defeating large conventional forces in a cost-effective manner than 

nuclear weapons. While most military leaders see nuclear weapons as a separate category that 

cross the threshold into weapons only to be used as a last resort, it may be the case that such a 

capability would be valued by a theater military commander in a future crisis or conflict.151

 

Target Coverage.  Some analysts (and the 2001 NPR) have argued that the United States 

needs a new series of small, usable nonstrategic nuclear warheads in order to destroy hard and 

deeply buried targets with minimal collateral damage. As a recent CSIS Report pointed out, 

however, NSNW don’t add much to target coverage. Most feasible targets can be struck using 

strategic warheads and strategic delivery methods. Nor can all types of NSNW do the job. The 

Tomahawk TLAM/N, for example, does not currently have hard target kill capability. It would 

require an upgraded or new warhead in order to achieve the ability to destroy an HDBT.  On the 

other hand, a dual-capable aircraft delivering a version of the “dial-a-yield” B-61 bomb could 

significantly reduce collateral damage if the bomb were set at the lowest yield, and if it was 

linked to a JDAM-style PGM capability with a robust earth penetrating warhead. Achieving 

either of these technological requirements will require continued research, development, and 

testing.152  

 

                                                 
151 See Revitalizing the U.S. Nuclear Deterrent. Forward-deployed NSNW would achieve several of the goals for 
nuclear weapons established by the Strategic Deterrence Joint Operations Concept. See George R. Nagy, “The Role 
of Nuclear Weapons within the DoD Strategic Deterrence Joint Operating Concept,” in Project on Nuclear Issues: 
The Future Security Environment and the Role of U.S. Nuclear Weapons in the Twenty First Century (Washington, 
DC: CSIS, 2005). Of course, it is worth reiterating that positive control procedures preclude the use of any nuclear 
weapon in the U.S. arsenal without the explicit approval of the president in his role as the National Command 
Authority. 
152 Revitalizing the U.S. Nuclear Deterrent, p. 98. 

53 



US NSNW and Implications for NATO  Larsen 

Counter NBC.  One commonly understood mission for U.S. nuclear weapons is to deter 

or defeat other weapons of mass destruction.153 Some argue that only the intense heat, pressure, 

and prompt radiation of an atomic fireball can ensure the complete destruction of chemical or 

biological agents, thereby minimizing collateral damage to the surrounding area.154 A regional 

commander may want to keep at his disposal some U.S. capability to accomplish this, in case a 

president were one day to call upon him or her to do so.  NATO may also want this capability. In 

the early 2000s, for example, the High Level Group apparently studied the relevance of NATO 

nuclear weapons to deter chemical and biological weapons from North Africa and the Middle 

East.155  

 

Supporting the Strategic Nuclear Arsenal 

Robustness.  Keeping even one NSNW system could add robustness to the U.S. strategic 

nuclear triad. This is particularly true if one leg of the strategic triad were to be eliminated for 

other reasons, such as arms control restrictions, or domestic budgetary or operational decisions. 

There is value in the fact that all current NSNW systems are dual-capable, providing greater 

return on investment than nuclear-only systems. A dual-capable fighter, for example, can be used 

for conventional weapons delivery and other missions, then be refitted for a nuclear role, 

something much more difficult to do with an ICBM. These weapons may enhance deterrence in 

the changing strategic environment by being more credible than an arsenal of high-yield strategic 

forces.156

 

Hedging.  Since the early 1990s, as its conventional capabilities have diminished, 

Russian military strategy has increasingly relied on the warfighting role of nuclear weapons, as 

well as nuclear deterrence.  Russian military doctrine seems to have moved closer to NATO’s 

                                                 
153 In 2002 the White House stated that “The United States will continue to make clear that it reserves the right to 
respond with overwhelming force—including through resort to all of our options—to the use of WMD against the 
United States, our forces abroad, and friends and allies.” National Security to Combat Weapons of Mass Destruction 
(Washington: The White House, December 2002), p. 3. 
154 Technological arguments countering this requirement suggest that this would only work in shallow underground 
bunkers, otherwise the agents are more likely to be ejected in the debris cloud than destroyed. See Drell and 
Goodby, What are Nuclear Weapons For? pp. 20-21; also Michael May and Zachary Haldeman, “The Effectiveness 
of Nuclear Weapons Against Buried Biological Agents,” Science and Global Security, vol. 12, 1-2 (2004), pp. 91-
114.  
155 Interviews in Washington, December 2005.  
156 See Keith Payne, “The Nuclear Posture Review: Setting the Record Straight,” The Washington Quarterly, 
Summer 2005, pp. 169-186. 
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Cold War era rationale—to deter and defeat the overwhelming conventional forces of the other 

side. This Russian emphasis on nuclear weapons is ironic, but a situation that Western strategists 

familiar with past NATO strategy certainly appreciate. As Russia’s strategic nuclear arsenal 

continues to wither, due to arms control commitments and fiscal realities, it may find it prudent 

to hold on to its large, if aging, stockpile of tactical warheads as an insurance policy. The United 

States has not found itself in the same predicament, due to its more advanced strategic arsenal 

and stronger economy. Yet it, too, may one day decide that as its strategic arsenal continues to 

shrink, and its global adversaries continue to pursue nuclear or other WMD capabilities, there is 

some value in retaining its small but still capable number of NSNW warheads and delivery 

means.157

 

Summary 

 Recent changes to U.S. nuclear policy may be viewed differently in foreign capitals than 

the intended message sent by Washington.  American policy changes can be characterized in 

four categories: operations and strategy; testing; infrastructure and acquisition; and arms control.  

All of these issue areas have been considered at the highest levels of the U.S. government and, in 

many cases, specific programs have been funded in the past few years. Taken individually, each 

of these efforts by the Bush administration appears to be a logical and evolutionary measure that 

will help ensure the continued deterrent value of America’s nuclear stockpile. Yet these same 

measures, when viewed collectively and from a different ideological starting point, have raised 

eyebrows over the United States’ ultimate goals regarding its nuclear future. Hence the concerns 

often heard on the international stage and by some elements of American society about the 

direction of U.S. nuclear policy.158  See Table 1.  

 
159Table 1: Summary of Recent Changes to U.S. Nuclear Strategy

Operations and Strategy 
• Development of a New Triad 

                                                 
157 Revitalizing the U.S. Nuclear Deterrent., p. 100. 
158 For one example, see Keir Lieber and Daryl Press, “The Rise of U.S. Nuclear Primacy,” Foreign Affairs, 
March/April 2006, pp. 42-54.  
159 Chart from Jeffrey A. Larsen, “U.S. Nuclear Baseline,” paper prepared for DTRA/ASCO Project on Foreign 
Perspectives of U.S. Nuclear Policy, presented at 5th Annual Strategic Concepts Roundtable, Colorado Springs, CO, 
6 September 2006. 
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• Increased emphasis on preemption as a policy choice (though not 
necessarily nuclear preemption) 

• Increased emphasis on strategic defenses (particularly missile defense of 
North America) 

• Continued reduction in the size of the remaining strategic nuclear arsenal 
• Movement toward quick-strike strategic delivery systems with 

conventional warheads 
Testing 
• Increased preparedness to resume nuclear testing should it be deemed 

necessary 
Infrastructure and Acquisition 
• Continued modernization of the strategic arsenal—bombers, submarines, 

missiles, warheads, and the underlying C4ISR capabilities 
• Consideration of new nuclear weapons purposes, and possible new designs 

to simplify, reduce costs, and give the residual arsenal greater deterrent 
value (for example, the Robust Replacement Warhead) 

• Enhancements to certain aspects of the nuclear weapons production 
establishment 

Arms Control 
• Diminished view of the value of arms control by the current 

administration 
• Multiple treaties and agreements to which the United States subscribes, 

only a few of which actually restrain the United States in its nuclear 
strategies. 

 

The rationale for maintaining an NSNW capability reflects a mix of political and military 

reasons: as a hedge against a revanchist Russia or the rise of a regional power; as an insurance 

policy during a period of strategic reductions; to meet military requirements such as the ability to 

destroy hard and deeply buried targets; if kept in a forward deployed mode in Europe, to provide 

continued political coupling with the European members of the NATO alliance; and in keeping 

with the concept of capabilities based planning, forward deployed when necessary to enhance 

response time, avoid the problem of friendly nation overflight, and enhance deterrence by 

providing a more usable option to a president in time of crisis.   

Despite these rationales, however, when it comes to NSNW in Europe there is general 

consensus that they have no military utility; few states like them or want to carry on the mission; 

and in scenarios involving nuclear use, they believe that the United States would be more likely 

to use a strategic delivery system anyway. But since America believes its allies still want these 

weapons deployed in Europe, and it could cause a lot of trouble to withdraw them, the default 

position is to leave them there and avoid discussing them at all. 
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IV 
Current Issues Affecting NATO Nuclear Policy 

 

The Value of Nuclear Weapons in Europe 

Cold War Balance 

 During the Cold War, nuclear weapons deployed in NATO Europe had three broad 

missions that were in balance, as shown in Figure 7. First, they provided military value to the 

Alliance by showing the cost-effective and asymmetrical capability of allied military forces in 

several phases of a conflict: warfighting, war winning, and conflict termination. Second, nuclear 

forces provided political value by showing the credible will of the Alliance to pursue self-

destructive nuclear war, if necessary, to prevent Soviet forces from dominating the continent. 

The ambiguity of nuclear weapons and nuclear use policies created fear and uncertainty in the 

minds of the Alliance’s adversaries, while simultaneously providing assurance to the allies. 

Third, the combination of military capabilities and political will created a deterrent value to these 

forces that effectively kept the peace in a relatively stable environment for more than 50 years.160   

Cold War

Military Value
Capability

Warfighting, War Winning
Conflict Termination

Cost-effective Asymmetrical
Force Balancer

Political Value
Will

Deterrence Credibility & Ambiguity
Created fear and uncertainty for 
enemies and assurance for Allies

Deterrence Value
Delicate balance of
Capability and Will

Created and Sustained
Relatively Stable 

Environment

Constant attention and 
grooming found the right 
amount of force and 
political will to bring the 
situation into balance

 
Figure 7: Balanced Objectives During the Cold War  

 

 

                                                 
160 Thanks to my colleague Tim Miller for suggesting this model of the changing relationship between the three 
classic objectives of nuclear weapons in NATO: deterrence, warfighting, and assurance. 
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Immediate Post-Cold War Period 

 In the immediate blush of optimism following the dissolution of the Soviet threat, the 

military value of these weapons began to shrink first. All aspects of their military value during 

the Cold War began to be questioned in the aftermath of that conflict, particularly their cost-

effectiveness. From a political point of view, questions began to arise as the known 

adversarydisappeared. Who were these weapons now meant to deter? Who was the enemy now? 

As a result, even though the Alliance continued to put great stock in the enduring political value 

of those weapons at the existential level, their deterrent value began to diminish due to the lack 

of perceived credibility in a military sense. See Figure 8. 

Immediate Post Cold War Period

Military Value
Capability

Warfighting, War Winning
Conflict Termination

Cost-effectiveness questioned
as enemy withdraws

Political Value
Will

Weakens as deterrence 
credibility & ambiguity

doubted as intended enemy
withdraws 

Deterrence Value
Shrinks.  Becomes

less important, Alliance 
uncertain who needs

to be deterred

From USSR collapse until 
9-11 little really changed.  
Inertia kept the model 
intact at lower levels of 
capability and will, but 
with noticeably lower 
deterrence credibility

 
Figure 8: Changing Balance in the 1990s 

 

Changes Since 2001 

 In the post-9/11 world, all three aspects of the supposed value to nuclear weapons have 

shriveled considerably, as shown in Figure 9. The military value of NATO’s remaining DCA 

weapons is almost nil. No member state can justify the continued deployment of these weapons 

from a military or threat standpoint. Their sole remaining purpose is political. Indeed, the 

Alliance continues to emphasize that aspect of these weapons above all others, as seen in the 

unchanged wording of NATO’s 1991 and 1999 Strategic Concepts. Nevertheless, even their 

political value is now in question as the potential threats against the Alliance appear increasingly 
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difficult to elucidate, and the asymmetry between nuclear weapons and any foreseeable use 

scenarios becomes more starkly defined. As a result, the overall value of non-strategic nuclear 

weapons based in Europe is becoming more suspect to some observers.  

Post 9/11 Era

Political Value
Will

Fades further as threats
become amorphous

& asymmetry between
them and nuclear weapons

becomes stark
Deterrence

Balance of
Capability And Will

leading to doubts about 
credibility of deterrence

theory Itself

Political value shrinking, 
military value shrinking 
and deterrence becoming 
even more suspect.

Military Value
Capability

Warfighting, War Winning
Conflict Termination

Cost-effective Asymmetrical
Force Balancer

 
Figure 9: The Situation Today 

 Today’s NATO places value on nuclear weapons primarily in political terms, and that is 

primarily to assure allies—not so much to assure them of American military protection, as in 

decades past, but to assure them that the United States will remain a leading partner in Alliance 

politics and European affairs. As the 1999 Alliance Strategic Concept states, “The fundamental 

purpose of the nuclear forces of the Alliance is political: to preserve peace and prevent coercion 

and any kind of war. They will continue to fulfill an essential role by ensuring uncertainty in the 

mind of any aggressor about the nature of the Allies’ response to military aggression. They 

demonstrate that aggression of any kind is not a rational option.”161 Furthermore, NSNW provide 

a continuing venue for the allies to play a role in American defense decision-making through 

such forums as the Nuclear Planning Group. The allies don’t want to lose that access to the inner 

workings of U.S. defense policy making. They also want to retain what they see as the real value 

to this mission: shared costs, shared risks, and shared responsibilities. 

 The only remaining military value to these weapons is as a hedge against unforeseen 

change. They represent the ultimate capability based planning against an unknown future. So the 

                                                 
161 Alliance Strategic Concept, 1999, para. 62. 
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member states with a DCA mission feel a need to continue to provide the same level of 

performance as in the past, lest they undercut the remaining deterrence value of NSNW.  This 

becomes more difficult to do in an environment where for reasons of political sensitivity staffs 

cannot conduct threat-based planning (as the NATO staff has apparently been precluded from 

doing in recent years).162 This breaks the logic of weapons choices for particular targets, further 

reducing any perceived military value to the remaining weapons arsenals. 

 The NATO states require good arguments to continue spending resources on nuclear 

systems. Coupling and assurance are still discussed, but not as passionately as they were during 

the Cold War. Some have argued that nuclear weapons are no longer the primary issue coupling 

the two sides of the Atlantic—today it is more likely be issues regarding logistics, transportation, 

communications, or out of area conventional missions that dominate budgets and plans.163  

 Can the model be restored to balance? How can the situation be resolved? Perhaps it will 

take a shock to the system. Either the United States determines that continuing to provide NSNW 

based in Europe no longer meets its security requirements, or the European members decide that 

they no longer want to (or can) participate in the DCA mission; or a nuclear event or accident 

could occur that dramatically hardens public opinion against these weapons. Any one of these 

eventualities could lead to a withdrawal of American nuclear weapons from Europe. On the other 

hand, the use of a weapon of mass destruction by an adversary, whether or not on European soil; 

the resurgence of an adversarial Russia; or some other major factor could see a renewed call for 

robust nuclear forces stationed on European allied bases.  

 

Future Threats  

 Nearly every member state in NATO has completed one or more studies in recent years 

on the strategic threat and future security environment. Planners have to make some working 

assumptions about the future even if they cannot foretell what is going to happen. There are a 

number of potential issues that may arise in the decades ahead that will reflect a deteriorating 

international security environment. The Alliance’s 1999 Strategic Concept described the 

evolving security environment in terms that remain valid. The environment continues to change, 

but it remains complex and subject to unforeseeable developments. In particular, international 

                                                 
162 Interviews in Brussels, March 2006. 
163 Interviews in Washington, December 2005. 

60 



US NSNW and Implications for NATO  Larsen 

terrorism has had an impact on the lives of regular citizens in many Western countries. The 

combination of terrorism, the rise of anti-Western global Islamic fundamentalism, and the spread 

of nuclear technology and materials through proliferation make for a potent brew that will pose 

the greatest threats to the Alliance in the coming decades. The as-yet to be released 

Comprehensive Political Guidance apparently lists the prime threats to the Alliance in the near 

term as terrorism, failed states, and the proliferation of WMD.164 And European analysts point 

out that their populations have been surprised by the direction of the global security environment 

in recent years. Their initial post-Cold War optimism has been replaced by a more pragmatic 

view of the world and the necessity for dealing with proliferation and bad actors.165  

Other issues that will create risks to the Alliance or its constituent members include 

instability due to failed or failing states; regional crises and conflicts; the growing availability of 

sophisticated conventional weaponry; the misuse of emerging technologies; and the disruption of 

the flow of vital resources.  From a longer term perspective, the Alliance might need to concern 

itself with even larger issues, such as global warming; climate change; food, water, or energy 

shortages; population growth; AIDS and other infectious diseases; an increase in the number of 

sovereign entities on the world stage; potential clashes of cultures, ethics, values, and 

civilizations; and next-generation weapons technologies. This latter list is so vague and 

unpredictable, however, that it is nearly impossible for an organization that works by committee 

and consensus to effectively deal with the complete roster. From the perspective of nuclear 

weapons planners, there remain a few more immediate and more easily understandable threats, 

as illustrated in the next sections.  

 

Revanchist Russia 

The primary underlying concern which drives the Alliance to maintain nuclear weapons 

in Europe is the potential for the return of a militarily strong, anti-Western Russia on its eastern 

borders. At the moment such a major shift in Russia’s foreign policy direction seems unlikely, 

and Russia has close ties to NATO through a number of forums. It is also politically incorrect to 

discuss this openly within NATO circles.  Russia today is a “strategic partner” rather than a 

potential threat. Yet the possibility exists that things could change. The new member states of 

                                                 
164 Interviews in Europe, March 2006. 
165 Interviews in Berlin, January 2006. 
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Eastern Europe are understandably the most cognizant of this potential. They are watching 

Russia warily, suspicious of what they see as a corrupt and undemocratic Moscow and its 

intentions, attitude, and modernization programs. But older members like Germany express 

reservations about Russia in private, as well.166 Military planners are required to think about 

worst case scenarios, of course. The combination of Russian opacity as to its nuclear arsenal and 

intentions, its apparent unwillingness to abide by the terms of the 1991-92 Presidential Nuclear 

Initiatives regarding nonstrategic nuclear weapons, its recent development and testing of new 

strategic rockets, the centralization of political power within a hierarchically governed executive 

branch, and the possibility that President Putin’s successor may not be as friendly to or 

cooperative with the West lead, in many officials’ perspectives, to the pessimistic but 

unassailable conclusion that Moscow is not to be completely trusted. Russia is under pressure 

today from several directions, including rising threats on its borders and the need to respond to 

U.S. strategic initiatives such as missile defense and the New Triad.  President Putin has spoken 

of the need to develop new nuclear weapons to maintain the strategic balance in the new “arms 

spiral” with the United States.167  

 

New Nuclear Armed Adversaries 

Iran is within several years of having an indigenously produced nuclear weapons arsenal 

and delivery capability. This would present the Alliance with a new nuclear-armed state on its 

southeastern flank, one that abuts a NATO member (Turkey) and which has serious anti-Western 

attitudes.  Other states in the region considered likely candidates to acquire nuclear weapons in 

the longer term include Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and Egypt. These are all within range of NATO 

Europe, and all lay within the so-called “arc of instability” that crosses the Middle East and 

extends through South Asia.  

Most European member states do not see Tehran as an adversary today. Indeed, as one 

French diplomat explained, the United States appears to be demonizing the Iranian regime and 

overstating its nuclear capabilities in order to force Europeans to choose sides—something they 

are not ready to do.168 Some Turks point out that their border with Iran is its most stable frontier, 

                                                 
166 Interviews in Berlin, Oberammergau, Brussels and Tallinn, January-March 2006. 
167 Vladimir Putin, Annual Address to the Federal Assembly, 10 May 2006, at 
www.kremlin.ru/eng/speeches/2006/05/10/1823_type70029_105566.shtml.  
168 Interview in Paris, March 2006. 
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169having had no serious problems with its southeastern neighbor for hundreds of years.  Yet 

prudent military planning would advise the Alliance to expect Iran to have a nuclear capability 

within the next 10 years, just about the time that the Alliance will most likely be removing the 

last vestiges of its Cold War nuclear posture from Europe. In addition, several European 

members have made security commitments to Israel, which would be the most likely target of 

Iranian nuclear threats.  

Several states, including Canada, believe that nuclear weapons have only one purpose: to 

deter other nuclear weapons. According to this view, the Alliance needs to try and prevent 

nuclear proliferation to other states, thereby relaxing the requirement to keep its own weapons as 

a deterrent.170

 

Terrorism 

France, Britain, and the United States all recognize the dangers of violent non-state actors 

in today’s world. Those dangers would rise dramatically if a terrorist group were able to acquire 

some type of WMD, particularly a nuclear weapon. As President Chirac made clear in his 

January 2006 speech on French nuclear forces, France stands with the United States in 

considering a state sponsor of terrorism a legitimate target for nuclear retaliation in response to a 

terrorist WMD attack.171  At lower levels on the threat spectrum, however, or when a terrorist 

group acts without the help of a state sponsor and cannot be identified, it would be difficult to 

envision a purpose for nuclear weapons in preventing, deterring, countering, or responding to 

terrorism.  

 

Other Threats 

In a January 2006 speech President Jacques Chirac illuminated some additional threats to 

a modern nation-state’s national interests that could lead to a need for nuclear deterrence, threat, 

or use. Among those are the threats to commerce, sea lanes of communication, and other trade 

                                                 
169 Interview in Brussels, January 2006. 
170 Interviews in Europe, March 2006. 
171 Speech by Jacques Chirac to the Strategic Air and Maritime Forces at Landivisiau/L’lle Longue, 19 January 
2006, available at www.ambafrance-au.org/article.php3?id_article=1492. This speech reflected concepts previously 
raised in a series of U.S.-French working group sessions on counterproliferation in the mid-1990s. See Robert Grant, 
Counterproliferation and International Security: The Report of a U.S.-French Working Group (Arlington, VA: 
U.S.-CREST, 1995). 

63 



US NSNW and Implications for NATO  Larsen 

172routes. A modern society cannot afford to allow those routes to be interrupted or threatened.  

By including trade in the definition of France’s national interests, the president expanded the role 

of nuclear deterrence considerably from the traditional NATO sense.   

Modern conventional weapons in the hands of an aggressor may also pose a security 

threat, especially from cruise missiles or conventionally armed ballistic missiles.  

 

Allied Perspectives  

 Tactical nuclear weapons have served the Alliance well since their introduction in the 

early 1950s. Their credibility was based on solidarity, widespread participation, and proven 

capabilities. They have allowed NATO to meet its military requirements at less cost and greater 

likelihood of success; they have provided reassurance to European allies of American 

commitment to their defense; they have provided that essential “Atlantic link” between North 

America and Europe; and they have provided a venue for cooperation and cohesion through the 

Nuclear Planning Group and nuclear mission sharing through programs of cooperation and dual-

key arrangements.  As Martin Smith has written,  

the legacy of the Cold War years to NATO was… the permanent and 
institutionalized framework for multilateral consultations amongst NATO 
members on issues relating to prospective use policy, modernization programs, 
and arms control decisions.173  
 

 In general, however, Europeans and Americans see the world through different lenses. 

The United States has a global perspective, and often sees solutions that emphasize military 

means. Europeans, on the other hand, see alternatives in more diplomatic ways, including the use 

of treaties, agreements, and multilateral approaches. Regardless of one’s starting perspective, 

however, all agree that today the rationales offered above for nonstrategic weapons are fading in 

a post-Cold War world. The proximate threat that justified these weapons in the first place has 

disappeared (at least for the time being); many of the member states are weary of the burdens of 

defense in general, and nuclear matters in particular; and in some ways the European members 

seem to be shifting politically away from the United States on foreign policy matters. This is 

especially important with regard to the major partner states.  As a study on European nuclear 

                                                 
172 Chirac speech, 2006. 
173 Smith, “To Neither Use Them or Lose Them: NATO and Nuclear Weapons Since the Cold War,” Contemporary 
Security Policy, vol. 25, no. 3 (December 2004), p. 527. 
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roles recently concluded, “The trend seems clear: nuclear burden-sharing in NATO, in as far as 

host country nuclear strike missions are concerned, is on a slow but steady decline toward ending 

altogether. The only question seems to be when and whether it will be constrained defense 

budgets and force structure reorganization or a political decision that will end it.”174

 European publics are either ambivalent or anti-nuclear, often unaware that these weapons 

are still stationed in their countries. According to a poll taken in May 2006, some 60 percent of 

the people in Belgium, Germany, Italy, and the Netherlands don’t even know that U.S. weapons 

are deployed on their soil. And an even larger number in Italy and Germany hold strong anti-

nuclear beliefs. Among the NATO DCA states, only Turkey was in favor of allowing the United 

States to continue stationing these weapons in its country.175 Any European politician faces a 

complicated set of issues and constituencies when addressing nuclear forces: domestic audiences, 

fellow allies, transatlantic partners, potential adversaries to the east and south, and the 

disarmament lobby. While every state has some degree of anti-nuclear faction, the most anti-

nuclear countries in Europe would appear to be Norway, Sweden, Finland, Austria, Ireland—and 

Germany—the latter a NATO member with a DCA mission.176

In its June 2005 communiqué, the Nuclear Planning Group reiterated the Alliance’s belief 

in the value of U.S. non-strategic nuclear weapons: 

At our first Nuclear Planning Group meeting with new members, we reviewed the 
status of NATO’s nuclear forces and the work of the High Level Group and 
reaffirmed the continued validity of the fundamental principles governing 
NATO’s nuclear policy and force posture as set out in the Strategic Concept, 
which affirms the fundamental political purpose of NATO’s nuclear forces: to 
preserve peace and prevent coercion. Within this context, the Alliance is 
committed to its long-standing goal to enhance security and stability at the lowest 
possible level of forces consistent with its requirements for collective defence and 
deterrence.177

 

Yet some in the Alliance have, in recent years, begun to question whether the increased 

precision of conventional weapons have made nuclear weapons unnecessary in a military 

campaign. If the same levels of effects or destructiveness can be reached using conventional 

weapons, why does the Alliance still need nuclear weapons? This line of thinking has been 

                                                 
174 Kristensen, p. 59. 
175 Greenpeace survey results quoted by Meier, “An End to U.S. Tactical Nuclear Weapons in Europe?” p. 40.  
176 Interviews in Europe, spring 2006. 
177 “Final Communiqué,” June 2005, para. 7. 
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pushed by Spain, Canada, Belgium, Italy, and Norway, all for different reasons—some because 

of a home-grown green movement, or because of a philanthropic bent, or due to a nuclear 

allergy.178

Officials on both sides of the Atlantic readily admit that they have held on to nuclear 

weapons as long as they have for political, rather than military, reasons. As the Strategic Concept 

says, “To protect peace and to prevent war or any kind of coercion, the Alliance will maintain for 

the foreseeable future an appropriate mix of nuclear and conventional forces based in Europe and 

kept up to date where necessary.”179  But such qualitative rationales may no longer suffice as the 

Alliance faces the bills for several major nuclear replacement programs in the next ten years. As 

one European analyst has written, “European governments may not be willing to make the 

investments in a new generation of nuclear-capable aircraft or participate in relevant technology 

sharing that would be needed to sustain the policy.”180  A 2004 Defense Science Board study on 

future strategic strike forces called NATO’s continued nuclear role into question, suggesting that 

the DCA aircraft mission could be eliminated because there is “no obvious military need for 

these systems.”181

A recent master’s degree thesis by a U.S. Air Force pilot came to the same conclusion. It 

recommended “withdrawing U.S. theater nuclear weapons from Europe” because:  

…economic and political ties, including widespread participation in nuclear 
planning, the increasingly important nuclear taboo, prospects for conventional 
deterrence and the U.S. strategic nuclear umbrella render TNWs [tactical nuclear 
warheads] irrelevant. Emphasizing their utility provides incentive for others to 
join the ‘nuclear club,’ degrades the nonproliferation regime, and creates a 
roadblock for NATO-Russian arms control and nonproliferation efforts.182

 

A scathing assessment of NATO’s continued nuclear role concurs with respect to current 

Alliance policy. Referring to paragraph 46 of the 1999 Alliance Strategic Concept, this report 

comments: 

Instead of formulating a clear and bold new vision for its nuclear policy for the 
21st century, NATO bureaucrats have put together a hodgepodge of justifications 

                                                 
178 Interviews in Europe, January 2006. 
179 Alliance Strategic Concept, para. 46. 
180 Meier, p. 37. 
181 Report of the Defense Science Board Task Force on Future Strategic Strike Forces (Washington: Office of the 
Secretary of Defense for Acquisition, Technology, and Logistics, February 2004), pp. 5-13. 
182 Brian G. Polser, “Theater Nuclear Weapons in Europe: The Contemporary Debate,” MA Thesis, Naval 
Postgraduate School, September 2004, p. v. 
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consisting of slightly rewritten policy language from the past, outdated remnants 
of Cold War threats… unsubstantiated claims of deterring proliferators of 
weapons of mass destruction, vague and exaggerated rhetoric about preserving 
peace and preventing “any kind of war,” and peripheral managerial issues of 
providing a political and military link between Europe and the United States. 
Under this vision, forward-deployed U.S. nuclear weapons appeared to serve 
essentially any purpose against any opponent in Europe or outside the region.183

 

This quote is obviously overblown and meant to serve political purposes. It neglects the 

fact that NATO policy is approved by all the heads of state and government by 

consensus, and therefore reflects the view that the member states believe that such 

weapons still have a role to play in today’s security environment. Nevertheless, the 

Alliance has not publicly responded to this criticism, nor provided an updated rationale 

for its continued reliance on nuclear weapons.  

 

Germany 

Throughout the Cold War Germany was always a leading supporter of Alliance nuclear 

policy, the host of the largest number of American warheads in Europe, and a full partner in 

Alliance DCA missions, with Pershing I missiles, multiple land-based tactical systems, and 

several squadrons of Luftwaffe fighter-bombers assigned to the nuclear role. Today, as one 

senior German official has said, “We are uncertain the direction in which NATO is headed, but 

we want to help.”184  Changes in Germany’s support to the Alliance and its nuclear aspects, 

therefore, are unlikely in the short term.  Germany has long had a firm commitment to nuclear 

sharing within the Alliance. Those attitudes began changing, however, in the early 1980s with 

the dual-track decision and INF missile deployments.  

Today, the German public is overwhelmingly anti-nuclear, though they don’t think about 

this issue much. They seem more concerned with economic and domestic issues than national 

security.185  A survey in early 2006 revealed that 71 percent of the German population wants 

Europe to be free of nuclear weapons.186 Government officials in Berlin interviewed in January 

                                                 
183 Kristensen, p. 61. 
184 Interview in Berlin, January 2006. 
185 Interviews in Berlin, January 2006. 
186 “Nuclear Weapons in Europe: Survey Results in Six European Countries,” Strategic Communications, 25 May 
2006, at http://www.greenpeace.org/international/press/reports/nuclear-weapons-in-europe-survey.  Of course, it 
may be difficult to separate anti-nuclear views from anti-American or anti-Bush sentiments.  
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2006 estimated that the actual number was probably closer to 80-85 percent.  As it has since the 

1950s, however, despite such polling data the German government still supports nuclear 

deployments on its soil to deter potential Russian revanchism, and to prove its value as an ally. 

Berlin wants no public debate over possible alternative nuclear futures because it fears the public 

uproar that could ensue.187  The German government believes that if it were to go public with 

this issue it couldn’t win. The public has little knowledge of the subject, and therefore cannot 

argue rationally based on facts. But they will still hold strong anti-nuclear views.188  

A recent study concurred, pointing out that “discussion of the issue [of DCA 

replacement] is most highly charged in Germany.”189 Their fleet of Tornado PA-200 aircraft has 

been in service since the early 1980s, and is expected to need replacing by the year 2012, with 

complete phase-out by 2020. The leading candidate for a new fighter bomber is the Eurofighter 

Typhoon, which is not currently designed to carry out a DCA nuclear mission.  

In February 2006 the German government announced that it might keep some of its 

Tornados on active service beyond their phase-out date of 2020. One implication of this move is 

that it would allow Germany to maintain its DCA responsibilities for an undetermined additional 

period of time. But opposition parties have objected to this continued commitment.  There have 

been resolutions in the German Bundestag since April 2005 calling for a reconsideration of 

Germany’s role in the nuclear business, and of the continued stationing of American weapons on 

German soil.  Furthermore, when a draft of the new German defense white paper was leaked to 

the public in spring 2006, several political parties were extremely critical of its apparent 

traditional and unchanging approach to nuclear policy.190  The Social Democrats, Free Liberals, 

and Greens want to see Germany’s mission end no later than the start of the phase-out of the 

Tornados next decade.191 Christian Democrats, on the other hand, remain committed to 

Germany’s participation in Alliance nuclear matters, and claim it would be irresponsible to allow 

their long-standing commitment to wither as a result of an acquisition decision. Rather, they say, 

Germany should make a conscious decision about its future defense policy, and announce that 

                                                 
187 Interviews in Berlin, January 2006. 
188 Interviews in Germany, January 2006. 
189 Meier, p. 37.  This perspective confirmed by interviews in Europe, January and March 2006. 
190 The draft defense white paper is available at www.geopower.com (in German). 
191 Meier, p. 38; also interviews in Berlin, January 2006. 
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decision to its allies. At the moment, according to a CDU spokesman, there is no need to 

“fundamentally call into question NATO’s current strategy.”192   

 

Great Britain 

 Great Britain was the third nuclear power, and at one time had a substantial commitment 

to its own triad of air, sea, and land-delivered weapons. Historically, all of its nuclear weapons 

have been assigned to NATO.193 Fiscal and political realities led the UK to make the decision in 

1991 to reduce its remaining stockpile by one third; in 1998 it went further, deciding to reduce its 

arsenal to fewer than 200 warheads.194 All of these are SLBM warheads on the Vanguard 

ballistic missile submarine fleet. There are four Vanguard-class boats in the British navy, only 

one of which is on patrol at any one time to provide a “credible minimal deterrent.” The fleet 

came into operation between 1990 and 1996 with an expected service life of 30 years.195  Each 

boat can carry up to 16 Trident D-5 missiles with 3 MIRVed warheads, for a total of 48 UK-

designed warheads.196 The Trident boats have also provided a substrategic option for NATO 

operations since the late 1990s.197  According to Michael Quinlan,  

The declared intention since the mid-1990s has been to exploit the versatility and 
accuracy of the Trident system to provide ‘sub-strategic’ or war-termination 
options short of extensive multiple strikes. Details of this concept have not been 
disclosed, but it is widely conjectured and not officially denied that some missiles 
may carry only one live warhead, and that that one warhead may have an 
explosive yield… well below that of the normal warhead.198

 

In 2002 Defence Minister Geoff Hoon clarified that Britain would be willing to use nuclear 

weapons against any state if it employed WMD against British troops in the field.199

                                                 
192 CDU spokesman Bernd Siebert, 9 June 2006, quoted in Meier, p. 38.  
193 This requirement was part of the 1962 Nassau Agreement whereby the United States agreed to sell the UK 
Polaris SLBMs, conditional upon Great Britain assigning all its weapons to NATO missions.  
194 Cirincione, Deadly Arsenals, “The United Kingdom,” p. 197; and “NRDC Nuclear Notebook: UK Nuclear 
Forces, 2005,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, November/December 2005. 
195 Michael Clarke, “Does My Bomb Look Big in This? Britain’s Nuclear Choices after Trident,” International 
Affairs, vol. 80, no. 1 (2004), p. 50. 
196 The warheads are close copies of the U.S. W-76 design.  Clarke, p. 51. See also Chapter Four, “Deterrence and 
Disarmament,” in Great Britain’s 1998 Strategic Defence Review, at 
www.fas.org/nuke/guide/uk/doctrine/sdr98/chapt04.htm. 
197 Clarke, p. 58. 
198 Michael Quinlan, “The Future of United Kingdom Nuclear Weapons: Shaping the Debate,” International Affairs, 
vol. 82 (2006), p. 628. 
199 Geoff Hoon, quoted in “UK ‘Prepared to Use Nuclear Weapons,’” BBC News, 20 March 2002, at 
news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/1883258.stm.  
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The land-based leg of the nonstrategic triad, consisting of battlefield nuclear warheads for 

the Lance missile, 155 mm howitzer shells, and nuclear depth charges, was eliminated by 

1993.200 The 1998 Strategic Defense Review codified the elimination of Britain’s remaining 

NSNW capability, which had rested on its WE-177 bombs carried aboard Tornado fighter 

bombers. The WE-177s were all retired by March 1998.201  

So Britain has abandoned its nuclear triad, preferring to rely on a single deterrent system. 

It accepts its status as the smallest of the original five nuclear powers, and emphasizes deterrence 

minimalism. In February 1994 it declared a de-targeting agreement with Russia, so it no longer 

aims its missiles at a specific state. It could take days for UK Tridents to reach launch ability, 

vice minutes during the Cold War, according to the 1998 Strategic Defence Review.202 The 

former imperial state has accepted its role as a junior partner of the United States and minor 

nuclear ally of fellow European states. As Michael Clarke has written, “A world dominated by a 

single superpower hegemon… is not a world which gives minor players much of a role in 

nuclear deterrence.”203  The prime minister retains authorization to launch a UK Trident missile, 

but politically they remain assigned to NATO. As the Strategic Defence Review put it, “Our 

Trident force will continue to be allocated to NATO in both the strategic and sub-strategic roles. 

It will, however, remain operationally independent and available for use by the United Kingdom 

alone in a case of supreme national need.”204  According to British officials, Britain enjoys the 

current nuclear arrrangements. It gives Britain some independence, but also binds it in Alliance 

commitments.205

London must make a decision to replace its Trident fleet by 2008 in order to have a like 

system in place by 2023, when the current fleet reaches its operational life span. There is a broad 

national consensus within Britain to maintain a nuclear deterrent capability of some kind, 

although the nature of that deterrent was being debated in 2006. Indeed, with current weapons, 

policies, and deployments reflecting the Cold War legacy, one can reasonably ask whether 

Britain’s nuclear forces continue to serve any useful purpose in today’s world. Who they deter is 

                                                 
200 Clarke, p. 51. 
201 Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, SIPRI Yearbook 2000 (Stockholm, Sweden: SIPRI, 2000), p. 
486; and Strategic Defence Review, para. 62.  
202 Clarke, p. 52. 
203 Clarke, p. 56. 
204 “Strategic Defence Review: Nuclear Deterrent,” summary from the Federation of the American Scientists, at 
www.fas.org/nuke/guide/uk/doctrine/sdr98/nuclear.htm.  
205 Interviews in Brussels, January 2006. 
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206unclear, beyond giving Britain the ability to respond “to whom it may concern.”  Nevertheless, 

as Michael Quinlan has argued, “It seems almost certain that if United Kingdom governments 

decide to maintain a nuclear-weapon capability, this will continue to rest on the familiar 

operational basis and established infrastructure of submarine-launched missiles.”207

 

France 

France maintains an abiding belief in nuclear deterrence and the importance of 

independent French nuclear forces. Its nuclear doctrine parallels that of Great Britain, and its 

nuclear thinking about the role and purpose of nuclear weapons seems to have begun converging 

with similar thoughts in the United States over the past five years. France has been a member of 

NATO’s Military Committee since 1996, but it does not take part in any Alliance nuclear 

discussions other than those in the NATO-Russia Council.208  

France puts forward three primary rationales for retaining and modernizing its nuclear 

forces. First is the “life insurance” function. Since it is impossible to exclude the emergence of a 

new threat to Europe on the mid-term horizon (15-20 years), it is only prudent for France to 

maintain a national nuclear deterrent. Second, French nuclear weapons will guarantee that no 

regional power will be able to blackmail or pressure Paris with WMD. France believes that while 

missile defenses could perform the same function, deterrence is a better and safer choice. Third, 

France would like to maintain the strategic autonomy it has held since the 1960s, when it 

developed its nuclear capabilities and withdrew from the integrated military structure of NATO. 

It believes that French forces could serve as the backbone of an eventual European nuclear 

capability, which would make the continent as a whole more independent of U.S. or other 

outside influence.209  

                                                 
206 Interview in Brussels, January 2006. For more on the Trident debate, see Ken Booth and Frank Barnaby, eds., 
The Future of Britain’s Nuclear Weapons: Experts Reframe the Debate, Current Decisions Report, Oxford Research 
Group, March 2006; and Rebecca Johnson, Nicola Butler, and Stephen Pullinger, Worse Than Irrelevant? British 
Nuclear Weapons in the 21st Century (London: Acronym Institute, 2006), available at 
www.acronym.org.uk/uk/Worse_than_Irrelevant.pdf. . 
207 Quinlan, p. 635. 
208 In fact, France has excluded itself from any Alliance military debates, including those surrounding nuclear issues.  
But the Alliance recognizes that it cannot consider its nuclear policy without taking into account the independent 
forces of France.  
209 Bruno Tertrais, “France and Nuclear Deterrence,” paper presented to the UK House of Commons Defence 
Committee, 17 February 2006, p. 1. 
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France’s nuclear deterrence covers its vital national interests. In an expansion of the role 

for French nuclear forces put forth by President Jacques Chirac in January 2006, this now 

includes not only French national territory and sovereignty by deterring rogue states or state 

sponsors of terror, but possibly protecting allied territory and safeguarding strategic supplies, as 

well.210 An attack on those interests would bring a nuclear response in the form of unacceptable 

damage to the adversary state regardless of the methods used in the first attack. Paris rejects any 

no first use policy.211  

France maintains its nuclear deterrent force at a level of “sufficiency,” which equates to 

minimal deterrence. It has approximately 350 nuclear weapons that can be deployed on 84 

nuclear capable aircraft and 48 submarine-launched ballistic missiles on 4 submarines (one of 

which is on patrol at any given moment).212 While most of these are strategic warheads on its 

SSBN force, some 60 warheads are dedicated to nuclear capable aircraft (the Navy’s Super 

Étendard, the Air Force’s Mirage 2000N, and the new Rafale, which will enter the inventory in 

2007), each of which can carry the Air Sol Moyenne Portee (ASMP) supersonic nuclear guided 

missile.213  

During the Cold War France fielded a triad of forces, but its S-3D IRBM force was 

retired beginning in 1996. At the same time, it also scrapped three additional systems, including 

its Hades short range missile, and retired approximately 175 nuclear warheads.214 France is 

making a large investment in its new Rafale force, planning to buy some 294 of these multirole 

aircraft for both the air force and the navy (which has one operational aircraft carrier), and it is 

developing an advanced ASMP missile (the ASMP-A), possibly with a reduced payload that 

                                                 
210 Chirac speech, January 2006; also “News in Review: Chirac Reasserts French Nuclear Weapons Policy,” 
Disarmament Diplomacy, Spring 2006, available on line at www.acronym.org.uk/dd/dd82/82chirac.htm. The best 
analysis of Chirac’s speech and France’s “new” approach can be found in David S. Yost, “France’s New Nuclear 
Doctrine,” International Affairs, vol. 82, no. 4 (2006), pp. 701-721. 
211 Tertrais, p. 2. 
212 Cirincione and others who quote his Deadly Arsenals claim that three French submarines are at sea at any given 
time. According to French security expert David Yost, however, “France maintained three SSBNs at sea at all times 
from January 1983 to June 1992, when the requirement was reduced to two SSBNs. With the reduction from six to 
four SSBNs during the 1990s, the requirement was cut back to a minimum of one SSBN at sea at all times.” 
Personal correspondence, 30 May 2006. 
213 Cirincione, “France,” p. 191; also Robert S. Norris and Hans M. Kristensen, “Nuclear Notebook: French Nuclear 
Forces, 2005,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, July/August 2005, pp. 73-75; and Tertrais, p. 2. 
214 Cirincione, “France,” p. 191. 
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215would be used for a “final warning shot.”   So French warheads, including those for aircraft 

delivery, will remain an integral part of its defense plan.  

France has offered to lead the development of  a broader European nuclear capability, but 

no other state has opted to take Paris up on that offer.216 This concept, sometimes called 

“concerted deterrence,” was first proposed by France in 1995. In his January 2006 speech Chirac 

proposed a “deepening reflection” within the European Union about the role of existing nuclear 

weapons in common defense, and stated that “French nuclear deterrence, by its very existence, is 

a core element in the security of the European continent.”217  The British response to this 

overture has been consistent; for example, Secretary of State for Defence John Reid responded 

one week after Chirac’s speech that there was “no common or joint approach to nuclear 

deterrence outside the framework of NATO.”218  

France is the only NATO member that does not participate in the Nuclear Planning 

Group, and it is unlikely to rejoin the integrated military structure of the NATO Alliance. 

Nevertheless, France does continue limited nuclear cooperation programs with both the United 

States and Great Britain.219  For example, France and Britain created a Joint Nuclear 

Commission in the early 1990s, and have issued joint public statements on deterrence policy at 

bilateral summit meetings in Chequers in 1995, and Le Touquet in 2003. Closer ties between the 

two states may eventually be blocked, however, by the even closer nature of U.S.-UK nuclear 

relations.220

 

Other NATO DCA States 

Italy. Italy’s Tornados, like Germany’s, will need to be replaced after 2012. The recent 

conservative Italian government committed Italy to purchasing small numbers of both the 

                                                 
215 Tertrais, p. 3. The concept of a “final warning shot” is similar to Britain’s concept of “sub-strategic use,” even 
though France considers all its nuclear weapons to be strategic in nature.  
216 Interviews in Paris, March 2006. President Chirac’s January 2006 speech reiterated France’s willingness to 
consider alternatives to the current nuclear situation in Europe, whether by extending its nuclear umbrella over 
willing neighbors who sought such protection, or by leading a pan-European nuclear coalition.  
217 Chirac speech, January 2006. 
218 John Reid, House of Commons Hansard, 23 January 2006, reprinted in “News in Review: Chirac Reasserts 
French Nuclear Weapons Policy,” Disarmament Diplomacy, Spring 2006. 
219 Tertrais, p. 3. 
220 Tertrais, p. 4. 
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Eurofighter and the American F-35 Joint Strike Fighter, but the new liberal government elected 

in April 2006 has questioned that country’s commitment to the JSF.221   

Italy’s public is so anti-nuclear that it approved a national decision to forego civilian 

nuclear power several years ago. Some percentage of the public also opposes Italy’s continued 

membership in NATO, as well. As a result, any Italian government prefers to keep nuclear 

debates out of the public light. The government has never admitted its role in the DCA mission 

or that U.S. warheads were stationed on Italian soil during the Cold War.222  

 

Belgium. Belgium wants to do its share of burden and risk sharing as a good Alliance 

partner. The platform it uses to perform that function, according to Belgian officials, is 

irrelevant. At the moment Belgium supports the NATO dual-capable aircraft mission with its 

fleet of American-made F-16s. 

Belgium is in the enviable position of having purchased its F-16 fleet later than its 

partners in the NATO DCA business, and has instituted a service life extension program for 

those aircraft. As a result, its aircraft will remain viable longer than those of its DCA partners in 

neighboring countries (it can fly its F-16s until the 2015-2020 time period). This gives Brussels 

the comfortable margin of seeing what its neighbors decide to do before it has to commit to a 

specific aircraft, or even to a future DCA role. If Germany, Italy, or the Netherlands choose a 

non-nuclear certified Eurofighter, for example, Belgium can follow suit, or purchase the non-

nuclear variant of the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter. It is also apparently considering France’s Rafale 

fighter as a possible replacement.  No decision needs to be made before the 2008-2010 time 

frame.223  Since it has been buying a number of European military systems recently, it may 

decide to purchase the U.S. aircraft in order to support transatlantic trade.  

The Belgian Senate passed a resolution in March 2005 paralleling one in the German 

Bundestag that called for a debate over their government’s continuing support for NATO’s 

nuclear policy, and calling for the removal of all U.S. aircraft and weapons “at the earliest 

reasonable time.”224 Yet the government’s modest response to this parliamentary maneuver 

shows the underlying perspective of the Belgians: they want to be a good partner for the United 

                                                 
221 Meier, p. 38. 
222 Interviews in Brussels, January 2006. 
223 Meier, p. 39, and interviews in Brussels, January 2006. 
224 See footnote 128 for details on the German and Belgian parliamentary resolutions of April 2005. 
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States and their other NATO allies. They will not be the first to call for any fundamental 

reassessment of Alliance nuclear policy. In their view, transatlantic relations are too valuable to 

risk by opening the Pandora’s box of future nuclear alternatives. Belgium supports reducing 

levels of warheads to the minimum necessary while retaining some capability in the theater. But 

its air force has also conducted recent discussions over whether it will still need to have a DCA 

capability in the future. So a political decision may drive its next fighter acquisition decision.225  

 

Netherlands. The Dutch will be the first to replace their current fleet of DCA aircraft. 

Holland must replace its F-16s beginning in about 2012. There appears to be considerable debate 

within the Dutch government over its future commitment to NATO’s DCA mission. While the 

government has committed to buying the American F-35, there is no guarantee that the JSF will 

have a nuclear variant until several years after the roll-out of the first model in 2012.  That means 

that even if Holland were to remain committed to buying the F-35, there might be a gap of 

several years between the end of the F-16’s service life and the appearance of a nuclear certified 

version of the JSF. And as in other countries, the opposition party opposes the government’s 

commitment to the JSF.226  

Interviews in early 2006 provided some interesting alternative ideas to replacing Dutch F-

16s with the JSF, including the creation of a NATO sea-based deterrent force to replace the 

current DCA arrangement.  

 

Turkey. Turkey also flies F-16s and has had DCA responsibilities in the past, but it is not 

currently certified for that NATO mission. Istanbul has not yet made a commitment to 

purchasing a replacement aircraft in the next decade, but it has earmarked some $10 billion to 

buy that generation of aircraft.227 Turkey also supposedly maintains nuclear storage bunkers for 

American warheads in two locations, according to open sources.228  

Despite generally supportive comments by the Turkish government regarding its role as a 

storage site and potential deliverer of nuclear weapons, recent actions have called that 

commitment into question. For example, during the 2003 war in Iraq, Ankara refused to give the 

                                                 
225 Interviews in Brussels, January 2006. 
226 Meier, p. 39. 
227 Meier. 
228 See, for example, Kristensen. 
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United States permission for major ground forces to move through Turkey into Iraq. And in 

December 2004 it made it clear that it would “not back any U.S. military action on Iran.”229  

Nevertheless, Turkey would like to be more involved in NATO nuclear matters, 

according to interviews with Turkish officials. But it is limited from doing so for political 

reasons. Turkey’s population is unaware of its nuclear role or the Alliance’s mission, and its 

government wants to keep it that way. It perceives no change to its current role or level of 

support to the Alliance.230

 

Greece. Greece has an old fleet of A-7 strike aircraft, which it claims is still committed to 

the NATO DCA mission should the Alliance call upon it.231 But these aircraft are not currently 

nuclear certified, nor does the United States apparently store nuclear warheads in Greece. 

(According to unconfirmed reports, those were pulled out of Araxnos in about 2002.)232 Like 

Turkey, Greece is restricted politically from playing a full role as a nuclear partner.233 The 

removal of those warheads, if true, would mean that Greece was the first NATO ally to have 

completely withdrawn from the nuclear business it once shared. The Greek government still 

offers Araxnos as a potential DCA storage sites should the Alliance decide to use it. The public, 

as in most other European states, is ignorant of all things nuclear.234  

 

New Allies 

 Three former Warsaw Pact members joined NATO in 1999, as did an additional seven in 

2004. These new members saw NATO membership serving two purposes: security against their 

former masters in Moscow, and as a sort of “halfway house” toward eventual membership in the 

European Union.235 The newest NATO allies in Eastern Europe are particularly pleased not only 

to be in the Alliance, but to be protected by NATO’s nuclear umbrella and to participate in 

Alliance nuclear planning. This is a new topic for all the recent NATO members. They see 
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nuclear policy as a means for them to enter the larger security debate, and to find a place to make 

a difference in the Alliance.  There is a widely held view among the “old” allies that the “new” 

members have reinvigorated the Nuclear Planning Group meetings, bringing fresh life and 

enthusiasm for the mission to what was becoming a rather listless environment by the late 1990s.  

 In 1996, as NATO developed the idea of enlarging its membership to include former 

members of the Warsaw Pact, it made a public commitment to assuage Russian concerns over 

the perceived move of NATO’s boundaries eastward toward the Russian frontier. NATO agreed 

to the “three no’s:” no intention, no plan, and no reason to deploy nuclear weapons on the soil of 

any new member state.  An examination of two representative member states from Eastern 

Europe may show how these new members may become involved in nuclear missions despite the 

three no’s.  

 

 Latvia.  Latvia admits that it joined NATO primarily for its Article 5 defense 

commitments. The nuclear aspects of Alliance membership were “known and accepted.” Riga do 

see a continuing need for nuclear weapons in NATO, and would be unhappy if the U.S. arsenal 

was withdrawn. It would see such a move as a lessening of U.S. involvement in Europe.236 This 

is, as in most of the allied states today, an issue for governments only. The general public does 

not understand the nuclear aspects of Alliance membership, so there is no debate over those 

issues.  

 

 Poland. Poland also believes that American nuclear weapons are crucial to undergirding 

the U.S. extended deterrence guarantee. Poland worries more about traditional threats like Russia 

than it does over new threats such as rogue states. It joined the Alliance fully aware of the “three 

no’s” pledge made to Moscow, which precludes the possession or deployment of nuclear 

weapons on Polish soil. But according to some Polish officials, that does not mean that Poland 

may not be able to someday provide conventional support forces to nuclear operations. Polish F-

16s and MiG-29s can provide some of the tasks in any air strike, should changing political-

military relations require their help. And geopolitical realities may someday lead the Alliance to 

ask new member states to take on the burden of the DCA role. Some Poles want to put the idea 
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237on the table for discussion at this point.   If the Poles or another new member state were to take 

on this mission, it is unclear how the older members, especially smaller states like Belgium, 

would react to such a power shift eastward in the Alliance.  
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V 
Implications for the Alliance: Nuclear Alternatives 

 

The fundamental purpose of the nuclear forces that remain [in NATO] is 
political: to preserve peace and prevent coercion.238

 

 This chapter identifies the dozen or so alternatives NATO could pursue in its future 

nuclear strategy. These range from complete elimination of its nuclear mission at one end of the 

spectrum, to the unlikely option of expanding and enhancing its nuclear mission and 

accompanying forces. In between these two extremes lie more likely alternatives that fall into 

two broad categories: some version of the status quo, in which American weapons remain 

deployed on European soil; or some type of changed nuclear capability that follows the removal 

of the few remaining U.S. nuclear warheads from Europe.  

 The Alliance is unlikely to address this issue head-on until it is too late to adjust the 

direction of the vector in which it is currently headed. Its nuclear strategy will most likely be 

determined in the next 10 years by acquisition decisions in several countries which must 

determine the choice of follow-on fighter aircraft to replace the current DCA fleet.  Few officials 

in the Alliance are willing to discuss this future, or even this mission, openly and with candor, 

preferring to fall back on the familiar mantra that nuclear weapons serve a political purpose. It 

has been 15 years since that successfully vague explanation was first written in official NATO 

documents, and a generation of political-military leaders has grown to accept it without 

considering the underlying details that make the statement work. Nor are they likely to address it 

in the near term. As one senior NATO official complained to a reporter in 2006, “there are 

currently no discussions on NATO nuclear policy within NATO… this is not on anybody’s 

plate.”239   

 There are elements within the Alliance that do see the importance of discussing the future 

need for and requirements of a nuclear mission. These pragmatists are hoping for a renewed 

commitment to the Alliance’s nuclear role in a new Strategic Concept that would, hopefully, be 
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completed in time for NATO’s 60th 240 anniversary summit in 2009.  Prior to that, there is some 

talk of approving and making public a document called the Comprehensive Political Guidance 

that would update and reconfirm NATO’s current nuclear doctrine.241  

 

Rationale for Maintaining the Nuclear Status Quo 

 In 1991 President George H.W. Bush said that “We will, of course, ensure that we 

preserve an effective air-delivered nuclear capability in Europe. That is essential to NATO’s 

security.”242 As David Yost has pointed out, however, the president did not specify why 

maintaining DCA capabilities in Europe was essential to NATO security.243  On the basis of 

published evidence, Yost concluded that as compared to alternative weapons systems, air 

delivered weapons were seen as providing the best combination of longer range, greater 

flexibility, and widespread Alliance participation, key aspects of the Nuclear Planning Group’s 

criteria for Europe-based nuclear forces.  

 Colin Gray has listed a number of reasons NATO needs to retain a small arsenal of 

nuclear weapons today:  

• To deter great powers 

• To contribute a unique fear factor to military threats 

• To raise the stakes for an adversary 

• To convey the message the NATO might reply in kind to WMD use against the Alliance 

• To protect NATO forces in operations against other nuclear states 
244• To maintain a level of strategic uncertainty in the eyes of an adversary.  

Yost adds to this list with a set of potential contingencies that may require NATO nuclear 

capabilities:  

• Deterring states from conducting WMD strikes 

• Deterring states from sponsoring WMD armed terrorists 
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242 George Bush, “Address to the Nation on Reducing United States and Soviet Nuclear Weapons,” 27 September 
1991, Weekly Compendium of Presidential Documents, vol. 27, no. 39 (30 September 1991), pp. 1349-1350. 
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• Preventing further use of WMD by an adversary (through offensive strikes against his 

WMD capabilities, if non-nuclear means would not suffice) 

• Hedging against the sudden emergence of new WMD-armed adversaries, such as might 

take place through a coup d’etat and seizure of power by a hostile political group in a 

WMD-armed state 

• Deterring threats to NATO forces in non-Article 5 missions abroad 
245• Providing a capability for intra-conflict deterrence  

 The 1999 Strategic Concept explains the official rationale for maintaining a nuclear 

capability within the Alliance:  

A credible Alliance nuclear posture and the demonstration of Alliance solidarity 
and common commitment to war prevention continue to require widespread 
participation by European allies involved in collective defense planning, in 
nuclear roles in peacetime basing of nuclear forces on their territory, and in 
command, control, and consultation arrangements.246

 

Others have argued that NATO needs to maintain its NSNW not only for political linkage 

purposes, and to provide a middle level of effects on the ladder of escalation, but also because 

they doubt that the Alliance members with strategic forces would have the will to use those 

strategic weapons in a crisis. The old concerns over decoupling and assurance are still at play in 

the new NATO.  

Does NATO need nuclear weapons to survive as an Alliance? No, say most observers. 

But since these weapons are there, removing them cannot be a neutral act. At the same time, 

there are serious doubts about the level of commitment by some of the DCA members—

including the United States—to maintain this capability.  

 

Model of NATO Nuclear Options 

 Figure 10 displays the likely direction of today’s trends affecting NATO nuclear policy 

and force level decisions. It lists the current drivers that are pushing the Alliance to maintain the 

nuclear status quo; shows some possible accelerating factors that could push NATO toward the 

withdrawal of U.S. nuclear weapons; and also displays some reversing factors that, were they to 

occur, could actually lead the Alliance to enhance its nuclear capabilities in the near to mid term. 
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Finally, the graph lists the various alternatives for NATO’s nuclear future. These options are 

described later in this section, and are shown in more detail in Figure 11. 

 The drivers on this figure may actually be symptoms or indicators reflecting a deeper 

question which underlies this issue: are nuclear weapons really necessary for Alliance security? 

The drivers may merely reflect this concern.247 But as is the case in many diseases, one must 

treat the symptoms until a cure for the underlying problem is found.  
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Figure 10: Modeling NATO’s Nuclear Future 

 

Driving Factors 

The primary factors affecting the perception of nuclear policy and the likelihood of future 

changes include the series of trends shown in Figure 10 and elaborated below. On first glance, 

these may seem to be the dominant issues affecting the Alliance and its debates over its future 

today, but that is only because the Alliance has not yet addressed the truly important questions it 

faces—those listed as potential reversing factors. The general attitude among many officials 

interviewed for this study who are involved with NATO nuclear policy is one of “let sleeping 

dogs lie,” or “don’t rock the boat,” or “don’t make waves”—in other words, do not talk about 
                                                 
247 Thanks to David Yost for making this point. 
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alternative nuclear futures openly, for fear it will awaken public opposition and cause changes to 

the status quo, or perhaps even affect public acceptance of civil nuclear energy programs in these 

states. Presumably these attitudes do not preclude the appropriate national and NATO officials 

from discussing these questions behind closed doors. Officially, all NATO member state 

governments support current NATO policy and see little need for immediate decisions. At the 

same time, all DCA states recognize the coming requirement to make difficult force acquisition 

decisions. The F-15s, F-16s, A-7s, and Tornados in the current DCA inventories must all be 

replaced in the next 10 to 15 years.  Refusing to acknowledge the hard questions about nuclear 

certification for those aircraft will force the Alliance’s hands in another decade.  Will that lead to 

a decision that is best for the Alliance, or simply one that is “easy” to make because it was forced 

upon the governments?   

Trends pointing toward the end of non-strategic nuclear weapons in Europe can be 

summarized in three categories: Europe, NATO, and the United States. 

 

Europe. The continent must deal with widespread nuclear 

allergy and low public support for any nuclear weapons. This is 

particulary true of Germany and the Low Countries. Officials in 

Berlin tell interviewers that they believe a poll in their country 

would show over 80 percent of the population opposed to current 

NATO nuclear policy, and even more opposed to the stationing of 

U.S. warheads on German soil, or of a continuing Luftwaffe DCA 

mission. Much of the public does not even know that their state 

hosts U.S. weapons or has a nuclear mission, according to these 

officials and to recent public opinion surveys.

Figure 10a: Driving Factors 
 
• European nuclear malaise 
• Russian public diplomacy 
• NATO Eurofighter decision 
• Economic burden 
• NATO staff changes 
•NATO reduced DCA response 
• NATO ambivalence 
• US JSF decisions 
• US organizational changes 
• USAF opposition to mission 
• US fighters not certified 
• No US DCA in reserve 

248 As a result, given 

that these governments recognize the value to Alliance cohesion and to maintaining a credible 

nuclear deterrent to defend against an uncertain future, they prefer to avoid the public debate that 

would occur if these questions were to become salient.   

This is a considerable change from the mid 1990s, when according to some reports the 

Clinton administration asked its European allies if it could remove all remaining DCA weapons 

                                                 
248 For example, see “Nuclear Weapons in Europe: Survey Results in Six European Countries.” 
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from Europe. At that time the United States proposal met with considerable concern by its 

allies.249 That may not be the case if the United States were to make that offer again today.  

 The European Union, with France at the forefront, has made efforts to enhance its 

military capabilities in recent years by incorporating the West European Union and developing a 

set of Common Foreign and Defense Policies, moves that NATO has generally supported. But 

many observers note that security in Europe is, in some ways, a zero sum game; any gains by the 

EU will come at the expense of NATO cohesion and capabilities. The West European Union 

Assembly has attempted to raise the issue of a European nuclear force for discussion within 

European parliaments, particularly since the 1995 French offer to provide Europe with a nuclear 

umbrella, but without success.250  Most NATO members oppose any such discussions.  President 

Chirac raised the issue once again in his speech on national security and the role of French 

nuclear forces in January 2006 when he offered the force d’ frappe as an umbrella that could 

protect France’s European allies.251 And serious nuclear experts from several countries are 

calling for an end to NATO’s nuclear mission.  

The final European trend worth highlighting involves Russia. For decades the Soviet 

Union attempted to push NATO out of the nuclear business and force the United States to 

withdraw its nuclear weapons from Europe. If that is still Russia’s goal, it is less vocal about it 

today. But there is little doubt that Russia would feel more secure if the major military alliance 

on its western border no longer had nuclear weapons deployed in Europe. Its regular comments 

about having all of its NSNW arsenal located in its own territory, and suggesting that the United 

States so the same with its weapons, are an example of this. 

 

NATO. Within the Alliance itself we can also observe a diminished level of interest in all 

things nuclear, and a reticence to discuss possible future alternatives. As mentioned, the DCA 

fleets of all states having DCA responsibility will need to be replaced in the next decade. The 

replacement aircraft have yet to be formally selected, but none of the available choices include a 

guaranteed nuclear certification option. The most likely choices at this point are either the 

Eurofighter or the U.S. Joint Strike Fighter. The JSF may have a nuclear option in its later 

configurations, but no decision has yet been made on whether to build that option in production 

                                                 
249 WEU Assembly Fact Sheet No. 2. 
250 Interviews in Paris, March 2006. 
251 Chirac speech, January 2006. 
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252models of the aircraft yet, or who will pay the additional cost for doing so.  The Eurofighter 

does not even have a planned nuclear option.  The future of NATO’s only land-based nuclear 

capability rests on this question, yet there appears to be very little discussion in the open press or 

official circles over the selection debate.  

A number of subtle but important staff changes also imply a reduced importance to 

nuclear matters within the Alliance. At SHAPE Headquarters, for example, a recent 

reorganization split the once powerful Special Weapons Branch into two branches in different 

divisions (J3 and J5), thus reducing both the size and importance of the nuclear staff, making it 

less efficient and reducing the role for nuclear planning by separating plans and operations.253  

There are no longer standing plans for sub-strategic nuclear use in NATO; any future use would 

rely on adaptive planning.254 The NPG decided in recent years to reduce its meetings at the 

ministerial level from twice to once annually.255 Summit meetings that discuss nuclear issues are 

exceedingly rare. The official communiqué from the Prague Summit in November 2002, for 

instance, did not even include the formerly obligatory paragraphs reiterating the nuclear position 

of the Alliance as enunciated in every communiqué and Strategic Concept since 1991.256  And 

the senior officers course at the NATO Defence College in Rome includes very little in its 

syllabus about nuclear weapons or policy.257

 During interviews one notices a real reticence to discuss the tough questions about 

NATO’s nuclear future: What is the purpose of nuclear weapons? Has the nature of deterrence 

changed since the end of the Cold War? Since 9/11? Is there a threat to NATO, and if so, what is 

it? Can nuclear weapons deter that threat? Are there any circumstances wherein the Alliance 

might consider actual use of these weapons? Can the Alliance survive without a nuclear mission? 

                                                 
252 As the publicly released version of the 2001 NPR stated, “The Operational Requirements Document for the JSF 
requires that initial design permit nuclear capability to be incorporated at a later date (after IOC, currently scheduled 
for 2012) at an affordable price.” Found at www.globalsecurity.org/wmd/library/policy/dod/npr.htm; also found in 
William M. Arkin, “Secret Plan Outlines the Unthinkable,” Los Angeles Times, 9 March 2002. .  
253 Interviews in Germany and Belgium, March 2006. SHAPE took an overall 30 percent cut in nuclear personnel in 
the reorganization.  
254 Interviews, Brussels, October 2005.  
255 Interviews in Belgium and Germany, spring 2006. The NPG Staff Group meets biweekly, as opposed to weekly 
in years past. This change has apparently occurred since 2005, when NATO’s home page on the NPG said that its 
staff group met “weekly.” See “The Nuclear Planning Group: One of NATO’s Defence Decision-Making Bodies,” 
at www.nato.int/issues/npg/index.html.   
256 See www.nato.int/docu/comm/2002/0211-prague/index.htm.  
257 Interview in Brussels, October 2005. 
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Without nuclear weapons based on European soil? Should the new member states of Eastern 

Europe be allowed to contribute to DCA operations, even if only in a support role? 

 At the same time, there appears to be some divergence from the traditional consensus 

position within the national missions to NATO regarding the necessity of a nuclear future for the 

Alliance. In this sense there could be a lively debate over that future, if those who profess to 

support the status quo would be willing to engage in that debate. Unfortunately, the “let sleeping 

dogs lie” attitude prevents such a discourse from happening publicly, or apparently even behind 

closed doors—resulting in disgruntled partners, confused new members, and little progress 

toward resolving the underlying problems facing the Alliance’s nuclear future.258  

 DCA alert response levels are so low today that it makes the weapons militarily unusable 

without advance notice of an adversary threatening NATO. The necessary time to prepare a 

nuclear strike would apparently be at least 30 days (since the highest alert level today is 

“months,” according to NATO publications).259 And given the consensus nature of Alliance 

decision-making, political control over nuclear weapons, and recent experience of mission 

cancellations by allies during NATO combat operations in Kosovo in 1999, the chances that 

SACEUR could actually ever recommend a nuclear strike are extremely low. If deterrence 

credibility rests on the combination of will and capability, both factors would appear to be 

considerably weaker than they were during the Cold War. 

 

United States.  There is no scheduled follow-on DCA aircraft to replace the F-15s and F-

16s when their service life ends by the year 2013. The F-22 will be conventional only, and the 

Joint Strike Fighter may have the option of installing a nuclear certification package, but no 

decision has been made to do so pending decisions by NATO allies to buy that variant.  

 The only U.S. DCA aircraft nuclear certified are those already in Europe. In the United 

States, the former bases that would provide those replacement aircraft are going out of the 

business. Cannon AFB, New Mexico is closing under the 2005 Base Realignment and Closure 

decision, and Seymour Johnson AFB, North Carolina no longer requires its F-15s  or crews to 

undergo nuclear certification.  

                                                 
258 Interviews in Europe, October 2005, January and March 2006. 
259 NATO Nuclear Fact Sheets. 
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The U.S. Air Force has apparently tried to zero out its DCA funding responsibilities in 

the annual budget cycles since about 2002. They only agreed to continue that mission when so 

ordered by the Office of the Secretary of Defense, which may have reminded them of their 

alliance commitments under the Washington Treaty of 1949.260  This shows the low regard with 

which nuclear missions are held by the Air Force.  

While DOD still considers non-strategic nuclear weapons a separate category, it does not 

think about the operational use of tactical weapons separately; aligning more closely with the 

French perspective, it believes that any nuclear event would have far-reaching strategic 

consequences.261 Like its NATO allies, DOD is unwilling to discuss issues surrounding NATO 

nuclear policy publicly since it believes a public debate would lead to the end of the NATO 

mission—a mission that the United States government in the Bush administration still finds 

compelling. 

 
Figure 10b: Potential 

Potential Accelerating Factors. Accelerating Factors  
 
• Nuclear accident or 
Incident 
• Decision to end mission 
• Decision to use as arms 
control bargaining chip 

 Several potential actions could alter the current preference 

for the status quo and accelerate tendencies for the withdrawal of 

U.S. nuclear weapons from Europe. All the alternatives under U.S. 

withdrawal in Figure 10 could lead to the eventual end of NATO’s 

NSNW role in Europe, though that is not a given. Nonetheless, should a nuclear incident occur, 

or a WMD attack take place against a NATO member, or a nuclear or radiological accident occur 

in a weapons storage site, public opinion could once again become aware of these weapons and 

enflamed against their continued storage in European soil. Given the underlying anti-nuclear 

sentiment found in most West European nations, this could lead to calls for the removal of all 

remaining U.S. warheads and the end to the DCA mission by that particular state.  

 Even without the catalyst of a precipitating nuclear incident or accident, a political 

decision by one or more states could accelerate current trends and lead to the removal of U.S. 

weapons on a much shorter time frame. Such a decision could be made by the United States, for 

the reasons stated above. Or it could be a NATO consensus decision. Or it could be a state-

specific decision by one of the DCA host nations that they can no longer afford the political or 

                                                 
260 Interviews in Washington, August 2005 and July 2006, and Europe, spring 2006.  
261 Interviews in Washington, August 2005 and July 2006. 
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financial burden of that mission. Finally, it could be the indirect result of an acquisition decision, 

such as the selection of the Eurofighter to replace Germany’s Tornados or the Netherlands’ F-

16s. Without a nuclear certification capability, these countries would effectively be out of the 

DCA business, even without a NATO decision to that effect.  

 The Alliance could also decide to use its remaining cache of NSNW warheads as a 

bargaining chip in new arms control negotiations with Russia. In so doing it could attempt to 

capture all, or more likely some, of the Russian tactical nuclear stockpile in return for removing 

the last few American nuclear weapons from European soil. As one analyst has pointed out, 

however, “Moscow would prefer to give up nothing to achieve this objective, and the Russian 

policy for several years now has been to refuse to discuss reductions in Russian NSNF until all 

U.S. nuclear weapons have been removed from Europe.”262  

 

Potential Reversing Factors 

Figure 10c: Reversing 
Factors 

 
• Concern over Russian  
  revanchism 
• New nuclear threats, e.g. 
   Iran, on southern borders 

There also exist a number of serious but unlikely considerations that could quickly 

reverse the direction of the driving factors that seem to be pushing U.S. NSNW and Alliance 

nuclear policy. An Alliance decision that any one of these reversing factors is crucial to the 

future of the Alliance or to their security would trump all of the driving factors discussed above. 

At a minimum, such a decision would continue the trend toward keeping the status quo, 

overriding any accelerating trends. These could also lead to 

enhanced or modernized nuclear weapons and a more robust nuclear 

capability for the Alliance. Obviously, of course, this latter 

possibility is a least likely alternative. 

 • Terrorism threats 
• Unwillingness to rely on Russian Revanchism. Several European states have expressed 

concern over the unwelcome trends they see in Russian politics: the 

centralization of power in the presidency, strategic nuclear 

modernization; refusing to provide transparency into the elimination 

of its short-range nuclear forces in spite of its PNI commitments; 

   UK or French nuc forces 
• Interest by new member  
   states in a nuclear role 
• Desire to maintain  
   Alliance stability 

                                                 
262 David Yost, personal correspondence with the author, 30 May 2006. Yost explains why he judges it most 
unlikely that the Russians would make any meaningful NSNW reductions in the aftermath of the removal of the 
remaining U.S. nuclear weapons presence in Europe in his article, “Russia’s Non-Strategic Nuclear Forces, 
International Affairs, vol. 77 (July 2001), pp. 549-555.  
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and an unwillingness to engage in arms control dialogue. This could become a particularly 

threatening combination in the future with a Russian president who might be less pro-Western 

than Putin. Germany and the East European members of NATO are particularly concerned about 

these trends.263 This explains in part Germany’s continued support for NATO’s DCA mission, 

despite overwhelming popular antipathy for that mission within the German population. It also 

explains the desire by several new member states to become more involved in NATO’s military 

activities, including DCA support, even if they are not allowed to accept weapons based on their 

soil as a result of the Alliance’s 1996 “three no’s” commitment.  

 

New Threats. Threats from the Mediterranean and Middle East—particularly, in the mid-

term, from a nuclear-armed, pro-terrorist, and anti-Western Iran—could elicit a much higher 

threat awareness on the part of Europe, potentially equaling fears of the Soviet threat during the 

Cold War. These fears could justify a continued or even strengthened Alliance nuclear capability 

as a hedge and response against these rising new threats on the Alliance’s periphery. Iranian 

nuclear weapons could set off a domino effect of new nuclear states in the region, which could, 

in turn, affect the European allies’ calculus of assurance levels required for their security.  

At the moment, however, most European states see no proximate threat from Iran or the 

Middle East that would justify such a reversal of trends regarding NATO nuclear capabilities. 

Indeed, the common perspective of many European NATO officials interviewed in early 2006 

was that Iran would not threaten Europe’s capitals and was unlikely to be nuclear capable for at 

least five to ten years. Universally it was felt that the United States was making more of this 

threat than was really there—although some Europeans admitted that they recognize that the 

United States holds a global perspective quite different than do its NATO allies.264 Others 

believe that the United States is by its nature pessimistic and takes a longer term view of 

potential adversaries when it comes to assessing threats, whereas Europe is more optimistic, 

putting faith in the goodness of human nature.  

 

Terrorism. The primary threat of the early 21st century comes from terrorism, as the 

populations of New York, Washington, London, and Madrid have already discovered.  The 

                                                 
263 Interviews in Europe, spring 2006. 
264 Interviews in Europe, January and March 2006. 
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question, of course, regards the role that nuclear forces can play against that threat. For example, 

is there a role for nuclear deterrence to counter state-sponsored terror? France’s President Chirac 

seems to believe so, as his comments in his January 2006 speech indicated, when he said “the 

leaders of states who would use terrorist means against us, as well as those who would consider 

using, in one way or another, weapons of mass destruction, must understand that they would lay 

themselves open to a firm and adapted response on our part. This response could be a 

conventional one. It could also be of a different kind.”265 The United States and Great Britain 

agree with those sentiments, but the other NATO members are not yet in accord with those 

beliefs. 

 

Unwillingness to Rely on UK and French Nuclear Forces. Could the nuclear forces of 

Britain or France be used to replace U.S. nuclear weapons as an option for the future protection 

of Europe? The European allies must determine which future forces they wish to rely on. For 

example, a decision not to rely on the independent nuclear forces of their closest neighbors in 

Paris and London might lead to a consensus that it would be best to continue relying on the 

United States and its nuclear capabilities. This has been the unspoken decision for many decades, 

despite French efforts to woo its neighbors away from NATO to a French-led European defense 

consortium of some type, possibly under the auspices of the European Union. A resolute and 

open decision by the allies might remove all the options in Figure 10 that rely on the UK or 

France from consideration, leaving NATO but two choices: continued partnership of some type 

with the United States, or the end of a nuclear mission for the Alliance.  

 

 Requests by New Member States to be Included in Nuclear Responsibilities. Should the 

new NATO member states from Eastern Europe become more forceful in their political 

participation in the Alliance, they may one day demand to be more directly involved in the 

operational nuclear aspects of NATO’s deterrent mission. Their penchant to do that is already 

evident; the new members have apparently reinvigorated the meetings of the Nuclear Planning 

Group staff, and they have offered to provide indirect support for DCA missions.266 There have 

even been suggestions that certain new members, such as Poland or Latvia, might be willing to 

                                                 
265 Chirac speech, January 2006. 
266 Interviews in Belgium and Germany, spring 2006. 
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take on nuclear DCA roles if one of the current states were to announce that it wished to 

withdraw from that mission. This would not necessarily violate the “three no’s” commitment by 

the Alliance to Russia, as those members could deploy their aircraft to bases in neighboring 

states and fly missions out of bases that do not fall under the three no’s restrictions—similar to 

what American aircraft have been doing from European bases for three generations.  

 New member demands could lead the Alliance to expand its nuclear deterrent mission in 

order to include those states, to modernize or otherwise change its DCA responsibilities, or to 

keep the mission in spite of calls by some of the older members to get rid of it.   

 

Desire to Maintain Alliance Solidarity. The final key that could overturn all the factors 

driving NATO to eliminate its European-based nuclear forces would be a political consensus by 

the allies that they do not wish to risk hurting Alliance solidarity by challenging one of the core 

defense principles upon which NATO is founded. How important is the continuation of the 

Alliance to all its members? Assuming all members want to retain NATO for their security, can 

the Alliance survive without nuclear capabilities on European soil? If it were to become non-

nuclear, would it have to find a replacement vehicle for existing consultative bodies such as the 

Nuclear Planning Group? These are difficult but essential questions that NATO circles do not 

appear to be addressing today.  

The Alliance Strategic Concept states that the fundamental purpose of nuclear weapons is 

political. As pointed out in the introduction to this paper, this has multiple layers of meanings to 

the Allies. On one level, these weapons reassure the allies that they have the ultimate weapon 

available as a deterrent against threats and, were it to become necessary, to actually use in 

combat. The second level of reassurance comes from knowing that the United States has made a 

visible, physical commitment to the defense of Europe as shown by its weapons and forces being 

forward deployed in NATO Europe. The DCA mission keeps the United States involved in 

European political affairs, and allows the NATO members access to U.S. defense decision-

making through the NPG and direct bilateral and multilateral forums with the United States. The 

intangible benefits of this close relationship are well understood by the European allies. Would 

those benefits be lost if U.S. weapons were withdrawn from Europe, or would they simply take 

on a new complexion? At the moment, no member of the Alliance seems willing to risk finding 

out the answer to that imponderable. Better, they believe, to “not rock the boat.”  
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Alternatives  

The interaction among the factors described above will lead the Alliance to adopt one of 

at least 12 identifiable options for its nuclear future, as seen in Figure 11. These range from 

modernization of the force, to a continuation of the status quo, to complete withdrawal of 

American weapons, to the abdication of a nuclear role for the Alliance. The more intriguing 

insights come from an examination of those options that fall between the two extremes, 

particularly the multitude of possibilities for replacing U.S. weapons if they were withdrawn but 

the Alliance wanted to continue to have a nuclear deterrent of some type. 

The purpose of this section is not to debate the pros, cons, or requirements of every 

alternative available to NATO, nor to rank order a set of options according to any particular 

criteria. Rather, the goal is simply to introduce the various alternatives in order to recognize the 

wide range of possibilities the Alliance may select from as it considers the role of nuclear 

weapons in its future security. I leave it to follow-on efforts to select the preferred option, or to 

determine the steps necessary to achieving a new security arrangement.  

NATO’s Nuclear Alternatives
Spectrum of Options
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Figure 11: NATO’s Nuclear Alternatives 
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Modernization and Enhancement 

 Modernization and enhancement of NATO’s nuclear forces is an unlikely option, barring 

a return to the Cold War or the rise of a new and overwhelming threat to Europe. Nevertheless, it 

is an option that must be considered in the range of alternative possibilities. As the weapons age, 

the United States must decide whether a small arsenal of B-61s is worth the cost of a service life 

extension program. The Alliance could decide to replace its current U.S. tactical nuclear 

warheads with something newer and more capable, perhaps even on a different delivery system, 

such as an air-launched cruise missile or land-based missile. It could decide to replace its current 

Tornado, F-15, and F-16 fleets with nuclear certified Joint Strike Fighters in order to maintain 

the DCA role into the next generation.  

 

Status Quo 

There are three alternatives under this option, which is more dynamic than the term 

implies. Some variant of this alternative is officially preferred by every member state, as they 

follow the mantra “beware the implications of change.” 

 

Technical Updates. The first sub category involves continued maintenance, upkeep, and 

modest technological improvements that could, if necessary, lead to the first alternative of vastly 

improved capabilities. Even without a commitment to that level of investment, however, any 

decision to continue relying on NATO’s long-standing deterrent forces as provided by the United 

States will require a renewed commitment to investment in modernized weapons, delivery 

systems, maintenance, and security issues, given the age of the existing systems in place. New 

rationales that could justify keeping or enhancing NATO’s nuclear weapons may include 

deterring chemical or biological weapons threats from the Middle East and North Africa, and 

providing force protection for deployed NATO forces by offering mobile deterrent capabilities.  

 

Operational Changes. A second broad category under the status quo would include 

operational changes to the way NATO thinks about its nuclear strategy and how best to achieve 

its twin goals of military deterrence and political inclusion. The Alliance may, for example, 

decide to move all of its nuclear weapons to storage sites in Southern Europe to be closer to the 

most likely near-term threats. Or one or more of the current DCA states may decide that it no 
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longer wishes to participate in the Alliance’s nuclear mission, focusing instead on “role specific 

tasking” contributions to Alliance security—much as the new East European member states must 

do now. That could precipitate changes to force deployments, DCA responsibilities, or even the 

inclusion of new states as members of the DCA “club.” Perhaps we may one day see Polish F-

16s on alert at an Italian base prepared to carry American bombs.  Short of such a major step, 

new member states may be assigned roles in operations that support nuclear strikes, such as air 

refueling, combat air support, intelligence/surveillance/reconnaissance, or any of the myriad 

parts that would make up a strike package. Alternatively, the United States could continue to 

perform its historical role while all other European DCA states gave up that mission. 

 

No Change. The third and most likely option, and the preferred choice at the moment 

among most member state missions to NATO Headquarters, is to do nothing to change the status 

quo. “Let sleeping dogs lie” is not a policy, but it seems to be the preferred approach by member 

state governments that believe the current approach is the best available choice. One could argue 

that no decision to make upgrades or select a replacement DCA aircraft in the near term will 

count as a decision, too.  Nothing will change in the short term. But that leaves the Alliance at 

the whim of the driving factors described above, with eventual obsolescence or ambivalence and 

neglect determining the future without a conscious decision by the allies. This is the most likely 

alternative for the future: no change, don’t talk about it, and eventually the European nations will 

fail to replace their DCA aircraft with a nuclear capable successor, leading to the end of the DCA 

mission. Or the United States might decide that there is no longer a need for its forces in Europe, 

particularly given the direction its European allies appear to be headed regarding a DCA 

replacement, so it could choose to withdraw its weapons unilaterally.  Either decision would lead 

to the withdrawal of the remaining U.S. nuclear weapons from Europe.  Given that three of its 

members have independent atomic arsenals, however, as long as the Alliance survives as a 

political institution it will remain a de facto nuclear alliance. 

 

U.S. Withdrawal but Continued NATO Reliance on Some Form of Nuclear Deterrent 

This alternative carries the most possibilities for future nuclear options. Some are 

obviously more far-fetched and less likely than others, but all are possible and therefore worthy 

of consideration.  
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Many in NATO fear any alternative that involves the removal of U.S. nuclear weapons, 

for varying reasons. Doing so in hopes that Russia would follow suit in good faith disarmament 

is dangerous, they argue. Any option that called for the reintroduction of U.S. weapons in a crisis 

would be ludicrous given public opposition and the danger of raising the crisis level as the result 

of such a move. This is a future that some argue would please both Russia and France, but it is 

not one the rest of the allies would necessarily welcome. One senior NATO official even went so 

far as to say that the removal of U.S weapons from Europe “would be the beginning of the end of 

the Alliance.”267 Is that right? Could the Alliance survive the loss of its nuclear linkage to North 

America?  

On the other hand, others advocate the immediate and complete withdrawal of U.S. 

weapons for the simple reason that the Alliance can no longer answer the question over the 

purpose of those weapons in Europe—NSNW are not justifiable. Removal would eliminate an 

entire class of weapons, save money, and appease militarists in Russia who point to NATO 

NSNW as proof of the West’s aggressive nature.268  

 

The United States Withdraws its Weapons, but Keeps the Infrastructure in Place in Order 

to Reintroduce Weapons in a Crisis.  One means to reduce public criticism of the current 

situation would be to remove all remaining U.S. warheads from Europe, and publicly announce 

the move for public relations purposes. But it would keep the technical and physical 

infrastructure associated with nuclear sharing in place so that the warheads could be reintroduced 

to the theater and mated with their DCA delivery vehicles quickly in a crisis. Given the current 

nuclear response time, measured in months, and the ability to use realistic weapons trainers 

(practice bombs) to exercise the flight and maintenance crews, this type of “virtual nuclear 

sharing” could technically work.  

 The fact that the Alliance has not yet taken this step reflects concerns that political 

pressures might be too great to ever allow the United States to reintroduce such weapons to 

Europe, particularly in a crisis when fears of escalating the tension would abound. There is also 

some concern that absent the actual weapons on their soil, the European members of the Alliance 

may lose their interest in the weapons. As one analyst has put it, “There is also a fear at NATO 

                                                 
267 Interview in Brussels, October 2005. 
268 Interviews in Berlin, January 2006. 
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Headquarters in Brussels and national defense ministries that NATO’s nuclear policy may over 

time fade into irrelevance if the real weapons are withdrawn.”269  

 

The United States Continues to Supply Warheads for European Allies’ DCA. In this 

alternative the United States would withdraw its DCA aircraft from the European theater, or at 

least end the U.S. DCA role in a NATO nuclear delivery mission. The other NATO states with a 

DCA responsibility, however, would continue to carry out that mission under dual-key 

arrangements with the United States for U.S. warheads stored either in Europe or in the United 

States. This would resolve many of the U.S. Air Force’s concerns about the costs of continuing 

to support the European DCA mission, and could prove valuable to American arguments to the 

world community about its commitment to NPT Article VI disarmament measures while still 

providing a nuclear guarantee to NATO.  This would also show a continued level of Alliance 

cohesion and commitment to nuclear deterrence, and maintain the linkage between Europe and 

North America.  However, while NATO has always planned any nuclear mission to include 

several member states’ aircraft to avoid singularity, it was understood that any mission would 

include one or more American jets in the package.270  This may make such an option difficult to 

carry out politically. 

 

Create a NATO Nuclear Naval Force. This could be accomplished with an 

internationally manned vessel, either an SSBN with SLBMs, perhaps one of the old British 

Trident boats or a new submarine; or some other option, such as was considered in the 

Multilateral Force concept of the 1960s. MLF, for example, envisioned IRBMs on a simple 

vessel such as a barge or surface combatant, manned by a multinational crew with representation 

from at least three European nations at all times.  This would avoid concerns over singularity, 

and would ensure a multinational decision to carry out a SACEUR order to launch, with three 

hands on the trigger (or on the lock). Such an option could also be based on the successful 

NATO AWACS program in existence today. 

 

                                                 
269 Meier, “An End to U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe?” p. 40. 
270 Interviews at NATO, fall and winter 2005-2006. 
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Rely on a European Nuclear Force. This could be provided by Britain, by France, by a 

joint commitment by those two nations, or by some type of new collective European nuclear 

force, possibly under EU auspices.  France has implied such an arrangement in its offer to create 

a European force relying on French nuclear capabilities. Some EU members (such as Ireland or 

Sweden) would object to nuclear deterrence in principle. The new nuclear force would also need 

a body equivalent to the NPG as its organizational and consultative heart.   According to the 

West European Union Assembly, there have been a number of initiatives to explore the 

possibility of a more coordinated (or even joint) deterrent. These include the Hague Platform on 

European Security Interests of October 1987, and the Madrid EU meeting communiqué from 

November 1995.271 France remains committed to creating a framework for European nuclear 

deterrence. But according to French sources, the British see no reason to change the current 

reliance on NATO, the Germans don’t want to talk about it, and the Italians only want to talk 

informally without committing to anything.272   

Of course, this alternative raises a lot of questions, not least of which is the appropriate 

organizational venue for debating the issue. The European Union? Certainly at least one member 

would veto any such discussion. The WEU Council no longer meets. And France is not a 

member of the integrated military structure of NATO.273  

 

 Rely on British or French Nuclear Forces.  This alternative is easy to understand, but 

difficult to imagine actually occurring. The United Kingdom or France could extend their nuclear 

deterrent umbrella over neighboring states, or even all of Europe. This would require a level of 

trust not yet reached even within the European Union.  France has offered to extend its nuclear 

deterrent over its European allies, an offer no state has yet accepted.  Yet it may be extending its 

deterrent umbrella over states even without their express permission. President Chirac recently 

said that, “The development of the European Security and Defence Policy, the growing 

interweaving of the interests of the European Union countries, and the solidarity that now exists 

between them, make French nuclear deterrence, by its very existence, a core element in the 

security of the European continent.”274  

                                                 
271 WEU Assembly Fact Sheet No. 2. 
272 Interviews in Paris, March 2006. 
273 Interviews in Paris, March 2006. 
274 Chirac speech, January 2006; also WEU Assembly Fact Sheet No. 2. 
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 Rely on the U.S. SSBN Force.  This alternative is also easy to envision. Throughout the 

Cold War the United States dedicated a certain number of SLBMs on its Atlantic SSBN fleet to 

SACEUR as part of the SIOP. That commitment is presumably still in place today. It would 

certainly be fairly simple to make that commitment public, and to codify it in NATO documents 

if necessary to enhance its deterrent value.  

 

 Rely on U.S. Strategic Forces Based in North America.  This is not a new concept, and 

would seem to provide a simple solution to the current situation. But what effect would such a 

dramatic shift in the Alliance correlation of forces have on deterrence credibility in the eyes of 

NATO’s adversaries? The rationale for NSNW based in Europe during the Cold War, after all, 

was to ensure coupling and a seamless web of deterrence based on an escalatory ladder, from 

conventional forces to tactical nuclear weapons to U.S. strategic forces based in North America.  

This alternative would require a new level of reassurance to allies who have grown to expect that 

middle rung of the escalatory ladder would always be in place in Europe.  

 

US Withdrawal and NATO Abrogation of its Reliance on a Nuclear Deterrent  

This is the most extreme alternative, although one which may not be hard to foresee 

given today’s trends. This option also has the greatest potential for causing irrevocable rifts in 

the Alliance, or even causing its demise. On the other hand, should the Alliance survive such a 

change, many of the current coupling functions could be retained. The NPG, for example, could 

be kept as a consultative body with a new name, such as the Strategic Planning Group. 

 

Summary 

Which option is most likely? If current trends continue, with no decision by the Alliance, 

the status quo is most likely in the near term, with U.S. withdrawal the likely mid-term result of 

the passage of time and benign neglect. At some point the United States will likely decide to end 

its 53 year deployment of nuclear forces to Europe, whether unilaterally or at the request of its 

allies in the DCA business. The clock is ticking regarding the technical issues of nuclear 

certification for replacement fighter aircraft in all the DCA states. The warheads won’t last 

forever, either, but the aircraft delivery systems will be the first major acquisition hurdle.  When 
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that point is reached, the Alliance will need to select one of the options under the alternative of 

U.S. withdrawal, lest it find itself inextricably drawn into the extreme position of having to 

abrogate its long-standing nuclear deterrent policy.  
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VI 
Conclusion:  

Making Waves that Rock the Boat which Wake the Sleeping Dog 
 

275The status quo is imperiled by the aging of NATO’s nuclear-capable fighter fleet.

 

 

Deterrence has been pursued in various ways through the decades, with the ultimate goal 

of deterring a military threat often sought in conjunction with related objectives, such as 

promoting Alliance unity through extended deterrence guarantees and shared military missions.  

Non-strategic nuclear weapons served their purpose as one means of achieving those multiple 

goals at lowest cost and maximum political return. They succeeded in providing protection for 

Western Europe during a time of Soviet conventional force domination; of ensuring that the 

allies were included in the inner circles of U.S. decision making; of granting the allies greater 

prestige through sharing arrangements than their relative size would have otherwise allowed; and 

achieving the long-standing NATO goal of linking the security of North America and Europe 

through a ladder of escalation that relied on tactical weapons as the middle rung. 

Today, however, the Alliance finds itself facing a different world. Fifteen years since the 

end of the Cold War, the allies have yet to make the hard decision about what the new global 

security environment means for its Cold War era weapons systems, including its residual arsenal 

of American nuclear warheads based on European soil. That it has taken so long to adjust its 

policies may reflect a combination of organizational lethargy and an unwillingness to risk 

changing a collective arrangement that worked well for so many years.  Or perhaps there are 

genuine military threats to the Alliance that require continued reliance on these weapons. 

Unfortunately the key members of the Nuclear Planning Group appear unwilling to bring these 

questions to light and discuss the rationale for maintaining NATO nuclear weapons.  

When it comes to NSNW in Europe there is general consensus that they have no military 

utility; nobody likes them or wants to carry on the mission; and in scenarios involving nuclear 

use, the United States would be more likely to use a strategic delivery system anyway. But since 

                                                 
275 Meier, “An End to U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe?” p. 37. 
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America believes its allies still want these weapons deployed in Europe, and it could cause a lot 

of trouble to withdraw them, the default position is to leave them there and avoid discussing 

them at all. 

It appears that the United States maintains its nuclear weapons in Europe primarily 

because it thinks its European allies want it to continue to do so. The European DCA states, on 

the other hand, remain reluctantly committed to the nuclear mission largely because they think 

the United States expects them to do so. There is no consensus on the need for nuclear weapons 

in the Alliance. Both sides are talking past one another—or more accurately, not talking to one 

another. Nobody wants to rock the boat. 

Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld indicated a willingness to allow the Europeans to 

determine the future of NATO’s nuclear role. In an interview with Der Spiegel in October 2005, 

he noted that “it is up to the Germans and to NATO” to pass judgments on the purpose of U.S. 

weapons on German soil.276  He did not say whether the United States thought this would be a 

good or bad decision, nor which alternative the United States preferred. He was, in effect, 

clarifying that any such decision should be a collective Alliance decision, not just an American 

one.  

 

Final Thoughts 

 The most likely future for non-strategic nuclear weapons? They will still be with us in 20 

years. The United States will retain a small arsenal of tactical weapons, at a level not much 

smaller than today’s numbers. It is quite likely, however, that there will be no American nuclear 

weapons stationed in NATO Europe at that time. Presumably that will not reduce the value of 

those weapons in providing extended deterrence guarantees.  

 As stated in the introduction, America needs to balance its competing desires to control 

these weapons due to the prospect of proliferation; to reduce its stockpile in accordance with its 

disarmament commitments under the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty; and to abide by its 

responsibilities to maintain a nuclear umbrella for extended deterrence over its European allies.  

Most European states, by contrast, are non-nuclear at heart, and would prefer to allow the DCA 

mission to wither away rather than find new missions or new rationales for these weapons.  

 

                                                 
276 Donald Rumsfeld, quoted in Meier, p. 40. 
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Figure 12: Most Likely Future for NATO’s NSNW 

 The conclusion of this study is that, unless current trends are altered, nuclear weapons may 

not have many years left before they are removed from NATO Europe. The combined effect of 

nuclear weariness on the part of the host nations, the lack of interest in the mission by the U.S. Air 

Force, and the unwillingness of the European DCA states to seriously consider a future for these 

weapons, or to base fighter aircraft acquisition decisions on such a future, may combine 

synergistically into a situation where all sides of the debate come to the conclusion that it is just 

easier to remove the remaining U.S. warheads than it is to try to maintain this capability.  

 Why is the Alliance choosing to preserve any nuclear capability at all? Because change is 

disruptive. As a senior U.S. government official said, “A non-nuclear future is a likely, if 

unintended, consequence of these trends. And such a future is in America’s best interest.”277 While 

the Alliance may choose to maintain a nuclear deterrent strategy, it will more likely rely on some 

form of off-shore nuclear force, belonging to the United States, Great Britain, or possibly even 

France.  

 But the end of NATO’s nuclear capabilities is not foreordained. The allies could decide 

that any one of the potential reversing factors identified above is more important than allowing 

the current situation to continue to drift toward a non-nuclear future. A nuclear Iran which 

                                                 
277 Interview in Washington, January 2006. 
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threatens the Alliance, for example, could change this thesis. All it will take is political will and 

the consensus of the member states that maintaining European-based non-strategic nuclear 

capabilities is critical to the long-term health of the Alliance, and to the security of Europe and 

all the allies. If NATO can make that determination, we may yet see another generation of 

nuclear burden sharing within the Alliance. 
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