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The paper analyzes current Russia’s position on the issue of nonstrategic nuclear weapons (NSNWs) reductions.
It concludes that Russian position on the NSNWs reductions is rather complicated for the moment and
controversial to some extent. The paper also describes possible initial steps to take off the “extra” Russia’s
preconditions from the agenda and to facilitate the dialogue between the U.S./NATO and Russia to reach better
understanding and rapprochement of their NSNWs deployment postures.

***
The May 2012 statement by Dmitry Medvedev, then already acting as the appointed Russia’s primeminister, once again raised the question of roles, which Russian military-political leadership assigns
to nonstrategic nuclear weapons in ensuring national security. On 17 May 2012 Mr. Medvedev,
speaking at the International Legal Forum in Saint-Petersburg on the issue of the state sovereignty,
pointed out that “the concept of state sovereignty should not be undermined even if for the sake of
achieving some immediate political gain […] Military operations against foreign states bypassing the
United Nations, declarations of illegitimacy of certain political regimes on behalf of foreign states
rather than the people of the country involved and imposing various collective sanctions, again
bypassing international institutions, are some of the examples. […] Such actions, which undermine
state sovereignty, can easily lead to full-scale regional wars even - I am not trying to scare anyone
here - with the use of nuclear weapons. Everybody should remember this especially when we analyze
the concept of state sovereignty” [emphasis added – AK]1.
Although such statements once again reflect the weakness of Russia in the sphere of conventional
forces and show exaggerated fears of Russian political leadership, one should bear in mind that these
words also serve as another reminder of Russian nuclear de-escalation doctrine which assigns to
NSNWs one of the major roles in ensuring Russia’s national security and prove that today’s Russia
seeks to maximize its military and political security by whatever means it has available.
In the same month the NATO Summit in Chicago adopted the new Alliance’s Defense and Deterrence
Posture Review. The Summit was deemed an important event to play a role in determining the future
of NSNWs in Europe. However, the Chicago Summit preferred to preserve the existing status quo,
having concluded that the Alliance's nuclear policy still “meets the criteria for an effective deterrence
and defense posture”2. Although NATO once again did not exclude its potential readiness to reduce
in future its reliance on nonstrategic nuclear weapons based in Europe, on the current stage its
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actions will be limited to further examining how the burden sharing would work if NATO’s reliance on
NSNWs will be reduced.
Russia, in its turn, persists in making the NSNW issue dependable on progress in the dialogue on a
wide range of problems including missile defense, militarization of the outer space, disparity in
conventional forces in Europe – and continues demanding the complete withdrawal of the U.S.
NSNWs from Europe as a prerequisite for starting any talks what further complicates the issue.
Because of NATO’s Chicago decision to preserve the status quo and current Russia's position one
might conclude that any possible talks or consultations on NSNWs are completely deadlocked at the
moment.
As of today, Russia is assumed to have a larger arsenal of NSNWs than the U.S. while the United
States is the only nuclear-weapon state deploying its NSNWs outside its national territory. Now the
majority of experts share a common estimation of two sides’ NSNWs arsenals. Russia reportedly
possesses 2,000 non-strategic nuclear weapons assigned to non-strategic nuclear-capable delivery
vehicles, the most part of which reportedly are located in the European part of the country3. The U.S.
NSNWs inventory currently consists of nearly 760 warheads of which around 200 are deployed in
Europe on the territory of five NATO member states4.
In such context, in recent years the US/NATO has sought Russian agreement to increase transparency
on Russian NSNWs in the European part of the country and relocate these weapons away from the
territory of NATO member states; and Russia, in its part, has insisted on the complete withdrawal of
the U.S. NSNWs from Europe. But this endless circle does not promise much room for negotiations.
Russia’s Position on NSNWs Reductions: Three Makeweights to the Issue
While NSNWs is the only weapons category in which Russia maintains a numerical advantage over
the U.S./NATO side, it is also the least transparent area of Russian defense policy. There even doesn’t
exist a term referring to this category of nuclear weapons in Russia’s doctrinal documents on national
defense and security (at least in their publicly available versions). Correspondingly, it is quite difficult
to understand what lies behind the current Russia’s position on the issue. At the same time, the
position itself, as it appears in scarce verbal statements by Russian officials (this is the only way for
the notions of “tactical” and “non-strategic” to become visible in the Russian official defense
discourse) seems to be rather complicated for the moment and controversial to some extent.
The initial Russia’s preconditions put forward in the early 2000s suggested as a first step for starting
any negotiations that the United States should completely withdraw its NSNWs from Europe and
eliminate the entire infrastructure that can serve the purpose of deploying the U.S. nuclear weapons
in Europe (including former Warsaw Pact countries and the Baltic States from which Soviet NSNWs
have been withdrawn in recent past)5. Being taken as such, that position probably could serve as a
reasonable starting point for talks on the issue. Then one could even argue that since Russia
3
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promised to launch a dialogue on NSNWs issue after the U.S. had withdrawn its nuclear assets to its
national territory, the first step is to be taken by the U.S./NATO side.
But in the years of the Bush Administration the majority of the U.S. defense analysts argued that
Russia’s nonstrategic nuclear weapons did not pose a threat to the United States or its allies in
Europe, and the two sides should not pursue arms control measures to address the issue. Some
insisted that the U.S. had to re-evaluate the role of nuclear weapons in national security policy and
examine the utility of low-yield nonstrategic nuclear weapons, referring to NSNWs as the best way to
address the new set of international security threats6. This enabled Russia not to put forward so
many preconditions since there was no intention on the U.S. side to address the NSNWs reductions
issue at all. Moreover, at that time Russia repeatedly accused its U.S. counterpart of “seeking to bring
the nuclear disarmament issues out of not only the global agenda, but out of the general public
attention area”7. After “the-world-without-nuclear-weapons” rhetoric of the Obama Administration
moved the NSNWs issue back to the top of disarmament agenda, Russia correspondingly put effort in
complicating its stance.
Today the full list of Russia’s preconditions to be satisfied for making any talks on the issue of NSNWs
in Europe possible includes:
first, the U.S. should completely withdraw its NSNWs from Europe and eliminate the entire
infrastructure that can serve the purpose of deploying U.S. nuclear weapons on the continent8,
second, Russia needs to complete the reform of its armed forces, including reequipping them
with high-precision weapons,9
third, the NSNWs issue should be placed into the wider context of a comprehensive arms
control and disarmament agenda, that means that any further progress on NSNWs is made
dependent on the progress in discussing the whole set of interrelated issues like “plans to place
weapons in outer space, to develop non-nuclear armed strategic offensive weapons, unilateral
deployment of a global BMD system, the considerable imbalances in conventional arms, especially
against the background of dangerous conflicts persisting in many regions of the world”.10
fourth, any future talks on the NSNWs issue in Europe should be multilateral, with the
participation of the United Kingdom and France11.
Such a large number of preconditions might create an impression that the Russian position is
overcomplicated, at least for the present moment, while just one demand for withdrawal of the U.S.
nuclear bombs from Europe would be more than enough to escape the real negotiations. However,
each of these preconditions has its certain logic and justification which demonstrate the full range of
Russia's concerns in different areas of European and global disarmament agenda.
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According to Russian officials, the first and the major problem that should be resolved before any
talks on nonstrategic nuclear weapons in Europe could start is the difference in deployment postures
of the U.S. and Russian NSNWs.
It is true that the United States is the only country to deploy its nuclear weapons outside its national
territory and in the eyes of Moscow, after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact,
there is no any reasonable justification for presence of the U.S. atomic bombs in Europe. That’s why
as a first step Russia and the United States should, as Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov stated,
“equalize their positions” that means that the United States should withdraw its NSNWs from Europe
and eliminate the infrastructure that can serve the purpose of deploying U.S. nuclear weapons on the
continent12.
The presence of the U.S. NSNWs in Europe became most unacceptable for Russia after NATO
enlargement was started in the 1990s, when the fears appeared on Russian side about the possible
deployment of the U.S. nuclear weapons on the territories of new NATO member states. Those
concerns primarily referred to the territories of Poland, former Czechoslovakia, former Eastern
Germany, Hungary, Bulgaria and the Baltic States where the Soviet nuclear weapons were reportedly
deployed. It is generally assumed that even after the Soviet nukes were withdrawn from these
countries, they still possess storage facilities and air fields, which can be used by the U.S./NATO dualcapable aircrafts13.
While in 1996 both NATO and the U.S. officials stated several times, that “NATO has no intention, no
plan and no need to station nuclear weapons on the territory of any new members”14 (so called
“three no’s” statement), both the 2000 and the 2010 Russian Military Doctrines express concern over
Alliance enlargement. The 2010 Doctrine refers to the tendency of “moving the military
infrastructure of NATO members closer to the Russian borders” and talks about the “deployment (or
buildup) of grouping of forces of foreign states (or groups of states) close to the state borders of the
Russian Federation and the borders of its allies”.15 Another example of Russia’s fears appeared in
2002: then an unnamed Russian Defense Ministry official stated that Russia suspected “that some
Baltic heads have already expressed their readiness to deploy any type of NATO weapon, including
tactical nuclear arms, if those countries join the Alliance”.16 Similar concerns are often expressed in
Russia’s negotiation position in the NATO-Russia joint meetings, including the NATO-Russia
Permanent Joint Council17.
The second Russia’s precondition states that before any talks on NSNWs could take place Russia
needs to complete the reform of its armed forces, including reequipping them with high-precision,
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long-range conventional weapons. Correspondingly, “in the meantime it has to rely on the limited
use of nuclear weapons of comparable range”.18
It is noteworthy that the former Head of the International Treaty Directorate of the Russian Ministry
of Defense Lieutenant-General Evgeny Buzhinsky, who is often considered to be the leading
proponent of greater NSNWs transparency among the members of Russia’s defense establishment,
while discussing the NSNWs issue with Russia’s prime-minister Vladimir Putin in Sarov in February
2012 stated that “while Russia lags behind its counterparts in terms of high-precision weapons and
drones, there is no sense to move towards further reductions” in Russia’s nuclear arsenal. Mr. Putin
then agreed with Buzhinsky’s logic.19
Nevertheless it is unclear when exactly Russia will obtain non-nuclear capability which would be
strong enough to make further reductions possible. The process could take no less than a decade20
and it is not for sure that Russian forces will manage to reach the appropriate level since Russia’s
main competitors will not stand still waiting until Russia will modernize its conventional forces.
Moreover, a good rule of thumb states that in recent years the continued introduction of advanced
conventional weapons technologies by major military powers resulted in further increasing the role
of nuclear weapons in the Russian defense posture. Taking this into account, it is unclear how Russia
will manage to address the major collision of its second precondition for talks on NSNWs to be
started - to develop its conventional forces with the purpose of declining its reliance on nuclear
weapons within the context of constantly developing conventional forces of other states, which in
the past made Russia to increase its reliance on nuclear weapons.
The third precondition states that any future negotiated NSNWs agreement should be integrated
into a wider context of a comprehensive arms control and disarmament agenda that includes “plans
to place weapons in outer space, to develop non-nuclear armed strategic offensive weapons,
unilateral deployment of a global BMD system, the considerable imbalances in conventional arms,
especially against the background of dangerous conflicts persisting in many regions of the world”.21
But implementation of the third precondition would require taking into account almost all politicomilitary concerns that Russia expressed since the end of the Cold War, as well as participation of the
majority of the Eurasian powers, and would create negotiation matrix too comprehensive even for
the U.N. Conference on Disarmament in Geneva, which so far wasn’t the best example of how to
resolve disarmament issues on multilateral level.
Finally, the fourth Russia’s precondition states that any future talks on the NSNWs issue in Europe
should be multilateral, with the participation of the United Kingdom and France22.
France reportedly possesses around 50 short-range cruise missiles that fall into the non-strategic
category23. However, currently France does not consider any part of its nuclear weapons to be
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nonstrategic or tactical. The same is true for Britain, which for some time described the role of its
strategic Trident missiles as “sub-strategic”, but recently stopped referring to such a mission.24 Taking
this into account, it will be quite difficult, or almost impossible to persuade these two countries to
consider any part of their nuclear arsenals as a part of Russia-U.S. possible deal on NSNWs.
To summarize, among the four Russia’s preconditions listed above only the first one seems to be
potentially accomplishable in any observable future. The rest seems to be a kind of makeweight
serving the purpose of demonstrating the full range of Russia's concerns in politico-military sphere of
the European and global security, preventing further negotiated reductions in its nuclear arsenal and
buying time for finding a way out from difficult strategic situation in which Russia finds itself in
present days.
How to Separate the Chaff?
Taking into account recent NATO’s Chicago decision to preserve the existing status quo concerning its
nuclear assets in Europe and current Russia's stance on the NSNW issue it seems to be unlikely for
any negotiations on further reductions in the U.S. and Russia’s NSNWs arsenals to take place at least
until 2018 (the year when the new START Treaty is expected to be fully implemented). It is also hard
to expect that the U.S. part will withdraw its NSNWs from Europe and Russia in its turn will
unilaterally provide its Western partners with concrete data on its NSNWs arsenal in current decade.
At the same time, it seems that the last three Russia’s preconditions mentioned above are rooted in
political rather than military considerations and could be resolved by means of political dialogue and
confidence-building measures. Such measures, as the initial stage towards future NSNW reductions,
could include implementation of the following steps:





First, the U.S./NATO part could once again confirm:
the effect of the “three no’s” 1996 statement,
its principal readiness to withdraw the U.S. NSNW from Europe in the near future;
Second, both sides (U.S./NATO and Russia) could officially confirm the absence of any military
role assigned to their NSNW arsenals deployed in Europe;
Third, the United States and Russia could share with each other data on their NSNW arsenals’
including NSNWs deployment status, places of deployments and numbers;
Fourth, instead of pursuing strictly official negotiations on NSNWs reductions, currently it
could be more productive to establish a joint NATO-Russia informal forum within the
frameworks of the Russia-NATO Council for the purpose of elaborating a mandate for future
talks on NSNW reductions. It could be also useful to examine the process of elaborating the
CFE Treaty mandate that took place in the late 1980s, since the CFE treaty was negotiated
against similar background of mistrust between the Warsaw Pact member states and NATO
and since one of the main CFE Treaty's achievements was the formalization of transparency
problem. Of course, provisions of the CFE Treaty mandate were the most common in their
nature, but they laid out the principles of future work.

Within the frameworks of such informal forum, the expert communities and governments working
together could address standard preliminary questions such as the composition of negotiating
parties, their goals and methods as well as following issues:
-
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finding the ways to make monitoring and verification procedures more feasible than it has
been in the past,
discussing the new accounting rules and verification procedures,
better understanding the U.S./NATO and Russia’s NSNW postures,
agreeing on concrete transparency measures regarding locations and operational status,
exchanges of visits by military officials, clarification of the number of weapons that have already
been eliminated by the U.S. and Russia as a result of the Presidential Nuclear Initiatives of 19911992.
At the same time, it is important to note that even the implementation of such a relatively moderate
approach to the issue of NSNWs is hardly possible without “repairing” the atmosphere of (dis)trust
between the two parties and without sincere readiness of the U.S./NATO side to take into account
and discuss those Russia’s concerns that cause current Russia’s tough stance on the issue.
Nevertheless, with the described initial “road map” in mind, the U.S./NATO and Russia could begin
work together to take off the “extra” Russia’s preconditions from the agenda and to facilitate the
dialogue between both sides to reach better understanding and rapprochement of their NSNWs
deployment postures.
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