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On his first trip to Europe as president, Barack Obama stood in Prague 
and reaffirmed the U.S. commitment to a world free of nuclear weap-
ons: “As the only nuclear power to have used a nuclear weapon, the 
United States has a moral responsibility to act. We cannot succeed in 
this endeavor alone, but we can lead it, we can start it.” President Obama 
also outlined a series of near-term steps to support this long-term goal, 
including the negotiation of a new nuclear arms reduction treaty with 
Russia and measures to strengthen the international nuclear nonprolif-
eration regime.

The question of whether and how to move toward the elimination 
of nuclear weapons has emerged as a central foreign policy issue. But 
that vision remains just a vision. President Obama himself has acknowl-
edged that “this goal will not be reached quickly—perhaps not in my 
lifetime.” Meanwhile, there are critical questions to be addressed about 
nuclear weapons and policy. 

The Council on Foreign Relations convened an Independent Task 
Force to assess these questions of nuclear weapons and make recom-
mendations concerning U.S. forces and policies. The report notes that 
in the near term nuclear weapons will remain a fundamental element 
of U.S. national security. For this reason it emphasizes the importance 
of maintaining a safe, secure, and reliable deterrent nuclear force and 
makes recommendations on this front. The report also offers measures 
to advance important goals such as preventing nuclear terrorism and 
bolstering the nuclear nonproliferation regime. 

The report notes that because of the impending Nonproliferation 
Treaty Review and the U.S. government’s nuclear posture review, the 
Obama administration has a unique opportunity to examine exist-
ing policies and agreements and take new steps in a number of areas. 
Although Task Force members disagreed on the practicality and 
desirability of eventual nuclear abolition, the report supports deeper 
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reductions in U.S. and Russian arsenals. The Task Force also calls for 
a revived strategic dialogue between the United States and Russia, as 
well as renewed military-to-military discussions with China to encour-
age transparency on both sides on strategic and nuclear security issues. 
In addition, it favors ratification of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty 
and recommends a halt to the production of fissile material for weapons. 
Finally, the report calls on the United States to reaffirm security assur-
ances to its allies and puts forth a set of best security practices for all 
states that have nuclear weapons and weapons-usable fissile material.

On behalf of the Council on Foreign Relations, I wish to thank Task 
Force chairs and distinguished public servants William J. Perry and 
Brent Scowcroft, whose knowledge, insight, and standing were inte-
gral to leading this effort. CFR is also indebted to the individual Task 
Force members, who each contributed his or her significant experience 
and expertise to the report. My thanks go as well to Anya Schmemann, 
director of CFR’s Task Force program, who guided this project from 
start to finish. I also thank Charles D. Ferguson, CFR’s Philip D. Reed 
senior fellow for science and technology, for ably and patiently directing 
the project and writing the report. The hard work of all those involved 
has produced an important study that outlines a responsible agenda for 
U.S. nuclear policy in an era that poses unprecedented nuclear threats 
but also historic opportunities.

Richard N. Haass
President
Council on Foreign Relations
April 2009
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Every day during the Cold War, the world faced the possibility of a 
nuclear exchange that could have resulted in the end of civilization. 
With those times past, the danger of a nuclear holocaust might seem 
remote. But the end of the Cold War did not also bring about the end 
of history. History is being written every day, in the streets of Baghdad, 
in the nuclear test ranges of North Korea, in the nuclear labs of Iran, 
in the council chambers of the Kremlin, and in the Great Hall of the 
People in Beijing. 

So, although the world no longer lives under the threat of a nuclear 
holocaust, these remain dangerous times. American service personnel 
are still being killed in Iraq. The Taliban is resurging in Afghanistan and 
Pakistan. North Korea has tested a nuclear bomb, and Iran is not far 
behind. Russia’s relations with the United States have become strained, 
with the tension reaching dangerous levels during the crisis in Georgia 
in 2008. 

The first decade after the Cold War ended was one of euphoria, but 
that has faded. All the daunting security challenges that have mani-
fested themselves over the last decade now confront the new president. 
Three security challenges in particular will require priority action by 
the Obama administration:

stopping and reversing the ongoing proliferation of nuclear ––
weapons,

reducing the risk of terrorists conducting nuclear attacks, and––

reducing the risk of the United States and Russia drifting into a hos-––
tile relationship with some of the dangers of the Cold War.

Despite nearly universal opposition, North Korea has developed a 
small nuclear arsenal, and Iran appears to be following in its footsteps. 
Other states, particularly in the Middle East, are starting nuclear power 
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programs modeled after that of Iran. The proliferation of nuclear weap-
ons and fissile materials is thus dangerously close to a tipping point. 
Beyond this danger, there are still tens of thousands of nuclear weap-
ons in the world. If just one of these thousands of weapons fell into the 
hands of terrorists, it could be detonated with catastrophic results. So, 
although the old danger of a massive nuclear exchange between great 
powers has declined, a new risk looms of a few nuclear detonations 
being set off by a terrorist group or a nuclear-capable rogue state, or of a 
nuclear power making a tragic mistake. The threat of nuclear terrorism 
is already serious, and, as more nations acquire nuclear weapons or the 
fissile material needed for nuclear weapons, it will increase. 

Of course, the detonation of a relatively primitive nuclear bomb 
in one American city would not be equivalent to the type of nuclear 
exchange that was feared during the Cold War. Nonetheless, the results 
would be catastrophic, with the devastation extending well beyond 
the staggering fatalities. The direct economic losses would amount to 
many hundreds of billions of dollars, but the indirect economic impact 
would be even greater. The social and political effects are incalculable, 
especially if the detonation were in Washington, DC, and disabled a sig-
nificant part of the U.S. government. The terror and disruption would 
be beyond imagination. 

High priority should be accorded to policies that serve to prevent 
such a catastrophe, specifically programs that reduce and protect 
existing nuclear arsenals and that keep new arsenals from being cre-
ated. All such preventive programs, by their nature, have international 
dimensions. Their success depends on the United States being able to 
work cooperatively with other countries, most notably Russia. That 
such international cooperation can be successful is illustrated by the 
Nunn-Lugar Cooperative Threat Reduction Program in the 1990s. 
U.S.-Russian efforts on that program led to thousands of nuclear 
weapons and their launchers being dismantled and thus made the 
world safer. But unless U.S.-Russia relations improve, it is difficult to 
imagine those two governments cooperating on future programs that 
require such a high level of mutual trust.

The threat of a nuclear conflict is also not totally removed. Russia 
retains the capability to pose an existential threat to the United States. 
However, since the end of the Cold War, Russia has neither shown nor 
threatened such intent against the United States. Indeed, for much of 
this period the United States and Russia cooperated closely on reducing 
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nuclear arsenals and curbing nuclear proliferation. The most recent chill 
in U.S.-Russia relations has been caused in part by U.S. efforts to make 
Ukraine and Georgia members of the North Atlantic Treaty Orga-
nization (NATO) and to deploy elements of a missile defense system 
in Poland and the Czech Republic. Additionally, Russia has begun to 
rebuild its nuclear forces. These developments are not remotely equiva-
lent to the hostility during the Cold War, but ignoring such problems 
could lead to the resurfacing of certain Cold War–like tensions.

The Obama administration, understanding the importance of this 
issue, has begun a major effort to restart a strategic dialogue with 
Russia. In a speech in Munich just a few weeks after the inauguration, 
Vice President Joseph Biden proposed to “press the reset button” on 
U.S.-Russia relations. President Obama and Russian president Dmitry 
Medvedev met in April and announced their intent to negotiate a new 
arms control treaty and make deeper reductions in their nuclear arse-
nals. We strongly support this dialogue, which includes their common 
interest in nuclear nonproliferation, but recognize that success is far 
from assured. The United States and Russia have been far apart on other 
issues, most notably NATO expansion, missile defense deployment 
in eastern Europe, and the relative importance of so-called “tactical” 
nuclear weapons. Yet, understanding what is at stake, it is encouraging 
to see both sides moving to make a fresh start. 

Besides working to reduce American and Russian arsenals, the 
Obama administration should do everything it reasonably can to keep 
new arsenals from being created. North Korea has already built a small 
nuclear arsenal and shows no signs of being willing to negotiate it away, 
and Iran could prove to be an even more dangerous proliferator. The 
European Union and Russia have had no significant success in restrain-
ing Iran’s nuclear program. The Bush administration was reluctant to 
get involved in discussions with Iran without preconditions. It seems 
clear that any chance of success with North Korea and Iran will require 
aggressive diplomacy that fully involves the Obama administration in 
close cooperation with other relevant international actors. This process 
has already begun, with the recent London talks of the permanent five 
members of the UN Security Council plus Germany, which culminated 
in a decision to invite Iran to participate in future discussions.

Beyond North Korea and Iran, dozens of other nations could become 
nuclear powers but have voluntarily refrained from doing so under 
the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT). To sustain these states’ 
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continuing support for the NPT, the United States and the other four 
nuclear weapon states need to demonstrate that they are each carry-
ing out their responsibilities under the NPT—that is, moving seriously 
toward eliminating their nuclear weapons. The Obama administration 
has stated that it intends to work for the ultimate global elimination of 
nuclear weapons, but that until that goal is achieved it will maintain a 
safe, secure, and reliable deterrent. It will at a minimum be many years 
before the goal of zero nuclear weapons can be realized, and thus the 
United States should set a goal of reaching what some have called a 
base camp or vantage point. The steps leading to this shorter-term goal 
should reduce nuclear dangers from their present level. When that goal 
is reached, it will be possible to reevaluate whether geopolitical condi-
tions permit moving closer to the elimination of nuclear weapons. That 
decision need not be made now and, indeed, it is not possible now to 
envision the geopolitical conditions that would permit moving toward 
the final goal. The objective of ensuring that a nuclear weapon is never 
used is central to creating the political conditions that would allow the 
world to take practical, near-term actions to make us far safer than we 
are at this moment.

Of the various actions recommended in this report, we would like, 
as chairs, to call special attention to the following actions designed to 
reduce global nuclear dangers:

State clearly that it is a U.S. goal to prevent nuclear weapons from ––
ever being used, by either a state or a nonstate actor, and that the 
sole purpose of U.S. nuclear weapons is providing deterrence for the 
United States and its allies. 

Reaffirm support for the agreed positive and negative security assur-––
ances that the United States has made to nonnuclear NPT states.

Continue to reduce reliance on nuclear weapons and do so in a trans-––
parent manner; take the international lead in reducing the salience of 
nuclear weapons in security policy.

Seek further reductions and greater stability in nuclear forces; these ––
reductions would initially need to be made in a bilateral agreement 
with Russia. (Other aspects of the agreement—verification proce-
dures, downloading and attribution rules, and stability features—
will probably be more important than the actual numbers.)

Chairs’ Preface
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Seek to ratify the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT), first ––
assembling an expert group to analyze the policy and technical issues 
related to the CTBT and then presenting the treaty for Senate ratifi-
cation; if successful in ratifying the treaty, work with other holdout 
nations to do the same.

Restart discussions on a Fissile Material Cutoff Treaty (FMCT), ––
including provisions for verification. 

Strengthen the International Atomic Energy Agency’s vital role of ––
containing proliferation; this would include seeking universal adop-
tion of the Additional Protocol and also Security Council review 
when nations withdraw from the NPT. 

While taking these actions to reduce the danger of nuclear weap-
ons, the United States will also be undertaking programs designed to 
maintain its nuclear deterrent. The Obama administration will have 
the responsibility of preparing later this year a new Strategic Posture 
Review that describes how maintaining the deterrent will be accom-
plished. The statement should be based on the following two policies: 
affirming that, for the foreseeable future, the United States will con-
tinue to maintain nuclear forces capable of providing credible deter-
rence for itself and its allies; and backing up this deterrent and extended 
deterrence policy with nuclear forces that are safe, secure, and reliable, 
and exist in adequate quantities to perform their deterrent role.

To carry out these policies, the United States will have to make deci-
sions on how to most effectively maintain its nuclear weapons programs. 
A high priority is sustaining the effectiveness of the Stockpile Steward-
ship Program and the Life Extension Program, which provide the tech-
nical basis for maintaining the safety, security, and reliability of U.S. 
nuclear forces into the future. The nuclear weapons labs have achieved 
remarkable success in the Stockpile Stewardship Program since it was 
created in 1997, a result attributable to the skill of their staff, the leader-
ship of their directors, and the necessary funding support. Sustaining 
this level of success, however, is endangered by ongoing reductions in 
funding for lab personnel. The administration should restore the fund-
ing of these programs to the levels of a few years ago. 

The Life Extension Program has also been successful, but faces 
the same problems in personnel funding. Additionally, it will become 
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increasingly difficult to sustain the reliability of weapons designed and 
tested several decades ago. The labs will need to be given authority 
either to undertake redesigns (with the same military mission and with-
out testing) or to undertake an enhanced Life Extension Program that 
would include mining components from unused weapons. Decisions 
on which approach to take should be made on a case-by-case basis, 
weighing heavily the recommendations from the nuclear weapons lab 
responsible for the particular weapon being considered.

Finally, the aging nuclear physical infrastructure should be mod-
ernized to a much smaller yet sustainable pilot production capability. 
This modernization, though important, can be phased in over time 
and should not be funded by a reduction in force of lab personnel, as 
is now proposed.

The dangers of nuclear proliferation and nuclear terrorism are real 
and imminent, and any serious effort to reduce them will require the 
leadership of the United States. The risk of a new Cold War–like hostil-
ity developing between the United States and Russia is also real, and 
efforts to reduce it will require opening a positive strategic dialogue 
with Russia, at the same time hedging against the possibility that such a 
dialogue may not be successful. In short, the nuclear policy of the United 
States should be to lead when possible and hedge when necessary.

William J. Perry
Brent Scowcroft
Task Force Chairs
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The debate over U.S. nuclear weapons policy is persistent and com-
plex. Reaching a consensus and creating a set of meaningful findings 
and recommendations to inform this debate proved to be a challenging 
task for the Independent Task Force on U.S. Nuclear Weapons Policy. 
I am deeply indebted, therefore, to the insight and expertise of its two 
chairs, distinguished public servants and “wise men” William J. Perry 
and Brent Scowcroft. They guided the group toward accord on a broad 
range of issues. It has been a pleasure and an honor to work with them. 

In addition to our chairs, the dedicated members and observers of 
this Task Force must be commended for their knowledge, pragmatism, 
and patience throughout this process. Special thanks are owed to those 
members who went the extra mile by participating in additional study 
group meetings on Russia and nonproliferation. 

Along the way, many colleagues outside of the Task Force graciously 
offered their opinions on the content of the report and their advice on 
the process by which to reach consensus. I am especially appreciative of 
the help provided by Richard Butler, Deepti Choubey, Jonathan Gra-
noff, Robert T. Grey Jr., Morton H. Halperin, Daryl Kimball, Jeffrey 
G. Lewis, Dunbar Lockwood, Joseph F. Pilat, Arian L. Pregenzer, and 
Andrew Robb.

A number of people at the Council on Foreign Relations helped 
bring this effort to fruition. In the early stages of the project, Lisa 
Obrentz and Lindsay Workman worked diligently to identify potential 
members and to conduct research to define the scope of the Task Force. 
Michelle M. Smith then stepped in to organize meetings, communicate 
with members, edit and revise the report, and coordinate its distribu-
tion. From beginning to end, Anya Schmemann and Swetha Sridharan 
skillfully guided the Task Force, editing multiple drafts of the report, 
providing guidance on the Task Force process, and coordinating with 
the rest of the organization. Once completed, Patricia Dorff and Lia 
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A number of terms are used to describe the U.S. nuclear weapons stock-
pile. This report uses the following terms, which are consistent with 
those used by the government.

Operationally deployed strategic weapons/warheads––  are warheads 
installed on intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and subma-
rine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), plus bombs and cruise 
missile warheads at bomber bases. The officially approved 2012 
force level of 1,700 to 2,200 warheads and the limits of the Strategic 
Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT), or the Moscow Treaty, refer 
to this number. 

Deployed nonstrategic warheads––  are the small number of tactical 
bombs retained in Europe. The exact number has not been made 
public. 

Reserve warheads––  are the combination of logistic spares (replace-
ments for warheads in maintenance) and responsive capability 
(warheads available to replace unreliable warheads or to augment 
the deployed force in response to geopolitical changes). The exact 
number has not been made public. 

Stockpile––  is the total number of warheads authorized by the presi-
dent to be in the custody of the Department of Defense and is the 
sum of the three listed categories. When the George W. Bush admin-
istration used formulations such as “smallest stockpile since the 
Eisenhower administration,” it was referring to this number.1 

In addition, there are two other categories not considered part of the 
stockpile.

A Note on Definitions



xxii

Retired warheads –– are nonfunctional warheads in the custody of the 
Department of Energy awaiting disassembly. The exact number has 
not been made public. 

Dismantled warheads or components –– are warheads that have been 
reduced to their component parts. Plutonium pits from dismantled 
warheads are stored at the Pantex plant in Amarillo, Texas, and 
uranium components are stored at the Y-12 plant near Oak Ridge, 
Tennessee. 

A Note on Definitions
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Executive Summary

For more than sixty years, the United States and the world have ben-
efited immeasurably from a de facto taboo on the use of nuclear weap-
ons. Today, however, this period of nonuse may come to an end, given 
the rise of a new type of terrorist who seeks to acquire and would not 
hesitate to detonate nuclear weapons. Moreover, the emergence of more 
states with nuclear weapons capabilities has raised the likelihood of the 
use or loss of control of nuclear weapons or the materials used to make 
them. The imperative before the Obama administration, therefore, is 
to use all available tools to prevent the use and further acquisition of 
nuclear weapons. This Task Force report identifies how to leverage U.S. 
nuclear weapons posture and policy to achieve that objective. It focuses 
on near-term steps, primarily over the next four years.

President Barack Obama has pledged to “set a goal of a world 
without nuclear weapons, and pursue it,”2 but he has also said that 
until that goal is reached, he will maintain a “safe, secure, and effec-
tive arsenal to deter any adversary.”3 The geopolitical conditions 
that would permit the global elimination of nuclear weapons do not 
currently exist, but this Task Force has identified many steps that are 
available in the near term that can greatly reduce the danger of nuclear 
proliferation and nuclear use. The Task Force is divided on the prac-
ticality or even desirability of a world without nuclear weapons, but 
those members who support it commend the president’s pledge to 
work for global elimination and believe that his pledge will facilitate 
achieving those steps. Further, all members of the Task Force agree 
on the necessity of working toward reducing these dangers.

The Task Force underscores that renewed U.S. leadership to shape 
global nuclear weapons policy and posture is critical. Many competing 
interests demand President Obama’s attention, but the impending expi-
ration of the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) in December 
2009, the upcoming congressionally mandated nuclear posture review, 
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and the preparation for the 2010 Nonproliferation Treaty Review Con-
ference offer the new administration an opportunity to begin to review 
existing treaties, revive negotiations, strengthen the global nonprolifer-
ation system, and promote best nuclear security efforts. In addition, for 
the United States to have credibility in arguing that others must restrain 
their nuclear ambitions, it must reexamine the size and composition of 
its own arsenal. The Task Force emphasizes that the United States has a 
particular opportunity in the renewal of arms control talks with Russia 
and urges a revitalized strategic dialogue with Russian leaders. Further, 
the Task Force urges the United States and Russia, as the two states pos-
sessing more than 90 percent of the world’s nuclear warheads, to lead 
efforts in establishing best nuclear security practices worldwide.

The report underscores the need to strengthen nuclear risk reduc-
tion with the two major nuclear-armed states of Russia and China. The 
U.S. and Russian presidents recently pledged to reduce their nuclear 
arsenals. The Task Force supports efforts to renew legally binding arms 
control pacts with Russia by seeking follow-on agreements to START 
and the 2002 Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT). The 
report also urges the United States and Russia to initiate a serious stra-
tegic dialogue, because it is only through such engagement that they can 
open up opportunities for deeper reductions in their arsenals and gain 
a better sense of the feasibility of moving toward multilateral nuclear 
arms control. 

The United States and China, however, are not yet ready to form 
a formal nuclear arms control agreement because of the significant 
asymmetry between their two arsenals. Nonetheless, the report recom-
mends that the two countries engage in a serious discussion of weapons 
in space. The United States, China, and Russia have all demonstrated 
their antisatellite weapons capabilities and have a strong interest in 
ensuring the security of their civilian and military satellites. The report 
proposes a ban on the testing of antisatellite weapons, which should 
include Russia and eventually be globally applicable. 

The report’s scope concentrates on U.S. nuclear posture, policy, and 
arms control; it does not directly focus on political and military strate-
gies toward emergent nuclear weapons-capable states such as Iran and 
North Korea, though the proliferation challenges posed by these coun-
tries are discussed.4 

One of this report’s main themes relevant for nonproliferation is that 
with rights come responsibilities. In particular, all nonnuclear weapon 
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states have the right to access and use peaceful nuclear energy, but that 
right is contingent on these states not seeking to acquire nuclear explo-
sives and maintaining adequate safeguards on their nuclear programs 
to give other states confidence that these programs remain peaceful. 
The recognized nuclear weapon states under the 1970 Nonprolifera-
tion Treaty (NPT) already have mature nuclear power programs, and 
should consider placing their civilian nuclear programs under safe-
guards as an example to the nonnuclear weapon states. Similarly, the 
Task Force believes that these nations, including the United States, 
have the responsibility to reduce their nuclear weapons programs to the 
lowest possible level consistent with maintaining a credible deterrent, 
and work toward the goal of achieving multilateral nuclear arms reduc-
tions. All parties to the NPT—both nuclear and nonnuclear weapon 
states—share the obligation under Article VI to pursue nuclear as well 
as general and complete disarmament.

In line with the NPT’s call for nuclear disarmament, the Task Force 
urges all states, both nuclear and nonnuclear, to accept their shared 
responsibility for reducing the risks of nuclear weapons acquisition 
and use. In addition, the Task Force recommends the development and 
implementation of best physical security practices in all states that have 
nuclear weapons and weapons-usable fissile material, including in their 
civilian programs, to reduce the risk of nuclear terrorism. 

Another security pillar is for the United States to ensure that allies 
are protected against nuclear attack. Although the United States does 
not need nuclear weapons to compensate for conventional military 
weaknesses, other states are not in a similar position—they may con-
sider acquiring nuclear weapons to deter attacks. The United States has 
the responsibility to assure allies through extended deterrence commit-
ments. This assurance helps convince many of these allies to not acquire 
their own nuclear weapons, thereby improving the nonproliferation 
system. The Task Force supports having the Obama administration 
reaffirm these commitments. 

A related pillar, necessary to maintain the credibility of the U.S. 
nuclear deterrent for as long as it is needed, is to ensure that the U.S. 
nuclear arsenal is safe, secure, and reliable. The U.S. nuclear weapons 
complex needs to be able to attract and retain highly competent scien-
tists, engineers, and managers and have sufficient financial and tech-
nical resources to maintain the credibility of the deterrent. The Task 
Force supports a nuclear weapons security enterprise that stresses the 
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equal importance of nonproliferation, prevention of nuclear terrorism, 
facilitation of verifiable nuclear arms reductions, and maintenance of a 
credible nuclear arsenal. 

Along these lines, the Task Force recommends that the administra-
tion perform a detailed analysis, with an emphasis on political and mili-
tary costs and benefits, of the proposals to build replacement warheads 
and transform the nuclear weapons complex. The Task Force offers the 
following guidelines to the administration as it makes an assessment 
on whether to build replacement warheads: no new nuclear testing, no 
new military capabilities, additional safety and security features, and 
substantial reductions in reserve warheads. 

Similarly, the Task Force supports a transformation of the nuclear 
weapons complex, or complex transformation, that would ensure sig-
nificant cost savings, a substantially reduced footprint for the overall 
complex, accelerated dismantlement of decommissioned warheads, and 
disposal—as much as is feasible—of excess highly enriched uranium 
(HEU) and plutonium from the weapons program into nonweapons-
usable forms. In all of these activities, the Task Force believes that the 
United States has a strong interest in transparency about U.S. decisions 
on nuclear posture and the future of the weapons complex.

An additional pillar of a strengthened nuclear system is that every 
state with nuclear weapons or weapons-usable materials has the 
responsibility to implement best security practices. Fissile material 
that can directly be used in nuclear weapons should be kept as secure as 
intact weapons. There is a particular need for cooperative nuclear secu-
rity work with India and Pakistan. The United States should frame such 
security activities as a sharing of lessons learned and not as an effort 
to impose a particular security method. The object here is to ensure 
that all nuclear-armed states continually reevaluate the security of their 
nuclear weapons and materials, including frequent intelligence com-
munity assessment of potential terrorist and nonstate actor threats. 

The United States cannot form a more effective nuclear security 
system alone. It must work cooperatively with global partners. All states 
share the responsibility to ensure that nuclear weapons are never used 
again, to prevent the acquisition of additional nuclear weapons by other 
states, and to redouble efforts to secure and reduce existing nuclear weap-
ons and weapons-usable materials. However, as President Obama said in 
Prague, “the United States has a moral responsibility to act. We cannot 
succeed in this endeavor alone, but we can lead it, we can start it.”5
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In recent years, the dangers associated with nuclear weapons and the 
complexities of addressing these dangers have steadily grown. The 
United States faces a daunting set of challenges, including the risk of 
nuclear terrorism, threats from emerging nuclear states such as Iran 
and North Korea, the illicit transfer of nuclear technologies through 
black markets, the potential for loss of control of nuclear weapons or 
weapons-usable materials, especially those from Pakistan, the increased 
importance of nuclear weapons in Russia’s defense planning, and the 
uncertainty in China’s strategic development. The Task Force believes 
that these challenges demand a reassessment of U.S. nuclear weapons 
policy to help guide the new administration, especially in preparing for 
the upcoming congressionally mandated nuclear posture review and 
2010 NPT Review Conference. 

Even one nuclear explosion, causing destruction anywhere, would 
have a catastrophic impact on U.S. and international security and pro-
foundly change human history. More important than ever, therefore, is 
the fundamental objective of U.S. nuclear policy—to prevent the use 
of nuclear weapons by any state or nonstate actor and the spread of 
nuclear weapons capabilities to additional states or any nonstate actors. 
The Task Force strongly supports this objective as the primary mission 
of U.S. nuclear policy. 

Recognizing that achieving this objective requires a careful balance 
among potentially competing efforts, this report assesses the following 
U.S. strategies: 

reviving a vigorous strategic dialogue with Russia and China; ––

renewing legally binding arms control with Russia to achieve deeper ––
nuclear arms reductions;

preventing more states or any nonstate actors from acquiring nuclear ––
weapons or nuclear weapons capabilities; 

The Need for a New Policy Assessment
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limiting the spread of weapons-usable nuclear technologies; ––

reaffirming security assurances to allies; ––

securing and reducing the number of nuclear weapons and the ––
amount of weapons-usable nuclear materials; 

determining how and when to bring other nuclear-armed states into ––
the arms control process; and 

ensuring that as long as the United States maintains nuclear weap-––
ons, its arsenal is safe, secure, and reliable. 

This report primarily addresses three principal challenges that con-
front the United States: first, the risks of dangerous misperceptions 
or miscalculations between the United States and Russia; second, the 
emergence of more nuclear weapons-capable states; and, third, nuclear 
terrorism. On the threat of nuclear terrorism, traditional deterrence 
would not work, because stateless terrorists have no national territory 
that the United States could threaten to target to deter them from using 
nuclear weapons, though it might be able to deter the state sponsors of 
these groups if there were any. Another challenging issue is the avail-
ability of nuclear weapons and materials manufactured by states to 
terrorist groups, either through deliberate action or negligent security. 
The likelihood of nuclear terrorists acquiring the capability to produce 
weapons-usable fissile material is extremely low. They would, instead, 
have to acquire this material from state stockpiles.

This observation leads logically to the conclusion that the likelihood 
of nuclear terrorism could be significantly reduced if nuclear weap-
ons were verifiably abolished and weapons-usable fissile material was 
eliminated. However, all nuclear-armed countries still rely on nuclear 
weapons for deterrence, and several nonnuclear weapon states, such as 
Canada, Japan, Germany, and South Africa, possess weapons-usable 
fissile material for civilian applications. Further, there is no obvious 
way to verify elimination of either nuclear weapons or material. Thus, 
the United States and other governments need to find the proper bal-
ance between two important priorities—reducing nuclear weapons 
and weapons-usable fissile material while increasing the security of the 
remaining weapons and material to lessen the risk of nuclear terrorism, 
and maintaining the appropriate numbers and types of nuclear weap-
ons for national security purposes. 
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Opp ort uni t ie s for U.S.  Le aders h ip

To set the stage for the report’s analysis of how U.S. nuclear weapons 
policy can substantially reduce nuclear dangers, it is important to stress 
a central issue underlying the primary objective and strategies. That is, 
political relationships fundamentally matter. The United States cannot 
make a more secure world alone. The start of a new administration 
presents a fresh opportunity to reenergize international dialogue and 
cooperation on best security practices that would reduce the risk of loss 
of control of nuclear weapons or materials. Strategic discussions with 
other nuclear-armed states would also provide the United States with 
the necessary insight and foresight to determine how best to shape U.S. 
nuclear policy.

Looming deadlines highlight the action required and the opportu-
nities for the Obama administration to reenergize national and inter-
national efforts to further secure and reduce nuclear weapons and 
weapons-usable materials. Congress requires the administration to 
conduct an official nuclear posture review, which will likely take place 
through 2009 and perhaps into 2010. The expiration of START in 
December 2009 provides the administration with an opportunity to 
work with Russia to create a follow-on treaty that can lead to deeper 
cuts in the American and Russian nuclear arsenals. (The challenges 
implicit in this bilateral negotiation are explored in detail later in this 
report.) 

In May 2010, the NPT Review Conference will take place. To prepare 
for it, the administration will have had just over a year to assemble a dip-
lomatic team and form an effective strategy for sustaining the nonprolif-
eration regime. This regime has suffered shocks in recent years because 
of North Korea’s withdrawal from the treaty, subsequent production 
of weapons-grade plutonium, and detonation of a nuclear device, and 
Iran’s noncompliance with its nuclear safeguards agreement. In addi-
tion to working toward further nuclear arms reductions with Russia 
and shoring up the nonproliferation regime, the Task Force points to 
the critical need for U.S. leadership on strategic dialogue with other 
nuclear-armed states and cooperative work with all states to strengthen 
nuclear security practices. 

The Task Force recognizes the economic crisis and nonnuclear 
policy challenges facing the new administration. Nonetheless, as long 
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as the new nuclear security and nonproliferation teams have clear 
presidential guidance and support, the task of reinforcing U.S. lead-
ership in efforts to improve the nuclear nonproliferation regime and 
maintain a strong deterrent should be achievable. The United States, 
even faced with an economic crisis, should not shortchange protecting 
against a nuclear attack, however limited, that could cause damage of 
many trillions of dollars. 

At the NPT Review Conference, the United States and other nuclear-
armed states should be prepared to explain the reasons for their nuclear 
policies and postures. Thus, at the outset, this report examines post–
Cold War changes in U.S. nuclear policy and posture, foreign percep-
tions of those changes, and the current and foreseeable purposes of 
U.S. nuclear weapons. 

Pos t–Cold War Ch ange s in U.S.  Nucle ar 
W e ap ons Pos t ur e and Pol icy

Since the end of the Cold War, the United States has dismantled thou-
sands of nuclear weapons. Although it has not published the exact 
number of dismantled warheads or the remaining number in the arsenal, 
unofficial estimates are that the U.S. arsenal contains about five thousand 
to six thousand warheads. This amount includes a few thousand in either 
deployed or readily deployable status, with the remainder in reserve. 
The United States committed to reducing the deployed total to between 
1,700 and 2,200 warheads (the limits of SORT) by the end of 2012, and 
has reportedly already reached this level.6 However, in addition to these, 
the United States has a large number of warheads in reserve that it could 
upload on existing missiles and a large backlog of warheads slated for 
dismantlement. As discussed in more detail later, the same facility that 
reassembles warheads, as part of the Life Extension Program, also dis-
assembles or dismantles them. Thus, there is a trade-off between the 
rates of reassembly and dismantlement. But the fissile cores, known as 
plutonium pits, of the dismantled warheads have not yet been converted 
into nonweapons-usable forms. About fourteen thousand of these pits 
are stored at the Pantex plant in Amarillo, Texas, and are thus able to be 
reused. From the standpoint of U.S. leadership in nuclear terrorism risk 
reduction, the United States should take extra steps to make the majority 
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of U.S. stored plutonium pits unusable in nuclear weapons and encour-
age Russia to make parallel steps with its stored pits.

Over the past eight years, major events and policy pronounce-
ments have altered U.S. nuclear policy, whether in reality or in per-
ception. In light of these changes, Congress has mandated that the 
new administration conduct a nuclear posture review. Although it is 
too early to know exactly where that review will head, then senator 
Obama, during the presidential campaign, offered a nuclear weap-
ons policy that reiterated many George W. Bush administration 
objectives, such as securing loose weapons-usable nuclear mate-
rial, preventing Iran from developing nuclear weapons, strengthen-
ing the nonproliferation regime, and maintaining a strong nuclear 
deterrent. But President Obama has departed substantially from the 
Bush administration in explicitly setting “a goal of a world without 
nuclear weapons, and pursu[ing] it.”7 In April 2009, he pledged that 
the United States “will take concrete steps toward a world without 
nuclear weapons” and would reduce nuclear stocks within the next 
four years.8

The Bush administration’s nuclear posture review reaffirmed that 
nuclear weapons “play a critical role in the defense capabilities of the 
United States, its allies and friends.”9 One departure from previous 
reviews was an emphasis on planning based on capabilities rather than 
threats. Nonetheless, the review did single out six states—China, Libya, 
Iran, Iraq, Syria, and North Korea—as posing security concerns. Bei-
jing objected to being placed on this list, but the review pointed out 
that because of “the combination of China’s still developing strategic 
objectives and its ongoing modernization of its nuclear and nonnuclear 
forces, China . . . could be involved in an immediate or potential contin-
gency.” Although the review welcomed “a more cooperative relation-
ship with Russia and a move away from the balance-of-terror policy 
framework,” it underscored that “Russia’s nuclear forces and programs, 
nevertheless, remain a concern. Russia faces many strategic problems 
around its periphery and its future course cannot be charted with cer-
tainty. U.S. planning must take this into account. In the event that U.S. 
relations with Russia significantly worsen in the future, the U.S. may 
need to revise its nuclear force levels and posture.”

The review made another important change from previous policy 
in combining the former nuclear triad—the three legs of land-based 
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ballistic missiles, submarine-based ballistic missiles, and bombers—
with advanced conventional weapons and nonkinetic (information 
warfare) capabilities to make up one leg of a new triad. The second leg 
would include enhanced defensive capabilities, such as missile defense. 
The third would consist of a responsive defense infrastructure to 
respond relatively rapidly to security threats. According to officials who 
worked on the review, these changes were intended to deemphasize the 
role of nuclear weapons by showing that conventional weapons were a 
fundamental part of defending the United States, even in the event of 
a crisis involving nuclear weapons. Many officials also wanted to erect 
a firewall between conventional and nuclear weapons. Critics raised 
alarm that the policy put forward in the review would actually blur this 
line. The Task Force believes that the George W. Bush administration 
did not clearly and effectively communicate its intentions of its nuclear 
posture review and that the administration should have published an 
unclassified version. The Task Force urges the Obama administration 
to make the effort, through briefings by senior officials and publication 
of an unclassified version of the forthcoming nuclear posture review, to 
explain to the American public and foreign audiences the purposes of 
U.S. nuclear weapons posture. The 2006 British White Paper on Tri-
dent replacement would provide an excellent model.10

Compounding the perception problem was the review’s discussion 
of the need for a robust nuclear earth penetrator (RNEP) and other 
possible new nuclear capabilities. Proponents claimed that the RNEP 
would be capable of destroying hardened and deeply buried bunkers, 
though it is not clear whether it in fact is capable of doing so. They 
argued that the RNEP therefore had the potential to strengthen deter-
rence in certain scenarios by holding at risk an adversary’s arsenal of 
weapons of mass destruction (WMD). 

Critics saw these possible developments as increasing the salience 
of nuclear arms at a time when the United States would benefit from 
raising the threshold of nuclear use, and expressed concern that the 
RNEP, if used, would also create massive amounts of radioactive fall-
out. Many of the critics argued that the United States did not need the 
RNEP because it had already developed the B61 mod 11 bomb during 
the Clinton administration. TheB61 mod 11 has a hardened bomb casing 
to allow penetration in frozen soil; RNEP was intended to extend this 
technology to allow similar penetration in rock. The George W. Bush 
administration was building on the B61 mod 11 effort to explore a more 
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effective way of penetrating hard rock and simultaneously reducing the 
amount of fallout. But independent experts have cast significant doubt 
on the argument that the fallout would be limited.11 Congress voted 
against appropriating money for these weapons.

A separate issue of whether to fund replacement strategic warheads 
has now surfaced in the debate about the future of the U.S. nuclear 
arsenal. Concerns about the message that replacement warheads—
even if they are not tested—would send to other states continue. The 
Task Force believes that the Obama administration should undertake a 
detailed analysis of the proposed replacement warheads, with emphasis 
on the political and military costs and benefits. Although the Office of 
Management and Budget did not include funding for replacement war-
heads in the administration’s budget request in early 2009, the adminis-
tration will face a decision on replacement warheads later in its term. 

For eign Gov er nmen ts ’ Percep t ions  
of U.S.  Nucle ar W e ap ons  
Pos t ur e and Pol icy

The best way to understand how foreign governments perceive U.S. 
nuclear weapons policy and posture is to talk and listen to officials 
and analysts from other countries. Fortunately, in recent years, two 
studies have done just that. For a December 2006 study, Lewis Dunn, 
Gregory Giles, Jeffrey Larsen, and Thomas Skypek interviewed up to 
one hundred foreign officials and analysts about their views on U.S. 
nuclear policy and posture.12 More recently, in 2008, Deepti Choubey 
interviewed dozens of officials in sixteen nonnuclear weapon states 
to determine their views on the potential for new nuclear bargains.13 
Both studies highlight the prevailing view among nonnuclear weapon 
states that the United States is not seriously following through on 
its nuclear disarmament pledge under the Nonproliferation Treaty. 
The studies also point out that progress toward disarmament, even 
if abolition is not attainable, would shore up allies’ support for a 
stronger nonproliferation regime. On the other hand, these studies 
point out that these same allies view U.S. extended nuclear deterrence 
commitments—which would commit the United States to come to 
the defense of allies under possible nuclear attack—as an important 
aspect of their security. 
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The studies show that many foreign officials believe that the United 
States may be making nuclear weapons more usable as tools of war 
fighting. Interviewed officials in nonnuclear weapon states oppose U.S. 
development of new types of nuclear weapons, such as new nuclear earth 
penetrators or weapons with low nuclear yields, which they argue may 
blur the distinction between conventional and nuclear weapons.14 The 
Task Force strongly urges the new administration to be transparent about 
U.S. decisions on nuclear policy, to bolster U.S. public diplomacy, and to 
listen carefully to the views of allies and other nonnuclear weapon states. 

T he Pur p ose s of U.S.  Nucle ar W e ap ons

Has the transformed strategic landscape since the end of the Cold War 
reduced or altered the utility of U.S. nuclear weapons? Can advanced 
conventional weapons substitute for most, or perhaps all, nuclear 
military missions? Do U.S. allies still require an umbrella of extended 
nuclear deterrence from the United States? Must threats from chemical 
and biological weapons be deterred by nuclear weapons? Are nuclear 
weapons essential for the United States to maintain its global leader-
ship role? The report examines these questions by assessing the follow-
ing potential purposes for U.S. nuclear weapons: to deter use of other 
nuclear weapons against the United States, its military forces, and 
its allies; to deter use of chemical and biological weapons; to prevent 
defeat in a conventional war and deter conventional war between major 
powers; and to guard against blackmail by other nuclear-armed states 
and help preserve U.S. military capability to project power. 

Nuclear Deterrence

U.S. nuclear weapons act as a deterrent force because American leaders 
can threaten to launch them in response to nuclear attacks against U.S. 
territory or military forces. In addition, the United States has leadership 
responsibilities in helping assure the security of many of its allies—for 
example, members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
alliance, Australia, Japan, and South Korea. Part of this security assur-
ance involves protection against nuclear attack. U.S. nuclear weapons 
are one facet of multilayered defenses that include diplomacy, economic 
support, and conventional military forces to deter attacks and protect 



15The Need for a New Policy Assessment

allies in the event of an attack. Without this assurance, some states cur-
rently under this nuclear umbrella may decide in the future to develop 
their own nuclear arms.

Most U.S. allies tend to be strong proponents for reducing the 
salience of nuclear weapons. At first glance, this stance might strike 
some observers as counterintuitive, as these states depend, in part, on 
these arms for their security. Japan represents an exemplar of this view. 
Long-standing Japanese policy strongly supports what it calls the three 
nuclear security pillars: pursuing nuclear disarmament, strengthening 
the nonproliferation regime, and ensuring continued and expanded use 
of peaceful nuclear energy. On the one hand, Tokyo is one of the stron-
gest advocates for nuclear disarmament, but on the other, it relies on U.S. 
nuclear arms for protection. Japanese leaders believe that the long-term 
sustainability of the nonproliferation regime depends on the nuclear 
weapon states following through on their commitments to pursue dis-
armament. Nonetheless, some Japanese officials have expressed con-
cern about whether U.S. nuclear posture provides an effective umbrella 
for Japan, especially in regard to China. Moreover, only a few years ago, 
before taking office, Japanese Prime Minister Taro Aso advocated that 
Japan debate the option of developing nuclear weapons.

In the NATO context, individual member states have mixed views 
about stationing U.S. short-range nuclear forces in some European 
NATO states. The February 2008 U.S. Air Force report pointing out 
security concerns of the basing of some of these forces prompted some 
European politicians to call for these weapons to be removed from 
Europe.15 Other allied leaders, however, have reiterated their commit-
ment to basing such weapons in their countries. Since the end of the 
Cold War, NATO’s nuclear forces have shifted their doctrine from flex-
ible response in war fighting and escalation control to one in which “the 
fundamental purpose of the nuclear forces” is “political: to preserve and 
prevent coercion.” According to the same 2008 fact sheet, “NATO’s 
nuclear forces contribute to European peace and stability by under-
scoring the irrationality of a major war in the Euro-Atlantic region.” 
The fact sheet also notes that “at the same time, the dramatic changes 
in the security environment since the Cold War have allowed NATO to 
undertake equally dramatic reductions in its nuclear posture and in its 
reliance on nuclear weapons.”16 The Task Force agrees.

The Task Force believes that as long as U.S. alliance partners face 
the possibility of nuclear threats, the United States will have to retain 
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enough nuclear arms to deter such threats. Determining an adequate 
quantity depends on developing threat assessments with allies and fre-
quent consultation with them about their defense needs. 

Chemical and Biological Weapons Deterrence

Although U.S. law includes nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons 
in the definition of weapons of mass destruction, these three classes of 
weapons vary considerably in their destructive capacities. All experts 
agree that nuclear weapons are undoubtedly weapons of mass destruc-
tion. There is less agreement, however, about whether to categorize all 
chemical and biological weapons as WMD. Chemical weapons have 
been used in warfare and in attacks on civilian populations: Iraqi presi-
dent Saddam Hussein’s chemical attack in 1988 that massacred Kurds in 
Halabja, for example. But to kill many people, relatively large numbers 
of chemical weapons would be needed to cause the level of destruction 
from a single nuclear weapon. In contrast, some experts believe that 
biological weapons could result in the deaths of hundreds of thousands 
of people and, under some circumstances, rival nuclear weapons in 
their ability to cause destruction. 

International conventions outlaw chemical and biological weapons, 
but not nuclear weapons. Some states, however, such as Iran, North 
Korea, and Syria, are believed to have stockpiled these illicit arms 
despite such bans. Stopping such stockpiling is daunting partly because 
of the lack of verification provisions in the Biological Weapons and 
Toxins Convention and the dual-use potential of many biological and 
chemical techniques in industry. Because of this proliferation threat 
and because the United States has renounced chemical and biologi-
cal weapons, U.S. leaders have considered using nuclear deterrence to 
prevent adversaries from using these weapons but have not explicitly 
threatened to do so. 

Instead, U.S. leaders have practiced “calculated ambiguity” when 
crafting statements to foes armed with chemical and biological muni-
tions. An oft-cited example is the letter Secretary of State James Baker 
delivered on January 9, 1991, from President George H.W. Bush to Iraqi 
deputy prime minister Tariq Aziz, stating that “the United States will 
not tolerate the use of chemical or biological weapons or the destruction 
of Kuwait’s oil fields and installations. Further, you will be held directly 
responsible for terrorist actions against any member of the coalition. 
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The American people would demand the strongest possible response. 
You and your country will pay a terrible price if you order unconscio-
nable acts of this sort.” Note that the president’s letter did not explicitly 
mention the use of nuclear weapons, but did not rule it out either. 

The use of calculated ambiguity continued under the Clinton 
administration. In March 1996 in congressional testimony, Secretary 
of Defense William Perry (a chair of this Task Force) said, “For obvious 
reasons, we choose not to specify in detail what responses we would 
make to a chemical attack. However, as we stated during the Gulf War, 
if any country were foolish enough to use chemical weapons against the 
United States, the response will be ‘absolutely overwhelming’ and ‘dev-
astating.’”17 One month later, Harold Smith, Perry’s special assistant 
on nuclear, biological, and chemical programs, created a furor when 
he stated that the B61 nuclear bomb would be needed to destroy the 
suspected chemical weapons plant in Tarhunah, Libya. This mention 
of specific nuclear targeting of a suspected chemical weapons plant ran 
counter to the policy of calculated ambiguity, and forced the Pentagon 
to issue a statement that “there is no consideration of using nuclear 
weapons” against that plant.18 

The Task Force believes that the policy of calculated ambiguity, in 
which U.S. officials have neither explicitly threatened nor ruled out the 
use of nuclear weapons in response to an adversary’s use of chemical 
or biological weapons, continues to serve U.S. interests and notes that 
for plausible circumstances Washington should not have to resort to 
nuclear weapons to deter or respond to chemical or biological attacks. 

Conventional Military Threats

During much of the Cold War, the United States and NATO confronted 
quantitatively superior conventional forces fielded by the Soviet Union 
and the Warsaw Pact. To counter this threat, the United States devel-
oped strategic and battlefield nuclear weapons and war plans with 
options for first use of these weapons, massive retaliation in response to 
a nuclear attack, as well as relatively limited nuclear attacks. This threat 
diminished with the end of the Cold War. Today, the United States has 
the world’s most powerful conventional military. More important, in 
terms of power projection, the U.S. military can relatively rapidly cover 
every point on the globe. Furthermore, no conventionally armed oppo-
nent now or in the foreseeable future could conquer the United States. 



18 U.S. Nuclear Weapons Policy

The United States does not currently need nuclear weapons to com-
pensate for conventional military inferiority or to deter conventional 
attacks against U.S. territory or against its allies. But because of U.S. 
conventional superiority, other states may perceive the need to com-
pensate for their relative weakness by acquiring nuclear weapons or at 
least the capability to make such weapons as a way to deter the United 
States from intervening on their territories. 

Nuclear Blackmail

Consider a world in which the United States has the same global leader-
ship responsibilities it now has, but does not have nuclear arms, though 
at least one adversary or potential adversary does. U.S. leaders would 
then constantly remain concerned about coercion from that state. The 
United States would not have the same power projection capabilities it 
currently enjoys. 

The Task Force believes that as long as the United States wants to 
maintain its global leadership, it will need enough nuclear arms to pre-
vent nuclear blackmail from other nuclear-armed states. Determining 
what number and types of arms are adequate depends on geopolitical 
dynamics and, ultimately, on U.S. leadership in reducing nuclear dan-
gers and addressing other states’ security concerns. 

Nucle ar A boli t ion and t he R ecen t 
Pol i t ical and For eign Pol icy Debat e s

Recent debate among U.S. foreign policy experts and the presidential 
candidates on reexamining nuclear abolition constitutes one of the 
motivations for this report. In particular, three Wall Street Journal op-eds 
published since January 2007 have renewed the debate about nuclear 
disarmament.19 During last year’s presidential campaign, both Repub-
lican nominee Senator John McCain and Democratic nominee Sena-
tor Barack Obama spoke about the interrelated aspects of the vision 
of a world free of nuclear weapons, the U.S. deterrent force, America’s 
security commitments to its allies, and further actions to prevent prolif-
eration, indicating a bipartisan commitment to this issue. 

On May 27, 2008, Senator McCain said:
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A quarter of a century ago, President Ronald Reagan declared, 
“our dream is to see the day when nuclear weapons will be ban-
ished from the face of the Earth.” That is my dream, too. It is a dis-
tant and difficult goal. And we must proceed toward it prudently 
and pragmatically, and with a focused concern for our security 
and the security of allies who depend on us. But the Cold War 
ended almost twenty years ago, and the time has come to take 
further measures to reduce dramatically the number of nuclear 
weapons in the world’s arsenals. It is time for the United States to 
show the kind of leadership the world expects from us, in the tra-
dition of American presidents who worked to reduce the nuclear 
threat to mankind.

On July 15, 2008, Senator Obama said:

It’s time to send a clear message: America seeks a world with 
no nuclear weapons. As long as nuclear weapons exist, we must 
retain a strong deterrent. But instead of threatening to kick them 
out of the G8, we need to work with Russia to take U.S. and 
Russian ballistic missiles off hair-trigger alert; to dramatically 
reduce the stockpiles of our nuclear weapons and material; to 
seek a global ban on the production of fissile material for weap-
ons; and to expand the U.S.-Russian ban on intermediate-range 
missiles so that the agreement is global. By keeping our com-
mitment under the Nonproliferation Treaty, we’ll be in a better 
position to press nations like North Korea and Iran to keep 
theirs. In particular, it will give us more credibility and leverage 
in dealing with Iran.

Notably, the United States has a treaty obligation to pursue nuclear 
disarmament as well as general and complete disarmament, but there 
is no commitment for exactly when to achieve nuclear abolition. As a 
party to the 1970 Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, the United States has 
committed to Article VI of this treaty, as follows: “Each of the Parties to 
the Treaty undertakes to pursue negotiations in good faith on effective 
measures relating to cessation of the nuclear arms race at an early date 
and to nuclear disarmament, and on a Treaty on general and complete 
disarmament under strict and effective international control.” 
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Task Force members have differing views on the feasibility or even 
desirability of achieving the global elimination of nuclear weapons, but 
all agree that, if feasible, abolition will likely require decades to accom-
plish. The Task Force believes that reenergized global actions to pre-
vent nuclear proliferation and nuclear terrorism are needed to lessen 
those dangers. Further, the Task Force observes that many allies believe 
(though some do not) that supporting the goal of nuclear elimination 
helps build the international trust and broad cooperation required to 
effectively stem the increasing dangers of nuclear proliferation and 
nuclear terrorism. In sum, supporting the long-term goal of nuclear 
disarmament may be necessary to mobilize widespread support for the 
short-term actions needed to further reduce nuclear dangers. 

This report focuses on the near-term steps for U.S. nuclear policy 
and posture. Depending on the outcome of these steps, a pathway for 
nuclear abolition may become feasible, but it should be revisited as the 
near-term steps are achieved. 

T he Road Ahe ad for  
U.S.  Nucle ar W e ap ons Pol icy

As a starting point for forming more effective U.S. nuclear policies, the 
United States needs to understand the concerns of its allies, as well as 
of Russia and China. Although bilateral and multilateral cooperation 
are important for nuclear risk reduction strategies, the United States 
can and should continue to take unilateral actions, such as implement-
ing best security practices over its nuclear weapons and fissile material 
and reducing the amounts of weapons and material it determines are 
excess to its defense needs. Nonetheless, any major restructuring of 
the U.S. nuclear posture hinges on strategic dialogue with Russia and, 
eventually, with China. Before undertaking these dialogues, the United 
States itself has to understand its strategic objectives with respect to 
nuclear policy and posture and the interconnectedness to other states’ 
security objectives.

In the next chapter, the report provides an overview of the current 
security environment relevant for U.S. nuclear policy. After this analy-
sis, the report considers U.S. relations with other nuclear-armed states, 
which fundamentally shape the strategies of preventing proliferation 
and securing nuclear weapons. Of these relationships, the report pays 
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special attention to the U.S.-Russia nuclear agenda. The U.S.-China 
strategic relationship will also have growing importance in the coming 
years; consequently, the report devotes the following chapter to exam-
ining next steps in that relationship. 

The report then focuses on the core strategies of preventing prolifer-
ation and securing and reducing nuclear weapons and weapons-usable 
materials. In those chapters, the report considers multilateral nuclear 
fuel assurances, best security practices, the Comprehensive Test Ban 
Treaty, bans on fissile material production, the transformation of the 
U.S. nuclear weapons complex, reductions in nuclear weapons, and the 
composition of U.S. nuclear forces. The Task Force emphasizes that 
these strategies must support the primary objective of preventing the 
use of nuclear weapons by states or nonstate actors. The report con-
cludes with recommendations for guiding the new president in shaping 
U.S. nuclear posture and policy to more effectively prevent the use of 
nuclear weapons.
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The New Security Environment

In the early 1990s, U.S. leaders saw opportunities and perils emerge 
out of the fall of the Soviet Union. The former Eastern Bloc countries 
and the Soviet successor states offered an enlargement of “the family 
of nations now committed to the pursuit of democratic institutions, 
the expansion of free markets, the peaceful settlement of conflict and 
the promotion of collective security,” as then national security adviser 
Anthony Lake observed. However, Lake also warned that U.S. policy 
“must face the reality of recalcitrant and outlaw states that not only 
choose to remain outside the family but also assault its basic values.”20 

Senator McCain more recently cautioned that a nuclear-empowered 
Iran “would be even more willing and able to sponsor terrorist attacks 
against any perceived enemy, including the United States and Israel, or 
even to pass nuclear materials to one of its allied terrorist networks.”21 
A related concern is that the leaders of these states may not be as prone 
to deterrence as the Soviet Union was during the Cold War. 

Concerns about constraints on American power projection and 
increased regional instability have thus shaped U.S. policy toward 
emerging nuclear-capable states. The United States has pursued uni-
lateral and multilateral means of diplomacy, nonproliferation, counter-
proliferation, and military preparedness, including missile defenses, to 
try to prevent such states from acquiring WMD or to defend against 
their use of such weapons. 

Russi a

Although Russia is no longer an enemy, and the United States has 
substantially reduced its number of deployed and stockpiled war-
heads, thousands of nuclear weapons remain in the U.S. and Russian 
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arsenals. The likelihood of intentional war with Russia has substan-
tially decreased since the demise of the Soviet Union, but the risk of 
miscalculation persists. Because this latent threat is the only man-made 
danger that can cause the immediate destruction of the United States, 
the time is long overdue to reexamine whether the United States and 
Russia can agree to further reduce the risk of nuclear conflict through 
better situational awareness of their nuclear postures and better com-
munication about nuclear policy and decision making regarding their 
nuclear arsenals. Although reducing nuclear arms would not neces-
sarily decrease the risk of miscalculation, it is an important part of the 
nuclear arms control agenda. 

This agenda will, however, have to contend with other issues, which 
have the potential to return the United States and Russia to an adversar-
ial relationship. Tensions over NATO enlargement, the 2008 Georgia-
Russia armed conflict, and proposed U.S. missile defense deployments 
in the Czech Republic and Poland are three of the most vexing issues 
that have increased tensions between the United States and Russia. The 
conflict with Georgia in particular has raised concerns about the direc-
tion of Russian foreign policy. Nevertheless, Russian leaders gener-
ally welcome formal arms control talks. Negotiating a follow-on to the 
Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START)—set to expire in Decem-
ber 2009—will top this agenda. 

The large Russian arsenal of short-range nuclear weapons is believed 
by many security experts to be more susceptible to theft or diversion 
than Russia’s strategic weapons. Under the 1991 and 1992 pledges by 
U.S. president George H.W. Bush, Soviet president Mikhail Gor-
bachev, and Russian president Boris Yeltsin, Russia agreed to elimi-
nate nuclear ground and naval forces. The United States pledged to 
reduce most of its short-range nuclear weapon systems and has sub-
sequently dismantled warheads associated with these systems. There 
are concerns that Russia did not completely fulfill these dismantle-
ment pledges, according to Stephen Rademaker, then acting assis-
tant secretary of state for international nonproliferation.22 Notably, 
these pledges, known as the Presidential Nuclear Initiatives, were 
not accompanied by any verification provisions. The totality of the 
issues briefly discussed here underscores the fundamental impor-
tance of U.S.-Russia relations, which are explored in detail in the next 
chapter.
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Ch ina

After decades of remaining outside the formal nonproliferation 
regime, China joined the Nonproliferation Treaty in 1992 and has since 
been trying to improve its weak export controls against illicit transfers 
of technologies and materials that can fuel weapons of mass destruc-
tion programs. In parallel, China has been gradually modernizing and 
expanding its nuclear arsenal to buttress its minimal deterrent, in part 
hedging against the growth of the U.S. missile defense system and con-
ventional strike capabilities. The primary objective is to preclude U.S. 
intervention if China uses force against Taiwan, in response, for exam-
ple, to a possible Taiwanese move to declare formal independence from 
China, or to a Chinese decision to incorporate Taiwan into the mainland 
by force. The most plausible—indeed, perhaps the only plausible—mil-
itary threat to the United States from China emanates from a potential 
confrontation over Taiwan and underscores the mutual interest China 
and the United States share in continuing to manage the Taiwan issue 
well. U.S.-China relations are explored in more detail in a later chapter.

Ir an and Nort h Kor e a

Presently, the two regions of greatest concern with regard to nuclear 
weapons capabilities are Northeast Asia, where North Korea has devel-
oped nuclear weapons programs, and the Middle East, where Iran has 
been developing the breakout capability for making nuclear weapons. 
North Korea has produced a small stockpile of plutonium it says it has 
used to build a small arsenal of first-generation nuclear bombs. It tested 
a nuclear device that produced a small explosive yield in October 2006, 
and claimed earlier this year that it had produced nuclear weapons from 
its plutonium stockpile.23 Throughout much of 2008, North Korea 
made significant progress on disabling its ability to make additional 
plutonium for bombs and had agreed to dismantle its nuclear weapons 
programs. The United States will need to strengthen the resolve of the 
six-party coalition, which also includes China, Japan, Russia, and South 
Korea, to keep any dismantlement on track. It will have to devote consid-
erable effort to managing competing interests among coalition mem-
bers. The United States has faced difficulties when working with North 
Korea. Significant challenges will confront the new administration in 
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sustaining efforts toward dismantling North Korea’s nuclear weapons 
programs and verifying this dismantlement. Pyongyang expelled U.S. 
nuclear experts and international inspectors in April 2009, a response 
to UN Security Council condemnation of North Korea’s test of a long-
range rocket that same month.

Iran poses perhaps the toughest problem for the nuclear nonprolif-
eration regime because it is acquiring a latent capability to make nuclear 
weapons under the guise of a civilian uranium enrichment program. 
U.S. and allied efforts to convince Iran to suspend this program have 
been unsuccessful. What is more, several states in the Middle East have 
expressed an interest—partly in response to Iran’s growing capabil-
ity—in developing peaceful nuclear power programs. Although they 
are likely many years away from acquiring the technologies to make 
weapons-usable nuclear material, strategic surprises could occur. For 
example, according to the U.S. government, Syria was building a reac-
tor with North Korean assistance that would have had the capacity to 
produce plutonium when operational; Israel bombed the construction 
site on September 6, 2007. 

According to the November 2007 U.S. National Intelligence Esti-
mate, the National Intelligence Council has judged “with moderate 
confidence that the earliest possible date Iran would be technically 
capable of producing enough [highly enriched uranium] for a weapon 
is late 2009, but that this is very unlikely” and that “with moderate confi-
dence Iran probably would be technically capable of producing enough 
HEU for a weapon sometime during the 2010–2015 time frame.. . . All 
[intelligence] agencies recognize the possibility that this capability 
may not be attained until after 2015.”24 Concern exists about a military 
component to Iran’s civilian nuclear program. Notably, in a November 
2008 report, the director general of the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA) stated that “a number of outstanding issues . . . give rise 
to concerns and need to be clarified to exclude the existence of possible 
military dimensions” to the Iranian nuclear program.25 The IAEA’s 
February 2009 report criticized Iran for noncooperation.26 

These IAEA reports emphasize the importance of Iran’s providing 
the information and access to personnel and facilities needed to resolve 
these concerns. Even if the IAEA obtains clarity about past violations, 
Iran still has the obligation to make clear its plans for current and pos-
sible future nuclear facilities and, most important, to meet its respon-
sibility to not seek to acquire nuclear weapons. Iran’s nuclear program 
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poses the most significant challenge to strengthening the rules-based 
nonproliferation regime and preventing a nuclear arms race in the 
Middle East. (A later chapter presents an analysis of needed efforts to 
prevent further nuclear proliferation.)

Nonstat e Actors

The most likely scenario for the detonation of a nuclear weapon involves 
nonstate actors seeking nuclear explosives. Traditional nuclear deter-
rence would most probably not work against stateless terrorists, given 
that they do not have a national territory that can be targeted. This type 
of deterrence, however, might be relevant against their state sponsors, 
if any. 

Mass casualty terrorism has increased in the past three decades. 
Although some terrorist groups have acquired and used chemical and 
biological weapons, no group is yet known to have acquired nuclear 
weapons or significant amounts of nuclear weapons-usable materials. 
Al-Qaeda, however, has expressed this intent, and many experts fear 
that it would not hesitate to detonate such weapons. To respond to this 
threat, the United States has been increasing its efforts to reduce and 
secure nuclear weapons and weapons-usable nuclear materials and to 
interdict nuclear weapons or materials in transit before they reach the 
United States. Blocking access in this way is a preventive measure against 
nuclear terrorism, given that terrorist groups do not have the ability now 
or in the foreseeable future to make highly enriched uranium or pluto-
nium—the two fissile materials most usable for nuclear weapons. 

States, particularly those that have been state sponsors of terror-
ism, could provide weapons-usable fissile materials directly to ter-
rorist groups. Thus, a complementary area of response is to hold 
complicit states accountable for the actions of such groups.27 States 
might also be held accountable for failing to secure their nuclear 
weapons and weapons-usable materials. Forensics can help trace or 
attribute a nuclear weapon—either before or after detonation—to its 
place of origin, though its results may not be reliable enough to func-
tion as actionable evidence. The Task Force recognizes that enforcing 
states’ accountability of nuclear weapons and weapons-usable mate-
rials is fraught with political and technical challenges, but it is none-
theless important. 
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Indi a and Pak istan

India and Pakistan have presented several challenges to preventing the 
use and further acquisition of nuclear weapons and the technologies 
used to make those weapons. Although these countries have always 
remained outside the NPT, and thus have not violated international 
law in acquiring nuclear weapons, their intense rivalry and Pakistan’s 
conventional military inferiority with respect to India have raised the 
threat of nuclear weapons use on the state-to-state level. Continual 
waves of political instability in Pakistan and the presence of nuclear-
motivated terrorists in both Pakistan and Afghanistan have raised the 
risk of nonstate actors acquiring and using nuclear weapons. Numer-
ous conventional terrorist attacks in India and Pakistan and the fester-
ing, unresolved status of Kashmir have also increased the probability 
of these countries fighting a conventional war that could escalate to 
nuclear weapons use. 

Although Pakistan has reportedly improved the security of its 
nuclear weapons, these efforts are not complete—it still lacks adequate 
controls on its nuclear weapons-usable technologies, such as uranium 
enrichment.28 Abdul Qadeer Khan, the leader of Pakistan’s uranium 
enrichment program, headed a nuclear black market that distributed 
uranium enrichment equipment and knowledge to Iran, Libya, and 
North Korea. Khan’s associates also gave Libya designs for a nuclear 
weapon. Electronic copies found on computers in Dubai and Switzer-
land suggest, furthermore, that these designs may have leaked to other 
countries interested in acquiring nuclear weapons, or even to terrorist 
groups. This black market operated from at least the late 1980s to late 
2003, and its remnants may still be in operation. And with his release 
from house arrest in February 2009, Khan may be able to renew his 
involvement in the market, although Islamabad has pledged to enact 
better controls over nuclear technologies.

These are daunting challenges, but the United States has leverage 
over both India and Pakistan. The United States has designated Paki-
stan a major non-NATO ally and in recent years has provided billions 
of dollars of aid to the country. The previous administration also con-
cluded a civilian nuclear cooperation deal with India, ending more than 
thirty years of Indian isolation from the global commercial nuclear 
market. One of the primary motivations behind the deal was to further 
cement relationships between the world’s oldest democracy, the United 
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States, and the world’s largest democracy, India. The United States has 
a clear interest in redoubling diplomatic and security assistance efforts 
to leverage and build on existing ties with both India and Pakistan in 
order to reduce the risk of nuclear weapons use and leakage of nuclear 
weapons, technologies, and materials. A later chapter discusses best 
nuclear security practices that the United States can help implement in 
India and Pakistan.
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U.S.-Russia Relations

Throughout much of the Cold War, mutual self-interest motivated the 
United States and the Soviet Union to pursue formal arms control agree-
ments with the aim of limiting the nuclear arms race, promoting stra-
tegic stability, and avoiding mutual destruction in a nuclear war. They 
concluded agreements such as the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, 
the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, and the Strate-
gic Arms Reduction Treaty. Since the early 1990s, however, the U.S. 
approach to arms control with Russia has evolved. Objecting to formal 
arms control agreements as relics of the Cold War inconsistent with 
the new strategic relationship the United States sought to forge with 
the Russian Federation, the George W. Bush administration empha-
sized flexibility in force deployment, simplified verification measures, 
and negotiations that could be concluded in months, not years. Indeed, 
within its first year, the Bush administration reached agreement with 
Russia on the 2002 Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty, which relied 
on START’s verification provisions and allowed both sides consider-
able flexibility to determine their respective force structures. SORT 
expires on December 31, 2012; START expires on December 5, 2009, 
unless extended according to its own provisions. 

Although these impending deadlines are important and demand 
attention, they arise in the context of underlying tensions in the U.S.-
Russia relationship. The long-term implications of the August 2008 
armed conflict between Russia and Georgia, perceived Western 
encroachment into Russia’s traditional spheres of influence, Russian 
opposition to NATO enlargement to include former Soviet states such 
as Georgia and Ukraine, Russia’s conventional military inferiority with 
respect to the United States and NATO, Russian resistance to U.S. mis-
sile defense deployment in eastern and central Europe, concerns about 
the vitality of the Russian nuclear deterrent, and increasingly divergent 
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attitudes toward arms control have stymied progress on further bilat-
eral nuclear arms reductions. However, the change in administrations 
provides an opportunity to put the U.S.-Russia relationship on a new 
footing. Vice President Joseph R. Biden Jr. said in February 2009, “It 
is time to press the reset button and to revisit the many areas where 
we can and should be working together with Russia.”29 Specifically, he 
emphasized cooperation with Russia “to secure loose nuclear weap-
ons and materials to prevent their spread, to renew the verification 
procedures in the START Treaty, and then go beyond existing trea-
ties to negotiate deeper cuts in both our arsenals. The United States 
and Russia have a special obligation to lead the international effort to 
reduce the number of nuclear weapons in the world.”30 In April 2009, 
President Barack Obama reinforced this commitment when he and 
Russian president Dmitry Medvedev both pledged to further reduce 
their nuclear arsenals.

This chapter examines the opportunities for renewed cooperation 
with Russia on nuclear security, including the following: 

preserving the legal foundation for verification underpinning SORT ––
and maintaining transparency and predictability for U.S. and Rus-
sian strategic nuclear forces while negotiating deeper nuclear arms 
reductions below the START and SORT levels;

creating improved crisis stability and situational awareness of each ––
side’s nuclear and missile capabilities, and mutually exploring the 
implications for crisis stability of advanced conventional weapons 
such as the proposal for conventionally armed Trident missiles;

countering nuclear and missile proliferation threats with attention ––
to the Iranian nuclear and missile programs; 

determining whether the United States and Russia can develop a ––
cooperative missile defense program;

making further reductions in weapons-usable fissile material by con-––
verting it to nonweapons-usable forms such as nuclear reactor fuel;

transitioning cooperative threat reduction programs from assis-––
tance programs into true partnerships; and 

discussing the next steps in nuclear arms reductions involving other ––
nuclear-armed states.
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Nucle ar Force s and Force St ruct ur e

U.S.-Russia arms control agreements have been invaluable in help-
ing stabilize strategic relations, developing a shared understanding 
of activities involving nuclear weapons, and lending predictability to 
reductions in American and Russian strategic nuclear forces. Both 
sides have expressed interest in renewing arms control negotiations. 
The Task Force welcomes the opportunity to renew arms control talks 
and approves of a U.S.-Russia dialogue toward deeper reductions in 
their arsenals.

The two nuclear arms control agreements currently in force are 
START and SORT. Both have advantages and disadvantages. START 
provides rigorous verification measures, some of which the United 
States and Russia now regard as overly burdensome, but which also 
provide a high degree of transparency and confidence about each 
side’s nuclear forces. By contrast, SORT has no verification require-
ments because it was negotiated with the understanding that START 
would remain in force. START limits the number and type of strate-
gic nuclear delivery vehicles each side can have, and contains count-
ing rules that attribute specific numbers of warheads to each type of 
strategic nuclear delivery vehicle. SORT, on the other hand, limits 
only the number of “strategic nuclear warheads,” a term not defined in 
the treaty, which leaves each side the freedom both to define for itself 
what warheads are limited by the treaty and to choose the number 
and type of delivery vehicles to carry those warheads. SORT thus pro-
vides each side with greater flexibility to determine the makeup of its 
strategic force structure. The United States has determined that only 
operationally deployed warheads are limited by SORT, referring to 
those warheads actually deployed on operational delivery vehicles or 
at bomber bases ready for such deployment. SORT thus permits an 
unrestricted number of warheads to remain in reserve and potentially 
available for rapid and undetected uploading on strategic delivery 
vehicles that have the capacity to carry additional warheads. Neither 
treaty requires actual dismantlement of warheads; however, START, 
in contrast to SORT, does mandate the destruction of some launchers 
and delivery vehicles. The data exchange required by START provides 
a valuable source of information on the status of each side’s strategic 
nuclear forces. 



32 U.S. Nuclear Weapons Policy

In a joint statement released on April 1, 2009, Russian president 
Medvedev and U.S. president Obama agreed to begin bilateral nego-
tiations to create a new, comprehensive, legally binding agreement to 
replace START. The new agreement will deal with the reduction and 
limitation of strategic forces, reduce these levels below SORT require-
ments, and include START-derived verification measures. Both parties 
have committed to conclude this agreement before START expires in 
December 2009.

Success in negotiating a follow-on bilateral arms control treaty with 
Russia will require clarity about the long-term strategic visions of both 
the United States and Russia. As part of a reinvigorated strategic dia-
logue, both countries should explore the geopolitical implications of 
deeper reductions and changes in nuclear force posture: Do the United 
States and Russia have a common view of the global implications of 
their disarmament actions, given that many states link the vitality of the 
nonproliferation regime to progress in U.S.-Russia nuclear arms reduc-
tions? What plans does each side have for future nuclear force mod-
ernization? To what extent will those plans either shape, or be shaped 
by, the bilateral agreements they reach? With respect to much deeper 
nuclear reductions, does Russia view its status as a nuclear superpower 
as necessary to maintaining its stature globally? How much does Russia 
depend on its nuclear weapons for deterrence in light of the post–Cold 
War deterioration of its conventional forces? How do proposed Rus-
sian plans for military modernization affect this dependence?

Russia’s Soviet-legacy nuclear forces are aging and nearing the end 
of their design life. Also, many of its multiple independently targetable 
reentry vehicle (MIRV) ICBMs are facing obsolescence by 2015. To 
compensate for these declining forces, Russia has been slowly deploy-
ing some modern single-warhead Topol-M  ICBMs (NATO designa-
tion SS-27) and has been developing a three-warhead variant of this 
system that, according to START rules, would qualify as a new type 
and thus be prohibited. The Topol-M missiles are also reported to have 
enhanced features to penetrate U.S. missile defenses.31 Russia, however, 
has not been able to build and deploy enough Topol-Ms to replace all 
the missiles nearing retirement. Therefore, without the capacity to pro-
duce additional missiles more quickly and to deploy the new MIRVed 
variant, the Russian ICBM force will descend rapidly along its current 
downward trajectory in the coming seven years and beyond. 
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Like the ICBMs, the Russian navy’s submarine force has declined 
with the retirement of older ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs) and 
even many of the more modern Delta-class and Typhoon-class SSBNs. 
Nonetheless, after many years of development, the newest Russian 
SSBN completed last April and a new submarine-launched ballistic 
missile (SLBM) is being developed for it. However, Russia will likely 
need many years to build enough of these replacement Borey-class sub-
marines to compensate for older submarine retirements. Moreover, the 
existing submarine fleet rarely goes on patrols; its survivability depends 
on the receipt of strategic warning. Similarly, Russia’s strategic bomb-
ers are decades-old, and the Russian military has begun to slowly mod-
ernize its bomber fleet. 

Russian strategic nuclear forces would likely decline by 2012 to no 
more than two thousand total deployed warheads, with roughly six 
hundred on ICBMs (many of them single-warhead systems), six hun-
dred on SLBMs, and eight hundred on strategic bombers. These forces 
would meet the SORT limits. Nevertheless, this downward trajectory 
in overall Russian strategic nuclear force levels helps explain Russia’s 
interest in negotiating with the United States a legally binding treaty 
with lower limits on strategic nuclear forces. Moreover, to maintain 
rough parity with the United States, Russia needs to deploy the new 
three-warhead variant of the SS-27 and therefore requires a modifica-
tion of the START counting rules so that under a successor treaty this 
system would be permitted. 

The Task Force believes that further strategic arms reductions would 
serve American and Russian interests, and that the two sides would 
benefit from a legally binding arms control agreement, but that it is 
premature to specify the goal number for weapon reductions. The Task 
Force also believes it is desirable to premise U.S.-Russia arms control 
negotiations on a shared understanding of each side’s strategic vision. 

In contrast to offensive strategic nuclear weapons and intermedi-
ate-range forces, Russia and the United States have never included 
short-range nuclear weapon delivery systems, such as nuclear-capable 
tactical aircraft and land- or sea-based nuclear-armed cruise missiles, 
in a formal arms control agreement. They did, however, each withdraw 
from deployment certain short-range nuclear weapons in the Presi-
dential Nuclear Initiatives of 1991–92. The United States has far fewer 
short-range nuclear weapons than Russia. According to unofficial 
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estimates, the United States has forward deployed a few hundred 
(all designed for delivery by dual-capable aircraft) in NATO states, 
whereas Russia may have several thousands of these types of weapons 
(in various states of readiness, reserve status, or awaiting dismantle-
ment).32 The Task Force believes that basing U.S. short-range nuclear 
weapons still has political value to some NATO countries, because 
removing them might raise political questions about the credibility of 
U.S. extended deterrence. 

The small U.S. nuclear stockpile deployed in Europe still supports 
NATO political objectives and may help convince certain NATO allies 
not to build their own nuclear forces. The Task Force emphasizes that 
any changes in U.S. nonstrategic nuclear forces should be made only in 
close consultation with NATO allies. This European-based stockpile 
must be afforded the highest degree of physical security possible. A 
2008 Defense Science Board report addressed this issue.33 

The U.S. short-range weapons in Europe have been a perennial sore 
point for Russia. The large number of Russian short-range nuclear 
weapons have concerned nuclear security experts because of the pos-
sibility that some of these weapons could fall into the hands of terror-
ists or other malicious actors. A weapon-for-weapon trade between the 
United States and Russia is not credible for these shorter-range nuclear 
weapons because of the large disparity in the two countries’ forces. The 
Task Force observes that Russia has a strong interest in taking further 
steps to reduce, secure, and consolidate these weapons to lessen the 
likelihood of loss of control. 

Cr isis Sta bili t y and  
Si t uat ional Awar ene ss

Even after the deep nuclear reductions that followed the end of the Cold 
War, the United States and Russia still keep thousands of nuclear weap-
ons on a ready-launch posture. Although the countries have not offi-
cially targeted each other since U.S. president Bill Clinton and Russian 
president Boris Yeltsin signed a detargeting agreement in 1994, nuclear-
armed missiles can be retargeted in a matter of minutes and there is no 
reliable way to verify the detargeted status. 

Maintaining nuclear weapons on high alert or returning them to this 
status during a crisis could prompt rash actions at a time when restraint 



35U.S.-Russia Relations

is most needed. If in such a situation one side became convinced of 
the other’s intention to attack, it would have an incentive to limit the 
potential damage by preemptively destroying as many of the oppo-
nent’s strategic nuclear weapons as possible, thus reducing the number 
of warheads that could detonate on its own territory. Submarines in 
port, bombers on the ground, mobile land-based missiles stored in gar-
risons, and multiple-warhead ICBMs in stationary silos are vulnerable 
weapon systems because they can be easily targeted. Single-warhead 
silo-based ballistic missiles, though vulnerable, do not invite preemp-
tive attack because the perpetrator would expend more warheads than 
the number he would be able to destroy. 

The ultimate measure to preventing damage limitation involves cre-
ating strategic forces not susceptible to preemptive attack. One driver 
of U.S. arms control policy in the Cold War was the goal of encouraging 
the Soviet Union to restructure its forces in stabilizing ways. The situ-
ation is further complicated by the fact that the same ability to launch 
ICBMs rapidly in advance of an attack (to limit damage) is also needed 
once an attack has begun (to conduct a retaliatory strike). 

With respect to strategic stability, Russia and the United States 
present a study in contrasts. Russia has the majority of its strategically 
deployed warheads on ballistic missiles based in silos, though it keeps a 
small portion of its ballistic missiles on mobile systems that are seldom 
out of garrison.34 Although Russia has approximately six hundred war-
heads assigned to submarines, its submarine force in recent years has 
not maintained continuous at-sea deployments. Even during the Cold 
War, however, the Russians generally discounted surprise attacks and 
assumed that a nuclear war would grow out of a conventional conflict. 
Keeping submarines ready in port preserves reactor core life—saving 
money—and appears to be a rational response from the Russian per-
spective. Because the United States can afford to do so, and because it 
has sought to guard against another Pearl Harbor–type surprise attack, 
it has the majority of its readily available strategic warheads on sub-
marines and continuously keeps several submarines at sea. In sum, the 
United States has high confidence in its second-strike nuclear force and 
thus has a credible and reliable deterrent. Meanwhile, Russia has less 
confidence in being able to withstand a first strike under all the con-
ceivable circumstances. Growing U.S. capabilities in precision-guided 
conventional munitions and U.S. proposals to deploy conventionally 
armed ballistic missiles on Trident submarines only increase Russian 
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concerns. But even under the current conditions or based on worst-case 
assumptions about Russia’s vulnerability, Russia would most likely 
have considerable second-strike nuclear forces to ensure its deterrent.

This assessment does not imply that the United States has nuclear 
primacy or dominance over Russia. Nonetheless, perceptions matter. 
The Task Force believes the United States needs to be transparent about 
its intentions and capabilities, including nuclear and advanced conven-
tional weapons, to assure Russian officials that it neither has nor seeks 
nuclear dominance or primacy. 

The Task Force also believes the United States and Russia have a 
mutual interest in improving situational awareness of each other’s 
ballistic missile activities—specifically, to reduce the risk of strategic 
miscalculation and to increase confidence in each side’s command and 
control over ballistic missile launches. Along these lines, the United 
States and Russia should implement the memorandum of understand-
ing that President Bill Clinton and President Boris Yeltsin signed in 
September 1998 to establish the Joint Data Exchange Center, which 
was designed to provide an exchange of information derived from 
each side’s missile launch warning systems on missile and space vehi-
cle launches. The two countries have discussed forming this center for 
many years, but have yet to implement it. 

Missile Prolifer at ion  
and Missile De fense

Another important issue for U.S.-Russia dialogue is missile defense. 
In 2002, the United States withdrew from the ABM Treaty, which had 
limited the numbers and locations of missile interceptors in a defense 
system, because it aimed to deploy a national missile defense system—
focused on North Korea and Iran—that would go beyond the limita-
tions of the treaty. The 2008 U.S.-Russia Sochi Declaration refers to 
continuing and intensifying dialogue on missile defense cooperation 
at both the bilateral and multilateral levels. In an additional statement 
released on April 1, 2009, presidents Obama and Medvedev acknowl-
edged opportunities for cooperation on missile defense that will take 
into account joint assessments of missile threats and the relationship 
between offensive and defense arms. However, the issue remains a diffi-
cult one. Washington has pursued a missile defense system in the hope 



37U.S.-Russia Relations

that it would both deter the development of nuclear weapons by states 
like Iran and protect the United States should such deterrence fail. In 
April 2009, President Obama affirmed that “as long as the threat from 
Iran persists, we will go forward with a missile defense system that is 
cost-effective and proven.”35

Especially toxic for Russia is the question of deploying elements of a 
U.S. ballistic missile defense system in eastern and central Europe. The 
Bush administration favored a ground-based, long-range antimissile 
shield featuring ten ballistic missile interceptors in Poland and a large 
forward-based X-band radar in the Czech Republic. Russian officials 
are bothered by the political-military encroachment of the United States 
and NATO that these deployments in former Warsaw Pact states rep-
resent. In addition, Russia claims that such a system, because it can be 
upgraded, could gain the capacity to overwhelm a significant portion of 
the Russian nuclear deterrent. Some independent American scientists 
also point to concerns that the currently modest plans could expand to 
give the United States the capability to shoot down significant numbers 
of Russian ballistic missile warheads.36 

Taking into account U.S. missile defense plans as publicly announced 
and Russian concerns about the proposed deployments, the Task Force 
offers the following guidance for the Obama administration:

Delay missile defense deployments in Europe until the proposed ––
system is determined to be technically viable. 

Link missile defense interceptor deployments and missile defense ––
system architecture, the location and capabilities of these interceptors, 
and system capabilities such as range of operation to an assessment of 
the ballistic missile proliferation threat from Iran and North Korea. 

Include Russia and European allies in this threat assessment and ––
reenergize U.S.-Russia-EU efforts to resolve the nuclear prolifera-
tion threat from Iran. (As President Obama already indicated in his 
February 2009 letter to President Medvedev, the proposed missile 
defense system would not be necessary if Moscow were to help stop 
Iran from developing long-range weapons and nuclear warheads.)

Work with Russia on appropriate confidence-building measures to ––
convince the Russians that their deterrent is not being undermined. 

Consult with Russia and European allies about U.S. missile defense ––
proposals and seek to determine whether the United States and 
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Russia should build a cooperative missile defense. (Delays in deploy-
ment would also allow for a more serious dialogue about cooperative 
defenses and a joint assessment on the missile proliferation threat.) 

Deeper nuclear arms reductions below the SORT limits may depend 
on U.S. willingness to substantially limit or even halt its national ballistic 
missile defense deployments, at least in Europe. The subject of missile 
defense has a global dimension, with significant ramifications outside 
the U.S.-Russia context. It is important to differentiate between theater 
missile defenses and the U.S. national missile defenses that have raised 
Russian and Chinese concerns. Theater defenses are more technically 
mature, provide force protection for U.S. troops and allies, and have 
served to reassure allies such as Israel and Japan. Notably for China, 
theater missile defense in East Asia has strategic ramifications. 

Secur ing and R educing Nucle ar 
M at er i als

Connected to nuclear arms reductions is the security and reduction of 
weapons-usable nuclear materials. As warheads are dismantled, highly 
enriched uranium and plutonium are separated and become more vul-
nerable to theft or diversion unless strong security measures are in 
place. Converting HEU and plutonium into forms that are unusable in 
nuclear weapons is also important, because it demonstrates a practical 
step toward nuclear disarmament. It would also help achieve permanent 
risk reduction for these materials, which could be seized by terrorists. 

For more than seventeen years, the United States has been assist-
ing Russia and other former Soviet states in securing weapons-usable 
nuclear materials through a number of cooperative threat reduction 
programs. These programs have generally been praised as successful in 
increasing nuclear security in Russia and the former Soviet Union. The 
approximately $10 billion the United States has invested has provided 
for the dismantlement of hundreds of ballistic missiles, the deactiva-
tion of thousands of nuclear warheads, significant improvements in 
security of weapons and materials, and the repatriation of hundreds of 
kilograms of Russian-origin HEU. 

During the 1990s, when Russia was in dire economic shape, it 
depended heavily on foreign security assistance. Once it began to 
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benefit from high global oil and gas prices, a growing consensus 
emerged in the United States, including in the Congress, that Russia 
should assume greater financial responsibility for sustaining the 
nuclear security improvements gained with U.S. assistance. However, 
the current economic crisis renews concerns about Russia’s ability to 
fund and prioritize such nuclear security projects. Russia’s investments 
in nuclear security remain opaque. U.S. specialists indicate that Rus-
sian security culture and senior-level awareness of nuclear risks is nei-
ther well enough developed nor widespread enough to give confidence 
that Russia will provide robust budgets and strong oversight on nuclear 
security measures. Most of the planned Cooperative Threat Reduction 
(CTR) efforts in Russia have been completed, but their achievements 
need to be sustained over the long term. The challenge now, particularly 
in the current economic climate, is to transform the U.S.-Russia secu-
rity relationship from one of assistance to one of real partnership and to 
ensure that Russia maintains security improvements in good working 
order once U.S. funding ends. 

The Task Force believes that the United States has a strong interest 
in working with Russia to create an approach to nonproliferation coop-
eration that appropriately reflects both sides’ interests, capacities, and 
responsibilities to secure and reduce nuclear weapons and materials. 

One successful U.S.-Russia program was the Warhead Safety and 
Security Exchange (WSSX), which CTR did not cover. Implemented in 
1994, the WSSX agreement sought to develop more effective counter–
nuclear terrorism techniques, in addition to better safety and security 
of nuclear weapons. The United States and Russia should revitalize 
nuclear warhead safety and security programs through an umbrella 
agreement that would allow U.S. and Russian experts to work jointly to 
develop new technical approaches to arms control verification, nonpro-
liferation, and counterterrorism. 

Another successful nuclear risk reduction program is Megatons-to-
Megawatts, through which Russia and the United States have agreed to 
convert five hundred metric tons of weapons-grade uranium from the 
Russian weapons program into low-enriched uranium (LEU) fuel for 
U.S. nuclear power plants. This material is equivalent to about twenty 
thousand bombs’ worth of uranium. From 1994 to 2008, this program 
has converted about three hundred and fifty metric tons into nuclear 
fuel. This fuel has provided half of the fuel for U.S. nuclear power plants 
and thus generates about 10 percent of U.S. electricity needs. The 
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conversion of the weapons-grade uranium has been paid for through 
commercial sales, totaling $12 billion, and not through taxpayer subsi-
dies.37 The program is scheduled for completion in 2013. 

In May 2002, President Bush and President Putin formed an inter-
governmental group to investigate how to build on this program. But 
the two sides did not reach agreement on a deal to significantly expand 
the program. Russia may have wanted to keep much, if not all, of its 
remaining HEU in reserve for its own use. In 2003, however, the United 
States explored Russia’s interest in increasing the conversion rate from 
30 to 31.5 tons annually, through an arrangement by which the United 
States would have placed the excess low enriched material in a stra-
tegic reserve. Congress declined to fund this proposal, however, on 
the basis of concerns about flooding the market with LEU. To obtain 
industry buy-in for a significant expansion of the program, some U.S. 
nuclear industry officials have proposed setting aside a reserve of fuel 
from excess HEU for a group of reactors that have yet to be built. This 
proposal would promote the growth of more nuclear power plants in 
the United States and serve nonproliferation and nuclear terrorism 
prevention purposes by eliminating more HEU.38 The private Nuclear 
Threat Initiative has also been trying to stimulate further expansion of 
this program—for instance, by funding studies by Russian experts to 
examine the financial costs and technical resources required to imple-
ment various options.39 

Although Russia has shown little interest in extending the Megatons-
to-Megawatts program, Washington and Moscow should renew efforts 
to negotiate a new agreement to convert several hundred more tons of 
weapons uranium into reactor fuel, even though an expanded program 
can succeed only with buy-in from the commercial nuclear industry.

Mult il at er al Nucle ar Ar ms Con t rol 
and R isk R educt ion

The United States and Russia were the first countries to develop nuclear 
weapons and they have built the largest nuclear arsenals. They were also 
the first countries to commercialize nuclear power, and still play lead-
ing roles in the global nuclear industry. Further, they joined political 
forces in the 1960s to lead international efforts to enact the NPT. Thus, 
they clearly have the responsibility and a mutual interest to lead global 
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efforts to reduce nuclear arms, increase prospects for the use of nuclear 
energy, and strengthen the nonproliferation regime. 

If the United States and Russia can achieve deeper nuclear arms 
reductions through a future bilateral arms control agreement, the ques-
tion remains: How much lower can they reduce their arsenals before 
they would need to involve other nuclear-armed states in the arms con-
trol process? As one expert has noted, if the United States and Russia 
decrease their arsenals to a thousand warheads each and “if emerging 
nuclear weapons states continue to increase their capacity to make and 
deploy more nuclear weapons, the results in ten years time could be a 
set of nuclear arms rivalries that will be far more intense and tighter 
than any experienced since the outset of the Cold War.”40 China, India, 
and Pakistan, in particular, could have nuclear arsenals that start to rival 
the size of American and Russian arsenals. 

In the coming years, more states may have nuclear weapons as a 
result of the spread of technologies with weapons-related applications, 
such as enrichment and reprocessing. This situation would complicate 
the challenge of promoting political stability and preventing nuclear 
weapons use. Multilateral arms control offers one way to manage this 
complex challenge. But states have not yet developed the conditions 
required for multilateral nuclear arms control. Thus, the United States 
and Russia need to include as an essential part of their strategic dialogue 
a discussion of ways to lessen the risks of more nuclear-armed states. 

The Task Force believes that multilateral arms control will require 
years to develop and implement, but that further arms reductions in 
the near term between Russia and the United States would increase the 
likelihood of achieving longer-term steps toward assured multilateral 
commitments to global nuclear arms reductions. 
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U.S.-China Relations

China is a nuclear-armed rival—but not an enemy—of the United States. 
Recent U.S. administrations have vacillated about whether to consider 
China a strategic partner or a competitor. Like Russia, China has taken 
steps to improve its nuclear capabilities. “Of the five original nuclear 
weapon states, China alone is believed to be increasing its nuclear arse-
nal, boosting its numbers by roughly 25 percent since 2005, according 
to Pentagon estimates.”41 In recent years, China is estimated to have 
added modern, solid-fueled, three-stage DF-31A ICBMs to its older 
stockpile of about only two dozen liquid-fueled, silo-based nuclear-
armed ballistic missiles capable of reaching the United States.42 Esti-
mates of the total Chinese nuclear stockpile vary from eighty to almost 
three hundred warheads.43 In addition to missile modernization, China 
has recently deployed the first of a projected new class of ballistic mis-
sile submarines, though its operational status remains questionable.44

The January 2007 Chinese antisatellite weapon test also raised con-
cern that China may adopt a more aggressive posture, even as China 
cautiously watches U.S. missile defense programs. Conversely, the 
United States is carefully assessing Chinese military modernization. As 
Defense Secretary Robert M. Gates observed, “Beijing’s investments in 
cyberwarfare, antisatellite warfare, antiaircraft and antiship weaponry, 
submarines, and ballistic missiles could threaten the United States’ pri-
mary means to project its power and help its allies in the Pacific: bases, 
air and sea assets, and the networks that support them. This will put a 
premium on the United States’ ability to strike from over the horizon 
and employ missile defenses and will require shifts from short-range to 
longer-range systems, such as the next-generation bomber.”45 His state-
ment on missile defenses could be read by Chinese military planners as 
a U.S. attempt to undermine China’s nuclear deterrent based on long-
range ballistic missiles. The U.S. intelligence community has recently 
assessed that “Beijing seeks to modernize China’s strategic forces in 
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order to address concerns about the survivability of those systems in 
the face of foreign, particularly U.S., advances in strategic reconnais-
sance, precision strike, and missile defenses. . . . China’s nuclear capa-
bilities will increase over the next ten years.”46 

In light of these assessments, the Task Force believes that the United 
States needs to better clarify the intention of its force posture in Asia 
and missile defense plans, and that China needs to be more transparent 
about the aims of its military modernization efforts. 

Following a midair collision between a Chinese fighter and a U.S. 
Navy surveillance aircraft over Hainan in early 2001, tensions led to a 
lengthy hiatus in U.S.-China military-to-military dialogue. Beijing and 
Washington have renewed this discussion, but it remains at a nascent 
stage in terms of trust and openness. Not surprisingly, Beijing remains 
reluctant to open the dialogue to a detailed discussion of sensitive 
nuclear weapons issues. With a relatively small arsenal and little early-
warning capability of impending attack, China has understandably cul-
tivated strategic ambiguity. The most plausible—some would say the 
only likely—near-term scenario that could bring China and the United 
States to a nuclear brink would be an attempt to change the status quo in 
the Taiwan Strait, either by a move toward formal Taiwanese indepen-
dence or by China seeking to incorporate the island by force. 

Concerning its nuclear weapons declaratory policy, China has 
adopted a no-first-use pledge, which may still allow it to use nuclear 
weapons first in a self-defense counterattack against a nuclear-armed 
state or a conflict involving Taiwan. In December 2006, the Chinese 
government described its “defensive nuclear strategy” in a statement:

China’s nuclear strategy is subject to the state’s nuclear policy and 
military strategy. Its fundamental goal is to deter other countries 
from using or threatening to use nuclear weapons against China. 
China remains firmly committed to the policy of no first use of 
nuclear weapons at any time and under any circumstances. It 
unconditionally undertakes not to use or threaten to use nuclear 
weapons against nonnuclear-weapon states or nuclear-weapon-
free zones, and stands for the comprehensive prohibition and 
complete elimination of nuclear weapons. China upholds the 
principles of counterattack in self-defense and limited develop-
ment of nuclear weapons, and aims at building a lean and effec-
tive nuclear force capable of meeting national security needs. 
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It endeavors to ensure the security and reliability of its nuclear 
weapons and maintains a credible nuclear deterrent force.47

Economic interdependence provides an incentive to avoid military 
conflict and nuclear confrontation. Although the United States has 
expressed concern about the growing trade deficit with China, the 
economies of the two countries have become increasingly intertwined 
and interdependent. U.S. consumers have bought massive quantities of 
cheap Chinese goods, and Beijing has lent huge amounts of money to 
the United States. Similarly, Taiwan and the mainland are increasingly 
bound in a reciprocal economic relationship. These economic relation-
ships should reduce the probability of a confrontation between China 
and Taiwan, and keep the United States and China from approach-
ing the nuclear brink, were such a confrontation to occur. On other 
nuclear issues, China and the United States have generally supported 
each other, as they did in the six-party talks to dismantle North Korea’s 
nuclear weapons programs. Here, the supportive Beijing-Washington 
relationship points toward potentially promising dialogues on larger 
strategic issues. 

China is embedded in other complicated nuclear-related relation-
ships. In Northeast Asia, China has worked with the United States 
through the six party talks—also including Japan, Russia, and South 
Korea—to try to dismantle North Korea’s nuclear weapons programs. 
Chinese security analysts have repeatedly expressed concerns about 
Japan’s latent nuclear weapons capability and that a reunified Korea 
could become another nuclear threat, especially if South Korea inher-
its North Korea’s nuclear weapons. In South Asia, Beijing has a long-
standing friendship with Pakistan, a state China has helped acquire 
civilian—and most likely military—nuclear capabilities. This friend-
ship is balanced against Beijing’s rivalry with New Delhi as these two 
Asian giants emerge as economic powerhouses. Although China and 
India have largely reconciled the dispute that led to their 1962 border 
war, each has partially paced its strategic weapons program on the oth-
er’s capabilities. Finally, China has to take into account Russia’s nuclear 
weapons when thinking about force posture in military planning. 

An important point of departure in any U.S.-China strategic dialogue 
is a discussion of China’s perceptions of its security environment. Simi-
larly, the United States needs to clearly articulate its interests. However, 
because of the large asymmetry between the U.S. and Chinese nuclear 
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arsenals, the Task Force finds that negotiating a formal arms control 
agreement with China is not a useful or realistic objective for the fore-
seeable future. 

A significant issue for China is whether the United States is willing to 
accept mutual vulnerability as the basis of strategic relations between 
the two states. The United States accepts mutual vulnerability between 
the United States and Russia as a strategic fact and thus deals with 
threats from Russia through deterrence. At the same time, the United 
States seeks to prevent the emergence of actual or latent nuclear-armed 
states such as Iran and North Korea. The United States has not, thus far, 
decided whether China is a small Russia to be deterred or a large North 
Korea to be defended against. The Task Force concludes that mutual 
vulnerability with China—like mutual vulnerability with Russia—is 
not a policy choice to be embraced or rejected, but rather a strategic 
fact to be managed with priority on strategic stability. 

Given this conclusion, the United States has a clear interest in 
increased dialogue with China on a range of strategic issues, includ-
ing U.S. ballistic missile defenses aimed against North Korea. Such a 
dialogue could help temper the risk of increased Chinese nuclear mod-
ernization to counter U.S. ballistic missile defenses without any major 
improvement in the U.S. ability to limit damage from China. The trans-
parency and confidence-building measures the United States suggested 
to Russia in 2007 in connection with European ballistic missile defense 
deployment should be reviewed for applicability to China. Transpar-
ency and confidence-building measures associated with ballistic mis-
sile defense should play a major role in a U.S.-China strategic dialogue. 

Both China and the United States have recently demonstrated anti-
satellite capabilities. Kinetic antisatellite weapons can destroy both 
civilian and military satellites with projectiles fired from land, air, or 
space-based launching systems. Because the United States relies far 
more on satellites for commercial and military activities, it is far more 
vulnerable to antisatellite weapons than China is.48 However, the 
United States has refused to discuss space weapons with China and 
has insisted on complete freedom of action in space. The Task Force 
believes that the United States has a clear interest in beginning discus-
sions with China on space weapons, including proposals to ban tests of 
kinetic antisatellite weapons. The United States and China, along with 
Russia, should take the lead in implementing a trilateral test ban, which 
could form the basis for expansion to a global ban.
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Preventing Proliferation

Increasing global access to weapons-usable nuclear materials, and the 
technologies used to make them, has substantially challenged the United 
States in its mission of preventing nuclear weapons acquisition and use. 
Further proliferation will likely raise the risks of strategic miscalcula-
tion and increase the probability of nuclear use, particularly if it happens 
quickly and involves actors that oppose the mainstream international 
order. Presently, seven states—China, France, India, Pakistan, Russia, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States—have demonstrated the capa-
bility to make nuclear weapons; Israel is widely believed to have the capa-
bility but has not explicitly acknowledged this status as a matter of policy; 
and though North Korea detonated a low-yield nuclear device in October 
2006, it may not yet have the ability to deploy nuclear weapons.

Proliferation could increase in the coming decades. About half a dozen 
nonnuclear weapon states, including Argentina, Brazil, Iran, Japan, and 
South Africa, either have or have had enrichment or reprocessing facili-
ties that could provide weapons-usable uranium or plutonium. Dozens 
of other states may acquire these capabilities, depending on the demand 
for civilian nuclear power and the ability of the international community 
to limit the spread of national enrichment and reprocessing facilities. A 
growth in the number of states acquiring nuclear weapons or the ability 
to quickly make such weapons could have deeply adverse effects on U.S. 
national security and the security of American allies. 

In addition, the risk of global terrorism may increase with further 
nuclear weapons proliferation. Terrorists seeking nuclear weapons 
could look to state facilities to acquire weapons-usable fissile mate-
rial to make improvised nuclear explosives or to acquire intact nuclear 
weapons. Weapons-usable fissile materials—highly enriched uranium 
and plutonium—do not exist in nature. To make these materials, cer-
tain states have invested significant financial and industrial resources in 
two technologies: enrichment and reprocessing. Enrichment increases 
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the concentration of the fissile isotope of uranium. At low enrich-
ments, the uranium can be used only to fuel nuclear reactors. At higher 
enrichment, the uranium becomes weapons-usable.49 What is particu-
larly problematic in terms of proliferation prevention is that the same 
technology used to produce low-enriched uranium (LEU) can also be 
used to make HEU for weapon purposes. Even a pilot-scale enrichment 
plant like the one Iran has built can produce at least enough HEU for 
one bomb per year.50 

As for reprocessing, to produce enough plutonium for at least one 
bomb annually, a state would need at least a medium-sized nuclear reac-
tor and a reprocessing plant to separate the plutonium from spent nuclear 
fuel. As with enrichment, reprocessing is a dual-use technology. It makes 
either nuclear fuel for reactors or fissile material for nuclear weapons.

Terrorists now and for the foreseeable future do not have the where-
withal to enrich their own uranium or produce their own plutonium. 
Instead, they would have to target state stockpiles of these materials. 
To acquire nuclear weapons, a terrorist group could try to buy or steal 
existing weapons or weapons-usable fissile material, or convince or 
coerce a government custodian to hand over these assets. 

The overarching strategy to prevent terrorists and more states from 
acquiring nuclear weapons involves strengthening the nonproliferation 
regime, stopping the production of fissile material for weapons pur-
poses, controlling the spread of enrichment and reprocessing technolo-
gies, and securing and reducing, as much as possible, nuclear weapons 
and weapons-usable materials. This chapter presents analysis and find-
ings on all of these efforts, except for securing and reducing weapons and 
materials, a subject addressed in the next chapter. To further reduce the 
risk of nuclear terrorism, it is also important to interdict these weapons 
and materials if they fall into terrorist hands and to take broad counterter-
rorism measures, but such strategies are beyond the scope of this report.

Ensur ing a Succe ssful 2010 
Nonprolifer at ion Tr  e at y R e v ie w 
Confer ence

In the 1960s, the United States led global efforts to create the nuclear 
Nonproliferation Treaty. In its preamble, the NPT, which entered into 
force in 1970, underscores “the devastation that would be visited upon 
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all mankind by a nuclear war and the consequent need to make every 
effort to avert the danger of such a war . . . [and] that the proliferation 
of nuclear weapons would seriously enhance the danger of nuclear 
war.” The NPT has three main objectives: to keep as many states as 
possible from becoming nuclear-armed, to contribute to the spread of 
peaceful nuclear technology, and to commit nuclear and nonnuclear 
weapon states “to pursue negotiations in good faith on effective mea-
sures relating to cessation of the nuclear arms race at an early date and 
to nuclear disarmament, and a Treaty on general and complete disar-
mament under strict and effective international control.” As an incen-
tive for nonnuclear weapon states to not acquire nuclear weapons, the 
NPT provides for access to peaceful nuclear technologies contingent on 
these states not seeking to develop nuclear weaponry and maintaining 
safeguards on their civilian nuclear programs. 

Every five years, parties to the NPT convene to review the treaty’s 
vitality. In 1995, the United States and other nuclear weapon states 
helped win the indefinite extension of the treaty by reaffirming their 
“good faith” commitment to pursue disarmament and stating that they 
would try to complete the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) 
negotiations no later than 1996. At the 2000 NPT Review Conference, 
the United States and other nuclear weapon states once again affirmed 
their commitment to work in good faith toward nuclear disarmament 
and said that they sought to “without delay and without conditions 
. . . achieve the early entry into force of the Comprehensive Nuclear 
Test Ban Treaty.” But the Senate voted against advice and consent of 
the CTBT in 1999, and the Bush administration decided not to pursue 
ratification.

At the 2000 conference, the United States and other NPT member 
states, especially the nonnuclear weapon states, supported a set of pro-
posals known as the thirteen steps: 

achieving the CTBT’s entry into force; ––

maintaining the moratorium on nuclear testing; ––

negotiating a production ban on fissile material for weapons pur-––
poses within five years in the Conference on Disarmament; 

establishing a committee in the Conference on Disarmament to ––
address nuclear disarmament; 

applying the principle of irreversibility to nuclear arms reductions; ––
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committing the nuclear weapon states to accomplishing the total ––
elimination of their nuclear arsenals; 

calling on the United States and Russia to implement START II, ––
conclude START III, and preserve the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) 
Treaty; 

implementing the Trilateral Initiative among the United States, ––
Russia, and the IAEA; 

calling on the nuclear weapon states to promote international secu-––
rity, in part through further nuclear arms reductions and increased 
transparency about their nuclear weapons programs; 

placing excess fissile material slated for weapons under monitoring ––
by the IAEA; 

reaffirming general and complete disarmament under effective ––
international control; 

issuing regular reports by the nuclear weapon states on the imple-––
mentation of nuclear disarmament; and 

developing verification capabilities to assure compliance with disar-––
mament agreements. 

None of these steps has been fully carried out, though significant 
progress has been made on some of them. With respect to nuclear arms 
control, the United States and Russia did not implement START II and 
III, but instead formed the 2002 Treaty of Moscow, a less constraining 
and less formal treaty, as discussed earlier in this report. The United 
States left the ABM Treaty to develop and deploy a national missile 
defense system, but continued to reduce the number of nuclear war-
heads deployed on strategic delivery systems and to dismantle retired 
warheads. Since the thirteen steps were issued, the United States has 
declared additional fissile material as not necessary for weapons pur-
poses. Although the United States and Russia did begin to create a veri-
fication system for weapon origin and other excess fissile material under 
the Trilateral Initiative with the IAEA, the initiative stalled because the 
two countries were not convinced it would improve the nonprolifera-
tion system. The United States should lead by example on steps that 
specifically call for making further nuclear arms reductions, taking irre-
versible actions on nuclear warhead dismantlement, and increasing the 
transparency of nuclear weapons posture and policy.
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Before the 2005 conference, the treaty was challenged by develop-
ments in Iran and North Korea and by the inability of other NPT mem-
bers, especially the nuclear weapon states, to adopt stiff measures to 
enforce compliance or punish noncompliance. Iran has stated that it 
is developing a peaceful nuclear program, but has acquired as part of 
that program the means to enrich uranium and is obtaining a type of 
reactor optimally suited for weapons-grade plutonium production. 
Some of Iran’s activities involving its nuclear program have violated its 
safeguards agreement under the NPT, for which it has been sanctioned 
by the UN Security Council. The Iranian nuclear program could also 
stimulate further proliferation in the Middle East as neighboring states 
hedge against Iran’s growing nuclear capability. In 2003, North Korea 
became the first signatory state to leave the treaty. It has since proceeded 
to separate more plutonium for weapons and in 2006 tested a nuclear 
device. The Obama administration has just over a year to prepare for 
the 2010 NPT Review Conference. The Task Force urges the new 
administration to move quickly in deciding on its positions, mustering 
the diplomatic efforts required to avoid failure at the conference, and 
leading efforts to strengthen the nonproliferation regime. A successful 
conference would require that the United States treat it not as a per-
functory international meeting, but instead as an opportunity to exert 
U.S. leadership and bring together nuclear and nonnuclear weapon 
states to think about their interests and the global changes needed to 
strengthen international security. The parties to the conference have a 
strong interest in reexamining and reaffirming the rights and responsi-
bilities of both nuclear and nonnuclear weapon states. 

In regard to the responsibility of nuclear weapon states to pursue dis-
armament in good faith, the United States needs to ensure that concerns 
about its disarmament record do not preclude its ability to advance an 
appropriate agenda during the conference. The United States has often 
found itself on the defensive, accused of not doing enough to reduce 
nuclear arms. Recognizing that the political conditions that will lead 
to abolition are rather daunting, the United States can still lead on this 
objective by having serious discussions about conditions for achiev-
ing further nuclear arms reductions. It can put the onus on itself and all 
countries interested in disarmament to provide insights about neces-
sary political, security, and technical preconditions. The United States 
has a strong interest in explaining the significant steps it has already 
taken toward nuclear disarmament and in reaffirming its commitment 
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to determining what type of security environment could ensure that 
nuclear weapons are never used. 

The nonproliferation regime serves the interests of the nonnuclear 
weapon states by helping ensure that their neighbors, rivals, and 
enemies do not acquire nuclear weapons. These states need to first 
acknowledge the principle that they have responsibilities for and a sig-
nificant national security interest in maintaining the nonproliferation 
regime and then, with the nuclear weapon states, properly interpret 
the rights and responsibilities. Article IV of the NPT, which speaks of 
an inalienable right to civilian nuclear technologies, is subject to two 
obligations. First, it is contingent on a nonnuclear weapon state adher-
ing to Article II stipulations “not to manufacture or otherwise acquire 
nuclear weapons or other nuclear explosive devices; and not to seek 
or receive any assistance in the manufacture of nuclear weapons or 
other nuclear explosive devices.” Second, this right is contingent on 
maintaining safeguards on nuclear programs “in accordance with the 
Statute of the International Atomic Energy Agency and the Agency’s 
safeguards system.” Any state found in noncompliance with its safe-
guards agreement is subject to action from the UN Security Council. 
Third, all states, including nonnuclear weapon states, share the Article 
VI obligation to pursue nuclear disarmament. 

The Task Force concludes that the United States has an interest in 
leading states at the 2010 NPT Review Conference to shore up the 
Article IV provision for access to peaceful nuclear technologies. States 
would reaffirm that this access depends on maintaining rigorous safe-
guards and on confidence that no action to acquire nuclear explosive 
devices has been taken. By making this affirmation, the nonnuclear 
weapon states will also underscore their commitment to pursuing 
nuclear disarmament. 

To make such a reaffirmation even more meaningful, more rigor-
ous safeguards can be placed on all states’ civilian nuclear programs. In 
particular, the IAEA has developed the Additional Protocol to states’ 
comprehensive safeguards agreements.51 Under the Additional Pro-
tocol, inspectors are required to assess whether a state has any unde-
clared nuclear facilities or materials. One of the Bush administration’s 
last acts was to enter into force the U.S. ratification of the Additional 
Protocol, which it did on January 9, 2009. Although about ninety states 
have signed the Additional Protocol, the board of governors has yet to 
make it a mandatory requirement on states; some major developing 
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nations, such as Brazil and Egypt, view it as an additional and unneces-
sary burden. Encouragingly, the states of Central Asia recently enacted 
a nuclear weapon–free zone that legally requires them to apply the 
Additional Protocol.

The Task Force believes that the Additional Protocol should become 
mandatory for any state desiring access to commercial nuclear power, 
and that this issue deserves attention at the 2010 NPT Review Confer-
ence. But the United States may not be able to win enough support for 
this move in time for the review conference because leading developing 
states have already resisted a similar proposal. The Additional Protocol 
is also not a miracle cure for safeguards problems. A state subject to 
it could still develop a clandestine nuclear weapons program, though 
hiding such activities would be more difficult. In addition, to allow the 
IAEA to cut costs, states that have undergone the inspection process 
and have a good track record of compliance with safeguards are sub-
ject to fewer inspections. However, to help deter any deception, even an 
upstanding state should continue to be subject to periodic inspections. 

The Task Force supports ensuring that the IAEA’s safeguards depart-
ment has adequate financial resources to carry out this important job by 
making each state’s contribution to the safeguards budget directly pro-
portional to its use of nuclear power and the amount of its nuclear mate-
rials subject to safeguards.52 Further, the Task Force urges the United 
States to initiate discussions between and research by both nuclear 
and nonnuclear weapon states about improving safeguards beyond the 
Additional Protocol. Such improvements should include more research 
and development on wide-area monitoring for the presence of clandes-
tine enrichment and reprocessing plants, and the application of near-
real-time monitoring of nuclear facilities and materials. 

Also in need of attention is the risk that a state can withdraw from the 
treaty, keep nuclear technologies and materials acquired as a member, 
and use these capabilities to make nuclear weapons. Specifically, Article 
X allows a state to withdraw from the treaty after giving three months’ 
notice, “if it decides that extraordinary events, related to the subject 
matter of this Treaty, have jeopardized the supreme interests of its 
country.” To prevent use of nuclear technologies and materials in weap-
ons programs, because the NPT is by design effectively impossible to 
amend, challenges posed by states like North Korea, which withdrew 
from the treaty, must be dealt with by new mechanisms that are outside 
the treaty but consistent with it. 
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Many nonnuclear weapon states do not want to be burdened with 
additional rules imposed on them. But the NPT member states and the 
nonproliferation system as a whole benefit when the rules are tight-
ened and clarified. Thus, the member states have an interest in carefully 
assessing how to update the rules in light of experience and technologi-
cal developments, in general, and to clarify the process of withdrawal, 
in particular. The UN Security Council has the responsibility to work 
with these states in enforcing these rules. 

Two categories of states could express interest in exercising the 
withdrawal clause: those in compliance and those not in compli-
ance with their safeguards commitments. For both, the UN Security 
Council has an interest in assessing the circumstances of withdrawal 
and determining whether the state can be convinced to remain inside 
the treaty. For those states not in compliance when expressing inter-
est in withdrawal, the Security Council has a clear interest in calling 
for special inspections to determine whether a clandestine weapons 
program exists. The Security Council and the NPT Review Confer-
ence attendees could consider an even more controversial “return to 
sender” proposal. They could require that nuclear materials and tech-
nologies acquired while the withdrawing state was noncompliant be 
returned to the countries of origin. Although the Security Council 
would find it difficult to achieve, this action lies clearly in the interests 
of international security. 

The United States could also submit a finding at the NPT Review 
Conference that the three-month withdrawal period stipulated by Arti-
cle X does not allow states enough time to resolve problems that led to 
the “extraordinary events” provoking withdrawal, as demonstrated in 
the recent past. The finding could propose, instead, an agreement that 
would lengthen this withdrawal period to one year. 

Although states have the sovereign right to invoke the supreme 
national interest clause to exit the NPT or other arms control treaties, 
the United States has an interest in leading states at the forthcoming 
conference to correct weaknesses in the Article X withdrawal clause. 
The United States should propose that any withdrawing state return 
nuclear technologies and materials acquired while in noncompliance to 
countries of origin and that the UN Security Council pass a resolution 
to establish a special inspections team to monitor materials before they 
are returned to the states of origin. The team would ensure that with-
drawing states did not misuse technologies and materials acquired to 
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produce nuclear weapons. Enforcing these proposed corrections to the 
Article X withdrawal clause would be difficult but worthwhile.

Compr ehensi v e T e st Ban Tr  e at y

The Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, a long-standing issue on the 
nuclear arms control agenda, would ban all nuclear test explosions 
worldwide if and when it enters into force. For this to happen, all forty-
four of the Annex 2 states, which have significant nuclear capabilities, 
must ratify the treaty—a challenging prospect.53 Though thirty-five 
of these states have completed ratification (as of October 2008), sev-
eral important nations remain outside the fold. China and the United 
States have signed the treaty but not ratified it. India, North Korea, 
and Pakistan, who have done neither, have all tested nuclear weapons 
since 1998. None of the de jure nuclear weapon states has conducted 
a nuclear weapons test since 1996. India and Pakistan, however, which 
have conducted relatively few tests, would likely welcome the oppor-
tunity to renew testing if the de facto moratorium were lifted and the 
international norm against testing weakened or collapsed. 

The treaty offers distinct technical and political benefits. Of the tech-
nical advantages, the CTBT would make it harder for a nuclear-armed 
state to develop new advanced nuclear weapons, such as thermonu-
clear warheads or miniaturized weapons. But it would not prevent all 
modernization or refurbishment of existing nuclear arsenals. Nuclear-
armed states maintain the vitality of these arsenals using many tools 
short of nuclear testing. The CTBT would also have little or no effect 
in halting the development of first-generation uranium-based nuclear 
weapons, such as the atomic bomb detonated on Hiroshima. Entry into 
force would provide the technical benefit of on-site inspections, espe-
cially in the event of a suspected nuclear test. 

Arguably, the greatest near-term advantage of entry into force is 
that India and Pakistan would not resume nuclear testing and thereby 
expand their arsenals with thermonuclear weapons, which are more 
lethal than the devices currently in their respective stockpiles. Inde-
pendent experts have expressed considerable doubt that the rounds of 
South Asian nuclear tests in May 1998 demonstrated thermonuclear 
capabilities. In fact, some Indian and Pakistani politicians and nuclear 
scientists have expressed interest in additional nuclear tests. New Delhi 
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and Islamabad have therefore resisted even signing the treaty. Ratifica-
tion by China and the United States, however, will apply political pres-
sure on India and Pakistan to do the same, though there is no guarantee 
that they would do so. 

Another benefit would be to raise the cost of nuclear weapons acqui-
sition for Tehran. If Iranian leaders decided to build nuclear weapons, 
they could at some point seek to test them—to gain prestige, to signal in 
a crisis, or to build the technical confidence required to produce a cred-
ible arsenal. Testing under a CTBT would be a stark violation of a new 
international treaty endorsed by the entire world and would risk lost 
prestige, isolation, and sanctions, whereas testing in a world where the 
United States (and Israel) continued to block a CTBT would leave ready 
excuses for states to look the other way.

With regard to long-term technical benefits, the CTBT would place 
an additional hurdle in the way of states seeking nuclear weapons. Fol-
lowing the rules of Article X, a government interested in nuclear weap-
ons would have to either develop a covert program or withdraw from the 
NPT. The CTBT’s entry into force would also provide an extra degree 
of technical constraint. Proliferators would no longer be certain that 
their nuclear weapons work, unless they are willing to rely on untested 
first-generation weapons. 

The CTBT’s entry into force could shore up support among U.S. allies 
and other nonnuclear weapon states to further strengthen the nonprolif-
eration regime. Although the CTBT itself would not stop a determined 
proliferator, its conclusion and U.S. support for it were clearly linked to 
the indefinite extension of the NPT. Thus, U.S. ratification has become, 
in the eyes of many states, a litmus test for U.S. leadership in the overall 
global effort to prevent the use and spread of nuclear weapons. Although 
it would not ensure entry into force, U.S. ratification would put Washing-
ton in a position to pressure holdout states to ratify the treaty. Further-
more, U.S. ratification would promote international norm building that 
would stigmatize states that conduct nuclear testing; it would increase 
the likelihood that states that violate this norm would be punished.

The entry into force of the CTBT would also deter a state from con-
ducting tests as a form of blackmail, intimidation, or political posturing. 
For example, the primary purpose of the North Korean test may have 
been to blackmail China, the United States, Japan, and South Korea for 
more aid. The Indian tests in May 1998 are also widely believed to have 
been a means to consolidate support for the nationalist Bharatiya Janata 
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Party, which had risen to power just a few months before the tests and 
had made testing part of its political campaign platform.

Given the daunting, if not impossible, task of delinking the CTBT 
from the nonproliferation regime, what options are in U.S. interests? 
For one, the United States could continue its testing moratorium with-
out ratification. This option would obviously not bring the CTBT 
into force and would not garner the political and technical benefits 
discussed. 

Because nuclear tests would provide confidence that replacement 
warheads are in working order, the United States has the option under 
international law—because it has not yet ratified the treaty—of doing a 
round of proof tests. Congress, however, would almost certainly refuse 
to permit this. Furthermore, there has been no support for it within the 
weapons design community. Proponents of these warheads, therefore, 
support their development without nuclear testing. Even if the United 
States did ratify the treaty, it could withdraw under the extraordinary 
events clause if Washington had reason to suspect that its nuclear deter-
rent was at risk because enough warheads in the arsenal were not safe 
or reliable. A return-to-testing option, however, carries huge political 
risks. The United States would open the door for China, India, Paki-
stan, and Russia to also conduct tests, and would risk losing interna-
tional support on improving the nonproliferation regime. 

President Obama has called for the United States to ratify the treaty. 
The CTBT’s ratification depends strongly on the prevailing politi-
cal climate. In October 2008, Secretary of Defense Gates expressed 
support for ratification, as long as concerns about verification can 
be addressed, and offered his view that a credible deterrent cannot 
be maintained without eventually resorting to testing or pursuing a 
nuclear weapons complex modernization program. He advocated 
the latter option and specifically proposed building replacement war-
heads.54 Further, an additional decade’s experience with stockpile 
stewardship (discussed in the next chapter) and with verification may 
mitigate the substantive concerns of treaty opponents. Conversely, 
few senators pay close attention to arms control issues and thus would 
require extensive briefings about the significance, provisions, and veri-
fication measures of the CTBT. 

CTBT critics are concerned that a state could muffle a test in an 
underground cavity, known as decoupling, or cheat the system some 
other way. A July 2002 National Academy of Sciences panel report 
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concluded that “verification capabilities for the treaty are better than 
generally supposed, U.S. adversaries could not significantly advance 
their nuclear weapons capabilities through tests below the threshold 
of detection, and the United States has the technical capabilities to 
maintain confidence in the safety and reliability of its existing weapons 
stockpile without periodic nuclear tests.”55 Notably, the existing moni-
toring system detected the low-yield North Korean test in October 
2006. Looking forward, the CTBT Preparatory Committee commis-
sioned a project in March 2008 to scientifically evaluate the “readiness 
and capability” of the CTBT verification regime.56 In the meantime, the 
Obama administration should secure a separate agreement with Russia 
to permit on-site monitoring to ensure that the decoupled tests banned 
by the CTBT are not being conducted. 

There are also concerns about protecting the U.S. nuclear deterrent 
under the CTBT. Before the 1999 vote, the Clinton administration pro-
posed six safeguards.57 The administration, in its review, and the Senate, 
during its consideration of advice and consent, may need to strengthen 
or modify some of these safeguards and even include additional ones. 
The Task Force considers it important that the United States retain the 
capability, if necessary, to improve the reliability of existing warheads, 
to incorporate modern safety and security features, and to exercise 
occasionally the design skills of weapon scientists. The Task Force 
also favors having the executive branch provide a detailed report to the 
Senate at least every four years—to ensure that an assessment occurs 
during each presidential term—on whether the CTBT continues to 
meet U.S. security interests. 

If the United States is to ratify the CTBT, it would be useful to be at 
or near ratification by the 2010 Review Conference to gain related, sub-
stantive political benefits. Because thorough Senate consideration will 
be important, both technically and politically, this suggested ratifica-
tion timing indicates that Senate hearings need to begin by late 2009. 

Product ion of Fissile M at er i al  
for W e ap ons Pur p ose s

Without fissile material, a state cannot make nuclear weapons. Without 
access to this material manufactured by states, a nuclear terrorist group 
cannot make an improvised nuclear device. Consequently, to prevent 
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both state proliferation and nuclear terrorism, controlling fissile mate-
rial production is important. This section focuses on fissile material 
produced by states to develop weapons. The following section exam-
ines fissile material in nonweapons applications that can still power 
nuclear explosive devices.

Significant global progress has already been made in halting the pro-
duction of fissile material for weapons purposes. France, Russia, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States—four of the five de jure nuclear 
weapon states—have officially declared the end of their fissile material 
production. Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States have 
also declared that their reserves of HEU and plutonium exceed their 
defense needs by many tons, and have been working transparently to 
make much of this material unusable for weapons purposes.

The states holding out on declaring an end to fissile material produc-
tion for weapons purposes are China, India, Israel, North Korea, and 
Pakistan. The opacity of Israel’s nuclear weapons programs has made it 
difficult to determine whether Israel is producing fissile material. Israel 
is believed, however, to have produced fissile material for weapons at its 
Dimona nuclear facility, which is nearing the end of its functionality. 
The pending closure of this facility could present an opportunity for 
Israel to invite the IAEA to certify Dimona’s decommissioning and to 
refrain from building a new fissile material production facility. Thus, 
without making a formal announcement about any past fissile material 
production, by decommissioning Dimona and refraining from building 
a similar replacement reactor, Israel could signal to other states in the 
region its interest in supporting a fissile material cutoff.58 

The Task Force supports the Obama administration’s working 
closely with partners to keep North Korea to its commitment to veri-
fiably dismantle all its nuclear weapons programs. North Korea had 
halted plutonium production at Yongbyon as a result of the six-party 
talks, but it is unclear whether it has produced or is producing highly 
enriched uranium. Pyongyang recently tried to condition its com-
mitment to end fissile material production and dismantlement of its 
nuclear weapons programs on having access to South Korea to verify 
the absence of U.S. nuclear weapons there. However, the United States 
removed all of its nuclear weapons on the Korean Peninsula in the early 
1990s, under the orders of then president George H.W. Bush. More-
over, the United States has reaffirmed repeatedly this stand-down of its 
forces. In addition, North Korean leaders know that the United States 
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can strike North Korea with nuclear weapons using long-range bomb-
ers such as the B2 and long-range ballistic missiles such as Minuteman 
III or Trident missiles. Changes in U.S. nuclear posture would likely 
have little or no direct influence on North Korea’s meeting its obliga-
tion to stop fissile material production and verifiably dismantle its 
nuclear weapons programs. 

In contrast, U.S. actions on nuclear posture and missile defense have 
a direct bearing on China’s decisions on its nuclear force structure and 
thus its fissile material production. China is a particularly pivotal state 
in this respect because of its quadrangular relationship with India, Paki-
stan, and the United States. While U.S.-China nuclear relations are dis-
cussed in more depth in the previous chapter, the salient points here 
are that China has a relatively small nuclear arsenal, especially inter-
continental ballistic missiles, compared to the United States; Chinese 
military planners have expressed concern about U.S. missile defense 
capabilities against China’s relatively small (for now) long-range mis-
sile force; and China, depending on the evolution of strategic relations 
with the United States, may want to increase the size of its nuclear arse-
nal in the coming decades. Faced with this security environment with 
respect to the United States, it is understandable that China would not 
want to make any formal declaration about fissile material production. 
The U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency recently determined that “China 
likely has produced enough weapons-grade fissile material to meet its 
needs for the immediate future.”59

China’s fissile material status has a direct effect on India. Although 
the two countries have dramatically improved relations with each  
other since their 1962 border war, they continue to be rivals. Fur-
thermore, Indian military planners have partly linked India’s nuclear 
deterrent to China’s. If China continues to build up its nuclear 
forces—though this may be in response to the United States—India 
will likely feel compelled to follow suit. This may lead, in turn, to 
Pakistan increasing its production of fissile material, given the India- 
Pakistan nuclear arms race. 

China has linked the proposed Fissile Material Cutoff Treaty 
(FMCT), which the United States has supported, to the draft treaty 
Prevention of an Arms Race in Outer Space, which the United States 
has opposed. This impasse has contributed to the complicated set of 
political factors that have deadlocked FMCT negotiations in the UN 
Conference on Disarmament, a multilateral arms control forum based 
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in Geneva that requires consensus to even begin negotiations. Because 
the mechanism of the Conference on Disarmament has led to a stale-
mate on discussion of an FMCT, the United States would obtain better 
traction by initiating parallel discussions with China, India, Pakistan, 
and other nuclear-armed states.

Although the United States has advocated for a ban on fissile mate-
rial production, the Bush administration concluded that effective verifi-
cation measures for such a treaty were not feasible. The May 2006 draft 
FMCT contains no verification provisions, an omission that has drawn 
criticism from international nonproliferation advocates. 

The Task Force recognizes that although an FMCT faces daunt-
ing political and technical hurdles, the United States has an interest in 
efforts to ban the production of fissile material for weapons purposes. 
Although an FMCT is not as meaningful as reductions in the stockpiles 
of fissile material, it is an important step toward that objective, espe-
cially for states that are continuing their production of fissile mate-
rial for weapons purposes. The United States should renew technical 
studies to assess the feasibility of an effectively verifiable FMCT. The 
issue of verification, however, is of less concern than the opposition of 
China, India, and Pakistan to an FMCT. The Task Force acknowledges 
that the impediments to bringing about an FMCT will not be resolved 
by the 2010 NPT Review Conference, but it supports the United States 
taking the lead in calling for a moratorium on fissile material produc-
tion before the conference. Such a call alone will not convince China, 
India, and Pakistan to support an FMCT, but it could help rally many 
states to support further strengthening the nonproliferation regime—
for instance, by shoring up Article IV commitments.

Fissile M at er i al in Non w e ap ons 
Applicat ions

The proposed FMCT applies only to fissile material produced for weap-
ons purposes. But nonweapons HEU—for instance, the approximately 
fifty metric tons of HEU used in the civilian sector—could still pose 
security problems.60 The United States and Russia have had programs 
since the late 1970s to phase out the use of HEU in civilian research 
reactors. In 2004, the Bush administration reenergized these programs 
and placed them under the umbrella Global Threat Reduction Initiative 
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(GTRI). GTRI doubled the pace of HEU removal operations compared 
to the previous program. But more than half of the identified material 
remains to be secured and removed. In early 2009, the GTRI developed 
an action plan for accomplishing its remaining mission within the next 
four years, President Obama’s target time frame for securing loose 
nuclear material. In addition, the GTRI has sped up the conversion of 
HEU-fueled research reactors to use low-enriched uranium fuels and 
has supported additional research into developing new high density 
LEU fuels to convert reactors that cannot use existing LEU fuels.61 The 
United States has converted most of its HEU-fueled reactors. 

The Task Force believes the United States has a strong interest in 
expanding and devoting enough financial and human resources to the 
Global Threat Reduction Initiative to cover more HEU reactors, con-
vert the remaining HEU reactors as quickly as technically feasible, and 
complete HEU security and removal operations by the end of 2012.

Despite this progress, significant impediments remain. Russia con-
tinues to use HEU in research reactors (none of which are slated to be 
converted to LEU), critical assemblies (a type of test reactor), and ice-
breakers (which, independent studies indicate, can be converted to use 
LEU fuel).62 Though there are some technical challenges to conversion, 
the main obstacles are political. To facilitate conversion or decommis-
sioning, Russia should be offered incentives, such as scientific coopera-
tion in cutting-edge computer simulations to substitute for the critical 
assemblies and the consolidation of as many HEU facilities as possible 
into a few research centers with enhanced security features. 

Canada, Belgium, the Netherlands, and South Africa also continue 
to use HEU in producing medical isotopes, on which millions across 
the globe rely. Converting to LEU production targets is technically 
feasible.63 The real pushback comes from manufacturers, who are con-
cerned about the costs of conversion and the added waste from LEU 
target processing. U.S. and international efforts should continue to 
promote and fund more research on the use of nonweapons-usable ura-
nium in civilian applications such as medical and commercial isotope 
production, and the United States should work with these producers to 
determine a desirable yet cost-effective package of incentives to facili-
tate isotope production conversion to low-enriched uranium. 

Even if these commercial concerns were resolved, the United States 
would continue to face political resistance from South Africa on phas-
ing out its HEU stockpile. South Africa has an estimated stockpile of six 
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hundred kilograms of HEU—enough to make at least a dozen nuclear 
bombs—which it verifiably dismantled by the early 1990s. As the only 
state that has completely dismantled a nuclear weapons program, 
South Africa perceives itself as a leading nation in championing nuclear 
disarmament. It has also stood up for the rights of developing coun-
tries to use peaceful nuclear technologies, including isotope produc-
tion for commercial purposes. South Africa has therefore resisted calls 
from the United States to give up its HEU stockpile. It believes that the 
United States and the other nuclear-armed states need to first do more 
to reduce their own HEU stockpiles and pursue nuclear disarmament. 
But Pretoria’s ability to secure its HEU was put in question when its 
Pelindaba facility suffered a (fortunately unsuccessful) breach of secu-
rity in November 2007. Although South Africa has received security 
assistance from the IAEA, the United States should work with South 
Africa to determine whether additional security measures are needed 
to guard South African HEU in the context of a larger dialogue to deter-
mine whether a global ban on civilian HEU is feasible.

Just as it does not apply to the civilian use of highly enriched uranium, 
the FMCT does not apply to the civilian use of reactor-grade plutonium, 
which can also be used in nuclear explosives. International Atomic 
Energy Agency safeguards on facilities that enrich uranium and repro-
cess spent nuclear fuel to extract plutonium provide some assurances 
that these materials are not diverted into weapons programs. Some 
of these facilities—such as Tokai-mura in Japan and Sellafield in the 
United Kingdom, which handle several tons of plutonium annually—
have “significant quantities” of fissile material that are unaccounted for, 
because this material has most likely caked on the pipes and walls of 
these facilities. (Eight kilograms of plutonium, considered a significant 
quantity by the IAEA, provides enough material for at least one bomb.) 
The inevitable difficulty in accounting for all of this material could mask 
the diversion of small quantities to weapons production. 

T he E xpansion of Nucle ar  
Pow  er and Enr ichmen t  
and R eproce ssing Facili t ie s 

Although U.S. nuclear weapons policy does not have a direct link to 
countries interested in commercial nuclear power, the potential for a 
major expansion of nuclear energy worldwide has drawn the attention 
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of the Task Force. Concerns about energy security and the risks of 
global warming have revived interest in commercial nuclear power 
around the world. At the same time, increases in electricity demand are 
projected for developing economies in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. 
Thus, many experts are projecting a possible growth of nuclear power 
reactors in these regions from fewer than twenty reactors today to more 
than three hundred reactors by the middle of the century (excluding 
Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan).64 Until now, however, no country 
except India has diverted fissile material from its civilian nuclear power 
facilities for the production of nuclear weapons. 

The challenge is to continue strengthening the separation between 
nuclear weapons and nuclear power globally. This entails a global effort 
to ensure that the nuclear power fuel cycle is not used as a source of 
weapons-usable fissile material. The greatest proliferation risk comes 
from two elements of the fuel cycle: enrichment of natural uranium to 
produce nuclear fuel, and reprocessing of the spent reactor fuel to sepa-
rate plutonium. 

Presently, relatively few countries enrich uranium for commercial 
purposes. The main commercial enrichment facilities are located in 
France, Germany, the Netherlands, Russia, the United Kingdom, and 
the United States. All but the U.S. facility, operated by the United States 
Enrichment Corporation, are fully or partially owned by governments. 
Brazil, China, and Japan have smaller enrichment facilities, and Argen-
tina, Canada, and South Africa have recently expressed interest—in 
response to the potential for increased demand for nuclear fuel in the 
future—in operating commercial enrichment facilities. Other states 
could join their ranks as well. Given the increased interest in expand-
ing uranium enrichment to new states, the United States has an inter-
est in working with partner states to establish global rules on uranium 
enrichment to reduce the proliferation risks. Extensive state ownership 
of uranium enrichment plants gives the governments in question con-
siderable leverage in controlling the future direction of this industry; 
for instance, governments could make future licensing of these plants 
contingent on multilateral ownership and control. 

To head off the further spread of enrichment facilities, several fuel 
cycle assurances have been proposed.65 The core concept is to offer 
multiple tiers of fuel availability. The existing nuclear fuel market would 
comprise the first tier. A second tier could consist of a virtual fuel bank 
of enrichment bonds that would offer insurance coverage and a political 
commitment by suppliers’ governments to ensure fuel supplies as long 
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as recipient states maintain adequate safeguards on their nuclear pro-
grams. A third tier could consist of an actual bank of enriched uranium 
fuel in case the other tiers fail.66 Most of the proposals would favor mul-
tinational ownership of facilities but would restrict access to the actual 
enrichment or reprocessing technologies by employing “black box” 
techniques. Thus, countries buying into the facilities would have guar-
anteed access to the fuel produced, but need not, as a consequence, be 
apprised of methods of replicating the technologies in overt or covert 
national facilities. Personnel security programs would be required to 
help protect this knowledge from unauthorized access.

Despite fuel service proposals, some countries may decide to pursue 
fuel-making for a variety of reasons: national pride and prestige, the 
belief that near-term capital expenditure on fuel cycle facilities will pay 
off in the long term, the view that an indigenous fuel cycle enhances 
energy security, a defense (by nonaligned movement countries) of the 
inalienable right under Article IV of the NPT to pursue peaceful nuclear 
activities, and a hedge against real and perceived security threats by 
maintaining the latent capacity to make fissile material for bombs. Iran 
exemplifies all of these factors. Brazil has expressed considerable pride 
in its enrichment accomplishments and confidence that this investment 
will eventually pay off, despite the uncertainty of its commercial via-
bility. Nonetheless, fuel service proposals are worth pursuing because 
several countries—especially those that will acquire only a few reac-
tors—will likely find the economic incentives of refraining from fuel-
making attractive. 

States can take further steps to prevent the spread of nationally con-
trolled enrichment and reprocessing facilities. The Task Force favors a 
freeze on all new national enrichment facilities—that is, those under 
the control or ownership of a single government—and supports gov-
ernments using their authority to license facilities to implement this 
freeze. Multinational ownership already exerts control over many of 
the existing major enrichment plants. Although international control 
of enrichment and reprocessing is not foolproof, the resultant trans-
parency of these activities is a hedge against their diversion into the 
production of fissile material for weapons purposes. This depends, of 
course, on the restriction of access to the technologies and the imple-
mentation of enhanced personnel security checks to prevent insiders 
from transferring the technologies to unauthorized users. The United 
States also has an interest in working with other uranium enrichment 
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suppliers, in consultation with the IAEA, to provide enriched uranium 
at a cost that would eliminate the perceived profits of enrichment, but 
the Task Force is notably not favoring subsidized enrichment. It notes 
that presently and for the foreseeable future, reprocessing does not 
make economic sense compared to enrichment.67 Another mechanism 
to stem the proliferation threat that additional national enrichment or 
reprocessing facilities pose is to include an incentive in bilateral nuclear 
cooperation agreements. That is, fuel suppliers would offer multiple-
tiered fuel guarantees in exchange for client states’ agreeing to refrain 
from building these facilities. A cautionary point is that many client 
states are concerned about relinquishing their asserted rights to all 
peaceful nuclear technologies, including enrichment and reprocessing. 
As discussed earlier, this “right” is contingent on a country maintaining 
adequate safeguards on its nuclear program and not seeking to acquire 
nuclear explosives. These states are thus most receptive to bilateral 
nuclear cooperation agreements that leave open the possibility of a 
state building enrichment or reprocessing facilities in the future. In this 
regard, the U.S. nuclear cooperation agreement with the United Arab 
Emirates is a useful precedent for future nuclear power development in 
the Middle East and other parts of the world; the emirates pledged to 
forgo developing national enrichment facilities as long as it is assured 
nuclear fuel from outside suppliers. 

Another precedent for the future is Russia’s insistence, before sup-
plying fuel for the Bushehr reactor, on reaching an agreement with 
Iran to return the spent fuel to Russia, although the Iran-Russia agree-
ment does not commit Iran to refrain from enriching its own uranium. 
Russia began offering such fuel-leasing services to client states during 
the Soviet era. Its fuel supply services and spent fuel take-back agree-
ment with Iran supports the nonproliferation regime, and is a sound 
model for other states in a similar position. However, domestic political 
concerns have prevented the United States, France, and other fuel sup-
pliers from making this offer. Their legislatures do not want to add to 
the volume of nuclear waste on their territories. No country has itself 
opened a permanent repository for high-level nuclear waste. 

Another possible precedent involves programs, including the 
Global Threat Reduction Initiative, that facilitate the return of U.S.- 
and Russian-origin HEU spent fuel from research reactors. Although 
HEU spent fuel is small in weight, volume, and radioactivity content 
compared to commercial spent fuel, this program has illustrated the 
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importance of removing materials that can pose a proliferation threat. 
In that respect, a fuel-leasing offer that includes spent fuel take-back 
has merit. However, any such offer would likely win support in Con-
gress only if it were done for national security reasons. Similar to the 
structure of uranium enrichment assurances, spent fuel take-back 
offers will garner the support of both spent fuel recipients and spent 
fuel clients only if they are structured such that savings from not stor-
ing spent fuel in the client state pay for handling in the states storing 
it. A further incentive would be to include multiple partners that can 
safely and securely store spent fuel.
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Security Practices and the Future  
of the U.S. Nuclear Weapons Complex

This chapter addresses two fundamental pillars of national and inter-
national systems to prevent the use of nuclear weapons: implement-
ing best security practices and ensuring a safe, secure, and reliable 
U.S. nuclear arsenal. Any country with nuclear weapons and materi-
als has the responsibility to maintain them with the highest security 
standards. But as this chapter makes clear, this security system needs 
to be strengthened further. The importance of implementing such a 
system cannot be overstated. Stronger security over nuclear weapons 
and materials is the most effective way to stop terrorists from gaining 
access to nuclear capabilities. 

The second pillar provides the United States and its allies who depend 
on extended deterrence with high confidence in a credible nuclear 
deterrent. As discussed, credible extended deterrence helps reassure 
allies who may feel threatened by nuclear attacks that they do not need 
to acquire their own nuclear weapons. This pillar thus serves U.S. non-
proliferation interests. However, a perception that the United States is 
seeking to add new nuclear missions, is lowering the nuclear threshold, 
or is maintaining a nuclear stockpile that is too large for U.S. and allied 
defense needs may erode support for the nonproliferation regime, 
especially among those allies and friends who believe strongly in work-
ing toward eventual nuclear disarmament. The Task Force underscores 
that transparency in intentions and actions and frequent consultations 
with allies about any proposed changes to the U.S. nuclear weapons 
complex serves U.S. interests.

Nucle ar T error  ism: W h y Bet t er 
Nucle ar Secur i t y is Needed

In the last three decades, mass casualty terrorism has grown. This ten-
dency has been fueled by a number of factors, including the upsurge 
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in religious extremism following the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran, 
state sponsorship of some mass casualty terrorism, and the increase 
in apocalyptic and millennial terrorist cults. To date, all acts of mass 
casualty terrorism have used conventional techniques, such as truck 
bombs, as well as airplane bombings and crashes to achieve high death 
tolls. Although most terrorist groups are not motivated to acquire or 
use weapons of mass destruction, some have used chemical and bio-
logical weapons. For example, Aum Shinrikyo, an apocalyptic cult 
headquartered in Japan, attacked the Tokyo subway system in 1995 with 
sarin gas, killing twelve and injuring more than a thousand people. In 
the 1990s, Aum Shinrikyo sought to acquire nuclear weapons. Simi-
larly, al-Qaeda, which perpetrated the 9/11 attacks on New York and 
Washington, has been seeking to acquire nuclear and other weapons of 
mass destruction since the early 1990s. Without question, the United 
States faces the clear and present danger of terrorist enemies striving 
to obtain nuclear weapons.

Although terrorists face significant hurdles in trying to steal or buy 
either a nuclear bomb or the materials to construct an improvised 
nuclear device, this hugely consequential act cannot be ruled out.68 
If a reasonably technically skilled terrorist group acquired enough 
weapons-usable highly enriched uranium, it would likely be able 
to construct a gun-type nuclear bomb, which could compare to the 
destructive force of the Hiroshima bomb. Consequently, the Task 
Force underscores that blocking terrorist access to nuclear weapons 
and materials is an utmost priority.

A nuclear and radiation detection capability may complicate nuclear 
terrorist planning because it could force terrorists to use more radia-
tion shielding to hide nuclear materials or convince them to employ 
alternate, and perhaps more complex, routes to deliver a nuclear explo-
sive device to a target. The United States has been spending billions of 
dollars on nuclear and radiation detection equipment to try to inter-
dict nuclear and radiological materials at borders and ports. It has also 
been working with other governments to increase intelligence shar-
ing. Notably, along these lines, the George W. Bush administration 
launched the Proliferation Security Initiative and the Global Initiative 
to Combat Nuclear Terrorism, involving dozens of countries in such 
cooperative activities. 

Traditional means of deterrence—in which an enemy’s valued ter-
ritory and assets are held at risk—are unlikely to work against stateless 
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terrorist groups. Indirect deterrence, however, could help reduce the 
likelihood of nuclear weapons or weapons-usable materials falling into 
the hands of terrorists, especially by direct weapon or material trans-
fers from states to terrorists. In particular, if the United States and its 
partners develop a stronger capability to attribute such weapons and 
materials to their countries of origin through nuclear forensics and 
other tools of attribution, those countries might be held accountable. 
But ensuring this accountability is challenging. Many experts agree, for 
instance, that greater focus on creating incentives for states to coop-
erate in sharing nuclear data with the United States is appropriate.69 
However, an overt or tacit threat of use of nuclear weapons against the 
countries of origin would decrease those countries’ incentives to coop-
erate. Moreover, the U.S. ability to conduct attribution suffers from a 
lack of trained personnel and automated equipment.70 U.S. leaders also 
need to better understand the scientific difficulties and inherent limita-
tions in analyzing nuclear explosive debris and other forensic evidence 
to find the culprit of the attack and to recognize the relatively long time 
that nuclear forensics may require. Traditional law enforcement and 
intelligence assessments will also play a critical role in tracking down 
the perpetrators of a nuclear attack.

U.S. nuclear weapons have essentially no purpose in directly deter-
ring stateless terrorist groups. To increase the likelihood of identifying 
the origin of fissile material that composes intercepted or detonated 
improvised nuclear devices, the United States should intensify inter-
national cooperative efforts to build a library of fissile material and 
increase domestic and international nuclear forensic capabilities, even 
though acting on nuclear forensic information entails significant politi-
cal and technical uncertainties.

Be st Secur i t y Pr act ice s

With growing concerns about the transfer of nuclear materials to terror-
ists, the United States has increased its efforts domestically and inter-
nationally to improve the security of these materials. It has made major 
investments in improving the security of Russian nuclear weapons and 
nuclear materials and has led efforts through the IAEA to amend the 
Convention on Physical Protection of Nuclear Material (CPPNM) to 
strengthen its security requirements, to improve nuclear security in 
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dozens of countries, and to support the work of the Nuclear Security 
Department of the International Atomic Energy Agency. 

Nonetheless, much more work is needed. Despite trying to amend 
the CPPNM, governments have yet to agree on binding international 
security standards to boost security of weapons-usable nuclear mate-
rial to the security of nuclear weapons themselves. The United States 
is one of the major donors to the IAEA’s nuclear security fund, but this 
fund—at less than a few tens of millions of dollars annually—is starved 
for resources. It is important to recognize that the IAEA does not have 
a role to play in securing nuclear weapons or in developing best secu-
rity practices for them. Primarily composed of nonnuclear weapon 
states, the IAEA is restricted in accessing design-related information 
on nuclear weapons. It does, however, have a significant role in assisting 
member states in developing best security practices on weapons-usable 
nuclear materials. 

The Task Force urges the United States to redouble its and interna-
tional efforts to achieve the entry into force of the amended CPPNM, 
to strengthen the IAEA’s capabilities to work with member states to 
enhance nuclear security, and to establish and continue to improve 
global security standards for weapons-usable nuclear materials. More-
over, nonnuclear weapon states have a clear interest in implementing 
best security practices on their nuclear materials and making this issue 
a priority during the upcoming 2010 NPT Review Conference. 

The Task Force welcomes the recent launch of the World Institute 
for Nuclear Security (WINS), which emerged from collaboration 
among the Nuclear Threat Initiative, the Institute for Nuclear Mate-
rials Management, and the U.S. Department of Energy’s National 
Nuclear Security Administration, with the assistance of the IAEA. 
WINS “will bring together practitioners—the professionals respon-
sible for on-the-ground security practices—to collect the world’s best 
practices in nuclear materials security and to share that information 
with facilities that are responsible for protecting the world’s most dan-
gerous nuclear materials.”71 The strongest physical security of nuclear 
weapons-usable materials everywhere is in U.S. and global interests, 
and the Task Force urges the continued support of WINS by both gov-
ernment and private entities. 

Concerning the security of nuclear weapons themselves, the United 
States has developed a number of methods to guard against both theft 
and unauthorized use. These include coded switches or permissive 
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action links, unique signal generators that prevent stray electronic sig-
nals, noise, or interference from inadvertently arming the weapon, and 
environmental sensing devices that prevent detonation unless a specific 
sequence of external changes occurs (for example, particular accelera-
tions during free fall of a gravity bomb). Reportedly, other countries 
have developed similar security methods, sometimes assisted by the 
United States. 

Sharing the details of these methods raises security concerns (some 
such techniques are highly classified) and may pose legal problems 
under the NPT or U.S. nonproliferation law if shared with states other 
than nuclear weapons states under the NPT. Other areas of nuclear 
security cooperation are not nearly as sensitive. For instance, the 
United States has developed personnel reliability programs to moni-
tor security guards and other people who have access to nuclear weap-
ons to help ensure that they meet high standards of trustworthiness. 
The United States has also shared techniques of material protection, 
control, and accounting with Russia. Moreover, the United States can 
consider sharing its know-how on forming nuclear emergency search 
teams, which consist of specialists who can identify whether a terrorist 
threat to detonate a nuclear weapon is credible, and assess and defuse 
terrorists’ improvised nuclear devices. The United States has a clear 
interest in sharing—to the extent possible—these nonsensitive secu-
rity techniques. 

In general, the United States and other nuclear-armed states can 
learn from each other in developing best security practices. Nonethe-
less, certain states are extremely reluctant to admit when they have 
had nuclear security lapses or breaches. Security discussions therefore 
need to be cautious about pointing to or even referring at all to specific 
incidents in the states in question. In many cases, it will be necessary to 
limit discussions to general principles and best practices (an approach 
the United States has taken with Russia). Where it appears desirable to 
be more explicit, nuclear-armed states could form a “buddy system” in 
which a state can work closely on security efforts with allied states. For 
example, China may feel most comfortable working with Pakistan, and 
the United States with the United Kingdom. Such a pairing of friends, 
however, does not remove the responsibility from the state itself in 
ensuring the physical security of its nuclear weapons and materials. 

If the United States is to be effective in leading other states to 
improve nuclear security, its own practices must be—in fact and in 
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perception—above reproach. The Bent Spear incident in August 2007, 
in which six U.S. nuclear-armed cruise missiles were flown across the 
United States without authorization, raised concerns about the effec-
tive administrative control of U.S. nuclear weapons. After investigat-
ing this incident, the Defense Science Board’s permanent task force 
on nuclear weapons surety found that there was not “a clear under-
standing regarding who has explicit responsibility and accountability 
for any movement of special weapons outside the nuclear weapons 
storage area” and found “significant confusion about delegation of 
responsibility and authority for movement of nuclear weapons.”72 The 
bottom line, the investigation noted, was that “the decline in focus [of 
the nuclear enterprise] has been more pronounced than realized and 
too extreme to be acceptable.”73 

These concerns were confirmed by a Department of Defense task 
force on nuclear weapons management chaired by former secretary of 
defense James R. Schlesinger. The task force found that “there has been 
an unambiguous, dramatic, and unacceptable decline in the Air Force’s 
commitment to perform the nuclear mission and, until very recently, 
little has been done to reverse it.”74 Both of these task forces made a 
number of specific recommendations for improvement, as did an inter-
nal Air Force investigation.75 The Air Force subsequently adopted those 
recommendations.

Although there was no threat to the security of the nuclear weap-
ons involved, this incident damaged the credibility of the United States 
and revealed significant procedural weaknesses. The seriousness with 
which it was taken, however, coupled with the openness of the investi-
gations, can serve as an example to other states dealing with security 
problems. This is particularly true because the issues do not primar-
ily result from the technical details of U.S. weapons, but rather from 
organizational and personnel failures that may have analogs in other 
countries. The government agencies involved in international nuclear 
security should use the lessons learned from the Bent Spear incident to 
improve global security practices. 

In sum, the Task Force urges the United States to lead nuclear-armed 
states in establishing more effective security of nuclear weapons by dis-
cussing the evolving threat, evaluating the means to address the threat, 
and developing guidelines that all states with nuclear weapons would 
agree to implement. 
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Curr  en t Stat us, R ecen t R educt ions, 
and Ne ar-Fu t ur e Project ions

Since the end of the Cold War, the United States has significantly 
reduced the number of land-, air-, and sea-based ballistic missile deliv-
ery systems. In particular, the United States has completely retired the 
MX/Peacekeeper ICBM system, which carried up to ten warheads per 
missile; retired the Minuteman II ICBM; reduced the number of Min-
uteman III ICBMs from five hundred to four hundred and fifty; and 
reduced the number of ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs) by con-
verting four of the eighteen SSBNs existing at the end of the Cold War 
to nonnuclear weapons platforms. Reductions have been made in the 
number of warheads carried aboard those fourteen submarines and on 
the Minuteman III ICBMs. In addition, in October 1997, all B1-B bomb-
ers were relegated to conventional operations only and subsequently 
decertified for nuclear weapons. Moreover, shorter-range theater-
based nuclear-capable systems have been reduced dramatically. As a 
direct result of President George H.W. Bush’s initiatives in 1991 and 
1992, the United States has eliminated most classes of these systems, 
with only an estimated several hundred remaining gravity bombs and 
nondeployed submarine-launched cruise missiles. 

The United States has not built or deployed a new nuclear warhead 
since the end of the Cold War, when the W88 warhead entered service 
in 1990.76 Although strategic delivery systems—Trident submarines, 
B-2 and B-52 bombers, and Minuteman III ICBMs—have not changed 
in outward appearance, the United States has continually modernized 
these platforms to make them more accurate and reliable and to extend 
their lifespan. 

According to the Department of Defense and the Department of 
Energy, the United States is heading toward having the following stra-
tegic nuclear weapon delivery platforms in 2012: four hundred and fifty 
Minuteman III ICBMs, fourteen Ohio Class SSBNs (the majority of 
which are on active patrol at any given time), and twenty B-2 and fifty-
six B-52 bombers. The November 2008 statement on this plan by the 
secretaries of these two departments noted that “this force structure 
allows the deployment of 1,700 to 2,200 warheads, provides flexibil-
ity to adjust the loading of warheads among the three legs of the triad 
in response to technical concerns or operational needs, and provides 
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sufficient capacity to increase the number of deployed warheads in 
response to adverse geopolitical developments.”77

In addition to deployed strategic warheads, the United States main-
tains a few thousand reserve, nondeployed warheads.78 The November 
2008 joint statement underscored that “because the United States does 
not have the ability to produce new warheads, a pool of non-deployed 
warheads is retained to be used in cases of reliability failures and as a 
hedge against adverse political developments.”79 Finally, the United 
States is estimated to have about five hundred warheads devoted to 
shorter-range weapon delivery systems, including Tomahawk subma-
rine launched cruise missiles (none of which are deployed) and B61-3/4 
tactical bombs.80

The Task Force strongly supports the substantial nuclear arms 
reductions that the United States has accomplished since the end of 
the Cold War and believes that the new administration, in the forth-
coming nuclear posture review, has a strong interest in assessing what 
further reductions can be made by the United States alone and what 
reductions would need to occur in parallel with comparable Russian 
reductions. 

Decommissioning and Dism an t ling 
Nucle ar W e ap ons

Reducing and eliminating nuclear weapons means considerably more 
than transferring deployed nuclear warheads from military units to 
a secure storage facility. Eliminating the destructive potential of the 
weapon requires a systematic process to decommission and dismantle 
retired devices. This process proceeds through several stages: decom-
missioning the weapon and transferring it to storage or reserve status; 
dismantling the weapon, including separating high explosives from 
the nuclear material and destroying the fusing and weapon housing; 
storing and breaking up the plutonium pit and other nuclear material 
components, such as highly enriched uranium in the secondary ther-
monuclear part of the weapon; and ultimately transforming the plu-
tonium and other weapons-usable fissile material in reactors or other 
devices to make them unusable in nuclear weapons. 

At each stage of the process, it is progressively more difficult to recon-
stitute a nuclear weapon. The spectrum of potential weaponization 
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is completely avoided only after the strategic nuclear material is 
destroyed.

Current U.S. efforts focus on increasing the pace of dismantlement. 
This is complicated by the fact, as mentioned early in this report, that 
the same facility—the Pantex plant in Texas—that dismantles war-
heads for elimination also disassembles and reassembles warheads for 
routine surveillance or life extensions. Thus, there is an inherent ten-
sion between dismantling the large number of weapons authorized 
for retirement and maintaining the current stockpile. In recent years, 
the National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA), a semiauton-
omous agency within the Department of Energy, has significantly 
increased the rate of processing warheads at the Pantex plant, which is 
now essentially operating at maximum capacity.81 

At present, the United States must retain the plutonium pits from 
retired weapons, pending the construction of facilities to eliminate 
excess plutonium. Although some excess HEU will be blended down 
for use in commercial reactors, most will be retained to meet future 
demands for fuel for the Navy’s nuclear-powered submarines and air-
craft carriers. This plan will preclude for more than half a century any 
need to produce HEU for propelling military ships. 

A proper assessment of progress on reducing or eliminating nuclear 
weapons requires consideration of each stage of the process. Relatively 
little information is available about the status or cost of decommis-
sioning the retired nuclear weapons inventory of the United States or 
of other countries. Secrecy about the size and character of a nuclear 
weapons inventory gives rise to suspicion about the reality of weapons 
reductions—that is, how easily retired weapons could be returned to 
operational status. Transparency is therefore needed to establish confi-
dence about the character of nuclear weapons stockpiles and the prog-
ress toward effective reductions. 

The Task Force believes that increased transparency about its nuclear 
weapons inventory advances U.S. nonproliferation objectives by set-
ting an international standard. In particular, the United States should 
reveal in a public statement the numbers and type of weapons awaiting 
dismantlement. 

The United States has a strong interest in accelerating the pace of 
dismantlement of its several thousand retired warheads to demon-
strate leadership in reducing possible security risks of excess warheads. 
However, because of the dual nature of the Pantex warhead processing 
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facility, the United States faces a dilemma: slow down life extensions on 
the remaining warheads or speed up dismantlement of the retired war-
heads. The Task Force urges that any warheads scheduled for disman-
tlement should irreversibly remain in that status and that the United 
States should study, as part of the 2009 nuclear posture review, whether 
and how to accelerate the process of dismantling retired warheads. 

Ensur ing Safe,  Secur e, and R eli a ble  
U.S.  Nucle ar W e ap ons

As long as the United States has nuclear weapons, it must maintain 
confidence in their safety, security, and reliability. The nuclear weap-
ons complex helps provide that confidence. It consists of three nuclear 
weapons laboratories, four production facilities, and the Nevada Test 
Site (all operated by the NNSA); nuclear weapons launching systems, 
including submarines, land-based ballistic missiles, long-range bomb-
ers, and aircraft for short-range nuclear weapons; and the command 
and control systems that link these platforms with higher authorities 
(all operated by the Department of Defense, and several other support-
ing Department of Energy and Department of Defense facilities). 

During the Cold War, the nuclear weapons complex was continu-
ously developing and producing new weapons, with underground 
nuclear testing providing a major tool for understanding weapons 
performance. This system ensured a continuous supply of weapons 
designers, who learned their craft through an apprenticeship system, 
and passed along much of its knowledge through tacit learning between 
senior weapon scientists and their junior colleagues.82 Because many 
of these senior scientists have retired in recent years, and because their 
younger colleagues do not have experience with the development cycle 
for a new weapon or with nuclear testing, there are concerns about 
ensuring the highest caliber workforce at the weapons laboratories.

The Cold War nuclear arms race featured the frequent replacement 
of weapons with newer designs. As a result, concern about component 
aging and its long-term effect on the reliability of particular designs 
was minimal. With the end of the Cold War, however, the continuous 
design and deployment cycle that had organized the weapons pro-
gram ceased abruptly. Further, in 1992, the United States imposed an 
indefinite moratorium on underground nuclear testing. The weapons 
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community was faced with a need to maintain and certify the long-term 
reliability of the stockpile without testing or replacements planned for 
any existing weapons. 

The weapons labs responded to this challenge by creating the Stock-
pile Stewardship Program and the warhead Life Extension Program. 
Stockpile Stewardship (initially called Science-Based Stockpile Stew-
ardship) used a combination of nonnuclear experiments (many involv-
ing new scientific tools, such as advanced radiography), subcritical 
experiments (involving nuclear materials but not producing nuclear 
yield), careful reassessment of previous nuclear tests, and increases in 
computing power of over a millionfold to provide assessments of the 
nuclear performance of existing weapons in the absence of nuclear 
testing. The Life Extension Program involved the major refurbishment 
of various warhead types with the aim of restoring them to an as-built 
condition. One of the goals of Stockpile Stewardship was to ensure that 
the inevitable small changes that accumulate from warhead refurbish-
ment did not affect nuclear performance. 

To date, the Stockpile Stewardship Program and the warhead Life 
Extension Program have had remarkable success and, in turn, have 
provided confidence in the safety and reliability of the arsenal since the 
U.S. nuclear testing moratorium began in 1992. Each subsequent year, 
the secretaries of defense and energy, based on input from the three 
weapons laboratory directors and the commander of U.S. Strategic 
Command (STRATCOM), have formally certified that the stockpile 
remains safe, secure, and reliable, and that a resumption of nuclear test-
ing is not required. Based on these certifications, the George W. Bush 
administration continued the moratorium even as it opposed ratifica-
tion of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty. 

During the first term of the Bush administration, the directors of the 
three weapons laboratories expressed growing concern over the long-
term ability of Stockpile Stewardship to allow the continued certifica-
tion of the stockpile. They cautioned that uncertainties in performance 
due to component aging and the small changes introduced during refur-
bishment of aging components could grow faster than the ability of the 
Stockpile Stewardship Program to understand those uncertainties.83 
In 2005, following informal briefings on this concept, Representative 
David Hobson (R-OH) and Senator Pete Domenici (R-NM) introduced 
legislation to have the weapons labs research a new warhead, called the 
reliable replacement warhead (RRW).84 Their intention, like that of the 
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Bush administration, was not to have the RRW take on new military 
missions but instead to hedge against the failure of Cold War legacy 
warheads. In addition, because the United States has not built a new 
warhead since the late 1980s, research on RRW would help maintain 
essential warhead design and engineering capabilities at the national 
laboratories. Both Congress and the Bush administration made it clear 
that RRW would be developed and fielded only if it could be done with-
out resorting to underground nuclear testing. Despite this, some critics 
are concerned that the Department of Defense would require the RRW 
to be tested to induct this weapon system into the military, thereby 
opening the door for other countries to test and thus improve their own 
nuclear capabilities. 

The RRW is related to a larger proposed mission to transform the 
nuclear weapons complex. On December 16, 2008, NNSA issued two 
records of decision for this transformation.85 Proponents claim that the 
ultimate transformation will save the United States billions of dollars 
and significantly reduce the footprint of the entire complex. However, 
critics are concerned that the parallel implementation of stockpile stew-
ardship and complex transformation will be unaffordable, given likely 
budget constraints, and will result in unacceptable cuts to the science 
programs at the weapons laboratories. Some critics also believe that 
decisions on complex transformation are premature until more funda-
mental issues of nuclear policy are resolved. 

The Task Force believes the following principles should guide the 
Obama administration in its decision making on complex transforma-
tion and proposals on replacement warheads:

The United States needs to have continued high confidence that its ––
warheads are safe, secure, and reliable, and that the nuclear weapons 
complex is optimizing cost savings while meeting its mission.

Although the Stockpile Stewardship Program and the Life Extension ––
Program have maintained the U.S. government’s confidence for two 
decades that U.S. warheads are safe, secure, and reliable, a detailed 
cost-benefit analysis on the aging of all legacy warhead components, 
both their nuclear and nonnuclear parts, and on any proposals for 
developing and building replacement warheads, would provide a 
basis for making a sound decision. This examination is critical in an 
era of economic crisis.
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The weapons labs need to exercise the talents of scientific, engi-––
neering, and managerial staff. Although design work has already 
begun on replacement warheads, the involved personnel need to be 
challenged to continue investigations on other potential warhead 
designs, ways to counter nuclear and nonnuclear weapons that can 
be used by terrorists, and the verification issues surrounding war-
head dismantlement.

Any new warhead designs should meet four criteria: no required new ––
nuclear testing, no additional military capabilities, enhanced safety 
and security features, and enough confidence in the designs and manu-
facturing processes to allow for deep reductions in reserve warheads.

M anaging t he Nucle ar W e ap ons 
Comple x

Effective management of the nuclear weapons enterprise is a prerequi-
site for effective nuclear policy. In 2000, Congress created the National 
Nuclear Security Administration within the Department of Energy. 
Some believe that NNSA does not have enough autonomy and has not 
been as effective as necessary. The resulting proposed remedy is that 
NNSA and its stockpile management responsibility should be taken out 
of the Department of Energy and either transferred to the Department 
of Defense or established as an independent agency. 

The Task Force notes that the organizational location of the agency 
responsible for managing the weapons complex is not critical to U.S. 
nuclear policy or to the size and composition of the nuclear forces nec-
essary to support that policy. The Task Force has therefore not consid-
ered possible modifications to the NNSA authorizing legislation, but is 
extremely skeptical of any proposal to transfer the weapons program to 
the Department of Defense for the following reasons.

First, the current arrangements provide for effective input from the 
Department of Defense. The Department of Defense Strategic Com-
mand and Nuclear Weapons Council are the decisive voices in setting 
requirements for the Department of Energy’s nuclear weapons pro-
gram. These mechanisms are intended to ensure that the Department 
of Energy weapons complex is responsive to defense needs, and that 
budget trade-offs are considered. 



80 U.S. Nuclear Weapons Policy

Second, the secretary of defense already has extraordinarily broad 
managerial responsibilities. Transferring the weapons complex to the 
Department of Defense would not necessarily result in better senior 
civilian management oversight or in great efficiency of operation. 
Indeed, such a transfer could make it easier to slight long-term needs 
in favor of short-term priorities. Further, some believe that the Depart-
ment of Defense is not as well suited as the Department of Energy to 
manage science laboratories. 

Third, such a transfer would eliminate the independent voices in the 
process of annual stockpile certification that come from involving two 
separate agencies. 

Fourth, the transfer would further separate nuclear weapons activi-
ties from the management of defense-related nuclear waste.

Finally, the three major weapons laboratories, Los Alamos, Liver-
more, and Sandia, are called national laboratories because their sig-
nificant technology base has contributed and should be expected to 
contribute to many missions, including nonnuclear defense needs, non-
proliferation, homeland security, intelligence support, energy research 
and development, and basic science. Integrating these laboratories into 
the Department of Defense would make these missions more difficult 
to support. 

Thus, the Task Force would oppose any transfer of the stockpile 
management program or the National Nuclear Security Administra-
tion to the Department of Defense.
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Recommendations

The Task Force believes strongly in a nuclear security system in which 
rights come with responsibilities. All states have the responsibility 
to ensure that nuclear weapons are never used again, to prevent the 
further spread of nuclear weapons and nuclear weapons capabilities 
to more states, and to block terrorist access to nuclear weapons and 
weapons-usable materials. Under the theme of responsible nuclear 
security, the recommendations are framed in terms of the following 
principles and objectives:

reenergizing functioning and communicative political relationships ––
with major nuclear-armed powers, with emphasis on strategic dia-
logue with Russia and China as well as the objective of a new legally 
binding and verifiable arms control agreement between the United 
States and Russia;

preventing the proliferation of nuclear weapons and know-how to ––
additional states and nonstate actors by boosting the health of the 
international nuclear nonproliferation regime; 

reaffirming and maintaining U.S. extended deterrence commit-––
ments to allies;

ensuring that the U.S. nuclear stockpile is safe, secure, and reliable to ––
maintain the credibility of the U.S. nuclear deterrent; and

implementing best security practices for nuclear weapons and ––
weapons-usable materials worldwide to prevent unauthorized 
access and loss of control to nonstate actors such as terrorist 
groups.
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St r at egic Di alogue and Ar ms Con t rol

Political relationships fundamentally matter in reducing the likelihood 
of nuclear weapons use. Obviously, an intentional nuclear war is far 
more likely to occur with an ideological foe than with a nuclear-armed 
friend. Specifically, the demise of the Soviet Union in 1991 most cer-
tainly lowered the prospects of nuclear war between the United States 
and Russia, the main Soviet successor state. A major strategic miscalcu-
lation, however, could conceivably lead to the use of nuclear weapons. 
Almost twenty years after the end of the Cold War, Russia remains a 
state in transition and continues to exert power over its traditional sphere 
of influence. In particular, the war between Georgia and Russia in 2008 
has worried some American politicians and analysts that Russia may 
revert to Cold War practices. Russia perceives itself in a position of con-
ventional inferiority and military encirclement in respect to the United 
States and NATO. Consequently, Moscow has maintained tactical 
nuclear weapon systems for possible war fighting roles, expressed oppo-
sition to NATO enlargement to include Georgia and Ukraine, opposed 
deployment of a U.S. missile defense system in the Czech Republic and 
Poland, announced plans to begin large-scale military modernization by 
2011, and expressed concern about prompt global strike conventional 
arms, such as the potential arming of the U.S. Trident submarine mis-
sile with conventional munitions, citing perceived threats to Russia’s 
nuclear deterrent and the potential for strategic miscalculation. 

Despite these apparent impediments, Moscow has usually shown 
strong interest in nuclear arms control. Russia and the United States 
have a special responsibility in the nuclear arena. They were the first 
two nuclear-armed states and the first two countries to commercialize 
nuclear energy. They both have an additional vested interest in non-
proliferation, having joined political forces in the 1960s to push for the 
enactment of the NPT in 1970. 

Although the Bush administration discussed these impediments 
and areas of common interest with the Putin and Medvedev adminis-
trations, the two sides did not resolve the impasse over next steps. The 
Obama administration has an opportunity for a fresh start with Russia. 
The Task Force offers the following advice: 

Premise renewed strategic dialogue between the United States and ––
Russia on the common interests of preventing the use of nuclear 
weapons, strengthening the nonproliferation regime, securing 
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nuclear material worldwide, and increasing the prospects of safe and 
secure use of peaceful nuclear energy.

Provide for a START-type legal and verification foundation for ––
uninterrupted regulation, transparency, and predictability for U.S. 
and Russian nuclear forces while negotiating a follow-on treaty to 
START and SORT. 

Negotiate a legally binding follow-on treaty on strategic weapons that ––
would reflect current defense needs and realities and would result in 
deeper arms reductions. The Task Force does not want to prejudge 
the actual magnitude of reductions or other changes in nuclear pos-
ture. Instead, the Task Force underscores the value of first having 
meaningful strategic dialogue between the United States and Russia 
about threat assessments and perceived defense needs. 

Include, as an important part of strategic dialogue, discussions on ––
missile defense, nondeployed warheads, nonstrategic nuclear forces, 
and prompt conventional strike weapons. (Deeper reductions 
beyond what will likely be agreed on for the immediate post-SORT 
agreement will hinge on the understanding developed through these 
discussions.) 

Be transparent about U.S. intentions and capabilities. Work coop-––
eratively to ensure unimpeded situational awareness, given the fun-
damental link between transparency and crisis stability. Implement 
the Joint Data Exchange Center promptly. 

Delay ballistic missile defense deployments in Europe until this ––
defense system is technically viable and shown to be needed. Equally 
important, perform a joint missile threat assessment. (The proposed 
missile defense system is being designed to counter an emerging 
Iranian ballistic missile threat. More effective coordinated efforts 
between the United States and Russia, in cooperation with Euro-
pean allies and China, to resolve the Iranian nuclear threat could pre-
clude deployment of a missile defense system in Europe.)

Build on the success of the Cooperative Threat Reduction Pro-––
gram, other cooperative threat reduction programs such as the War-
head Safety and Security Exchange agreement, the Global Threat 
Reduction Initiative, and the Megatons-to-Megawatts agreement to 
achieve better security of and much larger reductions in weapons-
usable nuclear materials. (CTR began in 1992 and has provided sub-
stantial assistance to Russia and former Soviet successor states, and 
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was recently extended to other states, to secure weapons of mass 
destruction and the materials to make those weapons. The challenge 
and opportunity now is to transform the various cooperative threat 
reduction programs into a true partnership between the United 
States and Russia.) 

Revitalize nuclear warhead safety and security programs through ––
an umbrella agreement that would allow U.S. and Russian experts 
to work jointly to develop new technical approaches to arms control 
verification, nonproliferation, and counterterrorism. 

Develop a new approach or agreement with Russia to convert hun-––
dreds of additional tons of weapons-grade Russian uranium into 
nonweapons-usable nuclear fuel. (The Megatons-to-Megawatts 
agreement started in 1995 to convert five hundred metric tons of 
weapons-grade Russian uranium—enough material to make twenty 
thousand nuclear warheads—into nonweapons-usable nuclear reac-
tor fuel. This material has been fueling half of all U.S. nuclear power 
plants, providing approximately 10 percent of the electricity gener-
ated in the United States. The conversion of this weapons-origin 
uranium is set to be completed by the end of 2013. It is estimated 
that Russia has hundreds of more tons of weapons-grade uranium. 
Russia would likely object to continuing the terms of this agreement, 
however. Thus, when negotiating a new agreement, the United States 
should listen anew to Russian concerns and integrate the interests of 
the commercial nuclear industry.) 

Although the U.S.-Russia relationship is ripe for a new formal arms 
control agreement, the U.S.-China relationship is not, given the cur-
rent large asymmetry between U.S. and Chinese nuclear forces. The 
rise of China as a global economic power, however, the modernization 
of China’s nuclear forces, the imperative to cooperate on a new secu-
rity architecture for East Asia in anticipation of eventual Korean reuni-
fication, mutual interests with respect to nonproliferation, and the 
2007 test of a Chinese antisatellite weapon are all ample reasons why 
the United States and China should develop a much better strategic 
understanding. In particular, Chinese nuclear force modernization is 
likely driven in part by its concerns about the current and future capa-
bilities and intentions of the United States, including missile defense. 
China has also resisted announcing a formal halt to the production of 
fissile material for nuclear weapons. As with the U.S.-Russia strategic 
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dialogue, a U.S.-China nuclear and strategic dialogue must begin with a 
clear explanation of each side’s interests and concerns. The Task Force 
further recommends the following steps for the United States: 

Conduct frequent military-to-military discussions with China on ––
nuclear security issues. 

Be transparent with China about U.S. intentions and capabilities ––
with missile defense. Offer an agreement for formal transparency 
and confidence-building measures on this issue. 

Propose a trilateral ban with China and Russia on tests of kinetic ––
antisatellite weapons that can destroy both civilian and military sat-
ellites with projectiles fired from land-, air-, or space-based launch-
ing systems. Discuss with China and Russia how to expand such a 
ban to the global level and the broader issue of space weapons.

Nonprolifer at ion

Failure to resolve the Iranian and North Korean proliferation chal-
lenges could lead to more states acquiring nuclear weapons or the 
capabilities to make those weapons. The more states there are with 
nuclear weapons, the more likely it is that these weapons will be used 
either intentionally or through strategic miscalculation, or suffer loss 
of control. An increase in the number of states with nuclear weapons or 
weapons-usable materials also heightens the risk of terrorist access to 
these stockpiles. 

The Task Force emphasizes that the most effective way to prevent 
nuclear terrorism is to reduce the amounts and availability of weapons-
usable nuclear material—whether in weapons programs or civilian 
applications—and to provide the highest standards of security for what 
remains. In particular, as the United States and Russia take further steps 
to dismantle their nuclear weapons, they should ensure that the fissile 
material removed from these weapons is either processed as quickly as 
possible into nonweapons-usable form or is subject to the strongest 
security measures while in weapons-usable form.

Iran poses the toughest proliferation challenge. Under the guise of a 
peaceful nuclear program, the Iranian authorities have been obtaining 
the latent ability to make nuclear weapons. At present (early 2009), the 
Iranian uranium enrichment program is capable of producing at least 
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one weapon’s worth of highly enriched uranium within a few months, if 
Tehran were to decide to leave the NPT or operate a clandestine nuclear 
weapons program in further violation of its safeguards agreement with 
the IAEA. Iran has defied UN Security Council resolutions to suspend 
its uranium enrichment program. The Obama administration hopes 
to address these challenges by opening a dialogue with Iran based on 
mutual interests and respect, and employing all available tools to resolve 
the impasse. 

Given the scope of this report, the Task Force has focused on strength-
ening the nonproliferation regime as a way to contain the Iranian prolif-
eration threat, rather than deliberate the possible political and military 
solutions to this problem. A nuclear-armed or even a nuclear-weapons-
capable Iran might lead other nations in the Middle East and surround-
ing regions to acquire their own nuclear weapons or the capabilities to 
readily make them. In recent years, about a dozen countries in these 
regions have expressed interest in nuclear power programs. Although 
the acquisition of nuclear power plants alone would not present a seri-
ous danger of proliferation, it could eventually lead these countries 
toward uranium enrichment and reprocessing of spent nuclear fuel to 
separate plutonium—both weapons-usable technologies—unless these 
countries have incentives not to pursue these technologies. 

The administration will have to act quickly to prepare for the May 
2010 NPT Review Conference, a major opportunity to lead interna-
tional efforts in strengthening the nuclear security system. In this area, 
the Task Force urges the Obama administration to lead and work coop-
eratively with others by undertaking the following steps: 

Prepare a high-level diplomatic team, as soon as possible, for the ––
lead-up to the conference. The administration has already formally 
announced the nomination of a U.S. special representative of the 
president to the conference and designated this post as ambassado-
rial in rank, both promising signs. Before the conference, this team 
should meet with high-level foreign government officials to elevate 
the level of focus on the NPT in foreign capitals away from “nonpro-
liferation diplomats” to senior officials who can best appreciate how 
the NPT increases their overall national security. The United States 
should generally emphasize the theme that the rights given to any 
NPT member are contingent on the member honoring its commit-
ments and responsibilities under the treaty. 
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Ensure that countries with nuclear power plants are provided with ––
multiple assurances of nuclear fuel supplies, through the exist-
ing market, political commitments, insurance coverage, and fuel 
banks, to demonstrate a reduced incentive to build national uranium 
enrichment facilities. The United States should work with existing 
uranium enrichment suppliers to determine whether and how to 
supply nuclear fuel in a cost-neutral way such that the cost of pro-
duction equals the price paid by clients, so as to remove the perceived 
economic benefit of becoming a fuel supplier and thus to further 
decrease the incentive for additional states to build their own enrich-
ment plants. 

Freeze the construction of new nationally owned and operated ura-––
nium enrichment plants. Any new plants should require interna-
tional ownership, with personnel and physical security measures 
implemented at the plants to prevent unauthorized access or trans-
fer of enrichment technologies.

Set up a fuel-leasing program that would allow the United States to ––
reduce the risk of a state reprocessing spent fuel to separate pluto-
nium by accepting spent nuclear fuel from states that have newly 
acquired nuclear power plants. Although Congress may at first balk 
at such a proposal because of constituents’ concerns about accept-
ing foreign nuclear waste, the Task Force notes that the George W. 
Bush administration’s Global Threat Reduction Initiative accepted 
U.S.-origin research reactor spent fuel containing highly enriched 
uranium to preclude its theft. The new administration has expressed 
interest in continuing the GTRI. The Task Force also recommends 
that the Obama administration encourage Russia to continue its 
policy of requiring the repatriation of spent fuel, as it did Iran regard-
ing spent fuel from the Bushehr nuclear power plant.

Make the Additional Protocol, a more rigorous application of IAEA ––
safeguards, a prerequisite for states to obtain commercial nuclear 
power technologies. These states must also demonstrate that they 
are fully compliant with their existing safeguards agreements. The 
Additional Protocol, however, has some gaps. It does not prevent 
states from building clandestine nuclear facilities. Also, in states 
with a good track record with the nonproliferation regime, the 
number of inspections is reduced as a cost-cutting measure for the 
IAEA. The IAEA needs adequate analytic and inspection resources 
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to periodically monitor all states with significant nuclear power pro-
grams regardless of compliance record. 

Develop and implement more effective safeguards techniques, in-––
cluding wide-area environmental sampling and near-real-time mon-
itoring of nuclear facilities, including by U.S. intelligence agencies. 
Work with and encourage the IAEA’s board of governors to have 
advanced safeguards techniques adopted as universal standards. 

Provide increased and sustainable funding to the IAEA’s safeguards ––
and nuclear security departments to match the increased use of 
nuclear power and increased amount of nuclear material. Because 
safeguards and nuclear security activities are often looked on as a 
burden by developing states, there is a corresponding need to ensure 
that the IAEA’s technical cooperation budget is commensurately 
increased. A state’s assessed contribution to these budgets should be 
proportionate to their use of peaceful nuclear power. 

Correct weaknesses in the NPT that permit a state to leave the treaty ––
while under violation of its safeguards agreement. The Task Force 
recognizes and supports the supreme national interest clause allow-
ing a state to exit the NPT or other arms control treaties, but it cau-
tions that a state could use this clause as a loophole to exit the treaty 
while under strong suspicion of developing a nuclear weapons pro-
gram. Having enjoyed the benefits of the NPT, a withdrawing state 
found in violation of its safeguards agreement should be required to 
return to the countries of origin the nuclear materials and technolo-
gies it obtained while a member of the treaty. In addition, the UN 
Security Council should seek to conduct a special inspection of that 
state to determine whether any safeguarded materials or technolo-
gies have been used in weapons programs. The Task Force acknowl-
edges that the United States or the UN Security Council cannot 
coerce or otherwise force a state to remain inside the NPT and that it 
would be difficult to enforce these proposed measures. 

Increase national and international efforts toward entry into force ––
of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, which would ban nuclear 
testing worldwide. While a state could develop a first-generation 
Hiroshima-type nuclear bomb without nuclear testing, the CTBT 
would prevent a state from gaining guaranteed technical assurance 
through nuclear testing that advanced nuclear weapons would work 
reliably. The political benefit of the CTBT is that it has been strongly 
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linked to the vitality of the nonproliferation regime. The Task Force 
believes that the benefits outweigh the costs and that the CTBT is 
in U.S. national security interests. The Senate should consider addi-
tional safeguards, including a more effective nuclear stockpile refur-
bishment program. The Senate should also consider requiring the 
executive branch to provide a detailed report at least every four years 
on whether the CTBT continues to serve U.S. interests. If and when 
the Senate ratifies the CTBT, the United States should redouble 
efforts to work with allies to urge remaining holdout states of China, 
Egypt, India, Indonesia, Iran, Israel, North Korea, and Pakistan to 
ratify this treaty and help secure its entry into force.

Redouble international efforts to phase out highly enriched ura-––
nium in civilian applications, such as in research reactors, isotope 
production reactors, and icebreakers. HEU is the nuclear material 
that is the easiest to use to make an improvised nuclear device, the 
type of nuclear explosive that terrorists would most likely try to 
build. The Global Threat Reduction Initiative has reduced the use 
of HEU in research and isotope production reactors. As part of this 
initiative, the United States worked cooperatively with Russia and 
dozens of other countries to repatriate Soviet-origin HEU to Russia 
and U.S.-origin HEU to the United States. The program has also 
led to the conversion of many reactors from HEU to nonweapons-
usable low-enriched uranium. However, although the United States 
has converted most of its HEU-fueled reactors to LEU, Russia has 
yet to convert any of its dozens of HEU-fueled isotope-production, 
research, and test reactors. Overcoming Russian resistance to con-
verting its reactors is a challenge for the Obama administration. 
Incentives to reduce Russia’s use of civilian HEU should include 
financial assistance to decommission older HEU-using facilities, the 
involvement of Russian nuclear scientists in research activities that 
do not involve use of HEU, and, as a transitional objective, the con-
solidation of dozens of such reactors and critical assemblies into a 
handful with enhanced security features. 

Demonstrate through transparency of intentions and actions that the ––
United States has taken significant steps toward reducing its nuclear 
stockpile, and affirm during the conference that it will continue to 
make a good-faith effort—called for by Article VI of the NPT—to 
pursue nuclear disarmament. President Obama has said that “as long 
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as nuclear weapons exist, we’ll retain a strong deterrent. But we’ll 
make the goal of eliminating all nuclear weapons a central element 
in our nuclear policy.” Concerns remain, however, that complete 
nuclear disarmament is neither feasible nor desirable. To this end, 
the United States should ask for and determine the views of other 
states as to what political and security conditions as well as verifica-
tion procedures would be necessary to abolish nuclear weapons. 

Call for a global moratorium on the production of fissile material for ––
weapons purposes before the conference. The Obama administra-
tion offering this proposal would not by itself convince China, India, 
Israel, and Pakistan—the major holdout states—to support a fissile 
material cutoff. Nonetheless, the administration should leverage this 
call for action to rally many allies to support the strengthening of the 
nonproliferation regime. Also, the Task Force recognizes that the 
mechanism of the Conference on Disarmament has led to a stale-
mated discussion on the proposed Fissile Material Cutoff Treaty. The 
Task Force therefore urges the administration to try to gain better 
traction by initiating parallel discussions with the aforementioned 
states. Moreover, the Obama administration should reexamine the 
previous administration’s conclusion that there are no appropriate 
verification provisions for the FMCT. The Task Force believes that 
the United States should treat the FMCT, though it is an important 
initiative, as a lower priority than the CTBT at the conference.

E x t ended Det err  ence

The United States does not need nuclear weapons to compensate for 
conventional military inferiority and has no reason to fear a conven-
tionally armed foe. But U.S. allies, including members of the NATO alli-
ance, Australia, Japan, and South Korea, depend on security assurances 
from the United States. A component of these assurances is protection 
against nuclear attack. U.S. nuclear weapons represent one facet of 
multilayered defenses—including diplomacy, economic support, and 
conventional military forces—that deter attacks and defend allies in 
the event of an attack. Without the nuclear aspect of these assurances, 
some U.S. allies may decide in the future to acquire nuclear weapons. 
The Task Force strongly supports maintaining and enhancing, where 
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necessary, U.S. security assurances to allies. With respect to the nuclear 
aspect of these assurances, the Task Force advises the Obama adminis-
tration to undertake the following steps:

Reaffirm U.S. commitment to security assurances, including ex-––
tended nuclear deterrence, to allies.

Consult with allies to determine their views about the credibility of ––
the nuclear role in security assurances to assess whether any adjust-
ments in nuclear and conventional capabilities are necessary. 

Keep the relatively small U.S. nuclear stockpile in Europe as long as ––
this force supports NATO political objectives in reassuring allies 
and acts as a disincentive for NATO allies to build their own nuclear 
forces.

Cr edible Nucle ar Det err  en t

A credible U.S. nuclear deterrent depends on maintaining a safe, secure, 
and reliable nuclear arsenal, including warheads and weapon delivery 
systems. As long as the United States maintains nuclear weapons, it 
must ensure that the weapons complex has enough human and tech-
nical resources. In recent years, however, concerns have been raised 
about the long-term viability of the nuclear weapons complex. Since 
1992, when the United States last conducted a nuclear test, the weap-
ons labs and the associated material and manufacturing facilities have 
applied the Stockpile Stewardship Program and the Life Extension 
Program to maintain legacy nuclear warheads from the Cold War. The 
United States has not designed or built a new warhead since the Cold 
War. Each strategic weapon delivery system has two types of warheads 
it can use, and the United States has been maintaining several thousand 
reserve warheads. The United States spends several billion dollars annu-
ally on stockpile stewardship. These conditions have led to three major 
concerns: how to attract top scientific talent to the weapons labs in an 
era of no nuclear testing and no development of new warheads, how 
to transform the weapons complex to save substantial costs in the long 
term and to create the conditions for substantial reductions in reserve 
warheads, and how to ensure the safety, security, and reliability of the 
remaining warheads and delivery systems. 
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In recent years, one of the most controversial proposals has been to 
build the reliable replacement warhead. Proponents claim that the RRW 
would include advanced safety and security features and other measures 
to ensure reliability without creating additional military capabilities or 
requiring nuclear testing. To improve workers’ safety, it would also reduce 
the amount of toxic materials as compared to the components in legacy 
warheads. The Los Alamos and Lawrence Livermore labs have undergone 
a design competition for a proposed replacement warhead. However, the 
RRW has not been authorized for development or even for a cost-and-
feasibility study. Congress stated that such action was premature until 
more fundamental policy questions were addressed. Some critics are 
concerned that the military will not have confidence in these warheads 
absent testing and, in turn, that U.S. testing would open the door for 
other nuclear-armed states to test. They also worry that the development 
of the RRW may be perceived by other states as a new weapons system 
and thus undermine U.S. efforts to rally support among many allies for 
strengthening the nonproliferation regime. President Obama has stated 
that his administration will not develop new nuclear weapons, and Sec-
retary Gates has been on the record as supporting the RRW.86 The Task 
Force offers the following guidance on the nuclear weapons complex: 

Ensure that the stockpile stewardship program has the resources and ––
talent it needs to maintain the safety, security, and reliability of the 
remaining warheads in the arsenal.

Maintain a readiness to modernize or replace the U.S. arsenal, ––
including weapon delivery systems, dating from the Cold War, as 
necessary.

Be transparent about any proposed changes to the nuclear weapons ––
complex. This means that any decision for or against a particular 
program, such as the reliable replacement warhead, should be cou-
pled with vigorous diplomatic outreach to allies to explain clearly 
why these decisions were made.

Couple decisions about proposed weapons complex changes to a ––
rigorous assessment of the future roles of U.S. nuclear weapons and 
strategic dialogue with Russia and China. 

Conduct a comprehensive cost-benefit assessment of proposals to ––
transform the weapons complex. This assessment is vital in an era of 
economic crisis. 
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Implement an integrated approach to weapons complex transforma-––
tion that assesses the full range of nuclear security activities. That 
is, the Task Force supports a nuclear weapons security enterprise 
that stresses the equal importance of nonproliferation, prevention 
of nuclear terrorism, maintenance of a credible nuclear arsenal, and 
steps toward nuclear disarmament. 

Do not move nuclear warhead maintenance responsibilities or the ––
management of the Department of Energy’s National Nuclear Secu-
rity Administration to the Department of Defense. 

Exercise the intellectual capacity of the technically talented people ––
at the weapons labs, including rigorous investigations into counter-
ing terrorists’ weapons, both nuclear and nonnuclear. Renew lab 
research on the verification challenges of ensuring dismantlement of 
other countries’ nuclear warheads. 

Be st Secur i t y Pr act ice s

A country with nuclear weapons or weapons-usable nuclear materi-
als has a special responsibility to protect them against unauthorized 
access or other loss of control. Because terrorist groups without state 
assistance are unlikely to have the means to produce fissile material for 
nuclear weapons, they would have to target state-produced stockpiles, 
whether in the military or civilian sectors, to make a nuclear device. 
Terrorists could also try to steal intact nuclear weapons. It is essential, 
therefore, to implement best security practices. The Task Force sup-
ports the pledge made during the presidential campaign by then presi-
dential candidate Obama to “secure all loose nuclear materials in the 
world within four years.” 

The Task Force finds that though many places worldwide require 
additional nuclear security, the situation in Pakistan is in need of par-
ticular attention. Many of the terrorists who seek nuclear weapons or 
fissile material are especially active in Pakistan and the surrounding 
region. In addition, because Pakistan has a history of political instabil-
ity and has based its weapons program mainly on highly enriched ura-
nium, which can be used most easily to make nuclear devices, the Task 
Force urges the Obama administration to redouble efforts to work 
with Pakistan to improve nuclear security. Islamabad, meanwhile, has 
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been wary of assistance that might reveal sensitive information about 
the designs and locations of its nuclear weapons or that might pub-
licly suggest that it is beholden to Washington for nuclear security. 
With respect to these concerns, the Task Force recommends that the 
United States offer, if it has not already done so, security cooperation 
that includes generic physical security procedures, unclassified mili-
tary handbooks, portal control equipment, sophisticated vaults and 
access doors, and personnel reliability programs, while striving to not 
increase the likelihood of nuclear war in South Asia, harm relations 
with India, or undermine the Pakistani government. Similarly, because 
of terrorist activities in India, the United States should work with New 
Delhi in a cooperative manner to share lessons learned about develop-
ing best security practices.

The United States itself has recently taken action to ensure autho-
rized control of its nuclear weapons. In August 2007, the U.S. Air 
Force did not exercise adequate control over six nuclear-armed cruise 
missiles that were flown across the United States without proper 
authorization. Secretary Gates acted quickly and appropriately to 
instill better discipline and professionalism in the Air Force’s nuclear 
command. The Task Force recommends that the United States applies 
the lessons learned from this incident to its cooperative global work in 
improving accountability over nuclear weapons and weapons-usable 
materials.

In the issue area of implementing best security practices, the Task 
Force calls on the Obama administration to undertake the following 
steps:

Hold a presidential summit with Russian president Medvedev to ––
secure a joint U.S.-Russia commitment to lead global efforts to 
implement best nuclear security practices. This summit will build 
and expand on the Bush-Putin summit held in Bratislava in Febru-
ary 2005, in which both Russia and the United States committed to 
strengthen cooperative efforts to counter nuclear terrorism.

Follow through on President Obama’s pledge to convene a global ––
conference within the first year of the administration on nuclear ter-
rorism prevention. This conference will provide an opportunity to 
convince all states with nuclear weapons-usable materials to imple-
ment best security practices within the president’s goal date of 2012. 
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Implement expeditiously the National Nuclear Security Adminis-––
tration’s action plan to secure and remove, where feasible, weapons- 
usable nuclear materials, especially highly enriched uranium at 
dozens of sites worldwide.

Increase transparency about the status of the U.S. nuclear weap-––
ons inventory. The purpose of this policy is to set an international 
standard for reporting on nuclear weapons status—thereby encour-
aging other nations to do the same. This would reinforce the impor-
tance of accountability and stewardship of all weapons in a nation’s 
possession.

Commit the United States to publishing an annual report detailing its ––
nuclear dismantlement activities, including the number and type of 
warheads formally retired and awaiting dismantlement. The United 
States should encourage other nuclear-armed nations to report on 
their progress in these efforts. 

Increase, as much as possible, the rate at which U.S. nuclear war-––
heads slated for dismantlement are disassembled. 

Dispose of fissile material, including highly enriched uranium and ––
plutonium, in excess of U.S. defense needs into nonweapons-usable 
forms and provide high security for the retained material. 

Share as much information as possible, consistent with legal and ––
classification requirements, with other nuclear-armed states, to 
encourage equipping all nuclear weapons with mechanisms and pro-
cedures to prevent unauthorized use.

Share lessons learned from the United States’ own security lapses—––
in confidential discussions—as an important step in encouraging the 
highest standards of nuclear custodianship.

Work with member states of the IAEA to move the IAEA’s nuclear ––
security program into the organization’s regular budget. In this 
way, the program would benefit from a larger and more predicable 
resource base than what its current voluntary character allows for. 
This action should not preclude additional voluntary contributions 
(as with the technical cooperation program in the regular budget) 
that states may choose to make. This recommendation intends to 
ensure that the IAEA’s nuclear security program receives funding 
to a level commensurate with the large amount of nuclear material 
requiring protection worldwide.
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Redouble diplomatic efforts to bring into force the amended Con-––
vention on the Physical Protection of Nuclear Material, which 
requires states to enhance the security of nuclear material in domes-
tic use as well as in international transit.

U.S.  Le aders h ip

The Task Force underscores that post–Cold War changes in the security 
environment call for renewed American leadership to shape U.S. nuclear 
weapons policy and posture. Many competing interests will demand  
President Obama’s attention. However, urgent nuclear policy issues in-
clude the impending expiration of START, the nuclear posture review, 
and the preparation for the 2010 NPT Review Conference. President 
Obama has shown an early commitment to this issue with his historic 
pronouncements in Europe in April 2009 and his call for U.S. leadership  
on nuclear arms reduction and nonproliferation efforts. The Task Force  
recommends that the president, the National Security Council, the de-
partments of State, Defense, and Energy, the National Nuclear Security 
Administration, and the intelligence community should treat the forth-
coming nuclear posture review as a thoughtful and serious expression 
of U.S. nuclear policy, not merely as a bureaucratic exercise, and that the 
review should give appropriate weight to nonproliferation, nuclear terror-
ism prevention, arms control, and the credibility of the U.S. deterrent. 

The president’s involvement with nuclear weapons policy should not 
stop when the review is completed. He and his senior advisers should 
receive periodic detailed briefings (annually, unless there is an unusual 
event requiring more frequent updates) about nuclear weapons posture 
and targeting, as well as the status of national and international efforts 
to reduce and secure nuclear weapons-usable materials. In the review 
and follow-on assessments, the Task Force calls on the administration 
to determine where the United States can exert even more leadership 
by reducing, via unilateral action, the amounts of nuclear weapons and 
fissile material deemed excess to defense needs. 

It is too early to know how President Obama’s recent groundbreak-
ing declarations will play out, but it is the Task Force’s sincere hope 
that U.S leadership on this issue will lend credibility to U.S. and global 
efforts to prevent the use of nuclear weapons, curb proliferation, and 
reduce the threats posed by nuclear weapons and materials.
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Additional or Dissenting Views

The key points that I found compelling in the Task Force deliberations 
are: (1) the United States will need to maintain a credible nuclear deter-
rent for the foreseeable future; (2) the nuclear stockpiles—deployed 
warheads, retired weapons awaiting dismantlement, and strategic 
nuclear material—of the United States, Russia, and other countries, 
can and should be reduced; (3) it is in the interest of the United States 
for these stockpile reductions to take place in a transparent manner; (4) 
the United States must engage Russia and China on nuclear issues if 
progress is to be made on reducing stockpiles and slowing prolifera-
tion—for example, by Iran and North Korea; (5) preventing or revers-
ing a country’s move toward the bomb is best achieved by addressing 
the country’s security concerns; coercive international agreements are 
secondary; (6) the U.S. Department of Energy must adopt a compre-
hensive plan to support the facilities and people of its nuclear security 
enterprise that is responsible for weapons R&D, materials production, 
naval nuclear reactors, associated defense nuclear waste management, 
and counterproliferation activities.

John Deutch

While I support the many useful recommendations included in this 
report, it fails in what I believed was to have been its primary goal: to 
provide a clear and actionable statement of the purposes served by 
nuclear weapons. A consensus view of this Task Force could have been, 
I believe, a significant contribution to the current global debate on 
nuclear weapons policy, and I am disappointed that this opportunity 
was missed.

Laura S.H. Holgate
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This report underscores the importance of a strong nuclear deter-
rent at the core of a comprehensive strategy that includes valuable 
steps such as continuing START, securing nuclear weapons and 
fissile material, exploring missile defense, and transforming coop-
erative threat reduction programs. Every proposal in the report, how-
ever, runs a serious risk that it will not work out as intended. One is 
reminded of the 1991 Korean Denuclearization Agreement, with its 
ban on enrichment and reprocessing and additional inspection mea-
sures that offered an “NPT-plus” regime, which is still sought for 
troubled regions. Eighteen years and four administrations later, the 
United States has instead exposed its inability to enforce compliance 
even with basic NPT obligations.

In a world of rapid political and technical change, governments are 
having difficulty making realistic risk assessments, to say nothing of 
finding workable solutions to complex political and technological dilem-
mas. Failure on Iran and North Korea now will have great implications 
for the future. Other issues may be secondary but remain important. 
For example, START follow-on would benefit from a reexamination 
of how START I and II addressed stability and verification. Qualitative 
arms control, such as that in the CTBT and what would be included in a 
formal antisatellite ban, are likely to have significant unintended conse-
quences as dual-use technology advances. 

This report leaves several fundamental questions unanswered. 
Should the nuclear posture review not allow for flexibility in the types 
of warheads to be retired, if such flexibility could save money or improve 
safety and security? Additionally, though the downsides of moving the 
U.S. weapons complex to the Department of Defense are clear, what 
should be done to address current dysfunctions?

Ronald F. Lehman II

The disclaimer at the beginning of this report, and the language 
acknowledging differences among Task Force members in important 
places within the report, makes it unnecessary for me to dissent. I would 
like briefly to argue, however, that the discussion of the purposes of 
U.S. nuclear weapons does not persuasively make the case for their role 
beyond deterring threats to national survival, nor does it make the case 
for the need to develop new nuclear weapons, an option that the report 
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does not exclude. Today, only nuclear weapons, and only nuclear weap-
ons of a quantity and quality wielded by states, pose such threats. Other 
threats discussed in the report—conventional military forces, chemical 
and potential biological weapons, terrorism, and blackmail—are not of 
a scale or nature to justify U.S. retention of a deployed nuclear arsenal. 
To assume otherwise is to miss an opportunity for the United States to 
lead others in trying to create the conditions necessary to strengthen 
the international nonproliferation regime and develop robust verifica-
tion and enforcement practices that could, in decades hence, enable the 
elimination of all nuclear arsenals. 

As long as others possess nuclear weapons or threaten to acquire 
them, the United States will retain an effective nuclear deterrent. But 
this report allows for the unhelpful and unnecessary perception that the 
United States should be more concerned about perpetuating its nuclear 
arsenal than it is about creating the conditions that would allow all states 
to live free from the terrifying threat of nuclear war.

George R. Perkovich 

I endorse the general policy thrust of this report with one exception. The 
report states that the current U.S. nuclear doctrine of calculated ambi-
guity—or threatening to use nuclear weapons in response to a chemical 
or biological attack—continues to serve U.S. interests. I do not believe 
that to be the case today. In his April 5, 2009, speech in Prague, Presi-
dent Barack Obama promised that “to put an end to Cold War think-
ing, [the United States] will reduce the role of nuclear weapons in [its] 
national security strategy and urge others to do the same.” The best way 
to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in U.S. national security strat-
egy would be to state clearly that the purpose of U.S. nuclear weapons 
is to deter the use of other states’ nuclear weapons against the United 
States, its allies, and its troops overseas. The current policy of calcu-
lated ambiguity is also inconsistent with U.S. negative security pledges 
given to nonnuclear weapon states at NPT review conferences. Further, 
it encourages other nuclear weapon states to adopt similar doctrines, 
rather than encouraging them to reduce the roles that nuclear weapons 
play in their national security policy.

Scott D. Sagan
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This report covers a number of subjects in depth and presents many 
constructive recommendations. However, it leaves open the possibil-
ity of new warhead development. While I support a variety of means 
for maintaining the existing nuclear stockpile, I strongly feel that these 
should not include complete replacement or “new” weapons. It is my 
opinion that the report implies the possible necessity of new warhead 
designs, a specific point on which I must dissent.

Benn Tannenbaum
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