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Obama’s Wish to Cut Nuclear Arsenal

Undermines National Security
Michaela Dodge

n Wednesday in Berlin, President Obama called

for negotiated cuts in deployed nuclear weap-
ons with the Russian Federation, as much as one-
third below the New Strategic Arms Reductions
Treaty (New START) level of 1,550. He also stated
that he would focus on U.S. and Russian tactical
nuclear weapons in Europe and reinvigorate the
Administration’s efforts on the Comprehensive Test
Ban Treaty (CTBT) and the Fissile Material Cutoff
Treaty.

The Administration’s announcement is impru-
dent because the U.S. gave up much of its leverage
during New START negotiations. The President’s
proposed initiatives will further undermine U.S.
national security.

Reduce Now, Ask Questions Later. The
Administration’s announced initiatives are poten-
tially dangerous in the following ways:

= New START’s degraded verification regime
makes it more difficult to assess Russia’s
nuclear weapons capabilities. After the treaty
was ratified, Moscow launched the most exten-
sive nuclear weapons modernization program
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since the end of the Cold War and announced that
itwill build up to the treaty levels. Meanwhile, the
U.S. has to bear the majority of expensive reduc-
tions. The Administration has not announced
what the U.S. nuclear posture will be under New
START and therefore has not evaluated its impact
on other states and actors. It is not wise to blind-
ly call for more nuclear reductions under such
circumstances.

Russia and China maintain massive nuclear
weapons production complexes while the U.S.
production capability is very limited. In addi-
tion, the President breached his nuclear infra-
structure modernization promises to the Senate.
He said that he would speed up construction of
the Chemical Metallurgy Research Replacement
Facility at Los Alamos National Laboratory when
the treaty entered into force, yet delayed it by five
years. The President has also undermined fund-
ing for the U.S. nuclear infrastructure since tak-
ing office.!

The reduction in disparity between U.S. and
Russian tactical nuclear weapons can be
achieved only at great cost to the U.S. This is
because Russia has at least 10-to-1 advantage in
this class of weapons. Moscow has also increased
the role of its tactical nuclear weapons in its
national security strategy and considers first
use of these weapons de-escalatory under some
circumstances.?

At lower numbers, the U.S. would have to
adjust its nuclear targeting policy. Leadership
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bunkers and underground military facilities are
more difficult to destroy than are cities. This
means the U.S. needs a substantial arsenal of
nuclear weapons if it wants to threaten these
hard targets. Targeting civilian populations is
not consistent with American values and does
not constitute a credible deterrent in the eyes of
U.S. adversaries.

= Imprudent changes to the U.S. nuclear weap-
ons posture will make allies nervous. South
Korea is under the constant threat of a nucle-
ar-armed North Korea. Yet it does not have any
nuclear weapons of its own, because it relies on
the U.S. nuclear umbrella. Assurance is a complex
calculation, and insensitive reductions may lead
allies to doubt U.S. commitment to their security.

= CTBT would make the U.S. less secure. The
U.S. Senate rejected the treaty in 1999 by a major-
ity vote. The outcome reflected the treaty’s fun-
damental problems with its substance and veri-
fication provisions.? The U.S.’s continued nuclear
testing moratorium has not convinced North
Korea to stop its nuclear weapons program, nor
has it prevented Russia and China from conduct-
ing very low-yield nuclear weapons tests.

Prudent Nuclear Deterrence Strategy. Last
week, the House of Representatives passed the
National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA). The
law attempts to mitigate some of the shortfalls of
the President’s nuclear weapons policy. Such steps
should be encouraged and expanded. A prudent
nuclear deterrent strategy would:

m Postpone elimination of nuclear weapons.
The U.S. is the only nuclear weapons state with-
out a substantive nuclear weapons moderniza-
tion program. At a time of decreasing budgets,
expensive reductions of nuclear weapons divert
funding from nuclear programs that are designed

to keep the U.S. nuclear deterrent safe, secure,
and reliable. The U.S. should get its nuclear
infrastructure in order before conducting more
reductions.

Pursue any negotiated agreement with
Moscow as a treaty. The New START resolu-
tion of ratification declares, in reiteration of the
current law, that “further arms reduction agree-
ments obligating the United States to reduce
or limit the Armed Forces or armaments of the
United States in any militarily significant man-
ner may be made only pursuant to the treaty mak-
ing power of the President.” The Senate and the
House of Representatives should work together if
the President tries to circumvent them by unilat-
erally reducing the U.S. nuclear weapons arsenal.

m Advance a “protect and defend strategy.” This

strategyrecognizes that the world hasnotbecome
any safer since the Cold War ended. It advances
a comprehensive layered missile defense system
and a strong, credible mix of offensive capabili-
ties, both conventional and nuclear.

Correct the President’s breaches regarding
his commitment to U.S. nuclear infrastruc-
ture modernization. Facilities responsible for
keeping U.S. nuclear warheads safe, secure, and
reliable have been underfunded for decades. It is
essential that Congress and the Administration
provide funding at least at the level of the updat-
ed Section 1251 of the NDAA of 2010. In doing
so, Congress should ensure that appropriated
resources advance U.S. nuclear weapons capa-
bilities rather than fund dismantlement of U.S.
nuclear weapons.

Maintain the nuclear triad. The triad compris-
ing of heavy bombers, intercontinental-range
ballistic missiles, and submarines armed with
submarine-launched ballistic missiles provides
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decision makers with the widest range of options
during a conflict to signal resolve and deter
aggression. These systems will continue to be
indispensable in the future.

m Reiterate commitment to NATO’s tactical
nuclear weapons. The President stated that he
would seek bold reductions in U.S. and Russian
tactical weapons in Europe. The Administration
should seek reductions in disparity in tacti-
cal nuclear weapons overall, not just in Europe.
Such a position was refused by all previous
Administrations.

Critical to Credibility. Arbitrary and unrealis-
tic assumptions about the current world should not

guide U.S. nuclear weapons posture. Modernizing
the U.S. nuclear weapons arsenal and guarantee-
ing the vitality of its nuclear weapons complex are
critical to maintaining the credibility of the U.S.
nuclear weapons arsenal—on which more than 30
allies around the world rely. Thankfully, there are
steps that Congress can take to mitigate some of the
Administration’s flawed policies.

—Michaela Dodge is Policy Analyst for Defense
Issues in the Douglas and Sarah Allison Center for
Foreign Policy Studies, a division of the Kathryn and
Shelby Cullom Davis Institute for International Stud-
ies, at The Heritage Foundation.




