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Methodology

The research for this paper was conducted via traditional social science methods,
including elite interviews with experts on U.S. and NATO nuclear policy on both sides of the
Atlantic. These experts were found in the governments of the United States and key European
allies, in the NATO staff, and in various non-governmental organizations on both sides of the
political spectrum and both sides of the debate over a continuing need for U.S. nuclear weapons
stationed in Europe. All interviews referred to in this paper were conducted with an

understanding of nonattribution, and on an unclassified basis.

Disclaimer
The views, opinions, and analysis in this study are those of the author, and do not
necessarily reflect the policy of the United States government, NATO, or Science Applications

International Corporation or any of its clients.
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Executive Summary

This report examines non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNW) and the policy implications
they manifest. In particular, the study considers the possibility of changing NATO policies
toward U.S. NSNW in the post-9/11 era and their ongoing role in protecting Europe. The future
of NSNW in NATO is uncertain due to a combination of factors: U.S. bureaucratic perspectives
and pressures, Russian public diplomacy efforts, anti-nuclear European publics and pending
government decisions, and the requirements for updating NATO strategy.

The debate over whether to maintain or eliminate the remaining arsenal of U.S. nuclear
weapons assigned to NATO has proponents with strongly held beliefs on both sides. On the one
hand, advocates say, these weapons provide coupling, transatlantic links, military capabilities
against an uncertain future, and risk and burden sharing. On the other, coupling may be strong
enough through conventional burden sharing and the long history of Alliance cooperation to
preclude the necessity for continuing the deployment of nuclear weapons for those purposes. The
contribution of a few hundred invisible weapons to coupling, according to this argument, is
minimal, so the benefits of removing U.S. nuclear weapons may exceed those of retaining them.
Yet the “foreseeable future” referred to in NATO’s Strategic Concept is far enough away for
most European governments and security experts that they see no need to undertake public
discussions on any nuclear alternatives today.

As a result, NATO today is in a period of drift when it comes to nuclear policy. A series of
drivers is conspiring to create a future in which these capabilities will have simply withered away.
These include nuclear weariness on the part of the host nations, the lack of interest in the mission
by the U.S. Air Force, and the unwillingness of the European DCA states to publicly consider a
future for these weapons, or to base fighter aircraft acquisition decisions on such a future. This
combination of factors may lead to a situation where all sides of the debate come to the conclusion
that it is just easier to remove the remaining U.S. warheads than it is to try to maintain this
capability. While the Alliance may choose to maintain a nuclear deterrent strategy, it will more
likely rely on the independent nuclear forces of the United States, Great Britain, or even France.

Unless current trends are altered, the remaining U.S. nuclear weapons will likely be
removed from NATO Europe within the next decade. A number of potential actions could

accelerate these tendencies toward the withdrawal of U.S. nuclear weapons from Europe. A

Xi
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nuclear incident, a WMD attack against a NATO member, a decision by the Alliance to end this
aspect of its defense mission, or a decision to remove the weapons as an arms control measure
could all lead European publics or governments to call for a more expeditious end to the
deployment of nuclear weapons in Europe.

On the other hand, there also exist a number of serious but unlikely considerations that
could quickly reverse the direction of the driving factors that seem to be pushing U.S. NSNW and
Alliance nuclear policy. These include: concern over Russian revanchism; an awareness of new
nuclear threats, particularly on NATO’s southern borders; enhanced threats from state-sponsored
terrorism; an unwillingness to place Europe’s future security in the hands of British or French
nuclear deterrent forces; or a decision to keep U.S. nuclear capabilities in Europe for the larger
political purpose of maintaining Alliance stability. A decision that any one of these reversing
factors was critical the future of the Alliance or to its security would trump all of the driving
factors discussed above. These could even lead to enhanced or modernized nuclear weapons and a
more robust nuclear capability for the Alliance.

One can envision a number of potential alternatives to the current nuclear deployment
patterns and operational planning assumptions in NATO today that would still provide a nuclear
deterrent umbrella for the Alliance. Even if all remaining U.S. weapons were withdrawn from the
continent it would not necessarily mean the end of the Alliance’s nuclear mission. NATO could
rely on the United States to reintroduce the warheads to the continent in a crisis, for example, or
the United States could provide the warheads to European DCA aircraft under dual-key
arrangements similar to those in place today. Alternatively, the Alliance could choose to develop a
European nuclear force, perhaps multinational in nature (though one that most likely relied on UK
or French systems). Of course, Europe might also determine that its security no longer needed any
nuclear weapons on European soil. U.S. strategic deterrent forces at sea or based in North America
may provide enough of a guarantee to enable continued coupling and reassurance.

Fifteen years after the end of the Cold War, the allies have yet to make the hard decision
about what the new global security environment means for its Cold War era weapons systems,
including its residual arsenal of American nuclear warheads based on European soil. That it has
taken so long to adjust its policies may reflect a combination of organizational lethargy and

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

It appears that the United States maintains its nuclear weapons in Europe primarily
because it thinks its European allies want it to continue to do so. The European DCA states, on
the other hand, remain committed to the nuclear mission largely because they think the United
States expects them to do so, remaining reluctant partners in the DCA mission. There is no
consensus on the need for nuclear weapons in the Alliance. Both sides are talking past one
another—or more accurately, not talking to one another. Nobody wants to rock the boat.

Is the Alliance on a glide path to a non-nuclear future? Whether it chooses to rely on
conventional munitions as a replacement for NSNW, or moves to one of the nuclear alternatives
described above, is yet to be determined. The “don’t make waves” approach taken by many allies
over this issue, however, is disconcerting. 1f NATO claims to be transforming itself, how can it
ignore one of the main pillars of its collective security?

The end of NATO’s nuclear capabilities is not foreordained. The allies could decide that
any one of the potential reversing factors is more important than allowing the current situation to
continue to drift toward a non-nuclear future. All it will take is political will and the consensus of
the member states that maintaining European-based nuclear capabilities is critical to the long-
term health of the Alliance, and to the security of Europe and all the allies. If NATO can make
that determination, we may yet see another generation of nuclear burden sharing within the
Alliance.

Without such a decision, the Alliance will continue its current drift toward the withering
away of its nuclear capabilities. In such a case, it is unlikely that there will be any American
nuclear weapons based on European soil by the year 2020. That result cannot be seen in advance as

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

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

The North Atlantic Alliance has deployed nuclear weapons as part of its military defenses
since the early 1950s. For more than 50 years it has relied on a policy of deterrence through the
threatened use of those weapons. But NATO policy does not exist in a vacuum. The Alliance
relies primarily on the United States and its weapons as its ultimate security guarantee, those
deployed in Europe as well as its strategic arsenal at sea and in North America. Yet U.S. policy
toward non-strategic nuclear weapons is changing as a consequence of the end of the Cold War
and a confluence of events since 2001: the September 11" attacks, the global war on terrorism,
and two terms of President George W. Bush. These changing policies obviously will have an
impact on the deterrence strategy and capabilities of the North Atlantic Alliance. This policy
realignment is incomplete, and the U.S. government is challenged by the tensions between a
continued requirement to provide nuclear deterrence, the potential political and military roles of
nuclear weapons in the new international environment, and the threat of proliferation posed by
other states’ nuclear stockpiles. At the same time, America’s European allies have publics that
are generally anti-nuclear, but fear losing that reassurance provided for such a long period by
U.S. nuclear weapons. So they prefer to avoid any public debate over this issue.

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

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

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

allies and proceeding toward nuclear disarmament.

Background to Today’s Situation

Nonstrategic nuclear weapons did not disappear with the end of the Soviet threat or the
closing of the historical chapter known as the Cold War. Nor, for that matter, have many of the
missions for which they were designed and deployed. Four of the five formally acknowledged
nuclear weapons states maintain arsenals of tactical nuclear weapons, as do the four new
members of the nuclear club. The two largest stockpiles are in the hands of the United States and
Russia. Of these, Russia’s arsenal dwarfs that of the United States. Recent statements and
decisions by the Bush administration have led many observers to believe that in addition to
worries about the possible proliferation of these weapons from Russia, and in contrast to 20 years
of steady reductions in the size of America’s tactical nuclear arsenal, the idea that NSNW may
have a military role as a potential warfighting tool in the global war on terrorism is experiencing
a renaissance among some elements in the United States government.

This report examines these weapons and the policy implications they manifest. In
particular, the study considers the possibility of changing NATO policies toward U.S. NSNW in
the post-9/11 era and their ongoing role in protecting Europe. There exists a tension in America’s
responsibility to maintain such weapons for extended deterrence purposes, for their potential use
in certain circumstances, and for the proliferation threat similar weapons pose in the hands of
other states, particularly Russia.

Figure 1 shows my early attempt to grapple with the major players, perspectives, and
pressures addressing NATO’s nuclear policy and posture today.
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Figure 1: Big Picture Model of Pressures on NATO Nuclear Policy

Anecdotal evidence from discussions with persons familiar with these issues in
Washington suggests that NSNW and their associated problems and implications rate very low
on the spectrum of concern in the current administration. Rather than facing and attempting to
resolve these tensions, the Bush administration may be deliberately tolerating the situation for
the purpose of maintaining strategic ambiguity. America needs to balance its competing desires
to control these weapons due to the prospect of proliferation; to reduce its stockpile in
accordance with its disarmament commitments under the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty; and
to abide by its responsibilities to maintain a nuclear umbrella for extended deterrence over its
European allies.

This study concludes that on a global scale NSNW have a future, but that their future in
NATO is shaky. There appears to be a continuing role for nonstrategic nuclear weapons in
American and NATO national security strategy, at least for the next decade. Nuclear weapons
have been highlighted in several recent U.S. security documents.? Most of these documents had
little to say about non-strategic weapons, however. According to the U.S. and French
governments, nuclear weapons have a continuing role for certain military missions in the global
war on terrorism. This has led to public discussion over the possibility of designing new low
yield and earth-penetrating weapons, which has, in turn, raised questions in some quarters about

2 Including the April 1999 Alliance Strategic Concept, the September 2001 and March 2006 Quadrennial Defense
Review, the December 2001 Nuclear Posture Review, the September 2002 and July 2006 National Security Strategy
of the United States, and the December 2002 National Strategy to Combat Weapons of Mass Destruction.
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the United States” willingness to meet its disarmament responsibilities under Article VI of the
Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty. It also leads critics to ask what type of message this would send
to the world given America’s leadership position in international politics. Congressional
opposition has blocked funding for these moves, but the intent of the Bush administration
remains.

A major concern for the U.S. government is the possibility that weapons such as NSNW
will fall into the wrong hands. The greatest threat of such proliferation would appear to come
from Russia, which has a large tactical nuclear arsenal left over from the Cold War—most
analysts have estimated that it maintains at least 3,500 NSNW, and some estimate as many as
15,000 or more—that remain uncovered by any international arms control treaty and are in a
questionable state of protection, safety, and security. Questions regarding Russia’s level of
commitment to abiding by the 1991-92 Presidential Nuclear Initiatives, following which the
United States reduced its NSNW stockpile by 90 percent, and Russia’s increased emphasis on
nuclear forces in recent military doctrine revisions, raise legitimate concerns over the purpose of
Russia’s nuclear arsenal and its trustworthiness as a political partner of the United States and the
West. Even before the 9/11 attacks the West recognized this proliferation potential. As a U.S.
Congressional commission stated in January 2001, “The most urgent unmet national security
threat to the United States today is the danger that weapons of mass destruction or weapons-
usable material in Russia could be stolen and sold to terrorists or hostile nation states.”® And
former Senator Sam Nunn testified before Congress that “Tactical nuclear weapons are another
piece of unaddressed business. These weapons have never been covered in arms control treaties.
We can only guess at the numbers in each other’s inventories as well as the locations. Yet these
are the weapons most attractive to terrorists—even more valuable to them than fissile material
and much more portable than strategic warheads.”*

Within this larger security consideration, there are policy implications and possibilities
for diplomacy, arms control, nonproliferation efforts, and nuclear deterrence. For example, there
remains a continued responsibility for the United States (particularly the U.S. Air Force) to

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

® Howard Baker and Lloyd Cutler, “Final Report: Task Force on Department of Energy Nonproliferation Programs
in Russia,” January 2001.

* Sam Nunn, Testimony before the U.S. Senate Committee on Foreign Relations on the Treaty between the United
States of American and the Russian Federation on Strategic Offensive Reductions,” 23 July 2002.
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mission in NATO Europe. Most estimates claim that there remain several hundred U.S. tactical
nuclear warheads in Europe, at some eight bases in six European nations that could be delivered
by a fleet of dual-capable aircraft (fighter-bombers) manned by up to eight allied nations.> There
are also several hundred nuclear weapons in the arsenals of both France and the United
Kingdom. While those numbers have diminished substantially since the high point of 7,200 U.S.
warheads in Europe in 1971, questions have been raised regularly since the end of the Cold War
about the continued necessity for that mission. NATO policy, however, continues to rely on this
deterrent capability, as the Alliance made clear in its 1999 Strategic Concept:

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

That position has not changed in the seven years since that document was released—or indeed,
since the wording was first formulated in 1991. Has the world changed enough to require a
revision of that doctrine? This question is under consideration within Alliance circles, with some
states proposing to have a revised doctrine approved and in place in time for the Alliance’s 60"
anniversary in 2009.

The European nations that host those weapons provide a fascinating political tableau in
which to consider these questions, since they have generally anti-military and anti-nuclear
publics but governments that continue to want to participate in missions of nuclear deterrence,
while trying to minimize public discussion of that policy. The “foreseeable future” is far enough
away for most European governments and security experts that they see no need to undertake

® See, for example, Hans Kristensen, U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe: A Review of Post-Cold War Policy, Force
Levels, and War Planning (Washington: Natural Resources Defense Council, February 2005); Kristensen and Stan
Norris, “NRDC Nuclear Notebook: U.S. Nuclear Forces, 2006,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, January/February
2006, pp. 68-71; and Brian Alexander and Alistair Millar, eds., Tactical Nuclear Weapons: Emergent Threats in an
Evolving Security Environment (Washington: Brassey’s, 2003).

® NATO Strategic Concept (Washington: April 1999), para. 62-63.
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public discussions on any nuclear alternatives.” As a result, NATO today is in a period of drift
when it comes to nuclear policy. A series of drivers is conspiring to create a future in which

these capabilities may simply wither away.

Defining Nonstrategic Nuclear Weapons

Over the years non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNW) have been defined according to
numerous criteria: yield, target, range, national ownership, delivery vehicle, or capability.
Typically, this category includes weapons of shorter range (less than 500 kilometers), smaller
yield (measured in tens of kilotons), delivered by land- or sea-based military systems or fighter
bombers. In Europe they can be delivered by European NATO members as well as by the United
States. Each of these approaches to defining this type of weapon is helpful, yet each fails to
adequately capture their full nature; each lacks some of the nuances of this category of
weaponry. One recent book suggested defining them “by exclusion:” anything not covered by an
existing arms control treaty should be considered NSNW.® A subsequent report by the
Congressional Research Service agreed, accepting that definition as the most useful one
available.® Others add the caveat that NSNW must generally be intended for some sort of
battlefield use, rather than designed purely for deterrent purposes. Still others say that the
category is moot, since any use of any nuclear weapon, no matter the size or purpose, would be
strategic in nature. And recent military decisions, such as the U.S. Air Force including heavy
bombers in the category of “dual capable aircraft,” has further blurred the distinction between
strategic and tactical weapons.

The Department of Defense Dictionary of Military Terms defines a tactical nuclear
mission (rather than a tactical weapon or warhead) as:

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

" Colin Gray calls this phrase “intellectually vacuous.” The future obviously cannot be foretold, so the Alliance
should not try. But refusing to consider the future because it is too murky shirks one of the key responsibilities of the
organization. Colin Gray, presentation to NATO, March 2006.

8 See Andrea Gabbitas, “Nonstrategic Nuclear Weapons: Problems of Definition,” in Jeffrey A. Larsen and Kurt J.
Klingenberger, eds., Controlling Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons: Obstacles and Opportunities (Colorado Springs,
CO: USAF Institute for National Security Studies, 2001).

® Amy F. Woolf, “Nonstrategic Nuclear Weapons,” CRS Report for Congress, FL32572, 9 September 2004.
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military commander’s scheme of maneuver, usually limited to the area of military
operations. ™

This gives us at least a vague notion of what non-strategic nuclear weapons are. While their
ultimate purpose may be strategic, like other things in life that are hard to define, we know
tactical nuclear weapons when we see them.

One of NATO's many concerns during the Cold War was acquiring and maintaining the
military weaponry needed to effect flexible response, forward defense, and a credible threat against
potential Warsaw Pact aggression. From the 1950s through the 1980s a major aspect of this
strategy was the substitution of theater nuclear weapons for conventional forces planned for levels
that the allies agreed to but never reached. Such weapons, regardless of type or range, needed
periodic upgrading, modernization, or replacement to remain militarily usable.*!

The distinction between strategic and non-strategic nuclear weapons and delivery systems
has always been blurred. This is not a new situation that merely reflects the changed international
security environment. During the Cold War the distinction only seemed clear to some people
because of the artificial boundaries created for arms control negotiations, especially the Strategic
Arms Limitation and Reduction Talks, which focused on delivery systems that could be verified, it
was hoped, by national technical means. The Soviet Union always called U.S. nuclear weapons in
Europe “forward-based” weapons, rather than non-strategic or tactical; indeed, the USSR regarded
them as strategic because of their potential effects on Soviet interests.*

There are forcefully expressed arguments on both sides of the debate over whether to
maintain or eliminate the remaining arsenal of U.S. nuclear weapons assigned to NATO. On the
one hand, they provide coupling, transatlantic links, military capabilities against an uncertain
future, and risk and burden sharing. On the other, coupling may be strong enough through
conventional burden sharing and the long history of Alliance cooperation to preclude the necessity

for continuing the deployment of nuclear weapons for those purposes. The contribution of a few

1 DoD Dictionary of Military Terms, www.dtic.mil/doctrine/jel/doddict/index.html.

1 This requirement stems from the fact that military hardware can wear out. Atomic warheads and their associated
launchers suffer from the same mechanical and corrosive effects of aging and weather as do conventional weapons,
with the additional consideration that the half-life of some nuclear components forces their removal and refurbishment
after a period of years or decades. Improvements in safety and security devices need to be incorporated into the
weapons in the field. The B-61 bomb, for example, has over 5,900 individual parts in its combined physics package
and weaponized delivery means. Furthermore, changing military strategy may force a shift in reliance from one to
another type of weapon (for example, the shift from countervalue to counterforce targeting in the late 1970s led to a call
for smaller, more accurate warheads and yields).

12 Thanks to David Yost for making this point. Personal correspondence, May 2006.
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hundred invisible weapons to coupling, according to this argument, is minimal, so the benefits of

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

Findings

The conclusion of this year-long study is that, unless current trends are altered, nuclear
weapons may not have many years left before they are removed from NATO Europe. The
combined effect of anti-nuclear attitudes on the part of the host nations, the lack of interest in the
mission by the U.S. Air Force, and the unwillingness of the European DCA states to seriously
consider a future for these weapons, or to base fighter aircraft acquisition decisions on such a
future—at least publicly—may lead to a situation where all sides of the debate come to the
conclusion that it is just easier to remove the remaining U.S. warheads than it is to try to maintain
this capability. While the Alliance may choose to maintain a nuclear deterrent strategy after such a
decision, it will more likely rely on some form of off-shore nuclear force belonging to the United
States, Great Britain, or possibly even on the nuclear forces of France.

The Alliance Strategic Concept states that the fundamental purpose of nuclear weapons is
political. This has multiple layers of meanings to the Allies. On one level, these weapons
reassure the allies that they have the ultimate weapon available as a deterrent against threats and,
were it to become necessary, to actually use those weapons in combat. The second level of
reassurance comes from knowing that the United States has made a visible, physical commitment
to the defense of Europe as shown by its weapons and forces being forward deployed in NATO
Europe. More fundamentally, the DCA mission keeps the United States involved in European
political affairs, and allows the NATO members access to U.S. defense decision-making through
the NPG and direct bilateral and multilateral forums with the United States. The intangible
benefits of this close relationship are well understood by the European allies. Would those
benefits be lost if U.S. weapons were withdrawn from Europe, or would they simply take on a
new complexion? At the moment, no member of the Alliance seems willing to risk finding out
the answer to that imponderable. Better, they believe, to “not rock the boat.”

Indeed, one can envision a number of potential alternatives to the current nuclear
deployment patterns and operational planning assumptions in NATO today that would still provide

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

3 Interviews, Brussels, January 2006.
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include maintaining the status quo, either unchanged or with modest technical updates or
operational changes, or the withdrawal of all remaining U.S. weapons from the continent. If the
latter were to occur, it would not necessarily mean the end of the Alliance’s nuclear mission.
NATO could rely on the United States to reintroduce the warheads to the continent in a crisis; or
the United States could provide the warheads to European DCA aircraft under dual-key
arrangements similar to those in place today. Alternatively, the Alliance could choose to develop a
European nuclear force, perhaps multinational in nature, such as an EU nuclear force or a
European naval nuclear force. More likely would be some form of reliance on UK or French
systems. Of course, the European allies could determine that its security no longer needed U.S.
weapons on European soil. U.S. strategic deterrent forces at sea or based in North America may
provide enough of a guarantee to enable continued coupling and reassurance.

Is the Alliance on a glide path to a non-nuclear future? Whether it chooses to rely on
precision-guided conventional munitions as a replacement for NSNW, or on one of the nuclear
alternatives described in the final section of this paper, is yet to be determined. NATO is
transforming, but it has no agreed definition of its preferred future. So nobody knows where it is
headed. Given this uncertainty, the “don’t make waves” approach taken by many allies over this
issue is surprising. As one senior NATO official put it, if NATO claims to be transforming itself,
how can it ignore one of the main pillars of its collective security?** The fear of change may relate
to the legitimate danger of the potential for an unraveling of the Alliance at a time of growing but
vague threats, with the European members of the Alliance unable to defend themselves without the
United States.

As a result, most NATO governments would prefer not to conduct a public discussion of
the potential end of the nuclear mission in its current form, fearing that open debate would risk
turning it into a public issue with unknown but potentially unhappy consequences. Others,
however, believe that the public no longer cares about NATO policy anyway, so a decision could
be made without fear of repercussions.

The Alliance should address a number of important questions regarding the future of
NATQO’s nuclear policy:

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

Alliance need to deter? What are the alternatives?

“ Interviews, Brussels, January 2006.
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e |f deterrence is still necessary, what about nuclear deterrence? Do the same rules apply?
e What NATO nuclear forces are required in order to achieve nuclear deterrence?

e How does the Alliance make its nuclear policies credible?

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

As a result, as this paper will show, it is unlikely that there will be any American nuclear
weapons based on European soil by the year 2020. That decision cannot be seen in advance as
either good or bad; it is just likely. The “foreseeable future” is now foreseeable. Waves are rocking

the boat, and the sleeping dog is stirring.
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Historical Background®

Nearly 50 years ago Professor Klaus Knorr captured concerns that were already arising
over NATQO's continued ability to conduct its primary mission. He wrote:

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

The central problem of the Alliance was already evident in the ninth year of its charter, and
has remained relatively unchanged in the half century since these lines were written. The same
questions were heard again and again through the following years, surfacing, for example, in the
debate over the need for and the prospects of modernizing short-range nuclear forces (SNF) in the
late 1980s and early 1990s. Regardless of the technical characteristics of the hardware involved,
the central questions have remained for over 50 years: Does the Alliance have a viable strategy?
How can NATO deter the threat of external aggression? Are the allies willing to support the level
of military forces necessary to effect such a strategy? Are nuclear weapons necessary for the
success of that strategy? These recurrent questions have faced NATO planners and government

leaders since the beginning of the Alliance.*’

> portions of this chapter first appeared in Jeffrey A. Larsen, The Politics of NATO Short-Range Nuclear
Modernization, 1983-1990: The Follow-On to Lance Missile Decision, Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton University,
June 1991. It is also forthcoming in Larsen, NATO’s Final Cold War Debate: Modernizing Short-Range Nuclear
Weapons as the World Changed, University of Missouri Press.

18K laus Knorr, editor, NATO and American Strategy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959), p. 1. As the
French say, "the more things change, the more they stay the same."

YThis analysis of early NATO doctrine, force structure, the concepts of flexible response and deterrence theory, and
the role of TNF weapons, is based on a selective reading of the immense literature available on these topics. Among
the most helpful books for reviewing this history have been: David Schwartz, NATO's Nuclear Dilemmas (1983),
which focuses on six modernization episodes between 1953 and 1979; Lawrence Freedman, The Evolution of Nuclear
Strategy (1989) and The Troubled Alliance: Atlantic Relations in the 1980's (1983); Stephen Biddle and Peter Feaver,
eds., Battlefield Nuclear Weapons: Issues and Options (1989); Jeffrey Record, U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe:
Issues and Alternatives (1974) and NATO's Theater Nuclear Force Modernization Program: The Real Issues (1981);
Sherri Wasserman, The Neutron Bomb Controversy: A Study in Alliance Politics (1983); Jeffrey Boutwell, Paul Doty,
and Gregory Treverton, eds., The Nuclear Confrontation in Europe (1985); J.Michael Legge, Theater Nuclear
Weapons and the NATO Strategy of Flexible Response (1983); Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Report of the
Special Committee on Nuclear Weapons in the Atlantic Alliance (1985); Uwe Nerlich, "Theater Nuclear Weapons in
Europe: Is NATO Running Out of Options?" (1980); Catherine Kelleher, Germany and the Politics of Nuclear
Weapons (1975); John Steinbruner and Leon Sigal, eds., Alliance Security: NATO and the No-First-Use Question
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Since the issues and questions surrounding Alliance nuclear weapons decisions are cyclical
in nature, this review should prove helpful in sorting out the standard questions, justifications, and
criticisms as they have appeared in past debates, giving us a better understanding of why

governments took the positions they did.

A Historical Summary of Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons in Europe

Tactical nuclear weapons have had three purposes in U.S. policy. First, they are meant to
deter coercion and aggression against the United States, its allies, and its overseas interests.
Second, they are meant to provide extended deterrence to U.S. allies, forging, for example, a
tangible link between the European allies and the United States in the support of NATO defense
as part of what during the Cold War was termed the Alliance’s triad: conventional forces, tactical
nuclear weapons in theater, and U.S. and British strategic nuclear systems. The third purpose,
which has crystallized in the years since the end of the Cold War, has been to deter the use of
weapons of mass destruction more broadly. Nuclear weapons have been in Europe almost from
the beginning of the Alliance. The United States deployed its first battlefield nuclear weapon, the
280 millimeter atomic cannon, to Europe in 1953, followed by two types of surface-to-surface

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

(1984); Robert Osgood, NATO: The Entangling Alliance (1962); Stockholm International Peace Research Institute,
Tactical Nuclear Weapons: European Perspectives (1977); Klaus Knorr, editor, NATO and American Security (1959);
Richard Smoke, National Security and the Nuclear Dilemma (1988); Keith Dunn and Stephen Flanagan, eds., NATO in
the 5th Decade (1990); P. Terrence Hopmann and Frank Barnaby, editors, Rethinking the Nuclear Weapons Dilemma
in Europe (1988); Leon Sigal, Nuclear Forces in Europe (1984); John Cartwright and Julian Critchley, Cruise,
Pershing, and SS-20 (1985); Kenneth Myers, ed., NATO: The Next Thirty Years (1980); Carl Amme, NATO Strategy
and Nuclear Defense (1980); Stephen Cimbala, NATO Strategy and Nuclear Escalation (1989); Stanley Sloan, NATO's
Future: Toward a New Transatlantic Bargain (1986); Catherine Kelleher and Gale Mattox, eds., Evolving European
Defense Strategies (1987); David Yost, ed., NATO's Strategic Options: Arms Control and Defense (1981); Paul
Bracken, The Command and Control of Nuclear Weapons (1988); James Golden, Daniel Kaufman, Asa Clark, and
David Petraeus, eds., NATO at Forty: Change, Continuity, and Prospects (1989); .Jeffrey Larsen and Kurt J.
Klingenberger, eds., Controlling Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons: Obstacles and Opportunities (2001); Thomas
Halvorson, The Last Great Nuclear Debate: NATO and Short-Range Nuclear Weapons in the 1980s (1995); Hans M.
Kristensen, U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Europe: A Review of Post-Cold War Policy, Force Levels, and War Planning
(2005); and Brian Alexander and Alistair Millar, eds., Tactical Nuclear Weapons: Emergent Threats in an Evolving
Security Environment (2004).

18 The date of the first tactical nuclear warhead delivery to Europe varies according to the source one consults. Most
authors place it in October 1953, as does Jeffrey Record, US Nuclear Weapons in Europe: Issues and Alternatives
(Washington: The Brookings Institution, 1974), p. 8. Others differ: Timothy Ireland, for example, states that "small
numbers of tactical nuclear artillery shells began to appear in Europe as early as the spring of 1952" (Ireland, p. 8),
while David Schwartz says "these weapons made their first appearance in Europe in 1954." (Schwartz, "A Historical
Perspective," in Alliance Security: NATO and the No-First-Use Question, edited by John D. Steinbruner and Leon V.
Sigal (Washington: The Brookings Institution, 1983), p. 7.); and David C. Elliott also claims 1952 based on the
Congressional testimony of General Lauris Norstad, in “Project Vista and Nuclear Weapons in Europe,” International
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of countering the massive conventional superiority of the Soviet armies that were threatening
Western Europe. These weapons were also meant to provide “coupling” between the fates of the
European and North American members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization by
threatening to escalate a conventional war to the nuclear level. The United States meant to
intimidate the Soviet Union with this prospect while simultaneously reassuring its NATO allies
that it was fully committed to their defense.

By the early 1970s there were over 7,200 warheads deployed in Western Europe for
potential use on well over a dozen different types of delivery systems.'® This was still a modest
percentage of the total U.S. NSNW inventory.?’ These weapons were truly ubiquitous; the
United States military had nuclear bombs for fighter aircraft, nuclear artillery shells, atomic
demolition munitions (nuclear land mines), atomic bazookas, surface to air missiles, and rockets
of all shapes and sizes, deployed on land and at sea, in multiple countries around the globe. The
largest concentrations of stored weapons were in Western Europe and in South Korea, but U.S.
tactical nuclear weapons were stored in 18 different countries at one time or another.*

The Soviet Union lagged behind the United States in its deployment of tactical nuclear
forces until the 1970s, when a massive expansion program resulted in strategic and tactical parity
and, eventually, theater superiority in numbers and types of TNF weapons deployed in Europe.

From 1977 through 1979 NATO debated the deployment of a new class of land-based
nuclear missiles known as long-range theater nuclear forces (LRTNF).?? These new missiles

Security, Summer 1986, p. 178. October 1953 was the date, perhaps not coincidentally, of National Security Council
memorandum 162/2 instructing the Joint Chiefs of Staff to base their defense plans in Europe on the massive use of
nuclear weapons.

1% The number 7,200 comes from Secretary of Defense Clark Clifford, quoted in M. Leitenberg, "Background Materials
in Tactical Nuclear Weapons (Primarily in the European Context)," in Stockholm International Peace Research
Institute, Tactical Nuclear Weapons: European Perspectives (London: Taylor and Francis Ltd., 1978), p. 16.

2 Which exceeded 20,000 tactical warheads at one point. See Kevin O’Neill, “Building the Bomb,” in Stephen 1.
Schwartz, Atomic Audit (Washington, DC: Brookings, 1998), Fig, 1-4, p. 46; Hans M. Kristensen, U.S. Nuclear
Weapons in Europe: A Review of Post-Cold War Policy, Force Levels, and War Planning (Washington, DC: Natural
Resources Defense Council, February 2005), p. 24; and Jeffrey A. Larsen, “Tactical Nuclear Weapons,” in Weapons
of Mass Destruction: An Encyclopedia of Worldwide Policy, History, and Technology, Volume 2: Nuclear Weapons,
James J. Wirtz, Eric A. Croddy, and Jeffrey A. Larsen, eds. (Santa Monica, CA: ABC Clio, 2005), pp. 371-372.

%! Robert S. Norris, Hans M. Kristensen, and Christopher E. Paine, Nuclear Insecurity: A Critique of the Bush
Administration’s Nuclear Weapons Policies (Washington, DC: Natural Resources Defense Council, September
2004), p. 2.

22 This category's title was subsequently changed, during the Reagan administration, to longer-range intermediate-range
nuclear forces (LRINF). This was in response to European concerns about their continent being a mere "theater."
LRINF forces, along with shorter-range INF (SRINF, of which NATO had none), were both eliminated by the 1987
INF Treaty. This left only short-range nuclear forces (SNF; those with a range of less than 500 KM) stationed in
Europe.
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included the ground-launched cruise missile and the Pershing I1. In December 1979 NATO's
foreign and defense ministers met and agreed to a dual-track arrangement, calling for simultaneous
pursuit of LRTNF deployment and arms control initiatives to eliminate this category of weapons.?

NATO began reducing its nuclear arsenal in the early 1980s as a result of the Montebello
Decision, which codified calls for a dual-track approach to dealing with security issues and the
Soviet Union.?* This included the responsibility to provide continued military strength, with
upgraded weaponry where appropriate, and a parallel track of diplomatic approaches, including
arms control negotiations. The first half of that approach ran into public demonstrations in
Europe when the Alliance deployed two new theater-range ballistic and cruise missiles to
Germany, Italy, and Great Britain in the 1980s. But the host governments’ desire to have that
continued nuclear commitment overruled any popular opposition. At the same time, NATO was
quietly removing thousands of NSNW warheads and delivery systems, and successfully pursuing
arms control negotiations with the Warsaw Pact. These led to a number of arms control
agreements, including the 1987 Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, the 1989
Conventional Armed Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty (and its corollary, the 1992 CFE-IA treaty),
and the 1991 Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START I). But after this initial flurry of arms
control negotiations and agreements, further movement stopped and NSNW were mostly
forgotten by both sides.

The surprisingly swift end of the Cold War during the 1989-91 period led to renewed
haste in removing most of NATQO’s remaining nuclear weapons from Europe. This move was
accelerated by President George H.W. Bush’s Presidential Nuclear Initiative in the fall of 1991,
which effectively ended all new tactical weapons research and development, removed all NSNW
from Naval ships and ground-based Army systems, and called for the retirement of most tactical
nuclear types.? The overall effect of these initiatives led to a reduction in U.S. nuclear forces

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

2 France did not participate in this special meeting of ministers that led to the Dual-Track Agreement.

% For an in-depth analysis of the Montebello Decision and its consequences for NATO nuclear force structure and
planning, see Larsen, The Politics of NATO Short-Range Nuclear Modernization 1983-1990. The official
Montebello Decision can be found in Larsen and Klingenberger, Controlling Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons,
Appendix A.

% For the U.S. Presidential Nuclear Initiative and Russia’s responses, see Larsen and Klingenberger, Controlling
Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons, Appendices C and D, pp. 273-290. The text of the initiative is also available at the
archives of the George Bush Presidential Library and Museum,
http://bushlibrary.tamu.edu/papers/1991/91092704.html.
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bombs today. There have been no substantial efforts to modernize or reconstitute Cold War levels
of nuclear forces in NATO Europe since the 1991 PNI, with the exception of upgraded storage,
safety, and security measures for those weapons that remain.?® This is much that same inventory
that NATO holds today. (See Figure 2.)

U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe
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Figure 2: US Nuclear Weapons in Europe?’

In 1997 Presidents William Clinton and Boris Yeltsin met in New York to finalize plans
developed earlier that year in Helsinki to begin the START Il process—the third major treaty in
the strategic arms reduction process begun under President Ronald Reagan. The plan for START
111 included a separate venue for the two countries to “...explore, as separate issues, possible
measures relating to nuclear long-range sea-launched cruise missiles and tactical nuclear
systems, to include appropriate confidence-building and transparency measures.””® The goal of
such talks, presumably, would have been to discuss how many NSNW each side had, what
purpose they served, and how best to draw down the inventory of both sides so as to reduce the
threat and enhance stability.?® But the START 111 talks never began, and the Moscow Treaty
signed by Presidents George W. Bush and Vladimir Putin in 2002 ended any need for further
strategic negotiations. NSNW were left out in the cold as the only nuclear weapon category not

covered by any arms control treaty or agreement.

%6 NATO Nuclear Fact Sheets and Alliance Strategic Concept, para. 64.

2" Source: NATO, modified with numbers showing approximate stockpile size by Hans Kristensen for U.S. Nuclear
Weapons in Europe, p. 24.

%8 «Joint Statement on Parameters of Future Nuclear Reductions,” Clinton-Yeltsin Summit, Helsinki, 21 March
1997, at www.nit.org/db/nisprofs/treaties/abm/abm_heje.htm.

% For the text of the Helsinki Agreement, see Larsen and Klingenberger, Controlling Non-Strategic Nuclear
Weapons, Appendix F, pp. 307-308.
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Recurrent Themes in Alliance Nuclear History

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

We can expect that trends which have developed over a period of five decades will
continue to play a role in future nuclear decisions by the Alliance. Among the major thematic cords
linking NATO nuclear issues are the following:

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

Nuclear weapons have always been central to NATO’s strategy. During the Cold War they
dominated the United States’ strategy and participation in the Alliance. The distinction between
deterrence and assurance lies at the heart of Alliance debates over nuclear modernization and force
employment policy changes. Whenever the United States has appeared to be placing more
emphasis on the former, whether with talk of limiting a nuclear war to Europe, or making such
weapons more useable for warfighting, the European allies have strenuously objected. The
Europeans have, generally speaking, shown a marked preference for the political value of these
weapons, seeing them as a link that couples the US to European security at the first infraction of
the peace. Put another way, “the bottom line of alliance nuclear relations is not NATO's military
doctrine but Europe's confidence in America's will.”*" The level of assurance necessary is defined
by the allies, not by the United States.

The nuclear dilemma in Europe is rooted in geography. Some of the weapons which are
supposed to protect Western Europe are located in Europe, as was the major threat to the West
during the Cold War, yet the country providing the bulk of that deterrent is located some 3,000
miles away. The basic problem of American extended deterrence is the possibility of NATO being
“self-deterred,” either out of fear of nuclear devastation on its own territory or from American
unwillingness to risk its homeland for Europe. This often disturbed the delicate compromise

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

*Harlan Cleveland, “Foreword,” in Rethinking the Nuclear Weapons Dilemma in Europe, edited by P. Terrence
Hopmann and Frank Barnaby (Basingstoke, UK: Macmillan Press, 1988), p. xiv. This quote remains valid two
decades after it was penned.

%1 Sheri L. Wasserman, The Neutron Bomb Controversy: A Study in Alliance Politics (New York: Praeger, 1983), p.
134,
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options and the European desire for tight linkage and quick escalation to U.S. strategic forces. The
ambivalence was tolerable only as long as the United States emphasized assured destruction of an
enemy in the event of war—a condition no longer credible in an era of nuclear parity.* Perhaps
the continued reliance on nuclear deterrence is due to the Alliance adopting a form of “existential
deterrence” and making that the fundamental purpose of nuclear weapons after the Cold War
ended. As one book explained it,

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

2. The concern among European members that the United States does not consult with them prior
to making nuclear decisions that affect the Alliance as a whole.

The desire of the European allies to be a part of Alliance nuclear policy making is a
constant thread that weaves its way through NATO’s history. Their anger over America's failure

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

3. The attempt by NATO to overcome deep political divisions over the purpose and value of
theater nuclear weapons with technological “fixes" rather than via new doctrine.

Supplying a technological “answer” to what is inherently a political problem has never
satisfied the basic nuclear dilemma. This was attempted in several instances, notably the
introduction of intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs) into the theater in the late 1950s, the
attempt to create a multi-national medium-range ballistic missile (MRBM) force in the 1960s, and
the deployment of INF forces in the early 1980s. All three were supported as much by political as
by military rationale, yet none accomplished the difficult task of solving the simultaneous military

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

% Helga Haftendorn, in Keith Dunn and Stephen Flanagan, NATO in the 5th Decade (Washington: NDU Press, 1990),
p. 116.

*Stephen Biddle and Peter Feaver in Battlefield Nuclear Weapons:Issues and Options (Cambridge, MA: Center for
Science and International Affairs, 1989), p. 4. On the concept of existential deterrence, see McGeorge Bundy (who
first coined the expression), “The Bishops and the Bomb,” The New York Review of Books, 16 June 1983, pp. 3-8; Paul
Bracken, The Command and Control of Nuclear Forces (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1983); and Lawrence
Freedman, “I Exist, Therefore | Deter,” International Security, Summer 1988, pp. 177-195.
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seamless web relied on proving American stoutheartedness through renewed linkage between the
conventional forces in the theater and nuclear weapons that began the escalatory chain leading to
U.S. strategic forces. Creating this level of confidence has proved to be exceedingly difficult to do.
The lesson, perhaps, is that “the political implications of deploying new nuclear weapons in Europe
should be an integral part of the decision-making process."**

We see this again in 2006 as the allies attempt to resolve the larger question of NATO
nuclear policy through technological discussions—for example, by sidestepping direct answers
about future requirements for nuclear weapons in favor of raising issues about WS3 vault security,
or the geographical location for weapons stationing.*> The ultimate decision on NATO’s nuclear
future may hinge, in fact, on a technical question: whether the replacement aircraft that the DCA
allies buy over the coming decade to replace their current fleets will be nuclear capable or not. For
several countries that acquisition question may drive the political decision whether to remain in the

nuclear delivery business.

4. The increasing willingness of the Alliance to consider public opinion in its efforts at force
modernization and rationalization in the middle years of Alliance nuclear history, but
unwillingness to have public debates over the Alliance’s nuclear future in the 2000s.

This recognition of the importance of public opinion was most evident in the 1979 dual-
track decision, which attempted to "sell" the INF modernization package to the public by attaching
an arms control element to it—something which the Alliance had never felt it was necessary to do
in earlier nuclear modernization episodes.®® Since an arms control deal seemed like it, too, would
offer security improvements to the Alliance, due to the disparity between the long-range theater
nuclear forces between the two blocks, and the associated unequal cuts required of the Soviets to
reach parity, NATO appeared to have placed itself in a "no-lose" situation with this decision. Only
after later re-examination of theater nuclear strategy revealed the apparent loss of coupling and the

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

*Wasserman, p. 135.

* The Weapons Safety and Security System (WS3), is a hardened protective vault for weapons that NATO installed
at its dual-capable aircraft bases in the 1990s.

* Although the first attempt to do so occurred a year earlier, in the proposed 1978 NATO plan to produce neutron
weapons but delay their deployment pending Soviet arms control concessions. The lesson seemed obvious to some:
“the dual track notion of parallel modernization and arms control has set a powerful precedent for future nuclear
initiatives in NATO.” Wasserman, p. 137.
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European strategists. To the average citizen, however, the outcome seemed to be greater security
through smaller numbers of weapons on the continent.

On the other hand, there are those who argue that the Alliance needs a single strong leader,
someone who can make the hard decisions when necessary and provide guidance on nuclear
issues. The traditional leader in NATO is the United States. From this point of view, the United
States should not put too much emphasis on public opinion, from whatever quarter. Sherri
Wasserman, for one, came to this conclusion in her study of the neutron bomb episode, the lesson
of which was, for her, that “Modernization of nuclear weapons in Europe cannot be managed by a
pluralist approach to decision making.”*" A major part of the political mess surrounding the
enhanced radiation warhead stemmed from Washington's failure to exert strong, continuous,
decisive leadership.

There is still no definitive answer within Alliance circles as to which is better: a unilateral
U.S. decision regarding the future of nuclear weapons in Europe, or a consensual decision by
European members as to whether they want such weapons stationed in their countries. The former
would certainly be easier for most European governments to deal with. This theme may explain the
expressed desire by several European states in the 2006 time frame to keep any discussions about

NATO nuclear policy quiet and out of the public eye.

5. Europeans have often had multiple motives when accepting new nuclear systems on their soil.
Early cases clearly showed that European support for deployment, as far as it went, was
often motivated more by a desire to acquire the most modern and capable systems with which to
defend themselves, or to enhance their prestige within NATO, rather than by any real enthusiasm
for American weapons based in Europe.®® The Alliance's unwillingness or inability to
accommodate that desire, either through collective nuclear force arrangements (such as the
Multilateral Force of the 1960s) or via independent national nuclear 