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FOREWORD

While the Cold War is long past, the importance 
of arms control in Russo-American relations and the 
related issue of nuclear weapons for Russia remain 
vital concerns. Indeed, without an appreciation of the 
multiple dimensions of the latter, progress in the for-
mer domain is inconceivable. With this in mind, the 
Strategic Studies Institute (SSI) is very pleased to pres-
ent the following essays, which were presented at a 
conference at the National Defense University on June 
28, 2010. These essays explore many, if not all, of the 
issues connected with Russia’s relatively greater reli-
ance on nuclear weapons for its security. As such, they 
constitute an important contribution to the analysis of 
the Obama administration’s reset policy, Russo-Amer-
ican relations, Russian foreign and defense policy, and 
international security in both Europe and Asia. Addi-
tionally, questions concerning the approach taken by 
other nuclear power nations in reference to the arms 
control agenda provide a crucial backdrop for the 
progress toward curbing the proliferation of nuclear 
weapons, a long-standing central goal of U.S. security 
policy.

We offer these essays to our readers in the belief 
that the information and analyses contained herein 
will strengthen our understanding of Russia’s ex-
tensive nuclear agenda and provide a deeper under-
standing of the many issues in international security 
connected with Russia and its nuclear posture.

		

		  DOUGLAS C. LOVELACE, JR.
		  Director
		  Strategic Studies Institute
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INTRODUCTION

As of November 2010, the so-called “New START 
(Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty)” treaty between the 
United States and Russia that was signed in Prague, 
Czech Republic, on April 8, 2010, awaits a ratification 
vote in the Senate. Regardless of the arguments pro 
and con that have emerged since it was signed, it is 
clear that the outcome of the ratification vote will not 
only materially affect the Obama administration’s re-
set policy towards Russia, but also the strategic nu-
clear forces of both signatories. Indeed, throughout 
the Cold War, both sides built up their forces based 
on what each was thought to have or be building. Al-
though the Bush administration (2001-09) rhetorically 
announced its intention to sever this mutual hostage 
relationship, it failed in that regard. As a result, criti-
cal aspects of that relationship still survive in Russia’s 
orientation to the United States and in the language of 
the treaty, especially in its preamble, which explicitly 
affirms a link between nuclear offense and defense.1

Therefore, whatever the fate of the treaty and the 
reset policy, it is clear that both Moscow and Washing-
ton stand before crossroads in regard to the future of 
their strategic nuclear programs and force structures. 
Moreover, each side’s course of action will tangibly 
affect the future course of action of the other side re-
garding the panoply of issues and policies connected 
with the development of nuclear weapons and the 
missions for them. With this in mind, the Office of the 
Secretary of Defense (OSD) organized a conference 
bringing together several distinguished experts on 
Russian nuclear weapons. The conference took place 
at the National Defense University, Fort Lesley J. Mc-
Nair, Washington, DC, on June 28, 2010, and the pa-
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pers that follow are the revised versions of the papers 
presented at this conference.

Each author was asked to answer several different 
questions pertaining to the present and future pos-
ture of Russia’s nuclear weapons (including tactical 
nuclear weapons). Moreover, it quickly became clear 
that Russia’s nuclear future in many ways, large and 
small, depends greatly on the degree of success that 
Moscow will have in its current large-scale efforts at 
comprehensive military reform. These reforms en-
compass virtually the entire military structure and are 
the most thoroughgoing reforms since Mikhail Frun-
ze’s reforms in 1924-25. Consequently, no analysis of 
nuclear present and future posture is possible with-
out a systematic analysis of those reforms and their 
impact. Therefore, the following chapters provide an 
examination of Russia’s military and political motives 
behind nuclear weapons policy as they pertain not 
only to the U.S./North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO), but also to China, whose rising power has 
clearly caught the Kremlin’s attention. 

Dale Herspring and Roger McDermott present 
a systematic exposition and analysis of the reforms 
of the conventional forces and the impact this might 
have on nuclear issues. Andrei Shoumikhin, Pavel 
Baev, and Nikolai Sokov closely examine the ways in 
which Russia has previously thought about nuclear 
weapons, how it does so at present, and as well as 
how it might think about them in the future. Daniel 
Goure and Stephen Blank analyze some of the larger 
strategic issues driving Russian security and defense 
policy and their connection to nuclear weapons. Ste-
phen Cimbala relates both the U.S. and Russian struc-
tures to issues tied to nonproliferation and to what 
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future reductions to a 1,000 warhead level might look 
like, while Jacob Kipp analyzes the deep-seated stra-
tegic challenges that Russia faces in its Asian-Pacific 
Far East. Richard Weitz provides an in-depth analysis 
of the vexing issue of tactical nuclear weapons (TNW) 
that are already a source of friction between the two 
sides and one that will figure prominently in any fu-
ture arms control negotiation.

In many cases, it will become clear that in the at-
tempt to answer the questions asked of them, the 
authors of this book have produced a considerable 
amount of overlap, i.e., more than one author ad-
dressing the same point. However, what is equally as 
clear is that there is no agreement among them. There 
was a deliberate attempt to avoid a “pre-cooked” 
consensus. Rather, each author’s individual view is 
asserted in their chapters, underscoring the inherent 
opacity of Russian programs and the different analyti-
cal approaches of each writer. This outcome is hardly 
surprising in view of the strategic importance, com-
plexity, many-sidedness, and ambiguity of Russia’s 
approach to nuclear weapons. While the differences 
among the writers may produce difficulties for read-
ers not necessarily versed in the intricacies of Russian 
strategic thinking and policy, they reflect the true real-
ity of the material and the issues, which are inherently 
difficult and contentious in the United States (as the 
debate over the NEW Start treaty clearly illustrates).
The difficulty and complexity is inherent in the subject 
matter, and we deliberately sought to avoid imposing 
predetermined outcomes or conclusions in organizing 
the conference and these papers. We hope that these 
papers serve to illuminate some of the most important, 
yet also intractable, defense policy issues facing the 
United States (and other states as well, not just Russia) 
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and that they contribute to an even richer discussion 
and debate here in the United States, if not abroad.

ENDNOTE

1. Stephen Blank, ”Cold Obstruction: The Legacy of US-Russia 
Relations Under George W. Bush,” in Stephen J. Cimbala, ed., The 
George W. Bush Defense Program: Policy, Strategy, & War, Washing-
ton, DC: Potomac Books, 2010, pp. 113-138; TREATY BETWEEN 
THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA AND THE RUSSIAN FED-
ERATION ON MEASURES FOR THE FURTHER REDUCTION 
AND LIMITATION OF STRATEGIC OFFENSIVE ARMS, avail-
able from www.state.gov/documents/organization/140035.pdf; PRO-
TOCOL TO THE TREATY BETWEEN THE UNITED STATES 
OF AMERICA AND THE RUSSIAN FEDERATION ON MEA-
SURES FOR THE FURTHER REDUCTION AND LIMITATION 
OF STRATEGIC OFFENSIVE ARMS, available from www.state.
gov/documents/organization/140047.pdf.
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CHAPTER 1

RUSSIAN NUCLEAR AND CONVENTIONAL 
WEAPONS:

THE BROKEN RELATIONSHIP

Dale R. Herspring

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Krem-
lin’s leaders and generals have consistently believed 
that whatever happens to their conventional forces, if 
worst comes to worst, they can rely on their nuclear 
weapons as a deterrent. After all, no country was 
about to attack the Russian Federation with its triad of 
nuclear weapons. Unfortunately, for the Russians this 
was more of an illusion than a reality because in spite 
of some minor improvements (e.g. the addition of the 
Topol-M, and the SS-24), the fact is that its nuclear 
forces are deteriorating along with its conventional 
forces. Indeed, at present, Moscow has neither a com-
petent conventional nor a nuclear force. The former 
are in the midst of a major reform project—encour-
aged by Moscow’s poor performance in the war with 
Georgia—while two-thirds of its nuclear triad is for 
the most part unusable.

BACKGROUND 

When the Strategic Rocket Forces (SRF)/(RVSN) 
were created in 1959, they were primarily an exten-
sion of the Soviet Army’s long-range artillery. Indeed, 
most of the officers came from that tradition, and 
it would be the ground leg of the nuclear triad that 
would be the most important. Of the other two legs 
of the triad, the Navy was second in importance, fol-
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lowed by the air force.1 This meant that the land-based 
intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) were the 
most powerful components of the Soviet and later the 
Russian military’s nuclear forces. As a consequence, 
over the years they received the majority of resources 
and attention. Indeed, the domination of the ground 
based systems led the Soviets to ignore or at least pay 
minimal attention to coordinating the three legs. For 
practical purposes, they were three independent arms.

By the beginning of the 1990s, a significant part of 
the Russian nuclear triad had come to the end of their 
service life. After all, the majority of the missiles had 
been deployed in the 1960s and 1970s. Even the sea-
based ballistic missile submarines, the Yankee, Delta 
I, and Delta II had been put into operation in 1968-74.2 
The Soviets were well aware of the need to modern-
ize their nuclear forces, but the collapse of the Union 
of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) interrupted the 
nuclear modernization process. Moscow had planned 
to deploy new types of missiles with shorter delivery 
times and a shorter booster phase, and to equip them 
with multi-element last stages, or “buses” to saturate 
and thus disable the information processing systems 
and destruction capabilities of the future American 
antiballistic missile (ABM) defense.3 Unfortunately for 
the Russians, by the time the regime collapsed in 1991, 
the ICBM modernization program was not completed. 
The same was true of the other two legs of the triad. 

In 1991, Gorbachev established the Strategic Deter-
rence Forces (SDF) which unified the three legs. How-
ever, the collapse of the USSR meant that the SDF were 
located all over the country, as well as in many of the 
newly independent countries. There was an attempt 
to save the SDF by creating a combined military force 
under control of the Commonwealth of Independent 
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States (CIS). For a number of reasons, by the begin-
ning of 1992, it was clear that the CIS option was dead 
on delivery.4 Indeed, by the middle of 1992, the key 
question was how to withdraw the nuclear weapons 
from CIS countries—how to get them back to Russia. 
New countries like Kazakhstan, Ukraine, and Belarus 
wanted no part of the nuclear force. However, the 
process of withdrawing and re-stationing these mis-
siles on Russian soil undermined whatever progress 
had been made in coordinating the actions of the three 
legs. To make matters worse, budgetary allocations 
were insufficient just to maintain these systems, let 
alone modernize them.

NUKES AND CONVENTIONAL WEAPONS IN 
THE 1990s

The 1990s were a difficult time for the SDF. For ex-
ample, Moscow’s nuclear arsenal fell to a level 4-4.5 
times below its once impressive figure. The reason was 
simple: the collapse of the Russian economy made it 
increasingly difficult for Russia to purchase and main-
tain its nuclear stockpiles. In 2002, one Russian source 
claimed that since 1991, “Russia has no resources to 
maintain the previous nuclear force of about 10 thou-
sand on strategic delivery vehicles and about 20 thou-
sand of sub-strategic nukes.”5

The situation confronting Moscow’s conventional 
forces was dismal at best. Consequently, Russia’s gen-
erals had to watch American conventional forces roll 
unopposed through Iraqi troops during Operation 
DESERT STORM in 1991. They realized that Russia’s 
chances for keeping up with the West were dimming 
quickly. This was obvious in the area of procurement, 
which fell by more than 80 percent between 1991 and 
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1994.6 Similarly, by October 1994, “some 85 nuclear 
submarines were docked because the Navy could 
not afford to turn to conventional forces, consider the 
following. In 1991 the military ordered and received 
585 combat aircraft. In 1995 it received only 2 combat 
aircraft.”7 This was not only the case in the air force 
but throughout the armed forces. To quote the same 
source, “In most developed countries, between 60 
and 80 percent of all weapons are new: in Russia the 
figure is 30 percent. Assuming this situation remains 
unchanged, by the year 2005, the military will have 
only 5.7 percent new weapons. Gradually, we will 
slide toward the category of armies of third-world 
countries.”8 

THE MILITARY DOCTRINE OF 1993

Something had to be done. Accordingly, Mos-
cow decided to modify its military doctrine. Thus on 
November 2, 1993, the Russian government issued a 
document entitled, Principle Guidance on the Military 
Doctrine of the Russian Federation (PGMD).9 This state-
ment of military doctrine was based on the first ever 
National Security Concept (The Basic Provisions of a 
Foreign Policy Concept) previously adopted by the Se-
curity Council. In it, Moscow essentially stated that it 
had no alternative but to rely on nuclear weapons in 
an emergency, and that it was prepared to use them 
first if the country’s survival was at stake. This was 
Moscow’s form of deterrence. Indeed, the only mis-
sion assigned to the nuclear forces was to “remove the 
threat of nuclear war by deterring its initiation against 
the Russian Federation and its allies.”10 

It would be wrong to think that Russian military 
experts seriously believed that Russia could get along 
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with nuclear weapons alone. General Makmut Gareev, 
generally considered one of Russia’s leading military 
thinkers provided the following observation: 

But it is impossible to ensure a reliable defense with 
nuclear weapons alone. First, many countries have 
even now the ability (to be increased in the future) of 
developing a surprise attack not only with nuclear, but 
also with conventional precision weapons, in order to 
destroy the nuclear bases of other countries, depriv-
ing them of the ability to retaliate or carry out nuclear 
retribution.11

Regardless of how desperate the Kremlin was for 
new conventional-type weapons, the 1990s would 
continue to be a disaster for the Russian military for 
both conventional and nuclear weapons. To quote 
Rose Gottemoeller: “The debate over the role of nu-
clear weapons in Russian national security has been at 
the center of military reform, with the key questions 
very much in play.”12

YELTSIN IGNORES THE MILITARY 

Gottemoeller was right. The problem, however, 
was that Boris Yeltsin did not take military reform, 
whether on the nuclear or conventional level seri-
ously. He did not consider the West to be a threat, 
and thus, unlike his generals, was more concerned 
with his domestic power or the economy than he was 
with upgrading and reforming the military. In fact, he 
ignored the military and regularly provided it with 
far less than even a subsistence budget—the military 
might only get 40-50 percent of what it was authorized 
because the tax collection system in Russia was bro-
ken. It led to situations where soldiers were sent out to 
pick mushrooms to supplement their diet.13
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In 1996, the budget shortfall was 25,000 billion 
rubles (R). The situation inside the military was so 
bad that the average officer was due about R10,000 in 
back pay.14 The next year, the shortfall was R34,000 
billion.15 Because of budgets like the foregoing, there 
was no money for procurement. What money there 
was, had to be spent on maintenance and provisions 
for the troops. As Alexei Arbatov put it, the budgets 
from 1997 to 1999 allocated up to 70 percent for main-
tenance, while cutting personnel by 30 percent. This 
left almost nothing for research and development. 
Funds allocated to them “were barely sufficient for 
modernization of the minimal strategic forces.”16 With 
this background, it is not surprising that there were 
serious differences between advocates of conventional 
and strategic forces. In fact, the battle was bitter, made 
worse by the personal dislike between the two main 
actors: General Anatoly Kvashnin and Igor Marshal 
Sergeyev.

THE BATTLE BETWEEN KVASHNIN AND  
SERGEYEV

General Anatoly Kvashnin was an army officer, a 
man who had worked his way up serving in a vari-
ety of posts in the infantry (Ground Forces) to become 
Chief of the General Staff. It should also be noted that 
Kvashnin’s personality matched his infantry back-
ground. He was open and blunt, and a person willing 
to engage in bureaucratic fisticuffs even if that meant 
being insubordinate vis-à-vis his boss. 

Meanwhile, the defense minister, Igor Sergeyev, 
was a career missile officer. Indeed, he spent his en-
tire career concerned about nuclear weapons. He was 
a polished officer who eschewed the kind of bureau-
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cratic politics that Kvashnin reveled in. It was his job 
to advise Yeltsin, while attempting to keep the defense 
establishment on an even keel. Not surprisingly, the 
outcome was constant conflict between these two men 
with Sergeyev constantly touting the value of nuclear 
weapons, while Kvashnin argued in favor of expand-
ing conventional forces.

As with so many other areas, Yeltsin was a major 
part of the problem. First, he changed the law to place 
both the defense minister and the Chief of the Gen-
eral Staff directly under him. As a result, the Chief of 
the General Staff was no longer subordinate to the de-
fense minister. That meant that while the defense min-
ister could do his best to convince the Chief to carry 
out a specific policy, he could not force him to do so. 
Furthermore, since the General Staff was primarily in 
charge of operational matters, the Chief could imple-
ment his orders as he saw fit. From a military policy 
standpoint, the result was bureaucratic chaos. No one 
knew for certain what Yeltsin’s policy was, nor what 
the Ministry of Defense (MoD) policy was on a variety 
of issues.

In fact, Yeltsin’s only policy was to keep the mili-
tary off balance, to create a situation in which the mili-
tary would never threaten his position domestically. 
After all, he was well aware that it was the military 
that came to his aid in the 1993 coup attempt. Had the 
generals decided to sit that conflict out, the outcome 
might have been very different—with Yeltsin sitting 
in a Russian jail. He was not about to take a chance 
with these generals and admirals. If that meant a 
weaker military, that was too bad, but it was not that 
important during the 1990s. 

One of the few positive things Yeltsin did vis-à-
vis the military was to order the Security Council to 
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come up with a new National Security Concept. It was 
completed on May 7, 1997, and enacted by presiden-
tial decree on December 17, 1997.17 While the Concept 
laid the basis for a revision of military doctrine, it was 
far too broad and ambiguous when it came to setting 
priorities, national interests, and responsibilities.

Meanwhile, in an effort to make structural chang-
es, Sergeyev sought and achieved permission to rec-
reate the SDF. The purpose was to establish a force 
that combined the strategic nuclear capabilities of the 
Strategic Rocket Forces, the Navy, and the Air Force, 
as well as other units having responsibility for early 
warning command and control units. Additionally, 
the country’s reconnaissance satellites would be sub-
ordinated to the SDF. 

Finally on March 15, 1999, Yelstin approved a 
document called “Main Provisions of Russia’s Nu-
clear Deterrence Policy.” The document made it clear 
that Russia’s nuclear forces were the guarantor of the 
country’s national security.18 The problem with the 
Concept was that it did not bring about the stability 
and predictability (stabil’nost’ i predvidenie) that is so 
much a part of military thinking the world over. Gen-
erals and admirals cannot plan for the future if they 
do not know what kind of a conflict they are preparing 
for, or if they do not know what kind of weapons sys-
tems and personnel they will have at their disposal. If 
there were two words that would describe the 1990s 
from the generals’ and admirals’ point of view, they 
were confusion and chaos. It was clearly time for a 
new military doctrine.
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PUTIN AND THE MILITARY DOCTRINE OF 2000

When Vladimir Putin took over as president of 
Russia, he faced a military that was in need of just 
about everything. Ships did not sail, planes did not 
fly, and tanks were not in working order. Indeed, the 
country did not carry out a single division level exer-
cise during the 1990s, and there were many officers at 
the lieutenant colonel and colonel level that had not 
commanded an active unit larger than a company. 
This lack of military experience would come back to 
haunt the Russian military, for example, in the war 
against Georgia. Meanwhile, Putin took as one of his 
primary tasks the stabilizing of the Russian military. 
After all, Russia was fighting a war in Chechnya, and 
its military problems could not be ignored. 

The 2000 Military Doctrine was approved by Rus-
sian Presidential Edict 706 on April 21, 2000.19 As it 
would on other occasions, the Russians refused to 
clarify the issue of a nuclear threshold. The document 
made clear that Moscow “keep the right to use nuclear 
weapons in response to the use of nuclear weapons 
or other WMD [weapons of mass destruction] against 
Russia or its allies, as well as in response to large-scale 
conventional aggression in critical situations for Rus-
sian national security.”20 Given the desperate condi-
tion of its conventional weapons, it is not surprising 
that the Russians wanted to preserve freedom of ma-
neuver. That included the use of nuclear weapons, 
even if a conventional war deteriorated badly. In fact, 
the Russian military included such an option in its ex-
ercises—West 99 and Autumn 2002.21 The document 
did not resolve the question of which side the Kremlin 
should or would favor—nuclear or conventional. In-
deed, if there was anything new in it, it was the recog-
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nition of the threat presented by international terror-
ism. 

While Washington may not have realized it at the 
time, its decision to withdraw from the 1972 ABM 
Treaty meant that the Kremlin did not have to get 
rid of its multiple warhead missiles as demanded by 
the treaty. From a policy standpoint, the urgency of 
modernizing existing missiles disappeared. The cur-
rent ones would suffice. The Kremlin had found a way 
to maintain its nuclear weapons “on the cheap.” Such 
a policy may work over the short run, but to remain 
effective the missiles had to be modernized and new 
ones had to be developed to counter the other side’s 
countermeasures.

Meanwhile, the very expensive naval arm of the 
Russian triad suffered one problem after another. First 
was the sinking of the submarine Kursk—one of the 
modern submarines in the Russian fleet—in August 
2000, which presumably was the result of an onboard 
missile explosion Then there was the case of the Yuri 
Dogorukiy, a strategic submarine that was under con-
struction throughout the 1990s. The intention was for 
it to enter service in 2001. However, when the missile 
that was designed for it (the SS NB-28) failed, it was 
redesigned for the Bulava missile. It was not until Feb-
ruary 13, 2008, that it was finally launched. As a con-
sequence, there was no way the Navy could argue for 
a dominant position in the Russian strategic arsenal. 

This brings us back to the ongoing battle between 
Kvashnin and Sergeyev, which had major overtones 
for the relationship between nuclear and conventional 
weapons. The battle between the two men reached 
the point where, to quote Alexei Arbatov: “In reality, 
under the umbrellas of the official Russian doctrine, 
there are now two military doctrines, with all the con-
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sequences flowing therefrom.”22 The battle was over 
the heart of the Russian military—which side would 
be favored: nuclear weapons as favored by Sergeyev 
or conventional forces as favored by Kvashnin? The 
former maintained that, given Russia’s weak con-
ventional forces, Moscow’s only alternative was to 
develop its nuclear capabilities to the point where 
no other state or organization would consider attack-
ing Russia. Kvashnin, on the other hand, maintained 
that Russia was already faced with threats that could 
only be handled by conventional forces. After all, one 
could not seriously consider using nuclear weapons in 
Chechnya or Bosnia. The military had to have modern 
conventional weapons to meet these challenges.

For his part, Sergeyev made the familiar argu-
ment that all of the conventional forces in the world 
would not protect Russia in the face of an opponent 
who had nuclear weapons and the will to use them. 
To quote Arbatov: “Russia’s nuclear arsenal should 
be sufficient to inflict pre-set damage to any aggres-
sor under any circumstances.”23 However, according 
to Federov, an analysis of Moscow’s nuclear capabili-
ties at that time led to “the major conclusion that Rus-
sia’s nuclear weapons cannot perform the mission of 
deterrence against the hypothetical aggression at the 
regional level.”24 The obvious problem, as pointed out 
by Alexandr Golts, is that “nuclear weapons are less 
capable against terrorism than any other.”25

The simple fact is that “Moscow lacks a coherent 
military strategy. In particular, the Military Doctrine 
of the Russian Federation was approved only in April 
2000, while the Naval Doctrine of the Russian Federation 
was approved in July 2001. Programs and plans of 
military construction were out of proportion to Rus-
sia’s economic capabilities.”26 To make matters worse, 
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Russia’s generals could not get rid of the idea of a 
large scale conflict requiring mass armies. They were 
still mentally tied to fighting the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO). To quote Locksley: 

There are consistent allegations that the doctrine and 
training sections of the General Staff are governed 
by ’Germans’, veterans of the Group of Soviet Forces 
in Germany, who are nostalgic about planning and 
conducting big multi-theatre warfare rather than set-
ting the doctrinal conditions and introducing suitable 
training regulations. Russian military forces have not 
fully reformed and adapted to the changed threat en-
vironment.27

Regardless of what approach Moscow adopted, 
Putin had to find a way to stop the constant bickering 
between Sergeyev and Kvashnin. 

On July 12, 2000, there was a meeting in the Krem-
lin, in which Kvashnin argued in favor of disband-
ing the SRF. He had in mind cutting the number of 
intercontinental missile divisions from 19 to 2. ICBMs 
would go from 756 to only 150 by 2003. This would 
also decrease the SRF’s share of the budget from 18 
percent to 15 percent. Sergeyev responded in a news-
paper article in which he called Kvashnin’s plan, 
“criminal stupidity and an attack on Russia’s national 
interests.” The next day Putin ordered both generals 
to “silence their debate and come up with realistic 
policy proposals.”28

Kvashnin repeated his criticism at an August 11 
Security Council meeting attended by Putin. The lat-
ter was frustrated, but realized that he would have to 
do something. He stated, “I have been rather tolerant 
of the debates in the defense ministry and society as 
a whole. . . . Now is the time to bring the matter to 
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its rightful conclusion.”29 In the meantime, matters 
appeared to be going Kvashnin’s way. For example, 
the 1997 decision by Sergeyev to get rid of the Ground 
Forces as a separate service was reversed.

There was a particularly important meeting of the 
Security Council on November 9, 2000. During the 
meeting, Putin acknowledged the importance of nu-
clear weapons, but he also mentioned the need to “see 
other challenges.” It was clear from his comments that 
his primary concern was improving the Army’s con-
ventional capabilities. The plan adopted at the meet-
ing foresaw a two-staged process. Phase one covered 
2001 to 2005 and would focus primarily on personnel. 
The second focused on giving the military the logisti-
cal support it needed.

On March 24, 2001, it was announced that Putin 
had signed Decree No. 337, “On Supporting the Plan 
for Conversion and Development of the RF Armed 
Forces and Improving Their Structure.” The decree 
broke the SRF in two commands: The Strategic Missile 
Troops and the Space Troops. Four days later Putin 
fired Sergeyev, making him a presidential advisor. 
He was replaced by Sergei Ivanov, a former KGB gen-
eral and close confidant of Putin. Ivanov’s task was to 
smooth matters over with Kvashnin, while helping to 
create stability inside the military.

In spite of Ivanov’s best efforts, it soon became 
obvious that he could not work with Kvashnin. The 
latter ignored him just as he had Sergeyev. As noted 
above, the problem was that the Law on Defense 
stated that Kvashnin worked for the president, and 
did not have to clear his actions or ideas with Ivanov. 
Then on June 14, at Putin’s urging, the Duma changed 
Article 13 of the Law on Defense to mention only the 
Defense Ministry: “Oversight for the Armed Forces of 
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the Russian Federation is carried out by the defense 
minister via the Defense Ministry.”30 Furthermore, 
Article 15, which had listed the main functions of the 
General Staff, was declared null and void. This meant 
that henceforth the Chief of the General Staff worked 
for the Defense Minister. Several weeks later Kvash-
nin was fired as well. 

RUSSIA’S NUCLEAR FORCES

According to Institute for International Security 
Studies (IISS) figures, in 2000, the SRF had a total of 
771 ICBM launchers. However, there were problems 
with the Navy’s new follow-on submarine-launched 
ballistic missiles (SLBMs), and it was cancelled in Au-
gust 1998 after three test failures.31 During the same 
year, Vladimir Yakovlev, head of the SRF, stated that 
Moscow “would have 20-30 Topol-Ms each year for 3 
years and 30-40 in each of the subsequent 3 years.”32 
In fact, Russia deployed only 10 during 1998 and 1999, 
and six during 2000. 

By 2004, matters had further deteriorated. As one 
observer noted: 

The situation in the manufacturing sector is so serious, 
that in 2004 serial production of the Topol-M had to be 
stopped twice. This was the last straw. . . . If the gov-
ernment does not make the necessary steps in the next 
2-3 months, the strategic nuclear force’s development 
program will be disrupted.33 

In fact, Ivanov tried to put a good face on matters, 
noting in 2005 that the Kremlin intended to acquire 
six ICBMs and one Tu-160 strategic bomber.34 From 
a strategic standpoint, this was a joke as one writer 
noted:
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The words about the priority of nuclear deterrence are 
as usual hanging in the air, because the plan to buy six 
intercontinental ballistic missiles and one strategic Tu-
160 missile carrier in 2006 means nothing to anyone. 
Vladimir Dvorkin, who earlier headed the 4th Defense 
Ministry’s research for strategic arms stated. With 
such tempos there is absolutely no certainty about 
what will remain of Russia’s strategic nuclear forces 
in 2012-2015, after the completely outdated weapons 
are withdrawn, and whether we will be able to main-
tain the nuclear balance with the United States at 2,200 
warheads determined by the Russian-U.S. Strategic 
Offensive Reduction Treaty.35

On May 29, 2007, Moscow tested a new ground 
based missile. The SS-24 multiple warhead ballistic 
missile is similar to the Topol-M except that its pri-
mary purpose is to overcome air defense systems such 
as the one the United States previously intended to 
deploy in Europe. To quote the now former defense 
minister Ivanov: “These complexes are capable of 
penetrating all existing and perspective anti-missile 
systems.”36 It was tested in its MIRVed (multiple inde-
pendently targetable reentry vehicle) form in Novem-
ber of 2008.

THE SITUATION WITH THE BULAVA

Just as the SRF needed a new, more modern mis-
sile, so did the Navy. New submarines were being 
constructed, and a new missile had to be developed. 
Each of the new Project 955 submarines would carry 
12 of these new missiles. In addition, these new mis-
siles would be back-fitted into the Project 941 subma-
rines. The Bulava, however, was to become a major 
headache for the Kremlin. In the beginning, Moscow 
was convinced that this new missile would be a savior 
for the Russian submarine fleet.
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Defense Minister Sergei Ivanov announced that in 
2007 the armed forces will acquire a new strategic bal-
listic missile, the S-30 Bulava . . . . Ivanov said that the 
new supersonic MIRV missile has no equivalent in the 
world. On 27 September, a Northern Fleet submarine 
in the White Sea launched a Bulava, which after a 30 
minute flight successfully hit a target in the testing 
ground in Kamchatka. . . . That same day, President 
Vladimir Putin said during his nationwide teleconfer-
ence that the Bulava can change its route and altitude 
in such a way that it makes the missile invulnerable to 
the strategic-missile-defense systems of ’some of our 
partner countries’.37

Reality, however, would be quite different from 
Ivanov’s and Putin’s predictions. For example, a few 
days later, the MoD reported that “several minutes af-
ter the launch, the automatic system of self-destruction 
was triggered as a result of a deviation of the mission 
from its trajectory.”38 

Some background is needed before discussing the 
Bulava’s problems. In 1998 when the decision was 
made to build this missile, cost was a key concern. 
Yuri Solomonov, the chief designer at the Moscow 
Institute of Thermal Technology (MITT), promised 
to create a new system, the Bulava-30, which is both 
a land and sea missile. As a consequence, the project 
was transferred from the Makeyev Design Bureau, 
which had been building the Topol-M, to MITT. The 
amount of money sunk into this project by 2009 was 
$7 billion.39 Believe it or not, according to some esti-
mates, 40 percent of the MoD’s budget was being de-
voted to the Bulava project.40 Still, as late as 2008, the 
MoD was reportedly commenting privately that “the 
strategic nuclear forces are in particularly catastrophic 
situation.”41
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If the constant failures by the Bulava were not 
enough, the Navy was becoming increasingly embar-
rassed. Why? Because the Kremlin was building sub-
marines to be equipped with the Bulava missile. The 
MoD expected to have them in service in 2008. The 
submarine Dmitri Donskoy had been refitted in time to 
accommodate the Bulava missiles. In addition, a new 
submarine, the Yuri Dolgorukiy, was launched in 2009 
and ready to go to sea by 2010. Moscow had also be-
gun work on two additional submarines, the Aleksandr 
Nevsky and the Vladimir Monomakh. This meant that 
the Kremlin was faced with the very embarrassing 
situation of having one submarine that was supposed 
to be equipped with Bulava missiles going to sea with 
its missile tubes empty—with two more on the way!

For his part, Admiral Vladimir Vysotskiy main-
tained that one of the major problems confronting the 
military in Russia was the decrepit state of its mili-
tary-industrial complex. There is a lot of truth in his 
comments—the technology in many of the industrial 
plants is from the 1970s or 1980s. Furthermore, the av-
erage age of most of those who are competent to work 
in most of those factories is over 60. The majority of 
the younger qualified workers left the military facto-
ries to work in better paying jobs elsewhere. 

Faced with this dismal situation, Yuri Solomonov, 
the Chief Designer who in 1998 claimed that he could 
design the new missile, was fired. After all, the mis-
sile had failed 7 times out of 11 launches since 2004. 
Despite the poor performance , Moscow appears to be 
stuck with the Bulava missile. There was talk of in-
serting the Sineva missile, but it is a completely dif-
ferent system. Furthermore, taking the Bulava tubes 
and related equipment out of submarines like the Yuri 
Dolgorukiy and replacing them with tubes that would 
fire the Sineva missiles would be cost prohibitive. 
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In 2008, Moscow tried to test the Bulava missile 
once again with one successful attempt in September 
and yet another failure in December. In the latter case, 
not one of the reentry vehicles hit their targets at the 
Kamchatka range. It marked the fifth failure out of 
10 launches. As one Russian source put it, “the 10th 
graded launch from on board the submarine missile-
carrier Dmitry Donskoy ended in full-scale disaster.”42

The bottom line stated by Admiral Vysotskiy was 
that “The Navy has nothing to replace it with.” Ac-
cording to Vysotskiy, in spite of the unsuccessful tests, 
the Navy had no choice but to press ahead with the 
program. The missile is slated to be the mainstay of 
the sea leg of Russia’s nuclear deterrent through 2040-
45.43 

According to Russian sources, the next test of a 
Bulava was scheduled for the end of June 2010 on 
board the Dmitri Donskoy. But this was modified in 
May when it was announced that the missile would be 
tested “no earlier than November this year [2010].”44 
The reason, according to the Navy, is that they have 
still not been able to determine “the reason for the 
previous launch failures.”45 The Navy suspects that 
the problem is in the assembly of the missile; the only 
way they can explain why some missiles have worked 
successfully, while others have not. In the future, the 
Navy stated that it will launch three Bulava missiles at 
the same time in an effort to pinpoint the problem. In 
the meantime, the new submarines will undergo sea 
trials, but not really put to sea doing the job they were 
intended to perform until the Bulava is perfected, 
whenever that happens. 
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LONG-RANGE AVIATION

Using the one or two Tu-160s available to him, 
General Igor Khovorov, the commander of Long-
Range Aviation (LRA), stated that during 2006, he 
planned to carry out 10 launches of cruise missiles; not 
exactly what one would expect from the air force of 
a superpower.46 The next year, the commander of the 
Air Force announced that an upgraded Tu-160 would 
enter service with the Air Force, and that another one 
was in the pipeline.47 Imagine if the effective air arm of 
the Russian nuclear triad consisted of only four or five 
old, if modernized, strategic aircraft!

The situation did not improve over time. For exam-
ple, every time a senior Air Force officer spoke of new 
planes, his comments were clearly focused on fighter 
aircraft, which appears to be the major concern of the 
Air Force at present—the Fifth Generation Fighter. 
Consider the follow comments from a critic of LRA:

Strategic missile-armed aircraft are designed to de-
stroy enemy targets with …known coordinates. Re-
cently within the scope of the LRA command and staff 
drill conducted under the direction of DA (LRA) Com-
mander Major-General Anatoliy Zhikharev, crews 
took up Tu-95MSs with practice cruise missiles aboard 
from Engles Airbase. They unsuccessfully executed 
launches to maximum range (around 2,500) against 
targets on the northern Pemboy Range (Vorkuta). It 
was “whispered” to me that the missiles’ deviation 
from the center of the target did not exceed 20m. This 
is something of which to be proud!48

The bottom line is that LRA has a very long way 
to go before it can be considered a critical part of the 
strategic nuclear triad.
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THE SEARCH FOR A NEW MILITARY  
DOCTRINE 2010

Even though it had only been in effect for 3 years, 
by 2003 there were calls for an updating of Russian 
military doctrine. As General Anatoliy Kulikov put it:

 
Bearing in mind the recent war in Iraq, the current 
military doctrine of Russia does not meet modern re-
quirements for national security. It should be the basis 
for drafting a national security doctrine of Russia to 
clearly define modern threats and challenges to Rus-
sian armed forces.49 

From an organizational standpoint, Putin and Ivanov 
had succeeded in stabilizing the military. However, 
there were continued problems—funding for the mili-
tary was increased, but there was still not enough to 
purchase the weapons needed either to modernize the 
country’s conventional forces, or to build the nuclear 
forces the country needed. As a result, in 2005 Putin 
formally charged Russia’s military leaders to come up 
with a new military doctrine. 

One of the key factors of any nuclear doctrine is 
preemption. Putin had made his position on this issue 
very clear in 2003, when he remarked, “If the practice 
of preventive strikes should de facto become wide-
spread and grow stronger, Russia reserves the right 
to such practice.” He continued, remarking, that “We 
are against this, but we retain the right to carry out 
preventive strikes.”50 

So what were the major—problems beyond the 
reoccurring issue of preemption? First, as Arbatov 
noted, was the failure of the doctrine to tell the Armed 
Forces “what kind of enemy they are supposed to 
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prepare themselves against.”51 A second factor was 
the absence of a discussion of the threat of terrorism. 
Meanwhile, under Ivanov’s direction (as President of 
the Security Council), the latter was preparing a new 
concept of national security, which according to the 
Russian constitution is supposed to proceed and guide 
the drafting of military doctrine. In fact, the drafting 
of both documents would turn out to be more lengthy 
than anticipated. 

There was little change in the concept of nuclear 
deterrence. Theoreticians like General Gareyev main-
tained that it was critical to continue to build up Rus-
sia’s nuclear deterrent. Interestingly, he also noted that 
it would be important for the doctrine to pay attention 
to “the development of general-purpose forces; the 
Air Force, the Navy, and ground troops.”52

In May 2009, Medvedev signed the National Securi-
ty Strategy Document, which laid the basis for the new 
Military Doctrine document that he signed on February 
5, 2010. Insofar as nuclear weapons were concerned, 
the doctrine of preemption was not mentioned, but 
the idea was retained. As the document states:

The Russian Federation reserves the right to utilize 
nuclear weapons in response to the utilization of nu-
clear and other types of weapons of mass destruction 
against it and (or) its allies, and also in the event of ag-
gression against the Russian Federation involving the 
use of conventional weapons when the very existence 
of the state is under threat.53 

This led one commentator to call Russia’s new mili-
tary doctrine “An Exercise in Public Relations”—a 
reference to the avoidance of the term preemption.54 
Otherwise, when it comes to nuclear weapons, the 
document is not significantly different from previous 
editions.
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THE SHRINKING NUCLEAR FORCES

Throughout the 1990s and into the next century, 
not only did Moscow experience problems with par-
ticular weapons systems, the number of nuclear weap-
ons was decreasing. Note the following criticism: 

At the start of 1992, the Russian Federation had 6,347 
nuclear warheads. When Boris Yeltsin resigned at the 
end of 1999, he left his successor 5,842 warheads. At the 
start of 2007, Russia had 681 ICBMs (including SLBMs 
carried by submarines) with 2,460 warheads and 79 
strategic aircraft with 884 cruise missiles. That’s a total 
of 3,344 warheads. If current trends persist (new mis-
siles are being built at an extremely slow rate, while 
the withdrawal of old missiles is accelerating), the 
Strategic Nuclear Forces might have no more than 300 
ICBMs by the middle of the next decade with no more 
than 600 warheads.55

In short, insofar as Moscow’s nuclear forces were 
concerned, the future looked anything but bright.

THE STATUS OF CONVENTIONAL WEAPONS, 
2010 

If there were problems with nuclear forces, the 
problems with conventional weapons were even 
greater. This was brought home to the Kremlin in 
great clarity by the War with Georgia. The war began 
in chaos—especially among the high command in 
Moscow. As one Russian source put it:

The Main Operations Directorate and the Main Orga-
nization Directorate found themselves on August 8, 
2008, in the street in the direct sense of the word. On 
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that day the directorates were engaged in carrying out 
a very strict directive of Defense Minister Anatioliy 
Serdyukov. Ten KAMAZs [a type of Russian truck]
were lined up at entrances, and property of the Gen-
eral Staff’s two main directorates, packed in boxes and 
bundles, was being loaded into them.56 

The result was that “many officers learned the news 
that Georgia had begun military operations against 
South Ossetia from morning news publications.”57 

When the generals sat down to evaluate Russian 
performance during the war, they were shocked and 
quite vocal in discussing problems. This discussion 
became the impetus for the greatest change in Russian 
conventional forces since World War II. In an inter-
view in May 2009, a former Russian Airborne Troop 
(VDV) intelligence chief, Colonel Pavel Popovskikh, 
underscored the dated condition of combat training 
within the elite airborne forces, as well as reflecting on 
the situation within conventional forces.

Our army is still being trained based upon regula-
tions, which were written in the 1960s! The regula-
tions, manuals, combat training programmes, and 
the volumes of standards have become obsolete. An 
old friend recently sent me the volume of standards 
that is in force, which we wrote in 1984, 25 years ago. 
This volume is a reflection of the operation and com-
bat training of the troops and their operating tactics. If 
the Airborne Troops have remained at the prehistoric 
level, then we can confidently say that the General 
Staff and the rest of the troops continue to train for a 
past war.

The Georgian War was a watershed for Russia. It 
was clear that the Russian military was plagued with 
aged equipment, hardware, and weaponry, which 
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were dangerously coupled with ineffective command 
and control systems, poor communications, and in-
terservice coordination. There were also intelligence 
support failings, failure of the global satellite naviga-
tion system (GLONASS), and higher than anticipated 
casualties partly as a result of problems with inade-
quate Identification of Friend or Foe (IFF) equipment. 
In August 2008, the independent Russian military 
newspaper, Nezavisimoye voyennoye obozreniye, noted 
that 60-75 percent of 58th Army tanks deployed in 
Georgia were the old T-62, T-72M, and T-72BM, none 
of which could withstand Georgian antitank war-
heads. 

There was even controversy among the new weap-
ons that were being produced: when discussing the 
new T-90 tank in July 2008, then commander-in-chief 
of Ground Forces Army General Alexei Maslov open-
ly admitted that Russian tanks were lagging behind 
other countries in the use of modern electronics. As he 
put it, “although work to develop a tank battlefield in-
formation management system is already under way, 
its installation on outdated tank models is too costly 
and therefore not recommended.”58 

One could go on, but the bottom line is that weap-
ons and equipment in the current Russian Army is 
antiquated at best. In June 2009, the MoD stated that 
“the outfitting of troops (forces) with arms and with 
military and special equipment currently remains at 
a level of from 60 to 100 percent, but the proportion 
of modern models is around 10 percent.”59 It will be 
many years—perhaps not until 2020, a year often 
suggested by Russian military analysts—before the 
military that has been reduced to close to one million 
personnel and is undergoing major structural changes 
will have a relatively modern armed force once again.
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USING STRATEGIC NUCLEAR FORCES TO  
OFFSET CONVENTIONAL WEAKNESSES 

It is clear that the Kremlin’s attempt to maintain a 
strong nuclear deterrent to provide an umbrella while 
Russia’s conventional forces were modernized failed 
on both grounds. First, while Russia maintained a nu-
clear deterrent of sorts, if anything it decreased during 
the Yeltsin, Putin, and Medvedev periods. As long as 
one has the option of a nuclear first use, Moscow has 
a nuclear deterrent, but it is far less than it was in 1993 
or even 2000. Furthermore, for practical purposes, it is 
limited to ground based ICBMs for the immediate fu-
ture. The other two legs of the nuclear triad—the Bula-
va naval variant is dysfunctional to this point, and the 
few obsolete Tu-95MS and TU-160 LAR bombers—for 
all practical purposes are irrelevant. 

Turning to the conventional forces, the military 
is clearly in a period of transition. Defense Minister 
Serdyukov has undertaken a major restructuring of 
the Russian military and faces a monumental task in 
updating and modernizing its weapons systems. If 
anything, the quality of the current inventory has con-
tinued to deteriorate despite some efforts to modern-
ize them. Weapons systems from the 1970s, 1980s, and 
even 1990s are everywhere, but they are of little use 
against weapons systems based on technology from 
the 21st century. 

There is a major problem facing both the modern-
ization of nuclear and conventional weapons, and that 
is the sad state in which the military-industrial com-
plex finds itself. As a Russian general put it in April 
2010, “The Defense Ministry cannot buy something 
that does not guarantee parity in the event of a con-
flict. . . . The army cannot buy artillery with a range of 
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20 kilometers when the enemy has 70 kilometers.”60 In 
another instance, the same officer made it clear that if 
incompetence and corruption mean that Russia can-
not find quality conventional weapons in Russia, it 
will have to purchase them abroad—a stinging indict-
ment of the country’s domestic industrial complex. To 
quote him again: 

Vladimir Popovkin said . . . that the military paid de-
fense industry a R5 billion advance for the building of 
unmanned aerial vehicles, but never did acquire the 
vehicles, which are so much needed by the field. And 
this is why it was forced to purchase them in Israel. 
The problem is not a lack of know-how or ability, it 
is the backwardness of the available technology of 
enterprises of the OPK (defense industrial complex). 
The fact is that certain directors of design bureaus and 
plants, instead of channeling the allocated funds into 
the purchase of modern production lines, put them 
into the bank to obtain interest to build up their mar-
gins.61

How and when Russian industry will be in a po-
sition to produce quality weapons, whether it is a 
Bulava missile or a modern fighter jet or an armored 
vehicle, is uncertain. Until it is able to do so, however, 
the chances of Moscow catching up with the West in 
either area are minimal unless it purchases all of its 
weapons abroad.
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CHAPTER 2

RUSSIA’S CONVENTIONAL ARMED FORCES:
REFORM AND NUCLEAR POSTURE TO 2020

Roger N. McDermott

Although Russian defense reform was already in 
its advanced planning stages prior to August 2008, the 
Russia-Georgia war served to facilitate launching the 
new effort to reform and modernize the conventional 
armed forces. This reform, repackaged as the “new 
look,” was not only ambitious in its scope and aims 
but would, if implemented, fundamentally transform 
the Russian military. Formally announced in Octo-
ber 2008, with the administrative or organizational 
elements rapidly carried out throughout 2009, and 
progressing towards achieving key targets by 2012, 
Defense Minister Anatoliy Serdyukov’s reforms have 
revealed contradictions and unforeseen challenges, 
while the resulting corrective processes exposed a 
degree of reconceptualization.1 The delicate balance 
achieved in avoiding the reform being undermined, 
either through institutional inertia or until now largely 
ineffective or at times irrationally-inspired critics, will 
continue until these issues are resolved; most likely, 
not before 2012.2

SERDYUKOV’S REFORM

On October 14, 2008, after leaks about the reform 
agenda and a period of reflecting on the operational 
lessons of the campaign in Georgia, Serdyukov briefed 
the defense ministry collegium in closed session. Vik-
tor Zavarzin, the Head of the Duma’s Defense Com-
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mittee, and Viktor Ozerov, the Head of the Defense 
and Security Committee of the Federal Council, were 
reportedly not permitted to attend.3 As the agenda 
emerged, Viktor Ilyukhin, a member of the State 
Duma, said its success would largely depend upon 
developing improved social conditions for service-
men, procuring modern weapons, and enhancing the 
manageability and discipline of the troops. Aleksandr 
Vladimirov, the Vice-President of the College of Mili-
tary Experts, advocated developing new programs 
and styles of teaching officers aimed at producing a 
generation of officers with a deep understanding of 
geopolitics and global trends.4 The trouble is that few 
understood the agenda precisely, which often result-
ed in criticism not really matching what was unfold-
ing, or focusing upon one aspect at the expense of the 
broader picture.

Serdyukov secured the formal approval of the col-
legium, briefing them on Perspektivny oblik Vooruzhen-
nykh Sil RF i pervoocherednye mery po ego formirovaniu 
na 2009-2020 gody (The Future Outlook of the Russian 
Federation Armed Forces and Priorities for its Creation 
in the period 2009-2020). At its heart, the reform con-
cept meant the abandonment of the mass mobiliza-
tion principle that had served the interests of the state 
since the 19th century reforms conducted by Dmitry 
Milyutin. This being the case, it would no longer make 
sense to argue that the North Atlantic Treaty Orga-
nization (NATO) posed any military threat to Rus-
sia that required mobilization. That controversy was 
well-concealed beneath plans to downsize, or more 
accurately “streamline,” the officer corps.5 

In Orenburg on September 26, 2008, Russian Presi-
dent Dmitry Medvedev met with the commanders of 
military districts, outlined the reasons for reforming 
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the armed forces, and referred to five decisive factors 
in military development.6 These were:

1. Improving the organization and structure of the 
forces by converting all divisions and brigades to per-
manent readiness brigades, abolishing the mass mobi-
lization principle and abandoning the division-based 
system.

2. Enhancing the overall efficiency of command 
and control (C2) (later interpreted as opting for a 
three-tiered structure: operational command-military 
district-brigade). 

3. Improving the personnel training system, in-
cluding military education and military science. 

4. Equipping the armed forces with the latest 
weapon systems and intelligence assets, primarily 
high-technology, in order to “achieve air superiority, 
deliver precision strikes on ground and maritime tar-
gets, and ensure operational force deployment.”

5. Improving the social status of military person-
nel, including pay and allowances, housing, and ev-
eryday living conditions as well as a broad range of 
support packages.7

Careful analysis of the structure of foreign, in-
cluding NATO, militaries had convinced the reform-
ers to adopt an officer to enlisted personnel ratio of 
1:15. The pre-reform 355,000 officer positions would 
thus be pared back to only 150,000 and new demands 
would be placed on these officers.8 As not all positions 
were filled, the planning envisaged shedding 205,000 
officer posts by 2012 in order to optimize the system 
by addressing its “top heavy” features that resulted 
in having more colonels and lieutenant-colonels than 
junior officers.9 The officer reductions were severe: the 
number of serving generals was to be reduced from 
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1,107 as of September 1, 2008, to 886 by 2012. Colonel 
posts were slashed from 25,665 to 9,114; majors from 
99,550 to 25,000; and captains from 90,000 to 40,000. 
The only increase was to affect lieutenants, increasing 
from 50,000 to 60,000. In an interview with Rossiya TV 
in March 2010, Serdyukov explained that another 3 
years were required, and he reported that 67,000 of-
ficers had been dismissed from service in 2009.10 If that 
figure was reliable, they were approximately 50,000 
away from the set target by the spring of 2010 (allow-
ing for shedding the 2-year officers) and on course to 
complete the downsizing by 2012. However, some de-
fense officials questioned whether 15 percent was the 
correct target and even suggested further paring back 
the officer corps to 9 percent of the overall manning 
structure.11 

Upon completion, the “new look” would abandon 
the traditional division-based system and replace it 
with a brigade-based structure geared towards ma-
neuverability. Cadre units were to be jettisoned and 
in their place only “permanent readiness” formations 
would remain. Although the transformation impacted 
on the air force and navy, the greatest impact was on 
the ground forces, with 85 brigades formed in 2009 
and divisions disbanded, while their pre-reform total 
of 1,890 units was earmarked for reduction to only 
172 units and formations. In the air force, which con-
verted to a squadron-based system, only 180 of the 340 
units would remain; while the navy was scheduled 
to move from 240 units to 123. The Strategic Rocket 
Forces (SRF) (Raketnye Voyska Strategicheskogo Naz-
nacheniya [RVSN]) were to be streamlined from 12 to 
8 divisions. The airborne forces (Vozdushno Desantnye 
Voyska [VDV]) were reduced from 6 to 5 and faced a 
brigade-based restructuring, an indication of a one-
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size-fits-all approach, although this was later success-
fully resisted by the VDV, despite the fact that it had 
always deployed at sub-divisional level with a bri-
gade headquarters in its recent combat history.12 The 
air force had to shed 50,000 positions,13 or around 30 
percent of existing air force officer positions. In Janu-
ary 2009, Colonel-General Alexander Zelin, the Com-
mander in Chief (CINC) of the Voyenno-Vozdushnyye 
Sily (VVS) confirmed that the restructuring of the air 
force was underway: reforming 80 percent of units, 
among which 10 percent were to be disbanded, 22 
percent redeployed, and 68 percent would experience 
staff changes.14 The overall driving force in the transi-
tion to the brigade-based structure was to enhance the 
maneuverability of the ground forces.15 

Serdyukov also targeted the navy. Initially this 
centered on relocating its headquarters to St. Peters-
burg, though the costly move was postponed in re-
sponse to concern over the recession and opposition 
from serving admirals.16 In April 2009, the transfer 
process was “suspended”: of the main command’s 
800 staffers, only 20 favored the move.17 Rear Services 
were downsized, losing 40 percent of all officers, in-
cluding a number of generals: 12,500 posts including 
5,600 officers and warrant officers. Between 23 to 40 
percent of all civilian posts were eliminated,18 leaving 
around 300 individuals in the Rear Services central 
apparatus.19 Many of its functions were civilianized, 
ranging from catering services, using civilian enter-
prises to provide fuel, to the provision of bathing and 
laundry services for the troops.20 
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Implementation.

Chief of the General Staff (CGS) Army-General 
Nikolai Makarov, a critical supportive figure in the 
reform, noted in December 2008 that to oversee and 
monitor the implementation of the reform, the Gen-
eral Staff sent its representatives into line units. Their 
sole task was to report on any instances of individu-
als seeking to sabotage the reform.21 During 2009, the 
structural reforms planned as part of Serdyukov’s 
reforms were largely successful, in what by any stan-
dard represented a significant organizational achieve-
ment. In the process the mass mobilization system, 
cadres, and divisions (apart from the VDV) all passed 
quietly into history. Officer downsizing proved more 
complex, with various figures cited at different times 
as it progressed. However, by late 2009, officially, 85 
permanent readiness brigades had been formed as 
well and the new three-tiered command and control 
system was in place. Medical staff lost 10,000 officer 
posts and 22 military hospitals were closed.22 Addi-
tionally, 80 percent of all lawyers were dismissed, and 
only 20 officer positions in military media organiza-
tions remained—preserving those working for the of-
ficial defense ministry publication, Krasnaya Zvezda. 
Military educational institutions were also earmarked 
for reduction from 65 to 10; three military educational 
centers, six academies, and one military university 
(streamlining the General Staff Academy), which 
was needed to serve a new role based on filling the 
brigades with effective commanders and promoting 
efficiency and higher standards in these institutions. 
Deputy Defense Minister Army-General Nikolay Pan-
kov said most of the previous 65 institutions were 
only 60-70 percent full, and consequently they were 
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combined.23 The prestigious General Staff Academy 
had its 17 chairs reduced to two (the art of war and 
national security and defense) and instead of its usual 
100-120 annual graduates, admitted only 16 students 
at the one-star level in 2009-10. These were taught a 
revised curriculum (for example, students no longer 
needed to study the division).24

It is also worth noting that, just as President Medve-
dev and Prime Minister Vladimir Putin are commonly 
referred to as the ruling “tandem,” so too in defense 
terms there is also an effective tandem: Serdyukov and 
Makarov. The latter had his service extended by presi-
dential decree after reaching retirement age (60) in 
October 2009. This partnership between the first truly 
civilian Russian defense minister (Sergei Ivanov was a 
former Federal Security Service (Federal’naya Sluzhba 
Bezopasnosti) [FSB] officer) and the Chief of the Gener-
al Staff (CGS) may well be instrumental in promoting 
and conducting the reform, but it would be mislead-
ing to characterize the reform as being the work of a 
small or maverick elite: it simply could not be enacted 
without the active participation of many other actors; 
particularly the siloviki (military politicians).

Contradictions and Challenges.

Almost 2 years into the reform, numerous contra-
dictions and challenges have surfaced. How can such 
high levels of readiness be achieved if the manning of 
such brigades is mostly based upon 12-month-service 
conscripts? Is this enough time to train and achieve 
necessary standards? There is no consensus within the 
defense ministry and General Staff on the precise na-
ture of the manning system: a widespread recognition 
that the experiment with contract personnel has failed 
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has not been followed by any obvious solution. There 
is disagreement over the length of conscript service, 
or, faced with a dwindling conscript pool, whether to 
increase the maximum age for service from 27 years of 
age to 30. 

Much has been made of extensive planning to 
introduce a new professional non-commissioned of-
ficer (NCO), with the first of these being trained in a 
new NCO training center at the elite Ryazan airborne 
school. The Commander of the VDV, Lieutenant-
General Vladimir Shamanov, was specifically tasked 
with inculcating the “spirit” of the VDV among these 
new NCOs. All were required to make parachute 
jumps and were meticulously trained in a course last-
ing 2 years and 10 months. Yet, despite the shortage 
of entrants to the center (it opened in December 2009 
with under 260 students), there are also contradictory 
statements concerning the underlying NCO concept: 
will these NCOs in the future take on the burden of 
commanding their units, and will their command-
ing officers come to terms with delegating authority? 
Addressing the defense ministry collegium on March 
5, 2010, President Medvedev said such NCOs in the 
future may take on command roles, which does not 
help to clarify their actual role. Medvedev stated that: 
“NCOs should be capable, if required, to substitute for 
officers of the primary level.”25 

Another critical factor in measuring the success 
of Serdyukov’s reform will be the transformation of 
the officer corps. Yet, there is also no clear consen-
sus on what model officer Russian defense planners 
have in mind, nor has there been any planning for 
how to achieve this. Instead, there are loosely framed 
aspirations calling for better types of officers. Report-
edly, corruption persists within the officer corps. If 
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there is a concerted effort to minimize or eliminate 
this scourge, how will the defense ministry conduct 
such a policy? Will an officer known for his compe-
tence and command abilities be sacked if he is found 
guilty of corruption? Indeed, the challenges facing 
the new look may be more rooted in manning issues 
such as these than in overcoming the problems associ-
ated with equipment and weapons modernization. Of 
course, these demands are emerging from the drive 
to modernize the inventory, as well as from efforts to 
upgrade command and control and adopt network-
centric warfare capabilities. Such a technological and 
information-based military environment will necessi-
tate a significantly higher level of education to equip 
officers to meet such demanding challenges.

Surprisingly in this context, the defense ministry 
expended substantial energy and time on paper chas-
ing. Serdyukov commissioned the drafting of a written 
code of honor. In November 2010, the 3rd All-Army 
Conference of army and navy officers was scheduled 
in Moscow to discuss formulating principles of corpo-
rate ethics among Russian officers in the longer-term 
look of the armed forces. That debate was encouraged 
within units. This is an important step, as Colonel (Re-
tired) Vitaliy Shlykov believes that a code of corporate 
ethics will result in a fundamentally “new level” of 
professionalism within the Russian military. Nonethe-
less, the development of an ethos and a code of ethics 
among officers will take time to develop. It is a positive 
initiative to introduce a clear code for officers. How-
ever, as American officers say, they need to “walk the 
walk,” not simply be aware of a codified approach to 
their important role, but also to live and serve as an 
inspirational example to their men. Higher standards 
of justice and moral character are demanded from of-
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ficers compared with society and those whom they 
lead, and the formulation of a codified document in 
Russia will no doubt set a benchmark against which 
officer standards can be outlined and measured, 
though the longer-term task is to encourage a constant 
striving for excellence among officers through a va-
riety of mechanisms including incentives.26 As these 
issues are examined by Russian officers, all too often 
they regard society simply as a source of problems for 
the military, failing to appreciate just how much Rus-
sian society has changed over the past 20 years. This 
institutional myopia will likely persist until an effort 
is made to adapt any agreed officer model to reflect 
societal realities. 

An analysis of the reform in the period 2009-10 
highlights numerous obstacles and ongoing challeng-
es:

•	� The downsizing of the Russian officer corps, 
planned well in advance of the current reforms, 
is being ruthlessly implemented. Its unintended 
consequence has been to reduce officer morale 
and place additional burdens on those serving.

•	� Senior defense and military officials have 
avoided offering precise detail on how the 
downsizing is being conducted, and conse-
quently official statements and figures are often 
misleading and contradictory.

•	� Senior level officer rotations, dismissals, or re-
tirements since the reform began reveal a sys-
tematic campaign to avoid the emergence of 
any coherent and organized anti-reform move-
ment.

•	� The officer cuts were driven by the need to 
enhance C2, and improve the efficiency of the 
manning system and were rooted in a Russian 
analysis of the structure of western militaries.
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•	� The General Staff wants to develop a new type 
of officer, more akin to their western counter-
parts, but presently lack any clearly defined 
model for officer development.

•	� Corruption and ill-discipline has increased 
since the reform began.

•	� The General Staff has identified that the men-
tality of serving officers is the main stumbling 
block in the path of officer reform.

•	� Russian operational-strategic exercises con-
ducted since the reform was launched confirm 
that an unstated aim of the “new look” is the 
adoption of network-centric warfare capabili-
ties.

•	� Elements of testing network-centric command, 
control, and communications (C3) systems es-
tablished the need to adjust officer training and 
exposed design flaws in the new technology.

•	� Exercises, however, remained mostly focused 
on contact warfare, including both offensive 
and defensive operations.

•	� Officers are now being rapidly taught the prin-
ciples and practical skills needed in order to 
transition towards network-centric warfare.

•	� Weaknesses in tactical level capabilities were 
also revealed and resulted in shifting the train-
ing focus in 2010 towards improving individual 
skills.

•	� The independence and capability of the “new 
look” brigades are likely to be impaired for 
many years by the slow rate of modernization 
and by further efforts to improve the manning 
system and reform the officer corps.27
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Many of these challenges are unlikely to be over-
come rapidly. In the case of officer reform for example, 
rather than achieving the leadership’s objectives (if 
clearly defined) by 2020, it is more realistic to expect 
the process (if pursued consistently) to take a genera-
tion. Perhaps one of the central challenges facing the 
reform relates to its undeclared aim, which is evident 
in military exercises and several aspects of officer 
training and procurement: the adoption of network-
centric warfare principles. 

While Russian military theorists have long written 
about and advocated network-centric warfare, this 
has intensified in two stages, with the first following 
an analysis of the U.S.-led intervention in Iraq in 2003, 
and, more recently, after the announcement of the 
“new look.” Although there is clearly theoretical un-
derstanding, even sophistication within this “debate,” 
it is equally accurate to designate the Russian military 
as currently being at the beginning of a very long road 
towards fully adopting such concepts and applying 
them within their structures. This is not, as some com-
mentators or government officials appear inclined to 
believe, merely a question of technology, procuring 
the necessary high-technology assets including hav-
ing enough GLObal’naya NAvigatsionnaya Sputniko-
vaya Sistema (GLONASS) satellites in orbit, but it also 
places demands on the culture of the armed forces ex-
tending into thought processes and attitudes.28 

Russia is still in the early stages of adopting net-
work-centric warfare, which will transition from the 
current contact-based capabilities towards being able 
to conduct noncontact operations. However, it is nec-
essary to stress that there are reasons to suggest this 
will not happen as rapidly as the Russian leadership 
might like. This is not only linked to the slow rate of 
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procurement (estimates within the Russian defense 
industry suggest that there is capacity to transfer five 
brigades per annum to automated C3 systems) but also 
raises important defense planning issues.29 If network-
centric warfare capabilities are the central aim of the 
reform, has this been adequately factored into current 
procurement plans? In other words is the state priori-
tizing the correct equipment and weapons systems? 
Officers receiving additional training during 2010 on 
how to issue orders using such automated technology 
reported that the software is overly complicated and 
the icons and other aspects of the systems need to be 
simplified. If officers are experiencing such user issues 
it raises fundamental questions about the end-user be-
ing a 12-month conscript. This seems to be more than 
mere teething issues.30

An additional, deeper, and more complex problem, 
or rather set of problems, relates to the division, dis-
agreement, and misunderstanding that currently ex-
ists on how simple or complex these challenges really 
are and what it means for force structure and training. 
Reading Russian writers on network-centric warfare, 
it is quite striking how advanced and sophisticated 
their knowledge can be, revealing deep understand-
ing of these developments in the U.S. and Chinese 
armed forces in particular. However, there are gaps 
and a lack of fully agreed approaches to overcoming 
such issues, which may well serve to complicate plan-
ning decisions. Here the risk is, to paraphrase the for-
mer Russian Prime Minister, Viktor Chernomyrdin, 
“we wanted the best, and ended up with what usually 
happens.” In a recent article in Nezavisimoye Voyen-
noye Obozreniye assessing the contours of this debate, 
Major-General Vasiliy Burenok, the Director of the 
Defense Ministry’s 46th Research and Development 
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Institute, examined some of these inconsistencies. 
Noting that the model of network-centric warfare is 
formed of three grids (sensor, information, and com-
bat) he then demonstrated the way that many theo-
rists over-simplify the issues.31 

He noted that some Russian military scientists at-
tempt to prove that adopting network-centric warfare 
requires no changes to the plans to develop the armed 
forces and their weapons systems or combat manuals 
and instructions. Others argue precisely the opposite, 
and recommend procuring next generation arma-
ments as well as mass-produced network-centric ro-
botic technologies that are not even available in west-
ern armies. Burenok succinctly encapsulated the sheer 
complexity in forming armed forces oriented towards 
network-centric operations, since it entails seeking 
a synergy between human and technologically ad-
vanced factors. Yet, some theorists persist, in his view, 
in claiming that progress can be achieved by making a 
massive and sudden jump to introduce such new con-
cepts and technology. He concludes that if there is no 
real understanding of how this type of war should be 
fought, then it is impossible to verbalize and formu-
late algorithms for conducting network-centric wars. 
The scientific understanding must precede software 
development and procurement decisions.32 

After the transition to the new model of the armed 
forces, we have found ourselves at the beginning of 
the journey, because both the structure and the com-
position of the military formations have changed 
considerably (and continue to change).33 And what 
about information compatibility? It begins with the 
unified information space (standard classifications, 
vocabularies and databases of models, their tactical 
and technical performance characteristics and so on), 
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whose creation in Russia progresses at a pace which 
requires considerable acceleration. And the situation 
with information transferability is far from the ideal 
altogether, given our mind-boggling diversity of auto-
mated systems and means of data transfer which were 
designed using different fundamental, design, and 
software principles.34

Resolving such issues and making appropriate 
refinements where needed also, as Burenok stressed, 
has implications for force structure and development. 
Thus, while the “new look” is marked by its switch 
from the system it displaced, it is not yet in its final 
form: it will continue to change in response to the de-
mands of network-centric warfare models and how 
this is achieved practically and in a way that suits Rus-
sian requirements. 

Reconceptualization.

Considering the overall conceptual basis of 
Serdyukov’s reform revolving around restructuring 
and focusing on permanent readiness brigades with 
enhanced combat capability and combat readiness, it 
is worth tracing the formative intellectual influences 
that led to adopting and planning the new look. Of 
course, brigades were not “new” as such in the Rus-
sian military experience. They were, after all, actively 
utilized in mechanized formations during the Great 
Patriotic War, and, more recently, Soviet and Russian 
defense ministers had certainly toyed with the idea 
of either enhancing the number of brigades or even 
transitioning more fully to a brigade-based system. In 
October 1990, Defense Minister Dmitry Yazov signed 
a draft reform program envisaging such a transition, 
Pavel Grachev later planned to increase the number 
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of brigades in the table of organization and equip-
ment (TOE) and he, as well as Igor Sergeyev and Ser-
gei Ivanov, considered forming operational-strategic 
commands. Nonetheless, the most striking feature of 
Serdyukov’s reforms is the extent to which they draw 
upon an analysis of foreign military experience. 

In April 2004, the Foreign and Defense Policy 
Council (SVOP) in Moscow published an important 
70-page study. Colonel (Retired) Vitaliy Shlykov 
headed the team of writers, including Alexei Arbatov, 
Alexander Belkin, Major-General (Retired) Vladimir 
Dvorkin, Sergei Karaganov, Mikhail Khodorenok, 
and Andrei Kokoshin.35 The report, Voyennoye stroitel-
stvo i moderinzatsiya Vooruzhennykh sil russiy (The De-
velopment and Modernization of the Russian Armed 
Forces), identified 15 traits present in the world’s lead-
ing militaries, though absent from the Russian armed 
forces, and recommended dramatically reducing the 
officer corps, abolishing warrant officers, training 
professional NCOs, introducing military police, and a 
number of other measures (later featuring in Serdyu-
kov’s reform).36

This was referred to in a letter from Serdyukov to 
Sergei Karaganov, the Chairman of SVOP, on Septem-
ber 30, 2009:

The issues which are raised in the report are impor-
tant during the period of profound reforms in the 
Russian Federation armed forces. In the process of the 
transition to the new model of the Russian Federation 
armed forces, the Russian defense ministry is currently 
implementing the most important measures which are pro-
posed in the report, including the transition to the new TOE 
and establishment of the military formations, optimization 
of the command and control bodies, comprehensive techno-
logical rearmament of the troops (forces), improvement of 
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the system of staffing, optimization of the system of military 
education, improvement of the system of mobilization plan-
ning and other measures.37

Serdyukov’s letter also promised that the defense 
ministry planned to involve SVOP experts in future 
development and modernization of the Russian mili-
tary in the broader, “consultative interaction within 
the framework of the activities of the Public Coun-
cil of the Russian Federation defense ministry.”38 In 
April 2010, while attempting to explain why the de-
fense ministry had suspended its plans to introduce a 
military police structure, Serdyukov interestingly said 
that additional time was required to “study foreign 
experience.”39

It is important to emphasize, however, that there 
was and is no Russian effort to copy western expe-
rience. Although this analysis is playing a formative 
role in the current reform, it is highly unlikely that the 
Russian armed forces will ever simply become a copy 
of any western model. Although the report cannot be 
seen as representing sole justification for aspects of the 
reform concept, it is nevertheless possible to discern 
many of its features and identify both the strength and 
weakness of the new look. For many western observ-
ers, the conceptual approach involved in Serdyukov’s 
reform makes sense precisely because it does draw 
upon western experience. As the reform concept was 
applied, the defense ministry and General Staff dis-
covered weaknesses or unforeseen problems requir-
ing correction or revision to the original concept. 
Absent from the original declaratory concept, for in-
stance, was the intention recently outlined by the Gen-
eral Staff, to replace the existing six military districts 
with four enlarged operational-strategic commands 
(by December 1, 2010).
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The performance of the brigades, for instance, dur-
ing operational-strategic exercises in 2009 (Kavkaz, 
Ladoga, and Zapad 2009) revealed that they were 
heavy and cumbersome, consequently taking longer 
than anticipated to move over large distances. Such 
brigades, retaining the firepower of a division and in 
many cases as much heavy artillery, seemed more like 
small divisions. This “one size fits all” approach was 
unsustainable. Senior commanders publicly admitted 
that recalculation was required. Notably, the CINC 
of the Russian ground forces, Colonel-General Alek-
sandr Postnikov, appointed in January 2010, stated 
that further refinements were needed in order to make 
the forces more flexible and mobile. He particularly 
recommended that instead of maintaining such heavy 
brigades, three types were required: heavy, multirole, 
and light.40 Postnikov was effectively saying that a key 
feature of the reform, rapidly conducted throughout 
2009, now required refinement, or additional reform. 
For critics of this reform, this appeared to admit inad-
equate planning. Yet, the opposite is probably more 
accurate: it showed that the planners were implement-
ing, assessing, re-evaluating, discussing, and where 
necessary making corrections, even if that involved 
altering key concepts. In other words, paradoxically, 
it confirms that a real and systemic reform is in prog-
ress with mistakes being made, adjustments demand-
ed, and new challenges encountered. Postnikov, in 
fact, described the brigades as less than perfect, and 
said that the defense ministry was actively working 
to correct mistakes. He said the brigades were badly 
equipped (after all, at the start of the reform, there was 
only 10 percent modern weapons and equipment in 
the TOE) and characterized readiness levels as “low.”41 
Postnikov was not isolated in holding such views, as 
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an interview by the Deputy Defense Minister for Ar-
mament, Vladimir Popovkin, confirmed. On Febru-
ary 20, 2010, Popovkin told Ekho Moskvy that the new 
brigade structure had turned out to be “cumbersome, 
they are all heavy.” He added that “light brigades with 
light equipment” were needed in order to correct this 
imbalance. In turn, this would demand a diverse ap-
proach toward training, adopting new combat train-
ing models, and might also add to the procurement 
needs of the brigades.42 

Such calls to further fine tune the brigade structure 
were also present in work by highly respected mili-
tary theorists such as Major-General (Retired) Ivan 
Vorobyev, co-writing in Voyennaya Mysl, (along with 
Colonel Valeriy Kiselev) in the spring of 2010, advo-
cating three brigade types based on enhancing their 
maneuverability. The co-authored article began with 
a brief overview of brigade development in the U.S. 
armed forces and then turned to the history of Soviet 
brigades during the Great Patriotic War. It highlight-
ed the fact that deficiencies within the TOE can result 
in military defeat and noted in passing the five TOE 
reorganizations during the first 6 months of the Great 
Patriotic War. The article then recommended adopt-
ing three types of brigade (heavy, medium, and light) 
depending on the operational axis.43 They also stressed 
that the restructuring of the TOE was no panacea, and 
the effectiveness of these brigades would depend on 
several factors:

Much will depend on technical outfitting, the quality 
and combat effectiveness of arms and military equip-
ment, brigade manning, the personnel’s proficiency 
and moral-psychological and combat qualities, ma-
teriel support, and above all the officers’ professional 
training, which cannot be improved overnight. Brigade 
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employment will be effective when they are trained 
to preempt the enemy, deliver surprise attacks, and 
execute swift maneuvers, and when they have high 
protection and survivability.44

It is also worth highlighting in passing the way in 
which the authors utilized the legacy of World War II 
as a basis to advocate changing the TOE rather than 
retaining the pre-existing structures. The experience 
gained during the war, in their view, had exposed the 
inadequacies of the TOE and compelled its displace-
ment in order to meet new requirements. Thus, Vo-
robyev and Kiselev centered their argument on the 
often unifying legacy of the Great Patriotic War and 
simultaneously advocated restructuring the TOE.45

CGS Makarov has already lamented the low qual-
ity of brigade commanders, saying that many of those 
appointed in 2009 have been sacked because they were 
simply not up to the task. If Vorobyev and Kiselev’s 
model were adopted, which would certainly contrib-
ute to mobility and maneuverability, it would actu-
ally result in the basic building block of the new look 
becoming the battalion rather than the brigade. Con-
sequently, the training burden would expose deeper 
problems; since finding suitable brigade commanders 
is clearly proving difficult.

As the reform concept is reconceptualized, moving 
from a uniform brigade size towards perhaps three 
basic types and determining their mission type and 
operational utility, it is equally possible that the claim 
regarding permanent readiness brigades may also 
require adjustment. The likelihood is that in future 
there will be a stratified approach to readiness levels 
on differing strategic axes. Equally, these structures 
need to be optimized to suit the development and 
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adoption of network-centric warfare capabilities, and 
as this is introduced and experience is gained, it may 
well elicit further adjustments. In short, having suc-
cessfully abandoned the mass mobilization principle, 
jettisoning cadre units, and forming the new brigade-
based structure, the leadership is now reviewing the 
reform concept itself in order to correct weaknesses 
discovered after assessing these new structures. The 
timescale to complete this process is likely to be be-
tween 2012 to 2016, while more significant challenges 
lie ahead in relation to developing the officer corps, 
educating and training brigade commanders, forming 
professional NCOs and modernizing the TOE. Despite 
the officially declared target of reaching a 70:30 ratio 
of modern equipment and weapons by 2020, progress 
to date has proved much slower than expected. Rather 
than the 9-11 percent modernization per annum, the 
rate appears to be closer to 2 percent. How will this 
mismatch be corrected? Will the defense ministry opt 
for more upgrades? Will there be a greater appetite 
for foreign procurement? Can the problems facing the 
Russian defense industry be overcome? 

Analyzing and assessing foreign military experi-
ence and calibrating these features into reform plan-
ning, however, will only take Russian defense reform 
so far. They may understand, often quite thoroughly, 
the principles involved, but without practical experi-
ence they will not appreciate why it works or exactly 
how. The reform processes could be cut short or facili-
tated by asking for foreign defense reform assistance, 
even though such a step is potentially controversial, 
especially if that assistance were to be provided by 
NATO or Alliance members, it is nonetheless possible 
at least in theory, and could form part of intensified 
trust building measures.
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RUSSIAN MILITARY DOCTRINE 2010:  
“STRATEGIC DISCONNECT”

The long awaited new Russian military doctrine, 
first mooted by the then President Vladimir Putin in 
the spring of 2005 and intended to replace its previ-
ous version in 2000, was finally signed by President 
Medvedev on February 5, 2010.46 Although western 
and Russian analysts focused their speculation on the 
nuclear elements of the doctrine, there was no explicit 
move toward lowering the nuclear threshold, though 
as many noted there can be no certainty on the issue 
since further detail on the nuclear posture was con-
tained a classified addendum (The Foundations of State 
Policy in the Area of Nuclear Deterrence to 2020). The 
military doctrine, tactically released during the ongo-
ing START negotiations and sandwiched between the 
publication of the U.S. Quadrennial Defense Review and 
the 46th Munich Security Conference, appeared bal-
anced, encapsulating a compromise between hawks 
and doves and really offering something in its text for 
everyone, avoiding being either too provocative or 
controversial. Little in its content fitted with the image 
of a “resurgent Russia.”47 

Nonetheless, as many Russian analysts and com-
mentators noted, the doctrine is remarkable for a 
number of less positive reasons. First, and perhaps 
most striking, it bears no resemblance to the new look 
armed forces. In fact, it is quite the opposite since it 
is almost entirely divergent from the actual ongoing 
military reform.48 The gap between official theory and 
practice is therefore staggering by any rational mea-
surement. Moreover, the doctrine occasionally contra-
dicts the May 2009 National Security Strategy (NSS) and 
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even contains self-contradictory statements, offering 
little clarity on the nature of warfare or threats that 
the armed forces should be prepared to meet. Parts 
of its content simply make no sense whatsoever. One 
example of this confused approach, which exposes the 
dichotomy between the doctrine and Serdyukov’s mil-
itary reform, can be demonstrated by the latter having 
abolished the mass mobilization principle as a result of 
the organizational transformation in the armed forces 
in 2009, while the former document mentions “mobi-
lize” or “mobilization” more than 50 times. The 2000 
doctrine specified the role of the General Staff in terms 
of command and control, also referring to the function 
of the defense ministry and the military districts. All 
this has been jettisoned in the new doctrine and in its 
place there is a vacuum. The new doctrine notes the 
potential hazard posed by information warfare and 
the need for the state to possess the means to conduct 
such operations, yet information warfare is largely 
ignored in the doctrine, while its only counterpart 
(The Information Security Doctrine, 2000) now appears 
somewhat dated. The “balance,” if this was what was 
intended on the part of those drafting the doctrine, is 
in reality a sea of confusion, in which the military are 
tossed to and fro and any sense of strategy is left help-
lessly sinking. Long-term trends, clear guidance, or 
nuanced interpretation in this context must be treated 
cautiously and often with multiple caveats. 

The sense of strategic disconnect contained in the 
new military doctrine is perhaps better understood by 
examining certain features of its content coupled with 
how the document was formulated, noting which ac-
tors were involved, and finally linking the doctrine to 
the actual condition of the conventional armed forces.
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The Search for the “New:” Defining “Dangers” and 
“Threats.”

The military doctrine takes account of its previ-
ous 2000 version as well as other strategic planning 
documents (Concept for the Long-Term Socioeconomic 
Development of the Russian Federation for the Period 
through 2020, National Security Strategy through 2020, 
and relevant provisions of the 2008 Russian Foreign 
Policy Concept and the Russian Federation Maritime Doc-
trine for the Period through 2020). In general terms, the 
doctrine appeared too loosely constructed, lacking 
specificity. This prompted Colonel-General (Retired) 
Leonid Ivashov to observe: “This doctrine can be used 
in military academies for seminars on the subject of 
how to compile such documents, but this doctrine has 
little to do with Russian reality.”49 However, the doc-
trine contained little that was fundamentally “new,” 
though there were shifts, text left unchanged since the 
2000 version, and aspects that failed to connect with 
changes in the strategic environment since 2000.50 Un-
like the 2000 doctrine, the new military doctrine makes 
a crucial distinction between opasnosti (dangers) and 
ugrozy (threats) facing Russia. This allows Moscow to 
continue to designate NATO enlargement, as opposed 
to the existence of the Alliance per se, as a danger, rath-
er than an imminent threat. In so doing, however, and 
by placing this as the primary “danger,” Moscow has 
signaled that the previously anti-western paradigm 
evolving within its doctrinal thinking persists, albeit 
in a slightly more muted manner.51 Allowing for the 
innovation of distinguishing the difference between 
dangers and threats, as well as the general less specific 
framing of language regarding the latter, it is worth 
noting the perception of the Russian security elite that 
the dangers facing the state have grown. 
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To begin with, the doctrine defines how these terms 
are used: a military danger is “a state of interstate or 
intrastate relations characterized by an aggregate of 
factors that can, under certain conditions, lead to the 
emergence of a military threat.” Whereas a military 
threat is: 

a state of interstate or intrastate relations, character-
ized by the real possibility of the emergence of a mili-
tary conflict between opposing sides, a high degree of 
readiness of some state (group of states) or separatist 
(terrorist) organizations for the use of military forces 
(violence with the use of weaponry).52 

In other words, in certain situations the former 
may evolve into the latter more serious scenario.

Dangers and Threats.

These dangers are delineated into 11 points. Pole 
position, as already noted, is given to NATO (in 
the 2000 doctrine not specified, only referred to as a 
“bloc”), especially the aim of assigning global func-
tions to the Alliance, both violating international law 
and moving relentlessly towards Russia’s borders by 
its expansion; attempts to destabilize individual states 
or regions, or undermine strategic stability; deploy-
ment or build-up of foreign troops on the territories 
or waters of states contiguous with Russia and its al-
lies; creating and planning to deploy strategic missile 
defense systems to undermine global stability and 
nuclear parity, militarizing outer-space and the de-
ployment of strategic non-nuclear precision weapon 
systems; territorial claims on Russia or its allies and 
interference in their internal affairs; proliferation of 
weapons of masss destruction (WMD), missiles, and 
related technology, and the increase in nuclear weap-
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on states; individual states violating international ac-
cords and noncompliance with existing treaties; the 
use of military force close to Russia in violation of the 
United Nations (UN) Charter or other norms of in-
ternational law; the emergence of armed conflict and 
possible escalation of such conflicts on the territories 
of states close to Russia and its allies; the spread of 
international terrorism; and the emergence interfaith 
tension, international armed radical groups in areas 
adjacent to Russian borders and those of its allies, and 
the growth of separatism and religious extremism in 
various parts of the world. Internal dangers stem from 
efforts to compel change to the constitution; under-
mine the sovereignty, unity, and territorial integrity 
of the state; and disrupt the functioning of the organs 
of state power, state and military facilities, and the 
information infrastructure of Russia (Section II.8.a-k; 
9.a-c).53 The proliferation of WMD and the increase in 
the number of states with nuclear weapons as well as 
international terrorism, according to the military doc-
trine, pale in comparison with NATO.

As noted, the reference to NATO is not new. What 
is new is the way it is presented more exactly as a 
“danger,” which probably also reflects dissatisfaction 
with the lack of western interest to date in Medve-
dev’s European security architecture initiative. The 
second seems to be an insertion that fails to make clear 
to what it might refer, while the next appears a more 
nebulous variant on a similar statement in the previ-
ous doctrine. An additional new danger appears to 
relate not only to Ballistic Missile Defense (BMD) but 
also obliquely to U.S. “global strike” planning. Refer-
ence to territorial claims against Russia has been con-
densed in the new doctrine, since the old formula had 
an additional element concerning a multipolar world. 
The next two dangers were absent in the old doctrine: 
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WMD proliferation and related technology and the 
violation of international treaties and agreements. 
The first of these could be explained by reference to 
North Korea and possibly Iran, while the latter seems 
linked to the abrogation of the 1972 ABM (antiballistic 
missile) Treaty and the collapse of the Conventional 
Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty. The danger posed by 
the use of military force near Russia in violation of the 
UN Charter follows a similar formula used in the old 
doctrine. Finally, the references to interfaith tension 
and international armed radical groups must surely 
have Afghanistan in mind. Internal dangers relate to 
separatism and terrorism mainly in the North Cauca-
sus, as well as possible attempts to penetrate informa-
tion security.

The main military threats stem from a drastic de-
terioration in the (interstate) military-political situa-
tion resulting in escalation to the use of military force; 
impeding the functioning of command and control 
systems in the country; disrupting the functioning of 
the Strategic Rocket Forces, missile early warning sys-
tems, space-based monitoring systems, nuclear weap-
ons storage facilities, and other potentially hazardous 
facilities; forming and training illegal armed forma-
tions on Russian territory or on the territory of its al-
lies or contiguous state; demonstrations of military 
force during military exercises on the territories of 
states contiguous with Russia; and, finally, increased 
activity on the part of armed forces of individual states 
or group of states involving partial or complete mobi-
lization and the transitioning of the states’ organs of 
state and command and control to wartime conditions 
(Section II.10.a-e).54

The first of these threats does not appear in the 2000 
doctrine, while the second follows the earlier formula 
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almost verbatim. The third threat, though present in 
the old doctrine, seems to signal concern that an ene-
my may try to establish and train illegal armed forma-
tions on Russian territory. However, the fourth and 
fifth threats are new and, in terms of the latter, while 
the doctrine does not explicitly mention China, which 
is taboo in Russian security documents, it might reflect 
growing concern in Moscow over military exercises 
conducted by the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), 
that appear to have rehearsed future Chinese military 
intervention in Russia and Central Asia.55 Thus, as the 
military doctrine outlines the dangers and threats fac-
ing the Russian state, these are often contradictory, 
give rise to questions concerning their order of im-
portance, countermand other strategic planning docu-
ments such as the Foreign Policy Concept 2008 or the 
NSS 2009, and are so loosely framed as to appear neb-
ulous. NATO is represented as a danger and its global 
functions decried, while the same doctrine advocates 
a much firmer version of Article 5 in relation to the 
Moscow-led Collective Security Treaty Organization 
(CSTO) and, in its list of multilateral organizations 
with which to pursue cooperation, mentions NATO 
(albeit in last place after the CSTO, Commonwealth 
of Independent States [CIS], Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe [OSCE], Shanghai Coop-
eration Organization [SCO] and the European Union 
[EU]) (Section III.19.e).56

Lengthy Gestation Period: Infighting, Military 
Reform and Other Factors.

The terrorist attacks on New York and Washington 
on September 11, 2001 (9/11), followed by the global 
war on terrorism, and intervention in Afghanistan 
and Iraq, combined with the progress of the second 
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Chechen war and instances of domestic terrorism in 
Russia such as the Nord Ost theater attack in Moscow 
in October 2002 or the Beslan school siege in September 
2004 appeared to necessitate revision of the military 
doctrine passed in 2000. Adjustment to the post-9/11 
security environment, enhanced for a time by Mos-
cow’s willingness to pursue international counterter-
rorist cooperation, finally resulted in the then Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin ordering a new military doctrine 
in June 2005. That the gestation period for this new 
doctrine was so long, almost 5 years, requires some 
explanation. In seeking that bureaucratic insight, it is 
necessary to scrutinize, as far as possible, features of 
the drafting process to understand how the “balance” 
represented in the new doctrine was achieved and 
where the sensitivities were located.

On January 20, 2007, a consultative conference was 
held in Moscow to examine the issue of formulating a 
new military doctrine. Those attending the conference 
were representative of the bodies with vested interests 
in the military doctrine: the presidential staff, govern-
ment, Duma, Federation Council, Security Council, 
Ministry of Defense, Interior Ministry, Emergencies 
Ministry, the Federal Security Service, Federal Protec-
tion Service, Academy of Sciences, and Academy of 
Military Sciences. In January 2008, the Academy of 
Military Sciences held an additional conference that 
also paid close attention to such issues. In December 
2008, more formal plans for a new military doctrine 
were announced. During a meeting of the Russian 
Security Council a working group was formed con-
sisting of delegates from state bodies and civilian 
and military academic experts and led by the Deputy 
Secretary of the Security Council, Army-General Yuri 
Baluyevsky (former Chief of the General Staff). Colo-
nel-General Anatoliy Nogovitsyn headed the defense 
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ministry working group. Army-General Makhmut 
Gareev, President of the Academy of Military Sciences 
and one of the country’s foremost military theorists, 
also played a key role in drafting the doctrine. Thus, 
the most significant players leading the process shared 
a military background and probably brought military 
interests to the fore. What is remarkable is that the 
reporting on the drafting in 2007-08 bears a striking 
resemblance to the final content of the 2010 military 
doctrine.57

A key paper in the January 2007 conference en-
titled “Doctrinal Views of NATO on the Nature of 
Wars and on Security” presented by an unnamed 
Main Intelligence Directorate (GRU) officer, report-
edly stressed the issue of NATO expansion. Another 
paper, “The Role and Place of Strategic Nuclear Arms 
in Russia’s Military Doctrine,” asserted that the secu-
rity of the Russian state is 90 percent dependent upon 
nuclear deterrence. Colonel-General Aleksandr Ruk-
shin, the then Chief of the General Staff’s Main Op-
erations Directorate, covered the organizational de-
velopment and use of Russia’s armed forces. Papers 
were given in order of importance, with air and space 
defense placed above naval aspects of doctrine. Pa-
pers on international terrorism were therefore given 
less priority, in part since the armed forces saw this 
as a function of the interior ministry and intelligence 
services, while a paper on military education failed 
to reach the top 10. Yet, Baluyevsky emphasized that 
the main threat was hidden in the fact that the con-
duct of hostile information activity against Russia has 
incommensurately grown, the initiator of such activ-
ity appeared clear to all military chiefs assembled in 
the hall. Critically, following the conference, Major-
General (Retired) Vladimir Belous, Professor in the 
Academy of Military Sciences, said that he saw few 
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differences between the military doctrine in 2000 and 
that being worked out:

There was no military doctrine in Soviet times, but 
there was a powerful army. The organizational work 
of the top was aimed at increasing the professional ca-
pabilities of the armed forces. Now in the post-Soviet 
period the Chief of the General Staff is motivated by 
the assessments of the Americans on the highest state 
of the Russian armed forces. Apparently he does not 
realize that this is said to a great extent in order to in-
crease the Pentagon’s budget. And meanwhile the or-
ganizational work of the highest military circle degen-
erates into primitive paperwork, as if the paper itself 
will solve the problems of the armed forces.58

The die was largely cast then during 2007-08 and 
there were intermittent rumors that the new doctrine 
would be signed in the latter part of each year. The 
question arises, why was it delayed? Some analysts 
suggested that evaluating BMD, or the presidential 
transition from Putin to Medvedev, or indeed waiting 
to assess the outcome of the U.S. presidential election 
may have played some part in shelving the doctrine. 
However, the necessity for the new doctrine emerged 
more sharply after the Russia-Georgia war in August 
2008 and the launching of Serdyukov’s new look re-
forms in October 2008. For instance, the inclusion in 
the doctrine of the affirmation of the right to deploy 
troops abroad “to defend the interests of the Russian 
Federation and its citizens, and to protect internation-
al peace and security,” directly follows Medvedev’s 
December 2008 (Section III.26) change to the law on 
defense permitting this type of intervention.59
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Nuclear Posture and Redrafting.

Despite the reset in U.S.-Russian relations that 
largely took place in the fall of 2009 around the on-
going START talks, senior Russian security officials 
not only implied that consideration was being given 
to lowering the nuclear threshold, but also to the ex-
tension of nuclear deterrence to involve local conflicts. 
Although he was not intending to promote an image 
of continued conventional military weakness, Secre-
tary of the Security Council and former Director of the 
FSB, Nikolai Patrushev, revealed details of changes to 
the draft military doctrine in relation to the country’s 
nuclear posture. In an interview with journalists in 
Novosibirsk on October 8, 2009, Patrushev signaled 
that the doctrine was being “fine-tuned,” and may in-
clude the right to use a “preventative nuclear strike.”60 
He also stated that Moscow’s greatest priority was to 
“keep its nuclear state status” and that “conditions of 
the deployment of nuclear weapons” were corrected 
to allow their use “not only in global but also regional 
and even local conflicts.” He also said: “The condi-
tions for the use of nuclear weapons to repel aggres-
sion with the use of conventional weaponry in large-
scale, but also in regional and even in a local war have 
been corrected. Moreover, in situations critical for na-
tional security, the inflicting of a preventive nuclear 
strike upon an aggressor is not excluded.” However, 
his meaning was clear, since during his interview he 
left little scope for doubt, using the word preventivnyy 
(preventive) several times and only once using the 
term uprezhdayuschiy (preemptive).61 It is also impor-
tant to note that General Baluyevsky provided tacit 
support for these comments, confirming on October 
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15, 2009, that such revisions were being made to the 
draft doctrine.62 Such comments aroused trepidation 
even on the part of Russia’s closest allies.63

Russian commentators were also uneasy about 
Patrushev’s comments, though largely in agreement 
that despite Serdyukov’s reform agenda, it implied 
continued conventional weakness. Konstantin Sivkov, 
the Vice-President of the Academy of Geopolitical 
Problems, said that due to the serious problems in 
the armed forces, “Russia can ensure its national se-
curity and ward off military threats on the scale of 
local wars and above [regional and large-scale] only 
by recourse to the threat or direct use of nuclear weap-
ons.”64 Aleksandr Pikayev, a government critic and a 
high-ranking member of the Russian Academy of Sci-
ence, said that the planned shift in the new doctrine 
reflected conventional weakness and an admission 
that the armed forces simply were unable to carry out 
their “assigned missions.” Igor Korotchenko, a mem-
ber of the Defense Ministry’s Public Council and the 
then editor of Voyenno-Promyshlennyy Kuryer, said that 
the new doctrine had to “compensate for the degra-
dation of the Russian armed forces,” adding that to 
preserve its great power status Russia “is ready to 
use nuclear weapons.”65 Some even suggested that the 
lack of progress in military reform had increased reli-
ance upon nuclear weapons as the only possible way 
to deter aggression against Russia.66

Other officials and experts were more guarded 
in their assessments, linking any possible inclusion 
of Patrushev’s leaks in the new doctrine, once final-
ized, to progress in the START talks. An unnamed 
source in the presidential administration, for instance, 
told Vedomosti that the new doctrine was “still being 
worked out,” and the final decision would be left to 
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Medvedev.67 Although much of the doctrine had al-
ready been drafted, it appears on closer examination 
that some redrafting occurred following the meeting 
between Obama and Medvedev in Moscow on July 7, 
2009, and that these revisions were further affected by 
the ongoing START negotiations. In February 2009, 
Serdyukov claimed the new doctrine would be ready 
for signing in September 2009, while later in the same 
month CGS Makarov explained that doctrine had been 
“worked out” and “will remain in its current form.”68 
By May 2009, Colonel-General (Retired) Vladimir 
Karabushin, the Vice-President of the Academy of 
Military Sciences, said the new doctrine would receive 
Medvedev’s signature in early August.69 Nonetheless, 
in early August Patrushev, far from implying immi-
nent signature, said that in fact “substantial revisions” 
were made and claimed that the latest draft bore little 
resemblance to the earlier one. It is likely that the point 
of neuralgia and disagreement related to the nuclear 
issue.70

The abandonment of the mass mobilization system 
and transition from the division-based structure in 
the ground forces to the brigade-based replacement, 
implemented rapidly throughout 2009 meant the doc-
trine could only realistically be signed at the end of 
that year.71 As that organizational transition occurred 
and the new brigades were tested in operational-stra-
tegic exercises in 2009 (Kavkaz, Ladoga, and Zapad 
2009), the General Staff had to contend with convinc-
ing skeptics that the new look may result in lowering 
readiness levels. That in turn led to the hawks push-
ing the nuclear threshold and preemptive strike issues 
onto the agenda, while the General Staff leadership at-
tempted to portray the new brigades as more combat 
capable and combat ready.72 Despite the public claims 
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that the conventional transformation had resulted in 
achieving the capability to deploy brigades within “1 
hour,” it seems that a tenuous consensus was reached 
amounting to recognition that the reforms had not 
damaged readiness levels (which were very low prior 
to launching Serdyukov’s reform).73 An additional 
area of widespread disagreement related to abandon-
ing Russia’s traditional self-reliance on its defense 
industry for its procurement needs. The admission in 
September 2009 that talks were underway between 
Moscow and Paris on the possible procurement of the 
Mistral class amphibious assault ship brought the con-
troversy over seeking foreign armaments and equip-
ment to the fore and this internal tussle most likely 
carried over into the issue of finalizing the military 
doctrine.74 The reformers also knew the draft paid 
scant regard to the new look and had to brace them-
selves to press ahead with the reform despite the im-
pending publication of a doctrine that seems at odds 
with the agenda. 

While nuclear preemption and lowering the thresh-
old was clearly on the agenda, an event in early De-
cember 2009 in Moscow may well have proven to be 
an opportunity to move a voice of reason center stage. 
On December 8, 2009, an assembly of the Academy 
of Military Sciences held in Moscow examined urgent 
problems in the development of military science and 
improving the country’s defense. In the presence of 
many of the military top brass, the keynote speech was 
given by the President of the Academy, Army-General 
(Retired) Makhmut Gareev. His wide-ranging speech 
covered the situation in Afghanistan, the expansion of 
NATO, the South Caucasus, Central Asia, transnation-
al threats, and changes in the strategic environment. 
Gareev said that insufficient attention was given to 
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identifying the intentions and forecasting the practical 
actions of numerous international and transnational 
forces, particularly the western think tanks producing 
closed work for government. “This is why many im-
portant processes end up outside our field of view,” 
he asserted. However, he noted forms of opposition, 
economic, information-based, and psychological, hav-
ing a substantial impact on the nature of warfare and 
the development and training of armed forces. Stress-
ing that nuclear weapons remain the most important 
and reliable means to ensure the security of the Rus-
sian state, he said that with the nature of new threats 
nuclear weapons could not be regarded in absolute 
terms. Gareev noted:

Having a mindset that Russia’s security is guaranteed 
as long as there are nuclear weapons do not conform 
fully to the new realities. We know the Soviet Union 
had nuclear weapons, but nuclear weapons remain 
and there is no union state.75

Moreover, he emphasized that such weapons can-
not be general-purpose, stressing their use is futile 
in local situations such as Chechnya or to neutral-
ize economic and information threats or all types of 
subversive activity. Drawing on the experience of the 
Great Patriotic War, Gareev said it was time to assess 
the merits of the decisive importance not only of the 
initial period of war, but above all the first strategic 
strike. Reminding his audience of the difficulties the 
Red Army faced in the first few months following the 
German invasion in 1941, then referring to more recent 
conflicts in the Persian Gulf and Yugoslavia (1991 and 
1999 respectively), he said in modern conditions it is 
impossible to withstand a massive first strike. “There-
fore, as in the fight against terrorism, more aggressive 
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actions are needed and preemptive actions as well, if 
necessary,” he concluded.76 His appeal seemed less 
nuclear than it did conventional. An aspect later taken 
up in April 2010 by Andrei Kokoshin, a member of the 
Russian Academy of Sciences and former member of 
the Security Council: “The new Russian-U.S. treaty on 
strategic offensive armaments lays the basis for strate-
gic stability for the foreseeable future. However, this is 
not an automatically achievable objective. It can only 
be achieved if Russia continues to carry out a whole 
range of improvements to its strategic forces.” He ex-
plained that Russia should keep its strategic forces se-
cure against attacks and increase their capacity to pen-
etrate any potential missile defense, adding: “Strategic 
stability will largely depend on precision weapons 
with conventional warheads, to which a great deal of 
attention should also be paid, providing Russia with 
a potential for non-nuclear or pre-nuclear deterrence.”77 
“The latter by the way, is prescribed by the new Rus-
sian military doctrine,” he said.78 His reference to pre-
nuclear deterrence drew upon Gareev’s thinking, but it 
is still a long way off, as the conventional moderniza-
tion of the Russian armed forces faces technological 
and defense industry-related challenges. In any case, 
Gareev’s was a voice of reason: nuclear weapons can-
not be considered as general-purpose options.

Patrushev’s leaks were ultimately absent from the 
new military doctrine which, if anything, assumes a 
more cautious stance on the nuclear issue than did its 
previous version in 2000. There is no commitment to 
preventive or preemptive strikes, or reference to local 
conflict. Its comment on the issue, briefer than in 2000, 
describes nuclear use “when the very existence of the 
state is under threat,” instead of the earlier: “in situ-
ations critical to the national security of the Russian 
Federation.”(Section III.22).79
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The Russian Federation reserves the right to utilize 
nuclear weapons in response to the utilization of nu-
clear and other types of weapons of mass destruction 
against it and (or) its allies, and also in the event of ag-
gression against the Russian Federation involving the 
use of conventional weapons when the very existence 
of the state is under threat. (Section III.22).80

As if to stress still further the level of extreme cau-
tion involved, the doctrine also adds: “The decision 
to utilize nuclear weapons is made by the Russian 
Federation president.” Its inclusion seems calibrated 
to remind the military that the decision rests with the 
supreme political leadership. Despite the controversy 
in the fall of 2009, the doctrine did not adopt a more 
aggressive nuclear posture, suggesting that a struggle 
occurred in the hiatus resulting in the victory of more 
moderate forces in the Russian security elite.81 While 
there was a fudge on the issue of the new look, on 
the nuclear issue and foreign procurement the hawks 
were plucked and their hopes for rapid feather growth 
lay in questioning whether the new look will prove 
successful in the future and in clinging dogmatically 
to nuclear deterrence. Paradoxically, the new doctrine 
subsequently allowed slightly more scope to those 
advocating reform to openly discuss the “teething” 
problems of the new look armed forces.

PANDORA’S BOX AND GROWING 
INTERNATIONAL STRATEGIC CONFUSION

This uneasy consensus reflected in the new mili-
tary doctrine, which appears weighed in favor of old 
approaches, manifests itself in a curious way in the 
country’s nuclear posture. Military justification for 
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such reluctance to reduce or eliminate Russian tacti-
cal nuclear weapons (TNW) is less rooted in strategic 
deterrence capabilities than either Russian politicians 
or experts admit. The Defense Ministry’s 12th Main 
Directorate (Glavnoye Upravleniye Ministerstvo Obo-
rony—GUMO) tasked with responsibility for nuclear 
weapons, maintains that such weapons are needed in 
the Kola Peninsula at naval facilities. Equally, it is fair 
to say that within the Russian armed forces, the navy 
is the main advocate of maintaining these capabilities, 
since they are considered as a necessary part of con-
fronting the U.S. Navy in any conflict. In August 2009, 
the naval main staff indicated that the role of TNW 
was set to expand on attack nuclear submarines for 
that very reason.82 GUMO and the uniformed armed 
forces, however, would place much greater currency 
upon long-range systems, rather than on tactical 
weapons when attempting to relate nuclear strategy 
to actual military planning. As the Russian state seeks 
to update and modernize its strategic nuclear forces 
by 2020, many are expressing skepticism that this will 
be fully implemented, not only owing to budgetary 
setbacks, but also due to the ongoing design problems 
experienced in connection with the Bulava subma-
rine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM). Nevertheless, 
the political inertia and sensitivity surrounding the is-
sue of nonstrategic weapons has long resonance after 
previous futile efforts to make progress on the issue. 

While many have questioned the military value of 
TNW, a belief in such military value most certainly 
persists in the Russian strategic context, but primarily 
in relation to China. This is due to several factors all 
linked to Russian conventional weakness vis-à-vis the 
PLA. In the first instance, in any military conflict the 
Russian VVS cannot guarantee air superiority against 
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the Chinese. Moreover, they do not possess sensor-
fused cluster munitions, though in theory their sur-
face to surface missiles (SSM’s) could deliver cluster 
munitions depending on whether the missile troops 
remained intact long enough. Faced with an advanc-
ing PLA division or divisions, early use of TNW would 
present a viable option.

In February 2010, Aleksey Arbatov, the Head of 
the Moscow-based World Economics and Internation-
al Relations Institute of the Center for International 
Security, explained that such weapons are for Mos-
cow, “the chief guarantee for maintaining a balance of 
forces with the United States,” adding: “Considering 
the colossal U.S. superiority in conventional weapons 
and the growing lag above all in delivery vehicles of 
the strategic forces, the role of TNW only grows as an 
instrument of foreign policy.” Yet, the military signifi-
cance of the tactical weapons is far eclipsed by the issue 
of how to verify and monitor any binding joint reduc-
tions, since, as he admits, this is in order of magnitude 
much more complex than any reduction in strategic 
nuclear forces. “Technically it is practically impossible 
to verify a reduction,” he suggested. “While intercon-
tinental missiles simply can be destroyed, you cannot 
do it so simply with dual-purpose delivery systems,” 
Arbatov believes, pointing out that frontal aviation ar-
tillery and the navy can be equipped with such capa-
bilities, but monitoring their storage facilities would 
be “unprecedented.”83

Colonel-General (Retired) Viktor Yesin, a former 
Chief of the Main Staff of the RVSN, linking recent as-
surances over U.S. BMD plans with the possible future 
participation of Russia, expressed the need for caution 
on the part of Moscow: 
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When the issue is national security, attention must be 
given to the capabilities of the arms system being de-
veloped and not to assurances, which can change in 1 
hour. Moscow should not fall into the same trap that 
it fell into in the past when the West promised that, 
after the unification of Germany, NATO would not 
advance to the East.84 

Such skepticism, distrust, and outright opposition to 
cooperation with the United States or NATO in the 
areas traditionally featuring in Russian anti-western 
foreign policy rhetoric is more pronounced in the 
discussion on TNW. Any sense that such discussions 
may serve to benefit Russian security is at best a mi-
nority view. While its U.S. and European advocates 
appear to suggest that the reduction of U.S. TNW 
based in Europe would result in strong pressure on 
Moscow to reciprocate, Russian experts adopt a more 
nuanced stance, partly based on attacking western 
thinking or in pointing out the contradictions in the 
strategic thinking at play. Major-General (Retired) 
Vladimir Dvorkin, a senior researcher at the Institute 
of World Economy and International Relations of the 
Russian Academy of Sciences,85 recently encapsulated 
that approach by noting that Russia need not respond 
to any future withdrawal of such weapons from Eu-
rope, since, as he suggested, this would take the form 
of a unilateral action, and Russia has no such weapons 
deployed beyond its territory. Only after a unilateral 
withdrawal of U.S. TNW from Europe could bilateral 
talks commence between Moscow and Washington 
aimed at a balanced reduction of these weapons. As 
Dvorkin stated in what could only have been a pass-
ing reference to the China factor, “This does not mean 
that we must achieve the same ceilings (that is, the 
same levels of TNW), since, in comparison with the 
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United States, Russia is in a different regional situ-
ation.” Yesin also supports such a position, arguing 
that Moscow must set as a pre-condition to any talks, 
that all strategic and TNW must be located exclusively 
on the national territories of those states possessing 
them.86 Dvorkin implied that any policy designed to 
“place the onus on Russia” would be doomed from 
the outset.

On April 21, 2010, prior to traveling to Washington 
for talks on a range of security issues, CGS General 
Makarov indicated that this represents official policy, 
stating that any future negotiation must be preceded 
by withdrawing U.S. weapons from Europe. He also 
argued that given the conventional imbalance in Eu-
rope between NATO and Russian forces, including 
precision weapons, TNW play an important role for 
Russia.87

Due to the lack of official transparency on these 
weapons, estimates as to the precise numbers in the 
Russian inventory vary widely from 2,000 to 6,000, 
with the lower figure concentrated more on deployed 
weapons, while others are stored. One estimate claimed 
the ground forces still have access to more than 1,100 
tactical warheads with more than 2,200 available for 
naval deployment. By 2007, GUMO reported that all 
tactical weapons reductions among those assigned to 
the ground forces had been completed.88 In late 2003, 
senior Russian military officials suggested that such 
weapons were needed to counter possible develop-
ment of new types of U.S. weapons, and in late 2008, 
CGS Makarov said these were required as long as 
the European continent was unstable and so heavily 
armed. Sergei Karaganov, on the basis of available 
reports commented: “According to unofficial infor-
mation (we usually do not provide official informa-
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tion), Russia has 5,400 of these warheads, 2,000 are in 
a combat-ready state, and the majority of them are in 
Europe.”89

Hawkish members of the Russian security elite 
tend to unite around the idea that it is too early to 
begin to discuss the tactical nuclear issue. On March 
5, 2010, addressing a nonproliferation conference in 
Moscow dedicated to the 40th anniversary of the Nu-
clear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), Army-General 
Yuri Baluyevsky, Deputy-Secretary of the Russian Se-
curity Council and former CGS, said that such talks 
could begin, but only after the United States with-
drew such weapons from Europe, stressing the United 
States is unique in being only country that has TNW 
on the territories of other states. Baluyevsky stressed 
that “American tactical nuclear armaments in Europe 
are strategic for Russia because their delivery vehicles 
have a small distance to cover.”90 Baluyevsky also re-
acted negatively to the shift in U.S. nuclear doctrine, 
saying that it was rooted in the growing capability of its 
high-precision strike systems, and echoed the concern 
of other Russian military officials about placing con-
ventional warheads on strategic delivery systems.91 In 
October 2009, Lieutenant-General Andrei Shvaichen-
ko, Commander of the RVSN, expressed deep concern 
that international security might be damaged by the 
formation of the U.S. Global Strike Command. He said 
that as conceived, strikes could be launched carrying 
a nuclear or conventional payload, and he noted that 
no detection system was capable of distinguishing the 
type of warhead after its launch. The state targeted 
by such a strike would need to evaluate the degree 
of threat and appropriate retaliatory measures to be 
taken, he said. “In the short time span involved, the 
response will be quite predictable, which could push 
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mankind to the brink of a nuclear catastrophe,” the 
general explained.92

Other aspects of Moscow’s attitude towards the 
issue of reducing TNW appear entirely unrealistic. 
In early April 2010, Lieutenant-General Yevgeny Bu-
zhinsky, the former Head of the Defense Ministry’s 
International Legal Department, said that Russia 
could begin such discussions only after first achieving 
conventional parity with the United States, including 
in relation to high-precision weapons. 

We should not start negotiations on the reduction of 
tactical nuclear armaments as long as we have dispar-
ity in conventional armaments, especially high-preci-
sion ones. Under these circumstances, tactical nuclear 
armaments are means of deterrence and any reduc-
tions will inevitably damage Russian security.93 

Clearly, given the ongoing problems facing the Rus-
sian defense industry combined with the technology 
lag between its research and development compared 
to the United States, as well as the woefully inad-
equate level of modern equipment and weapons in 
the Russian TOE, such parity will prove impossible 
to achieve. But his assertion underscores a far deeper 
anxiety relating to long-term Russian conventional 
forces weaknesses that will prove to be a significant 
barrier among the security elites in placing the tactical 
nuclear reduction issue on the table. Buzhinsky went 
further than many experts. Referring to the precondi-
tion that the United States unilaterally withdraws its 
TNW from Europe prior to entering US-Russian talks, 
he added that all related infrastructure in Europe must 
be dismantled in order to rule out redeployment later.
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Following the signing of the New START, Sergey 
Rogov, the Director of the Russian Academy of Sci-
ences, United States, and Canada Institute, was inter-
viewed in the defense ministry publication, Krasnaya 
Zvezda, on April 7, 2010. Like other Russian experts, 
Rogov broadly welcomed the new START and out-
lined a number of its features that suited Russian 
policy concerns. However, he went on to realistically 
assess the START breakthrough by highlighting a 
number of its weaknesses. His starting point was to 
explain that a balance of forces is not restricted to stra-
tegic nuclear arms and that the new treaty continues 
to preserve U.S. and NATO superiority over Russia 
in nuclear and conventional terms. Then he noted 
that the treaty fails to address Moscow’s concern that 
precision weapons being developed by the United 
States are not limited by the new START, which he 
highlighted as anomalous since such weapons sys-
tems as part of the global strike program might pose 
a threat to Russian strategic facilities. Moreover, since 
the number of Russian missiles capable of carrying a 
large quantity of warheads will be stood down in the 
future owing to aging, Rogov argued that the United 
States will maintain its superiority in return potential, 
though not at the same level as under the Strategic Of-
fensive Reductions Treaty (SORT). Continued work on 
BMD, while not representing an immediate issue for 
Moscow, will pose a potential problem in 15-20 years, 
which Rogov suggested demands the development of 
Russian countermeasures. Finally, he said that bilat-
eral nuclear treaties must give way to a wider multi-
lateral framework that takes account of the growth in 
the number of nuclear states.94
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Tactical Nuclear Reduction Talks as a Risk to 
Russian Military Reform.

Sergey Karaganov, the Chairman of the Presidium 
of the Council on Foreign and Defense Policy, in an 
article published in Rossiyskaya Gazeta on April 23, 
2010, argued strongly against Russia entering such 
negotiations on the basis that they would serve to un-
dermine Serdyukov’s military reform. Placing TNW 
on the agenda, in his view, would strengthen the hand 
of those opposed to the radical conventional reform 
underway in Russia, which he said was geared to-
ward shifting these forces away from their traditional 
fixation on NATO toward enhancing their capabilities 
to deal with “more plausible threats and challenges.” 
Karaganov continued: 

Withdrawal of American TNW (token arsenals as they 
are) from Europe will weaken the U.S.-Europe link. A 
good deal of Europeans—and particularly in the so-
called New European countries—will start clamoring 
for better defense from the mythical Russian levia-
than.95 

While noting that he also assumed a unilateral Ameri-
can withdrawal as a precursor to joining this process, 
he emphatically characterized it as a highly danger-
ous step leading to strategic confusion and what Kara-
ganov viewed as opening Pandora’s Box: “Euphoric 
over the Prague treaty signing, so called experts insist 
on tactical nuclear arms reduction talks. Left to their 
own devices, they will open this Pandora’s Box in no 
time at all.”96 This was not the first time he used the 
Pandora’s Box argument, but here he was clearly sig-
naling that the delicate balance that exists within the 
Russian defense and security elite over the current 
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military reform would be upset by playing the tactical 
nuclear card, a balance reflected in the compromise 
that led to the new military doctrine in February 2010 
and one that appeared vulnerable as discussions con-
tinued in Moscow on the future shape of the manning 
system in the armed forces. Should this unpredictable 
process be unleashed, the likely key indicator that the 
opponents of military reform have gained the upper 
hand would be signaled by an increase in the term of 
conscript service from 1 year back to 2 years, repre-
senting political and psychological defeat for Serdyu-
kov’s reform. 

The bedrock of Karaganov’s argument, however, 
is rooted in the traditionally sacrosanct position of 
nuclear weapons in Russian security strategy, which 
underlies his utter opposition to what he sees as the 
senseless and idealistic call for global zero in nuclear 
arms reduction advocated by the Obama administra-
tion. His assessment of Russia’s geopolitical position 
is bleak: with its modernization impaired by corrup-
tion. Russian security is guaranteed by its nuclear ca-
pability, which is also the main source of its political 
economic weight in the world. In this context, Kara-
ganov believes that any move toward abandoning 
these weapons would prove suicidal for the Russian 
state. The only purpose arms control talks serve for 
Moscow, he claimed, is to build trust and transpar-
ency between the world powers, “This is all Russia 
needs arms control talks for.”97

Karaganov’s influential work in this area cannot 
be separated from wider strategic issues and areas 
of divergence within the complex and evolving U.S.-
Russian bilateral relationship. These include the pre-
cise nature and trajectory of the reset and how this is 
interpreted both in Washington and Moscow as well 
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as among Alliance members, future BMD plans, Med-
vedev’s European security treaty initiative, and how 
the global zero concept is viewed by the Russian se-
curity elite. Karaganov has expressed skepticism over 
the meaning and objective content in the reset policy, 
openly questioned the administration’s plans to de-
ploy BMD components in Bulgaria and Romania by 
2015, and has fiercely criticized global zero both in 
terms of the centrality of nuclear deterrence in Rus-
sian security policy and the contradictory posture ad-
opted by its architects.98 

Karaganov’s critique of global zero stemmed from 
his overview of how the concept was first outlined in 
January 2007 by the former U.S. Secretaries of State 
Henry Kissinger and George Schultz, former Senate 
Armed Services Committee Chairman Sam Nunn, 
and former Secretary of Defense, William Perry. De-
spite initially supporting what he regarded more as 
an aspiration than a policy, Karaganov soon revised 
his stance, saying that mankind continued to need the 
nuclear Sword of Damocles.99 The movement had in ef-
fect been launched, and the aspiration was announced 
by U.S. President Barack Obama in Prague in April 
2009 and broadly welcomed by Medvedev and Putin. 
However, he then objected that in an article in Janu-
ary 2010, the four same authors called for increased 
spending to increase the reliability and effectiveness 
of the U.S. nuclear arsenal. In his view, this shift re-
flected an acknowledgement that the U.S. nuclear 
capability had been underfinanced in recent years, 
as well as an admission that the nuclear proliferation 
genie had appeared. In typically Russian style, he de-
lighted in the semblance of hypocrisy, suggested U.S. 
power faced a strategic crisis following its experience 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, and made clear that if anyone 
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expected the Kremlin to pursue global zero, they must 
be thinking centuries ahead.100 Washington’s strategic 
thinking was, in his assessment, becoming increas-
ingly confused, ignoring that India, Pakistan, North 
Korea, and Israel had all joined the nuclear club. 
Rather than considering how to deal with the new 
geostrategic situation, the Americans preferred to phi-
losophize such weapons out of existence, Karaganov 
argued while noting the massive imbalance in favor 
of the United States that global zero would achieve 
based on American technological advances in the use 
of high-precision conventional weapons. NATO’s in-
tervention in the Balkans in 1999 and U.S. interven-
tion in Iraq combined with the various attempts to site 
components of BMD in Central and Eastern Europe all 
featured in his assertion that a new European security 
treaty is required, perhaps more than one, and even-
tually a political-military alliance between Moscow 
and Washington or Russian membership in NATO.101 
Finally, on the issue of TNW and their possible reduc-
tion he highlighted the glaring blunder in the appeal 
made by the Polish and Swedish Foreign Ministers, 
Radek Sikorski and Carl Bildt respectively, in their 
article in February 2010 which called on Russia to re-
move TNW from the Kola Peninsula and Kaliningrad 
Oblast, even though none were stationed in the lat-
ter. He ridiculed the whole concept, pointing out that 
withdrawing these weapons from European Russia 
would hardly help Moscow in its relations with Bei-
jing.102

Europeanizing the Debate.

Within a short period, a response to the call for 
tactical nuclear reduction in Europe made by Sikor-
ski and Bildt was the subject of a scathing demolition 
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in Krasnaya Zvezda. Their proposal that Russia should 
withdraw its TNW from Kaliningrad was highlighted 
as not only politically incorrect, since a similar appeal 
was not directed towards the United States, but entire-
ly flawed in as much as these weapons are not based 
there. The Kola Peninsula was treated differently, and 
here the author argued that such an appeal could only 
be considered if the United States eliminated its naval 
bases in San Diego or Norfolk. It further asserted that 
the United States, by basing these weapons on the ter-
ritories of European allies, had violated the first and 
second articles of the NPT, and stressed that such ar-
ticles must be followed without exception. The list of 
flaws in the Sikorski and Bildt hypotheses was exten-
sive, and placed high value on the sovereign right of 
any state to freely deploy its armed forces in any way, 
place, or time on its territory. The proposal was de-
scribed as ill-conceived and unfounded, as the author 
then proceeded to outline a plausible compromise:

Before the beginning of official discussions on this 
theme, Washington and Moscow must take the same 
starting position in the negotiations. [The United 
States must agree] to withdraw all of its TNW from the 
European continent and bring them back to its own 
territory. That is, it must do what Russia did 15 years 
ago.”103

During the 46th International Security Policy Con-
ference in Munich, Germany, in February 2010, Rus-
sian Deputy Prime Minister Sergei Ivanov, who led 
a 30-person strong Russian delegation, said that it 
was likely that following the signing of the follow-on 
START, Washington and Moscow would come under 
pressure to negotiate joint reduction of their tactical 
nuclear stockpiles. Ivanov expressed a similar position 
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to that adopted in the Krasnaya Zvezda article: “But it 
should not be forgotten that our country has been 
dealing with this problem since the 1990s. We volun-
tarily reduced this arsenal, concentrated it on our own 
territory, removed it from the field, and warehoused it 
in special storage facilities.” In other words, Moscow 
has already assumed the moral high ground.104

Such themes were revisited in a March 2010 article 
by Viktor Ruchkin in Krasnaya Zvezda, emphasizing 
how Russia had withdrawn nuclear weapons from the 
territories of Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine fol-
lowing the collapse of the Soviet Union. In this thesis, 
the onus was on the United States to reciprocate and 
follow this Russian model. “It is perfectly clear that 
the United States must unilaterally and uncondition-
ally withdraw its TNW from Europe. That would real-
ize the aspirations of the Europeans, who view those 
TNW as a threat to their security, and it would also 
correspond to the declared intentions of Washington 
to free the planet of nuclear weapons,” Ruchkin as-
serted. Nothing could be simpler: Washington must 
learn from the virtuous conduct of Russian nuclear 
policy.105 The same author claimed that, far from in-
tending to withdraw these weapons from Europe, 
Washington instead planned to extend their service 
lives and modernize them. He provided various fig-
ures on the numbers of combat ready U.S. TNW based 
in Belgium, Germany, Great Britain, Holland, Italy, 
and Turkey which appeared incongruous in the con-
text of the withdrawal of Russian weapons from for-
mer Soviet Republics. 

Consequently, for a range of reasons, Moscow 
views the tactical nuclear issue as mostly a process 
it would like, at least initially, to observe as unfold-
ing between the United States and its European allies, 
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fearing that, unless handled sensitively, it may exac-
erbate East European and Baltic clamor for greater 
defense against Russia, or provide an opportunity to 
further divide the United States and its allies in Eu-
rope. Reluctantly dragged into bilateral talks aimed at 
joint reduction of these weapons, Moscow would seek 
to prolong such discussions, at least until the organi-
zational phase of its conventional reform is complete 
(2012 at the earliest), and thereafter would attempt to 
form linkages to other issues ranging from BMD and 
CFE to its advocating a new European security treaty.

Indeed, some Russian commentators portrayed 
the domestic German political dimension at play in 
pushing for the elimination of U.S. nuclear weapons 
on German territory. Originally proposed in the fall 
of 2009 by German Foreign Minister Guido Wester-
welle, the leader of the Free Democratic Party in the 
ruling coalition, who demanded such withdrawal in a 
separate paragraph in the coalition treaty with Angela 
Merkel’s Christian Democrats. Addressing the Munich 
Security Conference in February 2010, Westerwelle 
confirmed his intention to pursue the elimination of 
the U.S. nuclear arsenal in Germany by 2013 (the end 
of the ruling coalition’s period in office). It was also 
noted that the Free Democratic Party is ideologically 
opposed to nuclear energy in any form and advocate 
withdrawing German troops from Afghanistan and 
that Merkel most likely agreed to compromise on the 
issue of nuclear weapons in order to preserve the Ger-
man presence in Afghanistan.106

While Russian analysts recognized that START 
III represented a key element within the reset policy 
and, more importantly, the only forum within which 
Moscow can hold discussions with Washington on an 
equal footing, this translated neither into confidence 
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in extending such discussions to include TNW, nor an 
appetite to hold such talks in perpetuity. Fyodor Luky-
ankov, for instance, rightly characterized the April 8, 
2010, signing of START III as a political-military com-
promise allowing both sides to claim success without 
undermining the claims by either side, though he also 
placed the treaty in the category of the last of the Cold 
War model agreements, pursued by Washington as an 
instrument rather than for its intrinsic value or merit. 
That process, underway since the 1960s, had drawn 
to a close. A similar approach was unworkable in the 
realm of TNW, since it could “bring about the absurd 
remilitarization of the political debate in Europe, but 
will do nothing to create a stable security system 
there.”107

Policy Implications.

As the obsessional phrase in the Russian security 
lexicon has evolved from “star-wars,” to “missile 
defense,” so it is likely that we are already witness-
ing that progression to include over the course of the 
next decade “U.S. global strike,” and if compromise 
is reached on BMD or Russian concerns are allayed, 
the more pronounced the global strike phrase will be-
come. This reflects sensitivity within the Russian se-
curity elite about future strategic parity, the potential 
for conventional capabilities in the hands of the U.S. 
Global Strike Command to strike anywhere globally, 
coupled with an acute awareness of the crisis in the 
domestic defense industry and possible downward 
spiral for the Russian economy.

A “straight” horse trading over TNW would most 
likely fail. Its potential appears more rooted in the 
policy being linked to a range of other issues as part 
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of strategic engagement with Russia, but this would 
need to include an offer of assistance with conven-
tional defense reform to assuage concerns on the part 
of some NATO members.

Thus far, Serdyukov’s reform agenda has been im-
plemented rapidly and with significant achievements. 
These are mostly administrative achievements, such 
as the transition to the permanent readiness brigades. 
Yet, the challenges ahead are far deeper, and are more 
connected with the value of the Russian state: its peo-
ple. More than the introduction of any new weapons 
or equipment, the future of the Russian armed forces 
will center on whether the state can harness and de-
velop a new generation of Russian officers, and for 
each individual that will entail serving as an exam-
ple, delegating authority, bringing the best out of his 
subordinates, encouraging a culture of initiative and 
problem solving: in short leadership. 

Russia is only in the early stages of conventional 
defense reform, a process likely to endure for many 
years, not least in terms of the transition towards net-
work-centric warfare capabilities. It is clear that many 
critical issues are still in the melting pot, and are un-
likely to witness any speedy resolution. Consequent-
ly, this domestic defense reform, coupled with the 
China factor, makes it unlikely that TNW reduction 
currently presents a realistic option. Serdyukov and 
Makarov, probably in an effort to shore up support for 
the reform, have undoubtedly exaggerated its success 
to date and perhaps there will be a need, at some point 
deemed as politically safe, to admit that major tasks 
still lie ahead demanding more time. In this sensitive 
context, any attempt to place TNW reduction on the 
agenda risks unraveling that reform, possibly damag-
ing the reset in U.S.-Russian relations, and missing po-
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tential defense cooperation opportunities based on the 
collateral damage to the current conventional defense 
reform: from a Russian perspective it may represent 
the correct policy but at the wrong time.
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CHAPTER 3

NUCLEAR WEAPONS IN RUSSIAN STRATEGY 
AND DOCTRINE

Andrei Shoumikhin

INTRODUCTION

The Russian Federation (RF) remains in posses-
sion of the world’s largest nuclear arsenal. Despite the 
elimination of some key foundations of superpower 
rivalry, most notably the intense ideological schism 
between Communism and Western-type democracies 
that sparked and fueled the Cold War, the RF Strate-
gic Nuclear Forces (SNF) continue to target the United 
States and its allies. While the significant disequi-
librium in economic, technological, military, power 
projection, and other capabilities between the United 
States and the RF continues to expand, Russia remains 
the only global power presenting an existential threat 
to the United States.

It is not the weapons, but the people possessing 
them who kill. Detailed information about the com-
position, combat readiness, and procedures of RF SNF 
is important.1 However, understanding the nature of 
the Russian political regime, the mentality of Russian 
leaders, and the underpinnings of Russian nuclear 
strategy as reflected in Russian doctrinal documents 
may help assess whether or not that country will ever 
resort to the ultimate weapon of destruction. 

Soviet and Russian military and nuclear doctrines 
reflect the leadership’s threat assessments, percep-
tions of the strengths and weaknesses of the military, 
national goals and tasks for the military organization 
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of the state, and other factors. To the extent they are 
not used for propaganda or disinformation purposes, 
they may provide insights into disagreements and 
competitiveness within policymaking elites. Doctrines 
usually comprise classified components and are ac-
companied by declaratory and interpretive statements 
that clarify or, for that matter, complicate the under-
standing of their intent and purpose. 

This chapter deals with the evolution of Russian 
thinking and policy on nuclear-related issues. It also 
seeks to understand motivations of the Russian lead-
ership in its continued reliance on nuclear weapons 
and maintaining an adversarial posture towards 
other nuclear powers, especially the United States. 
Past and current doctrinal documents are studied to 
provide the background of evolving nuclear weapons 
programs, military-political relations with the United 
States, perceived defense and security threats, and re-
quirements.2 

Chronologically and substantively, the main em-
phasis is on the independence period of Russia from 
December 1991 to the present. However, a reference 
to the Soviet period is appropriate. After all, most of 
the strategic weapon systems Russia possesses today 
were created during the Soviet period. Moreover, 
while Russian leaders invariably underline substan-
tive differences between the Soviet regime and the 
new socio-economic and political environment in 
contemporary Russia, there are still many similarities 
between current Russian and former Soviet thinking 
and behavior. To a large extent, the RF finds itself in 
a geopolitical situation resembling that of the Soviet 
Union. Despite considerable changes in the structure 
and composition of the bureaucracies responsible for 
the development and implementation of Russian mili-
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tary and foreign policy, many political appointees and 
professionals currently in charge of this policy have 
strong backgrounds in the Soviet system.3 

SOVIET EXPERIENCE: NUCLEAR WEAPONS 
AND ARMS CONTROL IN THE PURSUIT OF 
PARITY

Starting in the early-1950s, the Soviet leadership, 
driven by the need to buy time to bridge the techno-
logical gap in nuclear weapons and delivery systems 
with the United States, put a huge effort into disarma-
ment negotiations and debates at the United Nations 
(UN). They regarded these efforts as a vital means of 
slowing down, if not reversing, the U.S. progress in de-
veloping advanced weapon systems while the Union 
of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) accelerated its 
own weapons of mass destruction (WMD) programs. 
Nuclear disarmament, or rather the politics of nuclear 
disarmament, had also become a central component of 
the “peaceful competition of opposite social systems” 
promoted by the communist regime. 

Fiery demagogue Nikita Khrushchev put his 
unique stamp on nuclear disarmament at the UN by 
proposing in 1959 a patently unrealistic, but ideologi-
cally enticing, plan of “general and complete disar-
mament” that would start with the nuclear-missile 
arsenals of the Soviet Union and the United States. 
From that time on, the Soviets often began negotiating 
processes by launching initiatives that had little or no 
chance of acceptance by the opposite side but could 
score big in the “war of ideas,” particularly among 
the “progressive world public opinion,” e.g., the an-
tiwar and antinuclear groups in the West. Additional 
advantages of this methodology were to draw oppo-
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nents into protracted bargaining and to eventually 
reach compromise by demonstrating flexibility while 
lowering the original excessive demands.4

Khrushchev’s bold peace initiatives were clearly 
predicated on the rapid progress of the Soviet nuclear 
and missile programs. As the result of intense efforts, 
the Soviets had by October 1957 already put into orbit 
the first artificial satellite with a clear implication that 
Soviet missiles were now able to hit U.S. territory by 
flying through space.

Even during periods of relative relaxation of ten-
sions in U.S.-USSR relations, Soviet perspectives on 
bilateral arms control were heavily tinted by ideologi-
cal preconceptions. The Soviets invariably believed 
that the American side sought unilateral advantages 
for themselves. Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gro-
myko recalled in his memoirs:

For Carter, as all other American Presidents—his 
predecessors, the paramount goal had always con-
sisted in limiting the Soviet nuclear potential, while 
keeping the main U.S. strike forces intact. Only with 
great effort, and under the influence of the irrefutable 
arguments and the constructive line of the USSR that 
enjoyed wide support in the world, he would deviate 
from his position aimed at achieving unilateral advan-
tages for the United States.5

 
A real breakthrough for the Soviets in the pursuit 

of equilibrium in strategic relations with the United 
States began to emerge by the late-1960s when the 
United States took note of Soviet efforts to develop 
a strategic antiballistic missile (ABM) system that 
eventually became the foundation for the Moscow 
ABM system.6 The United States apparently became 
concerned with the prospect of an arms race in ABM 
systems.7 
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In June 1967, U.S. President Lyndon Johnson raised 
the ABM issue in his meeting with Soviet Premier 
Aleksey Kosygin in Glasborough, NJ. Johnson said he 
could delay a decision to deploy a U.S. defense system 
if he could announce that talks with the Soviet Union 
on the subject would start shortly. Kosygin repeated 
his personal view: “Defense is moral, attack is immor-
al,” and reiterated the Russian Politburo’s position 
that ABM systems could only be discussed together 
with setting limits for offensive weapons.8 

However, Soviet progress in ABM systems and 
progress by both sides in testing multiple indepen-
dently targetable reentry vehicles (MIRVs) finally 
convinced the Politburo that it was time to start talks. 
In October 1969, U.S. President Richard Nixon was 
informed that Moscow was prepared to start official 
negotiations on the subject. Nixon agreed and talks 
opened on November 17, 1969, in Helsinki, Finland. 

It took another 2 1/2 years to prepare the relevant 
treaties for signature. The ABM Treaty was signed 
in Moscow on May 26, 1972, the same day as the 
first Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT-1). The 
Brezhnev leadership announced that the ABM and 
SALT talks and agreements signified that both super-
powers had reached parity in their strategic capabili-
ties, even though by the time both agreements were 
ready for signing (1971), the Soviet Union had 2,163 
strategic warheads deployed, and the United States 
possessed 4,632 warheads.9 SALT-1 did not stop the 
nuclear arms race: by 1981, the Soviets increased their 
nuclear arsenals nearly fourfold to a total of 8,043 war-
heads, while the United States more than doubled its 
own numbers to 10,022.10 

It should also be understood that the Soviet leader-
ship at no time entertained plans to build a national 
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ABM system. According to information that became 
available long after the initial bilateral debates, nego-
tiations and agreements on the offensive-defensive 
linkage, feasibility studies ordered by the Soviets at 
the time resulted in a definite conclusion that such a 
system would not only be prohibitively expensive but 
would also be totally ineffective and could be easily 
penetrated in a massive nuclear attack.11

Therefore Moscow decided at an early stage that 
it would not waste resources on constructing such a 
system. To be absolutely certain that the United States 
would under no circumstances achieve a technological 
breakthrough in defensive systems where the Soviets 
anticipated failure, thereby gaining strategic superior-
ity over the USSR, they agreed to conclude the Anti-
Ballistic Missile Treaty (ABMT). The complete rever-
sal of the Kremlin’s initial skeptical attitude towards 
regulating strategic defensive systems was based on 
pragmatic calculations. Establishing a moratorium on 
developing strategic defensive systems that lasted un-
til the early 2000s may be considered a serious Soviet 
achievement in arms control. 

With the conclusion in May 1972 of the ABM 
Treaty and SALT-1, the paradigm of “Mutual Assured 
Destruction” (MAD) became dominant in U.S.-Soviet 
strategic relations.12 Negotiations on subsequent major 
arms limitation and arms reduction treaties (SALT-
2, Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty [START] I and 
START II) were conducted with the background of 
continued reliance on mutual vulnerability to retali-
ation. 

The Russians proclaimed the ABMT “the corner-
stone of strategic stability” in bilateral relations and 
the foundation of geopolitical “parity” between the 
superpowers.13 Diplomatic experiences of the early-
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1970s had long-term effects on later Soviet and current 
Russian thinking. They suggested to the Kremlin that:

•	� Arms control is an extremely valuable means 
of equalizing capabilities of nuclear adversaries 
if one of them lags in levels of armaments and 
technological prowess.

•	� Success in negotiations is possible as the result 
of subtle and deceptive moves, as in the game 
of chess.

•	� The linkage between strategic offensive and de-
fensive systems is quintessential in preventing 
unilateral advantages and creating balance in 
strategic relations.

Soviet nuclear strategy and doctrine were evolving 
together with the changing balance of strategic forces 
and progress in arms control negotiations:

Since the second half of the 1960s, the leadership of the 
Armed Forces and the state experienced a transforma-
tion of views on the possible nature of the world war. 
The Soviet military doctrine began to take into account 
the possible initial stage of a military conflict with the 
sole use of conventional weapons. There began to 
emerge doubts about the possibility of gaining victory 
after a massive exchange of nuclear strikes. Since this 
time, the Soviet leadership began to seek the conclu-
sion of treaties with the U.S. on banning or limiting 
strategic nuclear weapons. . . . Beginning in the early-
1970s, the main concept of developing Soviet strategic 
weapons was the concept that could be described as 
“strategic sufficiency.” It defined the quantitative and 
qualitative composition of carriers, their distribution 
among the Strategic Missile Troops, the Navy and the 
Air Force, with due account of potential use under dif-
ferent conditions. They established scientifically the 
optimal ratio of the number of carriers and warheads 
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for them. It also took into account the process of stra-
tegic arms limitations that had already begun between 
the Soviet Union and the United States.14

According to one Western view, by the late-1980s, 
the Soviets had a fairly elaborate nuclear-use doctrine 
that included the following elements:

•	 Preemption (first strike).
•	� Quantitative superiority (a requisite for pre-

emption and necessary because the war may 
last for some time, even though the initial hours 
are decisive).

•	 Counterforce targeting.
•	� Combined-arms operations to supplement nu-

clear strikes.
•	� Defense, which has been almost totally ne-

glected by the United States under its concept 
of mutual deterrence.15

However, the Soviet leadership insisted publicly 
that it would not be the first to use nuclear weapons. 
The first official declaration to this effect was made by 
Leonid Brezhnev at the Second Special Session of the 
UN General Assembly on June 15, 1982.16 

MIKHAIL GORBACHEV’S “NEW THINKING” 

Soon after his advent to power in early 1985, 
Mikhail Gorbachev, the youngest General Secretary 
in the history of the USSR, announced his own vi-
sion and proposals on the in-depth curbing of nuclear 
armaments. In September 1985, he offered to reduce 
strategic offensive weapons to 6,000 warheads on each 
side, while concurrently prohibiting the deployment 
of offensive weapons in outer space, including weap-
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ons aimed at satellites.17 Clearly, despite his reform-
ist rhetoric, on strategic nuclear matters Gorbachev 
continued to abide by the concept of MAD and the 
traditional Soviet position on the offensive-defensive 
linkage.

Gorbachev’s proposals were specifically aimed 
against the U.S. Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) an-
nounced by the Ronald Reagan administration in Jan-
uary 1984. Together with American counterproposals, 
they were discussed at the Geneva, Switzerland (No-
vember 1985) and Reykjavik, Iceland (October 1986) 
bilateral summits. In negotiations, while Gorbachev 
agreed in principle with Reagan’s proposal to reduce 
by half the numbers of strategic offensive weapons, 
he also emphasized that this would not be possible if 
the United States went ahead with creating a strate-
gic defense shield. He argued that in this case, the So-
viet Union would have to concentrate on developing 
its strategic strike capacity in order to neutralize the 
“space shield.”18 

In effect, Gorbachev was the first to offer the anti-
ballistic missile defense (BMD) rationalization that 
is currently used by leaders of the RF. For example, 
he doubted the American suggestion to share ABM 
technology with the Soviet Union once it was ready 
for use. He told the Americans that “the creation of 
a shield . . . would allow a first strike without retalia-
tion.” He also said that the Soviet Union had already 
developed a response to SDI that would be “effective, 
far less expensive and ready for use in less time.”19 In 
still another effort to reconfirm the rigid linkage of 
strategic offensive and defense weapons, Gorbachev 
declared that the SDI stood in the way of a 50 percent 
cut in strategic arms and insisted that the U.S. admin-
istration should do something about it if the adminis-
tration wanted to reduce the nuclear stockpiles.20
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Academician of the Russian Academy of Sciences 
Andrei Kokoshin, who at the time of the Reagan-
Gorbachev summits worked as Deputy Director of the 
U.S. and Canada Studies Institute, was a member of 
the Gorbachev-appointed interagency group to study 
Soviet asymmetrical responses to the United States. 
The SDI program confirmed years later that the Krem-
lin had indeed agreed on a variety of efficient and 
cost-effective counteractions to the U.S. strategic de-
fenses if and when they would turn into reality.21 This 
more or less rejects the argument of those Russian 
analysts who claim that the Soviets overreacted in a 
massive way to the U.S. SDI and that it was enormous 
appropriations for fighting the “terrifying” American 
program that finally broke the backbone of the Soviet 
economy.22 

 Gorbachev continued to press for spectacular new 
agreements with the United States. By December 1987 
when the Soviet leader arrived in Washington for his 
new summit with Reagan, both sides were prepared 
to sign a treaty banning intermediate range missiles in 
Europe (the Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces [INF] 
Treaty). However, during that summit Gorbachev 
again did not fail to refer to the U.S. SDI as a stum-
bling block and reaffirmed the link between offensive 
and defense weapons. 

Finally, a preliminary compromise was reached. 
Both sides would commit themselves to the ABM 
Treaty as signed in 1972. Research and development 
(R&D) and testing would not be contrary to the Trea-
ty. The Soviet Union and the United States would 
not withdraw from the Treaty for a specified period 
of time yet to be determined.23 During his May 1988 
visit to Moscow, Reagan confirmed that understand-
ing. This cleared the way for further discussions on 



109

reducing strategic armaments and eventually resulted 
in the signing of START I in Moscow on July 31, 1991.

However, in the course of START I preparation, 
that part of the 1987 understanding that dealt with 
the ABM Treaty “was somehow lost on the way.”24 
On June 13, 1991, the Soviet Union made a unilateral 
statement to the effect that a U.S. withdrawal from the 
Treaty could present a force majeure leading to the pos-
sible Soviet withdrawal from START I.25 

Even more importantly, no mention was made in 
START I itself of its linkage with the 1972 Treaty. This 
omission was brought to Gorbachev’s attention, and 
he promised to make an oral statement at the signing 
to the effect that if the ABM Treaty was abrogated, 
the Soviet Union would not consider itself tied by 
START I. But for reasons unknown, he failed to do so. 
Allegedly, as claimed by one of his aides, he did not 
want to spoil the “festive atmosphere.” Actually, in 
the Russian expert opinion, “this was another of those 
significant errors Gorbachev made in his last years in 
office.”26

Gorbachev’s critics in Russia widely accuse him of 
having consistently given in to American pressures in 
arms control negotiations. Allegedly, Gorbachev was 
so carried away by his personal ideas of perestroika 
and détente with the West, and enamored by sum-
mitry with Western leaders, that he was prepared 
to compromise on more important Soviet interests, 
such as agreeing to stop construction of the large So-
viet phased-array radar near the Siberian city of Kras-
noyarsk, while turning a blind eye to similar American 
installations in Thule, Greenland, and Fylingdales, 
United Kingdom (UK).27

Gorbachev’s handling of other issues, including 
conditions for the reunification of Germany, Soviet 
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troop withdrawals from Eastern Europe, elimination 
of short and medium-range missiles under the INF 
Treaty, and promises to get rid of tactical nuclear 
weapons all reverberate today in the Russian disap-
pointments and attempts at revising former agree-
ments and understandings. 

THE BORIS YELTSIN REGIME

While Mikhail Gorbachev’s ouster from power 
and the disbandment of the 75-year-old communist 
regime was generally received in Russia without huge 
regrets, the effects of the ensuing disintegration of the 
imperial Soviet state left a deep imprint on the lives of 
millions of Russian citizens. Without underrating the 
novelty and magnitude of the problems faced by the 
government of Boris Yeltsin—the first President of the 
new Russian state—and minimizing certain achieve-
ments in their resolution, it is clear that, by and large, 
throughout the Yeltsin rule, Russian society continued 
to slide into moral degradation, structural disintegra-
tion, and economic morass. 

On top of the significantly diminished territory, 
population, economy, resources, military, and power 
projection capabilities, the society continued to be 
plagued by traditional Russian woes: bureaucratic 
dictates, mismanagement, and corruption, as well as 
public apathy and despondency epitomized by alco-
holism and addiction. Uncontrolled redistribution, 
i.e., plunder of what was left of the unwieldy albeit 
bountiful Soviet inheritance, was accompanied by 
rampant criminality. By the late-1990s, Russia looked 
like a failed state on its way to disintegration and col-
lapse. 
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Internationally, the RF earned a dubious nickname 
of “Upper Volta with nuclear weapons.”28 Frequent 
claims at the early stages of the Yeltsin regime that 
Russia seeks adherence to the “club of civilized West-
ern nations,” were not backed up by serious efforts at 
internal evolution to comply with international stan-
dards of democratic governance. 

The Yeltsin government was unable to define 
coherently and explain to the public the goals and 
orientation of Russian foreign, military, and nuclear 
policies. Despite a flurry of international exchanges 
between Russian officials and foreign dignitaries, the 
Russians remained ultimately confused whether the 
RF was “with” or “against” the United States and the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) on most 
global and regional issues. It appears that Yeltsin him-
self thought that the Russian nuclear potential was an 
“automatic guarantee” of Russian security and a bar-
rier to others’ alleged anti-Russian policies.29 

While the Yeltsin government supported denucle-
arization of other former Soviet Republics and actu-
ally helped in this process, e.g., under the “Coopera-
tive Threat Reduction Program,”30 it continued to rely 
heavily on nuclear weapons and nuclear deterrence 
strategies. Moreover, it was under the Yeltsin regime 
that Russia started a movement away from the non-
first-use of nuclear weapons in its military doctrine. 
The process was typical for Yeltsin’s erratic style of 
policymaking when lots of people in his immediate 
entourage competed for the right to define and repre-
sent Russian interests to the outside world. 

On December 21, 1991, at a meeting in Alma-Aty, 
Kazakhstan, where leaders of former Soviet republics 
joined the declaration on the creation of the Commu-
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nity of Independent States (CIS), the heads of Rus-
sia, Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan—states with 
the still-deployed Soviet nuclear weapons—signed 
an Agreement on Joint Measures Regarding Nuclear 
Weapons. Article 2 of the Agreement stated that its 
member-states “reconfirm the obligation on the non-
first-use of nuclear weapons.”31 Supreme Soviets of 
Russia, Belarus, and Kyrgyzstan (that actually never 
signed the Agreement) ratified it on December 25, 
1991, June 10, 1993, and March 6, 1992, respectively. 
According to the Vienna Convention on the Law of 
International Treaties, Russia was supposed to abide 
by this Agreement, unless it reconsidered the decision 
on its ratification.

However, the Yeltsin government soon started 
drifting away from the non-first-use obligation. Yelt-
sin’s decree No. 1833 on “Main Clauses of the RF 
Military Doctrine” of November 2, 1993, was never 
published officially. However, according to publicly 
available sources familiar with the document,32 it failed 
to make any reference to the non-first-use obligation.33 

In February 1997, then-Secretary of the RF Security 
Council Ivan Rybkin declared in an interview to the 
government Rossiiskaya Gazeta that the Soviet obliga-
tion not to use nuclear weapons first was a mistake 
and that Russia was prepared “in case of a direct chal-
lenge” to use these weapons.34 At the time, the Presi-
dent’s Office tried to distance itself from Rybkin’s 
“personal opinion.” However, a short while later, this 
personal opinion became part and parcel of the official 
Russian military doctrine.

Despite this and other policy vacillations and in-
consistencies, throughout his rule, Boris Yeltsin tried 
to appear accommodating and “progressive” on mil-
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itary-political relations with West and eager to com-
promise on arms control. However, internal political 
bickering between Yeltsin and the leaders of the State 
Duma prevented the government from assuring rati-
fication of the key arms control agreement negotiated 
with the United States—the Strategic Arms Reduction 
Treaty II (START II).35 By the time of his voluntary res-
ignation on December 31, 1999, Russian foreign and 
internal policies appeared to be heading into an im-
passe. In effect, the RF was standing on the brink of 
chaos and imminent national disintegration. 

THE VLADIMIR PUTIN PRESIDENCY

In sharp contrast, Yeltsin’s hand-picked successor, 
originally a little-known apparatchik, Vladimir V. Pu-
tin36 could become not only a widely popular Russian 
leader, but actually a symbol of Russian economic and 
political revival.37 Putin worked consistently to create 
a new nation-wide ruling elite based strongly on per-
sonal devotions and vassal-type dependencies. The 
construction of a rigid “vertical of power”38 and the 
use of blunt force in subduing regional secessionism, 
while criticized as “overly authoritarian,”39 strength-
ened the central authority and eliminated much of the 
centrifugal tendencies in Russian regions. Confining 
Islamic radicalism and terrorist activities predomi-
nantly to southern Russia created a sense of relative 
security in populous hinterland regions. 

Under Mr. Putin, a considerable effort was devot-
ed to filling in the “ideological void” created by the 
disappearance of communist ideology and the Soviet 
propaganda apparatus.40 In the search for the new “na-
tional idea,”41 wide use was made of traditional tools 
of social mobilization in Russia—nationalism, religion 
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and patriotism.42 While there is no single distinct, let 
alone dominant ideology in Russia so far, it is not ex-
actly true that “Russian strategic policymakers have 
no ideology.”43 The Russian ruling elite is driven by 
strong “Great Russian” instincts and mentality. An-
other important component of the emerging system of 
prevailing values and concepts in Russia is the rejec-
tion of the geopolitical model that has at its center the 
conglomerate of advanced Western powers headed 
by the United States. In the current Russian political 
vernacular this aspect of the emerging official ideol-
ogy and strategy is usually identified as opposition to 
“unipolarity” and American global dictate.

Putin’s grand strategy called for mobilizing all 
available internal resources to restore Russia’s politi-
cal, economic and military grandeur. Nuclear weap-
ons and arms control diplomacy were called upon to 
play crucial roles in the program of national revival. 
By late 2002, Putin reversed all plans promoted by 
the government of his predecessor to reorganize and 
downsize the Strategic Missile Troops (SMT). Expand-
ing U.S. BMD programs were the strongest argument 
in favor of preserving the status of the SMT and ex-
tending the service lives of aging heavy ICBMs, ex-
pressly to counter the alleged U.S. BMD threat to the 
Russian deterrence potential. Any doubts the Russian 
military-political leadership could have had previ-
ously about the value and importance of the Russian 
offensive missile-nuclear capability vanished com-
pletely. 

Ultimately, Vladimir Putin argued that stopping 
the decay of Russian military power was among the 
main achievements of his 8-year presidency. In 2006, 
Vladimir Putin reported to the Russian legislature:
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The situation in the armed forces today has changed 
dramatically. We have created a modern structure 
for the armed forces and the different units are now 
receiving modern, new arms and equipment, arms 
and equipment that will form the basis of our defense 
through to 2020. . . . Naval shipbuilding has got un-
derway again and we are now building new vessels 
of practically all types. The Russian Navy will soon 
commission two new nuclear submarines carrying 
strategic weapons. They will be equipped with the 
new “Bulava” missile system, which together with 
the “Topol-M” system will form the backbone of our 
strategic deterrent force. I emphasize that these are the 
first nuclear submarines to be completed in modern 
Russia. We had not built a single vessel of this type 
since 1990.44 

In effect, it was under Vladimir Putin that the Rus-
sian missile-nuclear potential became the symbol of 
Russia’s survival as a nation-state and the absolute 
guarantee of its security. In the Russian President’s 
words, “When looking at today’s international situa-
tion and the prospects for its development, Russia is 
compelled to realize that nuclear deterrence is a key 
element in guaranteeing the country’s security.”45 

During his presidency, he consistently alluded 
to the Russian nuclear potential as the foundation of 
Russia’s special role in geopolitics. Above all, in the 
eyes of the Russian leadership, a robust nuclear poten-
tial created preconditions for “strategic parity” with 
the United States. The Russian logic was simple:

Russia and the United States are the biggest nuclear 
powers. Our economy might be smaller, but Russia’s 
nuclear potential is still comparable to that of the Unit-
ed States… Also important is that we have the years of 
experience, the technology and the production poten-
tial, the technological chains and the specialists. Rus-
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sia is a great nuclear power. No one disputes or doubts 
this. And the United States and Russia definitely have 
a shared interest in ensuring security on this planet.46

The Putin government offered full support to the 
Strategic Nuclear Forces and parts of the military-in-
dustrial complex (MIC) responsible for the develop-
ment, maintenance and modernization of the coun-
try’s missile-nuclear shield. In a typical statement 
dated June 9, 2006, at an important meeting with heads 
of enterprises belonging to MIC, the second Russian 
President declared:

Our country’s nuclear potential is of vital importance 
for our national security interests. The reliability of our 
‘nuclear shield’ and the state of our nuclear weapons 
complex are a crucial component of Russia’s world 
power status. I do stress that our work to develop our 
nuclear arsenal must go hand in hand with the most 
stringent demands on reliability and security of op-
eration and, of course, with strict compliance with all 
non-proliferation regimes. In this respect Russia’s po-
sition is firm and unchanging.47 

The idea of using nuclear weapons in limited war 
was also gaining momentum under Vladimir Putin’s 
presidency. Senior Russian generals started talking 
about using them in exercises and in limited war al-
ready in the late-1990s.48 The new version of the RF 
Military Doctrine of April 21, 2000, developed under 
Boris Yeltsin but signed by Vladimir Putin in his ca-
pacity of Interim President, elaborated the provisions 
pertaining to the limited use of nuclear weapons that 
were set out four months earlier in the “National Se-
curity Concept” and in this regard marked a qualita-
tively new stage in the development of Russian nucle-
ar doctrine.49 In particular, it stated: 
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The Russian Federation reserves the right to use 
nuclear weapons in response to the use of nuclear or 
other types of weapons of mass destruction against it 
and (or) its allies, as well as in response to a large-scale 
aggression involving the use of conventional weapons 
in situations critical to the national security of the Rus-
sian Federation. The Russian Federation will not use 
nuclear weapons against states-members of the Treaty 
on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons that do 
not possess nuclear weapons, except in case of an ag-
gression against the Russian Federation, the Armed 
Forces of the Russian Federation or other troops, its 
allies or against a state with which it has agreements in 
the area of security, committed or supported by such 
a state that does not possess nuclear weapons, jointly 
or in the presence of allied obligations with a state-
possessor of nuclear weapons.50

Besides the “RF Military Doctrine,” the Putin gov-
ernment approved other doctrinal and strategy docu-
ments that reserved a special place for the strategic 
weapons in assuring Russian security, including the 
Federal Law “On Defense,”51 the “National Security 
Doctrine,”52 the “Foreign Policy Doctrine,”53 as well as 
policy statements by high government officials, e.g., 
annual “Presidential Addresses to the Federal Assem-
bly,” etc. While these documents did not identify the 
“potential adversaries” of Russia by name, it was ob-
vious that the United States and NATO powers were 
at the top of the list of the “threat factors” for Russia.54

Bellicose statements on Russian readiness to use 
nuclear weapons continued throughout Vladimir Pu-
tin’s presidency. In February 2007 then-Defense Min-
ister Sergei Ivanov told the Duma that, “As regards 
the use of nuclear weapons in case of aggression, of 
course [we will use them in this case]. What else were 
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they built for?”55 He did not mention any of the caveats 
associated with official Russian nuclear use doctrine. 

A few days later Colonel-General Nikolay So-
lovtsov, Commander of the Strategic Missile Troops, 
made nuclear threats against Poland and the Czech 
Republic if they were to allow U.S. missile deploy-
ment.56 Despite U.S. protests against such inflamma-
tory tactics, then-Commander of the RF General Staff 
Army General Yurii Baluyevskii in April 2007 once 
again threatened to target U.S. missile defense facili-
ties in Europe: “If we see that these facilities pose a 
threat to Russia, these targets will be included in the 
lists of our planners—strategic, nuclear, or others. The 
latter is a technicality.”57

The Putin government’s decision to put nuclear 
weapons and arms control in the center of its military 
and foreign policy agenda was apparently taken with 
several important goals in mind. Firstly, by associat-
ing arms control failures with the weakness of Rus-
sia’s global power and statue, Moscow was creating 
justifications for intensified efforts at internal milita-
rization in general and modernization of the Russian 
strategic forces in particular.

Secondly, by playing the arms control “card,” 
Vladimir Putin was subtly distancing himself from 
the preceding Boris Yeltsin administration, which was 
associated in the Russian mind with many troubles of 
their country in the 1990s. Thirdly, emphasis on nucle-
ar-related issues was Vladimir Putin’s way of signal-
ing to the United States and other nuclear powers that 
Moscow would not sit idle while others augment their 
own capabilities.58 In a way, the Russians were offer-
ing a choice between a new race in advanced weapon 
systems and return to binding restraints and limita-
tions in developing and introducing these systems.59 
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In the latter case, they expected opponents, the United 
States in particular, to recognize that Russia deserves 
a “special place” in geopolitics by virtue of its military 
and economic potential, size, history, and culture.60 

In an obvious demonstration of his readiness to 
deflate tensions and fulfill Russia’s arms control obli-
gations, shortly after his formal election to the presi-
dential post, Vladimir Putin moved to expedite ratifi-
cation of the START II Treaty. On April 14, 2000, Putin 
could master the majority of votes in the State Duma 
in support of the Treaty. In assuring the ratification 
that eluded his predecessor for many years, the new 
Russian President was motivated as much by the de-
sire to bring the Russian legislature under his control 
as by the need to avoid the image of a “weakling” in 
the eyes of Washington. 

However, Vladimir Putin and people around him 
were evidently well aware of the serious misgivings 
of the Russian military about START II. Almost from 
the moment it was signed by Presidents Bill Clinton 
and Boris Yeltsin on January 3, 1993, many in the Rus-
sian political elite and the expert community argued 
against its ratification because allegedly it worked 
against Russian interests and represented a “huge 
concession” to the United States.

Moscow was also well aware that parallel to ef-
forts at making START II effective, the United States 
was considering changes to or abrogation of the ABM 
Treaty in order to implement its BMD programs. 
Clearly, it was with Putin’s acquiescence that the State 
Duma added a provision to its START II ratification 
document stating that Russia would not be tied by this 
or other arms control agreements if the ABM Treaty 
was violated by the United States According to Rus-
sian experts, “Thus, the link that Gorbachev failed to 
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insist upon in 1991 was re-established nine years later 
by Russia” under Vladimir Putin.61 

The START II Treaty had never entered into force. 
Besides linking the fate of the Treaty to U.S. adher-
ence to the ABMT, the Russian legislative decision on 
ratification made its implementation contingent on 
the U.S. Senate ratifying a September 1997 addendum 
to the treaty that included “Agreed Statements on 
ABM-TMD Demarcation.”62 Neither of these occurred 
because of U.S. Senate opposition, where a faction 
objected to any action supportive of the ABMT. On 
June 14, 2002, one day after the United States formally 
withdrew from the ABMT, Russia announced its with-
drawal from START II. 

However, Russian “firmness” was of dubious po-
litical and practical value. In effect, failure to prevent 
the demise of the ABMT was apparently a good les-
son for the Putin government. It demonstrated that 
no amount of rhetoric and verbal threats can affect 
actions of a stronger and determined opponent. The 
Russians realized that dragging their feet with START 
II ratification, refusal to accept earlier compromise 
proposals on BMD modification to accommodate par-
ticular U.S. interests in developing limited ABM capa-
bilities, and, generally speaking, lack of flexibility and 
failure to use windows of opportunity in fluid diplo-
matic exchanges had resulted in the ultimate loss for 
the weaker side. 

To the credit of the Putin government and Vladimir 
Putin personally, they refused the temptation to react 
hysterically and stir up still another massive accusa-
tory campaign against the United States in response 
to the actual U.S. moves to withdraw from the ABMT 
(the U.S. announcement on the withdrawal was issued 
on December 13, 2001, and the Treaty ceased to exist 
on June 13, 2002.)63 
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As seen by a Russian expert: 

In mid-2001 Putin suddenly softened the linkage [be-
tween strategic offensive and defensive weapons] . . . 
eventually permitting George W. Bush to scrap the 
ABM Treaty without worrying about an adequate 
Russian response. By doing so, Putin also undermined 
the arguments of the opposition in the United States to 
Bush’s decision that claimed that scrapping the Treaty 
would lead to a new armaments race.64

Similar realpolitik calculations apparently played a 
mitigating role in defining Russia’s reaction to the ini-
tial NATO enlargement.65 Obviously, Vladimir Putin 
was personally responsible for preventing outbursts 
of indignation and promises of counteractions that 
could not be supported by actual demonstrations of 
Russian power and could do more harm than good to 
the Russian reputation in Europe and beyond. 

Moscow saw a relative “compensation” for ceding 
ground on the ABMT and taking an accommodating 
stand on global issues in the U.S. agreement to nego-
tiate and conclude the “Strategic Offensive Reduc-
tions Treaty” (SORT), also referred to as the “Moscow 
Treaty. 66 The Kremlin presented the signing of the 
Treaty on May 24, 2002 as its “big success” despite 
the Treaty’s alleged deficiencies, such as lack of ex-
plicit elaborate verification and other implementing 
arrangements, on the analogy with START, and the 
possibility of “uploading” warheads removed from 
their carriers for storage and not elimination at some 
point in the future.67 

As the Soviets before them, the Russians saw arms 
control negotiations and agreements creating a quint-
essential paradigm for “equalizing” Russian and U.S. 
roles in such key areas of international diplomacy 
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as WMD nonproliferation, global and regional secu-
rity systems, etc.68 Director of the Russian Institute for 
Strategic Studies Yevgenii Kozhokhin described Rus-
sian “self-interest” in arms control in connection with 
the signing of SORT and other bilateral agreements in 
Moscow in May 2002: 

Russia does not conceal its vested interest in the agree-
ments that have been signed. It looks like Moscow is 
primarily motivated by the desire to enshrine in the 
agreement equality in the relations with the U.S. and, 
if possible, to maintain at least a seeming parity in 
strategic arms. A factor of no less importance is Rus-
sia’s hope that it will be able to put an emphasis on 
the principle of interdependence between strategic 
offensive and defensive weapons. These must be the 
reasons why Moscow insisted on a legally binding 
character of the future agreement. From Russia’s point 
of view, no other document could help it achieve these 
goals.69

SORT was particularly welcome for Moscow, es-
pecially since it came at a time when the structure of 
traditional arms control was shattered by the disap-
pearance of the ABMT of 1972, which was long con-
sidered by the Russians to represent the cornerstone 
of the entire bilateral strategic arms control.70 

By consenting to a significantly less structured 
arms control and the abandonment of the direct quali-
tative and quantitative parity in offensive and defen-
sive capabilities, the Kremlin appeared to have not 
only accepted the unavoidable, but also untied its own 
hands in pursuing modernization of nuclear forces in 
line with internal economic and political exigencies. 

The Russians took advantage of the relatively im-
proved strategic relations with the United States to 
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facilitate the elimination of weapon systems that were 
either too old, or too costly to maintain for purposes 
of “sufficient” deterrence while concentrating on the 
development and production of modern and more ef-
fective systems. They also sought to promote bilateral 
and multilateral cooperation with the West in areas 
where Moscow lacked resources and/or advanced 
technologies, e.g. Ballistic Missile Defense (BMD). 

A key Russian diplomatic initiative, intended as 
an alternative to the U.S. global BMD system, was the 
offer to create a “European ABM system.” The Euro-
ABM was supposed to be built with the help of Rus-
sian tactical ABM technologies that could allegedly 
protect the European continent, including the Euro-
pean part of the RF, against non-strategic ballistic mis-
siles71 Moreover, the Russian government proposed to 
participate in developing “strategic” ABM systems 
in cooperation with the United States on the basis of 
“equality of rights” and under an “appropriate legal 
framework.”72

THE MEDVEDEV-PUTIN DUUMVIRATE

The elevation of Dmitrii Medvedev to the pinnacle 
of the Russian political hierarchy did not and appar-
ently could not make any major changes to the Rus-
sian nuclear strategy, especially the reliance on nucle-
ar weapons. Medvedev was hand-picked by Vladimir 
Putin as his successor. Both share power in a duumvi-
rate arrangement. Disagreements between the two are 
limited to secondary matters.

As a symbolic gesture addressed to the Russian 
people and the rest of the world, on May 15, 2008, 
hardly a week after his formal inauguration as the RF 
President (May 7, 2008), Dmitrii Medvedev visited the 
field positions of the 54th missile division of the Stra-
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tegic Missile Troops at the Teikovo Missile Complex 
(Ivanovo Region). On the occasion, the presidential 
press service announced proudly:

The 54th missile division is the first formation in 
charge of the new, refitted mobile land-based missile 
system Topol-M. In 2006 the first missile battalion 
armed with such weapons came into active service. 
In December of last year a second Topol-M missile 
battalion with three launchers was put into service at 
the Teikovo Missile Complex. The Topol-M missile 
complex represents the latest achievements of science 
and technology. The take-off weight of the missiles is 
47 tons, their military payload is 1200 kilograms, and 
their flight range 10,000 kilometers.73 

Medvedev’s first year in power was marked by 
the worst crisis in Russia’s relations with Georgia. 
The August 2008, war between the two former Soviet 
republics was ostensibly handled primarily by Med-
vedev as the new Russian Commander-in-Chief even 
though it is evident that Mr. Putin participated fully in 
war planning and eventual resolution of the conflict.74 

While criticizing the United States for “unilateral-
ism” and foreign “adventurism” the Russian leaders 
sought cooperation with the United States on many 
evolving negative global phenomena—from fluctu-
ating market conditions to the rise of radicalism, in-
ternational terrorism, proliferation of WMD, etc. In 
effect, despite its displeasure with the Republican Ad-
ministration, the Medvedev government demonstrat-
ed eagerness to involve Russia in global cooperative 
ventures led by the United States, e.g., the Group of 8 
(G-8) and the Group of Twenty (G-20). 

With the coming to power in the United States of 
the Democratic Administration, both Medvedev and 
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Putin saw added opportunities for promoting Russian 
strategic interests and, in particular, the Russian arms 
control agenda. Moscow took advantage of Washing-
ton’s intention (many think idealistic and eventually 
detrimental to better U.S. interests)75 to significantly 
reduce and eventually eliminate all nuclear weapons, 
in order to expedite negotiations on the new bilateral 
strategic arms reduction treaty (START III).

The Kremlin praised the signing of the treaty on 
April 8, 2010 to replace both SORT and START I (that 
had actually expired in December 2009) as a symbol 
of “continued strategic parity.”76 Pro-government 
experts hailed the new treaty as extremely benefi-
cial for the RF. As stated by the Director of the U.S. 
and Canada Institute of the RF Academy of Sciences, 
Sergei Rogov:

We will not have to reduce anything prematurely. 
In effect, the ceilings established by the new START 
Treaty do not force us to reduce currently available 
strategic offensive forces, in contrast to previous trea-
ties that banned or limited our heavy missiles as well 
as our mobile MIRVed ICBMs. These limitations have 
disappeared, and the Treaty allows us to conduct the 
modernization of our strategic forces since the old 
Soviet weapons have long exhausted their life-terms. 
From now on, each side defines the composition and 
structure of its strategic forces independently. Russia 
now has the capability—previously denied to us—to 
deploy new MIRVed ICBMs as well as new sea-based 
systems. In effect, only budgetary allocations and 
the potential of our industry will define how many 
Topol-M and RS-24 missiles—that would apparently, 
together with the Bulava, form the foundation of Rus-
sia’s strategic offensive weapons—we would be able 
to build. It may not be excluded that before the Treaty 
expires and unless Russia and the U.S. conclude new 
agreements on further reductions, as championed by 
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Obama, there will appear a new type of Russian heavy 
ICBMs. Only the United States will have to conduct 
reductions, albeit not very dramatic ones.77 

However a less enthusiastic perspective was of-
fered by analysts without links to the Russian offi-
cialdom. For example, Major General (Ret.) Vladimir 
Dvorkin warned that numerical reductions of nuclear 
weapons between the two leading nuclear powers do 
not solve numerous global security problems—from 
nuclear terrorism to regional nuclear conflagrations. 
In the case of Russia, diminished nuclear deterrence 
potential raises uneasy questions about the weakness 
of Russian conventional forces, vulnerability to attack 
with precision weapons; medium- and shorter-range 
missiles no longer possessed by Russia and the United 
States; and the need to take into account the nuclear 
arsenals of U.S. allies, China and other existing and 
emerging possessors of nuclear weapons.78 

Some government critics came to regard the new 
START as a “conspiracy” to eventually deprive Russia 
of its nuclear deterrence entirely. The signing of the 
treaty gave rise to numerous publications in Russia on 
the “fallacy” of unilateral nuclear disarmament.79 

Parallel to the arms control activity, Medvedev, 
who prides himself on legal expertise and adherence 
to “international legality,” engaged in preparation 
of numerous internal Russian doctrinal documents, 
including an update of the RF Military Doctrine and 
Foreign Policy Concept. In effect, the work on the re-
vision of the 2000 RF Military Doctrine started long 
before Medvedev’s coming to power. For years, Mos-
cow periodically and apparently purposefully circu-
lated rumors on the imminence of the document and 
its forthcoming major novelty, particularly related to 
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the expanded uses of nuclear weapons. As early as 
October 2003 the military top brass, President Vladi-
mir Putin, administration officials, ministers, security 
chiefs, Duma deputies, and journalists gathered in the 
Defense Ministry to hear Defense Minister Sergei Iva-
nov present a document titled the “Public Part of the 
Military Doctrine.”80

News on the preparation of a new version of the 
Russian Military Doctrine that was supposed to “con-
cretize” Russian threat perceptions and strategy began 
to circulate with particular intensity around mid-2006, 
at a time when U.S.-Russia relations were at their low-
est ebb in years.81 According to media reports, the new 
document was intended not only to directly identify 
the United States and NATO as Russia’s key “poten-
tial adversaries,” but also equate threats from Western 
sources to the threat of terrorism.82

On January 20, 2007, at the “Military-and-Scientific 
Conference” of the Academy of Military Sciences, the 
leadership of the RF Armed Forces formally reviewed 
the structure and the content of the new version of 
the Doctrine. According to the report of the confer-
ence proceedings by the Academy’s President, Army 
General Makhmud Gareev, nuclear issues occupied 
a special place in the discussions.83 The Doctrine was 
reported to stress the reemergence of the “existential 
nuclear threat” to the RF. As emphasized by General 
Gareev, “nuclear weapons of all states that possess 
them are ultimately aimed at Russia.” In particular, 
as seen by the Russian military, “NATO is engaged in 
creation of powerful groupings of armed forces that 
are dramatically changing the military balance” in Eu-
rope and globally.84 Not surprisingly, in light of such 
dire assessments, the proposed new military doctrinal 
document was expected to call for “augmenting the 
[Russian] nuclear potential” in the future.85
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Justifications for modernization of the Russian 
strategic triad were sought and found in American 
declarations of intentions, statements, and announced 
programs, such as the decision to resume the pro-
duction of plutonium parts for nuclear bombs86 and 
develop new types of efficient low-yield warheads.87 
Alarmist Russian media reports accompanied the ap-
pearance of practically any official U.S. policy state-
ment dealing with the issue of nuclear weapons.88

For many years leading to the emergence of a new 
version of the RF Military Doctrine, Moscow tried to 
fight off politically and diplomatically the expanding 
U.S. BMD program and, in particular, U.S. plans to de-
ploy a third BMD site to deal with the growing threat 
of Iranian missiles in Poland and the Czech Repub-
lic. The Medvedev government picked up the task of 
opposing the third-site idea with enthusiasm. In his 
first Annual Address to the Federal Assembly in No-
vember 2008, he threatened to move Iskander missiles 
capable of carrying nuclear warheads into the Kalinin-
grad area and provide other responses if and when the 
United States deploys third site elements into Eastern 
Europe.89 Other asymmetrical countermeasures were 
also mentioned with a clear intention to forewarn 
the United States and threaten U.S. European allies. 
For example, former RF Air Force Commander Petr 
Deikin suggested adding nuclear X-55 cruise mis-
siles and the most recent non-nuclear version, X-555 
(both may be carried on Tu-95M and Tu-160 strategic 
bombers), to augment the political impact of Iskander 
deployments.90 

Expediting work on a “tougher” version of the RF 
Military Doctrine that would emphasize wider po-
tential use of nuclear weapons became an additional 
measure in the Russian arsenal of “asymmetric mea-
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sures” to counter the U.S. BMD and other perceived 
American technological advances. In early August 
2008, Russian media sources commented briefly on a 
document allegedly prepared by the RF Defense Min-
istry titled “Draft Concept of the Development of RF 
Armed Forces Until 2030.” The official status of the 
document was unclear. In all probability, it represent-
ed a trial balloon by the Russian military establish-
ment intended to check expert and public reactions in 
Russia and abroad to potential changes to the existing 
RF Military Doctrine.91 

In December 2008, Russian media sources carried 
a brief official statement attributed to Army-General 
Yuri Baluyevsky, then-deputy secretary of the Rus-
sian Security Council (formerly head of the Russian 
General Staff), announcing that the “Security Council, 
together with the Defense Ministry, other interested 
bodies of state power, and both chambers of the parlia-
ment commenced the preparation of the new military 
doctrine of Russia.”92 Baluyevsky was quoted saying: 

I was charged to head the working groups of the RF 
Security Council to prepare the draft of a new word-
ing of the country’s military doctrine that would re-
spond to contemporary challenges and threats, and 
the existing changes in the geopolitical and military-
political situation in the world, including the growing 
role of military power in politics… The new version 
of the military doctrine should become the response 
to the most topical problems of assuring Russian mili-
tary security, including the legal foundations for the 
legitimate use (“pravoprimemenie”) of nuclear weapons 
as an instrument of strategic deterrence.93 

Along with Medvedev’s threats of forward missile 
deployments, reviving the idea of a “tougher” revi-
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sion of the Military Doctrine was obviously intended 
to coincide with the U.S. election campaign. This was 
Moscow’s way of sending a message to the future U.S. 
Administration on prospects of bilateral strategic rela-
tions. 

Russian observers also linked the flurry of state-
ments on the imminent appearance of the new RF 
Military Doctrine to the new effort by Defense Minis-
ter Anatolii Serdyukov at reforming RF Armed Forces 
undertaken under Dmitrii Medvedev. From the very 
beginning, the reform met with considerable skepti-
cism and criticism by various military and civilian au-
thorities.94 It clearly affected the interests of powerful 
groups in the military-political establishment besides 
thousands in the Officer and General Corps. 

Announcing the resumption of work on the RF 
Military Doctrine, and especially the appointment of 
Yuri Baluyevsky to chair the Editorial Commission to 
define the Doctrine’s basic parameters and substance, 
may have represented a concession to the conserva-
tives who began to regard the Serdyukov reform as 
an attempt to undermine Russia’s ability to engage 
actively in geopolitics and, especially, to use military 
might in the promotion of Russian interests abroad.95 

Long before his forced transfer to the RF Security 
Council from the post of General Staff Commander, 
Baluyevsky campaigned for turning the original 2000 
RF Military Doctrine into an aggressive tool justifying 
the use of nuclear weapons not only for retaliation pur-
poses but as a practical tool for defeating aggression 
against Russia with the use of superior conventional 
forces, and even for preemption and suppression of 
activities inimical to Russia’s interests outside its bor-
ders, for example those by terrorists and radicals.96 
Baluyevsky also consistently spoke in favor of offer-
ing an “adequate asymmetrical response to American 
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and NATO provocations.” In particular, he argued in 
support of targeting the proposed elements of the U.S. 
third BMD site in Eastern Europe by Russian tactical 
and strategic means including nuclear.97 

In 2009, the current Secretary of the Security Coun-
cil and former Director of the Federal Security Service, 
Nikolai Patrushev, sent up still another apparent trial 
balloon dealing with expanded uses of nuclear weap-
ons for preemption and prevention in the RF Military 
Doctrine revision. While asserting that Moscow’s 
main goal was to preserve its nuclear power status, 
he claimed the Doctrine will change conditions for 
the deployment of nuclear weapons to allow their use 
“not only in global but also regional and even local 
conflicts.” According to Patrushev,

The conditions for the use of nuclear weapons to re-
pel aggression with the use of conventional weaponry 
in large-scale, but also in regional and even in a local 
war have been corrected. Moreover, in situations criti-
cal for national security, the inflicting of a preventive 
nuclear strike upon an aggressor is not excluded.98 

The new RF Military Doctrine was finally approved 
by President Dmitrii Medvedev by virtue of his De-
cree No. 146 of February 5, 2010. At the same time, 
Medvedev signed “The Foundations of State Policy 
in the Area of Nuclear Deterrence until 2020,” which 
was not made public. Opinions differed on the sig-
nificance of this version of the Doctrine, particularly 
on the meaning of clauses related to nuclear weapons 
use. In the opinion of some Russian experts, “it made 
one more step away from Russia’s obligation not to 
be first in the use of nuclear weapons.”99 A Western 
observer notes in this connection:
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There are reasons to assert that the Doctrine sanctions 
the use by Russia of nuclear weapons in preventive 
(preemptive) strikes. In its time, this clause stirred a 
lot of hullabaloo and criticism in the West. Currently, 
this clause has been removed from the text of the Doc-
trine. However, was it removed as such? I do not think 
so. It is probable that the “Foundations of State Policy 
in the Area of Nuclear Deterrence to 2020” comprise 
stipulations on preventive (preemptive) strikes.”100

Other experts maintained that “the new Military 
Doctrine appears to reduce, at least somewhat, the role 
of nuclear weapons in Russia’s national security pol-
icy.”101 In effect, the 2010 RF Military Doctrine states: 

The Russian Federation reserves the right to use nu-
clear weapons in response to the use against it and 
(or) its allies of nuclear and other types of weapons 
of mass destruction, as well as in the case of an ag-
gression against the Russian Federation with the use 
of conventional weapons when the very existence of 
the state is placed under threat. 

Doctrine-writing under Medvedev was marked 
by major contradictions. A characteristic example is 
the RF “Foreign Policy Concept” adopted by Dmitrii 
Medvedev on June 12, 2008. The Concept was pro-
moted by the Kremlin as a demonstration of Russia’s 
resolve “to position itself on the international arena 
as a civilized, rule-of-law state.” It professed Russia’s 
trust in “international law as the most stable founda-
tion in relations among states,” and the reliance on the 
UN to ensure international peace.102 

Events of the Russian-Georgian war that took place 
shortly after the publication of the Concept apparent-
ly forced Medvedev and the Russian political elite to 



133

reconsider its key postulates. Already on September 6, 
2008, at the meeting of the RF State Council, the Rus-
sian President announced “the discussion of Russia’s 
new foreign policy strategy,” i.e., the renewed work 
on revising the Concept, to proceed together with ac-
tivities aimed at “national security consolidation.”103

On May 12, 2009, in his decree No. 537, Dmitrii 
Medvedev approved still another Russian doctrinal 
document—“The Strategy of National Security of the 
Russian Federation to 2020” (NSS). In a sense, it re-
placed the ill-fated Foreign Policy Concept signed into 
law less than a year before.104 The document reiterated 
that the United States and NATO present threats to 
Russian military security: 

Threats to (Russian) military security include: poli-
cies of a number of leading foreign countries aimed 
at attainment of overwhelming dominance in the mili-
tary sphere, primarily in strategic nuclear forces, by 
means of developing precision, information and other 
high-tech means of military warfare; strategic weapon 
systems with non-nuclear warheads; formation, in a 
unilateral fashion, of the global system of anti-missile 
defense and militarization of the outer space, which 
may lead to a new loop in the arms race, as well as 
proliferation of nuclear, chemical and biological tech-
nologies, production of mass destruction weapons or 
their components and means of delivery. The state of 
the military security of the Russian Federation and its 
allies is being further negatively affected by the de-
parture from international agreements in the area of 
the limitation and reduction of weapons, as well as by 
actions aimed at the disruption of the stability of the 
systems of state and military command, missile early 
warning, space control, the functioning of strategic 
nuclear forces, installations of nuclear warhead stor-
age, nuclear energy, nuclear and chemical industries, 
and other potentially hazardous installations.105
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Measures to deal with the above “threats” were, 
however, rather cautious and ambiguous. Besides 
pursuing the reform of the RF Armed Forces to give 
it “a totally new image,” the NSS called for improving 
strategic deterrence and national defense. “Strategic 
deterrence” was defined as implying “the develop-
ment and systemic implementation of a complex of 
interrelated political, diplomatic, military, economic, 
information and other measures aimed at forestalling 
or reducing the threat of destructive actions by the 
aggressor state (coalition of states).”106 It was further 
clarified: 

Strategic deterrence is conducted with the use of 
the economic capabilities of the state, including the 
resource support of the national security forces by 
means of developing the system of military-patriotic 
education of RF citizens, as well as the military infra-
structure and the system of managing the military or-
ganization of the state.”107

As far as “national defense” is concerned, the NSS 
stipulated:

The RF assures national defense on the basis of the 
principles of rational sufficiency and effectiveness, in-
cluding by methods and means of non-military reac-
tion, mechanisms of public diplomacy, peacekeeping 
and international military cooperation. Military secu-
rity is assured by means of developing and improving 
the military organization of the state and the defense 
potential, as well as by earmarking for these purposes 
of sufficient financial, material and other resources.108 

The “Strategy of National Security of the Russian 
Federation to 2020” struck many observers in Russia 
as a fairly eclectic, poorly organized and poorly edited 
document.109
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CONCLUSION: PERCEPTIONS AND REALITIES 
DEFINING RUSSIAN DOCTRINES

Barring unpredictable major changes at the top of 
the Russian ruling elite or dramatic transformations in 
the internal Russian situation and/or Russia’s inter-
national environment, Russian doctrinal thinking will 
continue to be affected by the following circumstanc-
es, considerations, and perceptions that contributed to 
the emergence recent Russian strategic documents. 

Paranoiac Threat Assessments.

Despite repeated calls for strategic partnership 
between Russia and the West, and limited progress 
in select areas, such as arms control, as well as some 
cooperation in areas where Russian and U.S. inter-
ests and policies converge, the ruling political elite 
in Moscow remains deeply suspicious of American 
intentions and policies. The Russians usually see 
American advances, especially in the geopolitical and 
military-technological areas, as intrinsically inimical 
to Russian interests. In a typical alarmist assessment 
by Colonel General Andrei Nikolaev, Chairman of the 
State Duma Defense Committee: 

The gap between good intentions on establishing 
world peace and the real policy on the use of force 
is not diminishing but expanding. Tendency to mili-
tarizing the international life is becoming more and 
more awesome. . . . In recent years some progress 
was achieved in the sphere of reducing and limiting 
weapons. However, that process mostly involved 
qualitative parameters of the “man-killing industry”, 
while quantitative transformations in the area of the 
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creation of new weapon systems and particularly new 
methods of conducting contemporary warfare remain 
without attention and critical analysis. High preci-
sion weapons, arms based on new physical principles, 
new methods of using space for the conduct of war… 
have no legal or moral limits. It is difficult to talk 
about international legal limitations for the new race 
in super new weapons when the international law is 
subjected to the revision by states (the U.S., Britain) 
that should be guarantors of international stability… 
Today, the U.S. and NATO have occupied such strate-
gic boundaries in Europe and the Central Asian region 
that they could not even dream about before. Military 
structures, created for purposes of the Cold War are 
not only being preserved but are also expanding… 
Indeed, today, there exists perhaps no clear threat for 
Russia. But what will happen tomorrow when the bal-
ance of forces changes dramatically? In case of need, 
NATO may create any military scenario that suits its 
interests… like in the Balkans.”110 

The prevailing Russian opinion is that the United 
States seeks to establish its dominance in both offen-
sive and defensive strategic weapons. Current U.S. 
championship of total nuclear abolition is also gen-
erally suspect despite Moscow’s eagerness to pay lip 
service to the abstract ideal of the non-nuclear world. 
“Nuclear zero” proposals are often seen as a thinly 
veiled attempt to disarm Russia by neutralizing its 
nuclear potential. A widely held view among Russian 
experts is that their country would not be able to com-
pete with the United States and other Western powers 
and probably even China in advanced non-nuclear 
systems, and may eventually become victim of pres-
sures and blackmail if left without nuclear weapons:

Today, nuclear weapons are a factor of deterrence. 
However, take a closer look: the Americans are al-
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ready developing the theory of strategic non-nuclear 
deterrence… Actual use of nuclear weapons… puts an 
end to any deterrence because it results in irreversible 
processes. In contrast, strategic high-precision non-
nuclear weapons may be used both for deterrence and 
punishment. This is why in America. . . . they are now 
seriously looking at strategic non-nuclear deterrence 
that offers significantly more flexible capabilities for 
use and punishment of any aggressor specifically for 
purposes of deterrence.111 

Importantly, since the collapse of the bipolar 
world, Russian policymakers no longer base their mil-
itary and foreign policy decisions only on the analy-
sis of the state of relations with the United States and 
NATO. Currently, Russian leaders recognize the ex-
istence and growth of multiple sources of threats and 
challenges to their country in proximity to Russian 
borders and across the world. It is highly doubtful 
that, even if bilateral U.S.-Russian relations miracu-
lously evolved into a strategic partnership in the near 
future, Moscow would be prepared to give up nuclear 
weapons as an ultimate guarantee of Russian security. 

In view of the persistently negative Russian threat 
assessments, it is highly questionable that the Rus-
sian military-political leadership would make drastic 
changes to their country’s doctrines and strategies in 
the foreseeable future, let alone relinquish instruments 
of power painstakingly restored in recent years, par-
ticularly the Strategic Nuclear Forces. A more prob-
able development would be the inclusion into Russian 
doctrinal documents of certain abstract statements on 
benign Russian intentions that would be attractive to 
the general public but totally unbinding for policy-
makers. In effect, this is exactly the way Soviet policies 
were presented to the outside world as compendiums 
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of grand declarations that often had no link to real in-
tentions and actions of the political elite.

Reliance on MAD.

Russian politicians and experts remain nostalgic 
of the strategic balance paradigm based on MAD and 
would like to go back to similar arrangements in cur-
rent U.S.-RF strategic relations. Many of them would 
actually like the bilateral strategic balance to remain 
the foundation of global stability. As explained Major 
General (Ret.) Vladimir Belous:

During the Cold War there emerged an approximate 
balance between both sides in strategic offensive 
weapons that contributed naturally to strategic sta-
bility and the concept of nuclear deterrence based 
on the central model of mutual assured destruction 
(MAD) that has never lost its topicality… The process 
of globalization and ‘restructuring’ of the world order 
creates strong premonitions since neither a unipolar, 
nor a multi-polar system would be able to assure the 
desired global stability. The unipolar model cannot do 
that because of the extreme egocentrism of the single 
state at its center, and the multi-polar one because of 
the interaction of the mostly antagonistic conglomer-
ate of vectors of geopolitical and geo-strategic interests 
of many countries. Under these conditions, the role of 
the nuclear policies, especially of the U.S. and Russia 
that inherited huge arsenals of nuclear weapons and 
traditional views on their military uses from the time 
of the Cold War, is clearly growing.112

Under both Presidents Putin and Medvedev, the 
concept of MAD continued to form the de-facto ba-
sis of Russian views on bilateral relations with the 
United States in the nuclear sphere despite the formal 
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termination of the Cold War and the disappearance 
of the main document that used to codify MAD-type 
relationship—the ABMT. In the view of many Russian 
experts:

Despite the changes in the world, in U.S.-Russian rela-
tions and the policies of both countries, in their doc-
trines and operational plans for the use of strategic 
nuclear forces, both Russia and the U.S.A. continue 
to proceed from the concept of mutual nuclear deter-
rence113. 

Russia will most probably continue sticking to its 
opposition to BMD and the need to restore formal 
linkages between strategic offensive and defensive 
systems in line with the “classical” model of MAD.114 
However, expert demands in favor of developing 
Russia’s own BMD,115 as well as other hi-tech systems, 
such as non-nuclear strategic missiles are growing.116 
It may not be excluded that the military-political lead-
ership will sooner or later recognize the validity of 
these demands. Russia’s interest in cooperation with 
the United States and other technological powers in 
developing such systems may grow in the future and 
lead to changes in adamant Russian views on offen-
sive-defensive linkages.

Search for Strategic Parity.

The Russian psyche was traumatized by the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union. By and large, the new Rus-
sian policymaking elite that progressively acquired 
a distinct nationalistic orientation, refuses to abide 
by the global status-quo that reserves only second-
ary roles for Russia in world affairs. The nuclear area 
is virtually the only area where Russia had retained 
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approximate equality of capabilities with the United 
States. 

It is with this quasi-parity in nuclear potentials in 
mind, and emboldened by the progress in reconstruct-
ing Russia’s economic and military potential as the re-
sult of favorably changing global prices for energy raw 
materials, that in early 2007 the Kremlin stepped up 
efforts to reclaim greater political equality with Wash-
ington in global and regional affairs. In a landmark 
presentation at the “Munich Conference on Security 
Policy” (February 10, 2007), President Vladimir Putin 
declared Russian rejection of American unilateralism 
in international affairs.117

The RF President accused the United States of 
“overstepping its national borders in every way” 
and essentially declared Moscow’s determination to 
oppose Washington’s “unilateral and frequently il-
legitimate actions.”118 Mr. Putin reiterated Russia’s 
intensely negative reactions to NATO’s advancement 
towards its borders, U.S. BMD-related deployments 
in Eastern Europe, and “space militarization” and re-
asserted that his government is prepared to provide 
“asymmetric responses” to these perceived “threats to 
Russian security.”119 Importantly, Dmitrii Medvedev, 
while slightly toning down the anti-American rhetoric 
of his predecessor in his public statements, essentially 
continued the critique of American global policies af-
ter becoming the RF President.120 

Liberal Russian politicians and experts were 
thrilled to hear from the new U.S. Administration 
that it plans “to stop the development of new nuclear 
weapons; work with Russia to take U.S. and Russian 
ballistic missiles off hair trigger alert; and seek dra-
matic reductions in U.S. and Russian stockpiles of 
nuclear weapons and material.”121 In line with these 
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goals and the promise “to extend a hand if others are 
willing to unclench their fist,”122 both sides rushed to 
renew strategic arms control negotiations on a follow-
on agreement to START I123 and broader areas of co-
operation to reduce the number of nuclear weapons 
and prevent further proliferation in accordance with 
joint statements issued by President Obama and Rus-
sian President Dmitrii Medvedev in London on April 
1, 2009.124 

The signing of the new START agreement brought 
many in Moscow to near-euphoria. In Russian eyes, it 
vindicated Russian adherence to MAD and the link-
age between strategic offensive and defensive weap-
ons, and carried a promise of limiting the U.S. global 
BMD effort, especially as far as deployments close 
to Russian borders are concerned. The Kremlin will 
most probably be able to assure the treaty’s ratifica-
tion in the State Duma where it enjoys a comfortable 
majority (both countries need to proceed to the rati-
fication simultaneously). The situation in the United 
States, where many question the basic MAD-oriented 
premise of the treaty, the ultimate value it may have 
for U.S. security, and the direction it gives to U.S. nu-
clear strategy, may be very different.125 In case START 
ratification stalls or the treaty fails to enter into force 
altogether, the Russian Federation may experience 
an upsurge in anti-Americanism. This is bound to be 
reflected at some stage in Russia rewriting its mili-
tary and foreign policy guidelines. Even if the treaty 
is ratified, Russia may change its attitude towards it 
depending on the on-going U.S. BMD programs in Eu-
rope and other regions in accordance with Moscow’s 
clarifying statement on missile defense at the signing 
of START.126 



142

Internal Russian Evolution.

Russia’s military and foreign policies depend on 
internal political, economic, and security stability. At 
this point, the Medvedev-Putin duumvirate appears 
to be in control of the situation in the country. How-
ever, it faces mounting challenges:

•	 Russia failed to evolve into an open democra-
cy-based society. An authoritarian regime may 
hold the country together for a relatively long 
time, especially if it indulges in populism and 
has resources to maintain a reasonably reli-
able repressive apparatus, docile legislature 
and mass media. However, as the Soviet and 
other similar experiences demonstrate, collapse 
of this type of a regime usually comes precipi-
tously and acquires devastating proportions. 
Regime changes that took place in some former 
Soviet republics serve as pertinent examples.

•	 The global and internal Russian economic cri-
ses forced the government to make adjustments 
to ambitious plans of expansion and growth 
in many areas, including defense moderniza-
tion. Resources previously available from such 
sources as exports of oil and gas and were in 
part used to maintain stability, are dwindling. 
The gap between the haves and the have-nots 
in Russia is expanding rapidly, fueling public 
discontent. 

•	 The authorities are largely incapable of eradi-
cating massive corruption and criminality, as 
well as the flight of capital from Russia that 
could otherwise be used for development.127

•	 Frenetic attempts to streamline, restructure and 
improve the performance of the government 
apparatus have been ineffective. 
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•	 Reforms of the army, law-enforcement and ju-
dicial systems that traditionally provide stabil-
ity and security for the regime are failing. 

•	 According to some worst-case predictions, 
Russia may soon be unable to effectively de-
fend itself with conventional forces. Under this 
scenario, the emphasis on nuclear weapons’ 
use will undoubtedly grow.

•	 Serious deterioration or eventual collapse of 
law-and-order in the country may again raise 
the vital question of security and safety of nu-
clear and other sensitive materials and instal-
lations, and potential WMD proliferation from 
Russian sources. 

•	 The seemingly amicable relationship between 
two top Russian leaders may deteriorate or 
break down, especially if the duumvirate comes 
under serious pressures from opponents, rivals, 
and an unhappy and irate public, including the 
military and other people in uniform.

These and many other so far unforeseen devel-
opments may change the Russian scene. Any major 
transformations in Russia are bound to modify that 
country’s policies, stated strategic goals and doctrines. 
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CHAPTER 4

RUSSIA’S SECURITY RELATIONS
WITH THE UNITED STATES:

FUTURES PLANNED AND UNPLANNED

Pavel K. Baev

INTRODUCTION

In the last 5 years, the pattern of security relations 
between Russia and the West has changed twice: first 
towards confrontation resembling a new Cold War, 
and then towards cooperation maturing to a strategic 
partnership. The real amplitude of this swing is sig-
nificantly less than often presented in the media com-
mentary. The deterioration of relations, which reached 
its nadir in the second half of 2008 following the Rus-
sian-Georgian war, was tempered by a mutual desire 
to minimize damage, while cooperation remains ham-
pered by lack of trust. Even so, the shift from a quasi-
Cold War to a partial reset has been remarkably swift; 
it is essential to point out in this context that Russia-
U.S. relations have experienced greater volatility than 
the more stable relations between Russia and the key 
European states. It is also useful to establish that the 
escalation of tensions was primarily of Russia’s mak-
ing, starting with President Vladimir Putin’s memora-
ble Munich speech in February 2007, while the break-
through towards rapprochement was initiated by the 
U.S. administration of President Barack Obama. The 
Prague Treaty on reducing strategic arsenals signed 
in April 2010 is the main achievement in resetting the 
relations on the cooperative track.
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The positive shift in relations coincided with the 
lowest phase of the economic crisis, which originated 
in the U.S. financial market but has hit Russia with 
greater force than any of the 20 largest economies in 
the world. The impact on mainstream political and 
security thinking has also been the most profound in 
Moscow, and not only because of the depth of eco-
nomic contraction but also due to the sudden over-
turning of the prevalent worldview. Indeed, dur-
ing Putin’s second presidential term, the perception 
of fast-strengthening Russia that would reclaim its 
natural position among several great powers in the 
emerging world system, which would no longer be 
shaped by U.S. domination, became a political axiom 
for the Russian elites. The extent of Russia’s economic 
vulnerability and political weakness revealed by the 
crisis is not yet fully understood by the disoriented 
policymakers, so the current thinking comes out as an 
incoherent mix of residual assertive ambitions, more 
sober assessments of power balances, and growing 
concerns about the country’s further trajectory.

This chapter does not try to sort out these puzzles, 
but aims at identifying key inconsistencies in the evolv-
ing security perceptions and plans while also seeking 
to evaluate the gaps between these perceptions and 
real shifts in Russia’s security posture, offering a few 
propositions about possible development of the latter. 
It starts by presenting the general picture of Russia-
U.S. relations as painted and imagined by the present 
leadership in Moscow and then moves to analyzing 
the military-security scenarios and options, narrow-
ing down on specific issues of missiles defense and the 
Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty. The 
last section attempts to outline possible changes in the 
nature of Russia’s relations with the United States, the 
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North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), and the 
European Union (EU).

THE MULTI-POLAR WORLD ACCORDING  
TO PUTIN

The vision of a multipolar world constitutes the 
main mental framework in which Russian-U.S. rela-
tions are conceptualized, even if it represents a mix 
of several ill-compatible ideas rather than a coherent 
concept. The perception of several global power cen-
ters competing for influence is geopolitical in nature, 
and the conviction that their behavior is determined 
by pursuit of national interests could be characterized 
as neo-realist, while there is also a distinctly neo-lib-
eral commitment to upholding international law and 
a preference for strengthening the regulatory author-
ity of international institutions, primarily the United 
Nations (UN). In rhetoric, much attention is given to 
new-age security challenges, from nuclear prolifera-
tion to terrorism to climate change, but in real terms, it 
is the traditional interstate power-play that is seen as 
the main source of security threats and dangers.1

The U.S. hegemony in the world system is believed 
to be temporary and fast declining to be replaced by 
a more natural arrangement with five to seven great 
powers interacting free from fixed alliances but form-
ing flexible coalitions in key regions of the world. It 
is logical in this worldview to expect determined and 
even desperate U.S. efforts aimed at prolonging its 
privileged position as the dominant hyper-power, so 
the emphasis on multilateralism in the new U.S. Na-
tional Security Strategy is seen as a means to this end, 
while unilateralism is the prevalent style of behavior. 
For that matter, the reassurances in this document 
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and in other public statements that the United States 
would want Russia to be strong and self-confident are 
interpreted in Moscow merely as diplomatic cour-
tesy or transparent deception. The experience of the 
1990s, and in particular the Kosovo war, is accepted 
as proof positive of U.S. intentions to exploit Russia’s 
weaknesses. These intentions are not seen as driven 
by preferences of particular presidents but constitute 
a fundamental strategic line towards marginalization 
of Russia as a potential rising power.2 

The assessment of NATO aims and perspectives is 
rather different, despite the extremely hostile attitude 
in 2007-08 towards its supposed enlargement to Geor-
gia and Ukraine. The Alliance is generally perceived as 
a relic of the Cold War destined to drift to irrelevance 
with the weakening of U.S. leadership.3 The war in 
Afghanistan, believed to be unwinnable, is expected 
to push the allies apart, accelerating the fundamental 
trend of consolidation of the EU as an independent 
power pole. At the same time, Western Europe is typi-
cally portrayed as a declining and incoherent global 
actor, which is unable to develop sufficient hard pow-
er capabilities for projecting its influence. 

This somewhat condescending view illustrates an 
important evolution in Russian security thinking: At 
the start of the 2000s, it was heavily tilted towards 
military-strategic matters, but at the start of 2010s, it 
has become distinctly economized. Vladimir Putin has 
never had a strong military background, but at the 
start of his presidency, his worldview was shaped by 
the heavy impact of the Kosovo war and the impera-
tive to secure a victory in the second Chechen war. 
During his second term, however, the spectacular 
growth of oil and gas revenues caused a correspond-
ing shift of political attention, so that Russia was re-
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conceptualized as an energy super-power.4 Dmitri 
Medvedev has very little understanding of, and less 
interest in, the traditional hard security agenda, so 
the emphasis on economic globalization and com-
petition has become even more pronounced during 
his presidency. His personal impact on shaping the 
mainstream political perceptions may be limited, but 
the drastic contraction of the oil and gas revenues in 
2009-10 has added convincing power to his discourse 
of modernization, so energy export is now depicted as 
humiliating dependency rather than as a major source 
of power.

There are several serious problems with this pseu-
do-pragmatic worldview, but perhaps the central one 
is Russia’s doubtful ability to establish itself as an in-
dependent and influential pole in the envisaged mul-
tipolar world.5 In this respect, the implications of the 
rise of China are particularly poorly examined beyond 
the rather thin official guideline on developing strate-
gic partnership. The very real and historically sound 
proposition that a multipolar world would bring a 
more tough and less restrained competition between 
great powers, which could put Russia at greater risk 
of confrontation with revisionist predators, is typi-
cally neglected.6 There is a pronounced preoccupation 
with (if not fixation upon) relations with the United 
States that are supposed to deliver evidence of Rus-
sia’s status as nearly equal. The economic dimension 
in these relations is, nevertheless, quite underdevel-
oped, particularly in the energy interactions, which 
are generally at odds with the main thrust of Russian 
foreign policy. This weakness of the economic foun-
dation causes greater volatility in this key fixed dyad 
compared with the more stable but highly complex 
Russia-EU relations. Overall, acting as a main pro-
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tagonist of the cause for dismantling the unfair U.S.-
centric world order, Moscow remains poorly prepared 
for the challenges of Hobbesian futures.

THREATS ARE MANY, BUT DEFENSES ARE FEW

Envisioning the turbulent advent of a multipolar 
world, the Russian leadership adopts a very broad 
interpretation of security, enunciating doctrines not 
only of information security but also of climate secu-
rity and even food security. Each of these doctrines 
identifies numerous threats and risks, and the aggre-
gate list is provided in the National Security Strategy 
to 2020, approved in May 2009. The document estab-
lishes that a qualitatively new geopolitical situation 
is emerging in which “interstate tensions caused by 
uneven development resulting from globalization” 
are growing (Article 8), but states that in Russia “the 
foundations for guaranteed prevention of external 
and internal threats to national security are created” 
(Article 1).7 It would have been logical to expect that 
in the area of military security, the rather vague but 
unmistakably U.S.-focused threats defined in this 
document (“. . . policy of some leading states aimed 
at acquiring decisive military superiority, first of all 
in strategic nuclear forces . . .,” Article 30) would be 
elaborated in the Military Doctrine approved in Feb-
ruary 2010. In fact, this document defines threats in the 
most abstract terms (for instance, the first one is “. . .  
sharp aggravation of military-political situation [in-
ternational relations] and emergence of conditions for 
the use of military force,” Article 10), and is no more 
specific in describing “external military dangers” (for 
instance, “. . . attempts to destabilize situation in some 
states or regions and to undermine strategic stability,” 
Article 8).8
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This great variety of poorly specified threats and 
risks that are not prioritized in any meaningful way 
makes it impossible to figure out the key parameters 
of real threat assessments on the basis of a bunch of 
recently adopted official documents. It should also 
be noted that the Russian strategic tradition does not 
include such common analytical exercises as scenario-
building (or, for that matter, game-type modeling), so 
planning for crisis situations typically is linear with 
no alternatives for possible asymmetric responses of 
an adversary. In real-life crises, such inflexible leader-
ship often results in confusion over unintended conse-
quences, but in strategic forecasting, it makes it very 
problematic to suggest how Moscow would react if 
one thing leads to another. The only way to construct 
a sequence of rational choices is to derive intentions 
from available capabilities, assuming that the deciders 
are not misinformed about the latter. In this respect, 
the determined execution of reform of conventional 
armed forces could provide some clues about the se-
curity challenges and conflict situations that are seen 
as highly probable by the current Russian leadership.9

The wisdom of launching such a radical military 
perestroika at the start of a devastating and protracted 
economic crisis is questionable, and the reform is defi-
nitely generating greater pain and necessitating high-
er expenditures than budgeted, while its provisional 
results are far from the expectations.10 One of the un-
announced but logically deducible guidelines is that 
Russia is no longer expecting or preparing for a large-
scale conventional war against NATO in the Western 
theater. Indeed, one of the first targets of the reform 
was disbandment of hundreds of skeleton units in 
the Ground Forces and the Air Force, which amounts 
to scrapping of the old Soviet infrastructure of mass 
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mobilization.11 It is possible to speculate that Defense 
Minister Anatoly Serdyukov, who has never pretend-
ed to have a grasp of high strategic matters, opted for 
this goal as one of the easiest in implementation, since 
those empty shells of regiments performed no useful 
role. However, even if abandoning a strategic model 
(dating back to World War I) was not intentional, the 
swift implementation of the disbandment order means 
that under no circumstances would Russia be able to 
deploy even a dozen of cadre divisions by calling re-
servists. This also means that no minimally meaning-
ful conventional defense could be built in the Far East 
in case of a confrontation with China.12 

One implicit reflection on this shift in the Military 
Doctrine is the proposition that:

Despite the diminishing probability of launching a 
large-scale war against the Russian Federation with 
conventional and nuclear weapons, in several direc-
tions military dangers for the Russian Federation are 
increasing (Article 7). 

This guideline remains open to interpretation, but it 
is possible to suggest that a June 22-type conventional 
offensive from NATO is now perceived as a negligible 
threat, not least due to unwinnable but inescapable 
engagements in Afghanistan and Iraq. What is as-
sessed as a real and high-impact threat (demonstrated 
in the NATO war against Yugoslavia in 1999) is a se-
ries of surgical strikes with long-range high-precision 
weapon systems against which Russia has no effective 
defense and cannot respond in kind.13 

The only conceivable, even if unthinkable, option 
for countering such a threat is escalation to the nuclear 
level, and this option needs to be credible in order to 
prevent the execution of punishing strikes. This credi-
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bility cannot be created by declaring readiness to cross 
the nuclear threshold, which would be politically 
inappropriate, so the Military Doctrine takes a very 
cautious stance on the issue of “first use,” which is re-
served for the situation of “threat to the very existence 
of the state” (Article 22).14 The strategic arsenal is sup-
posed to counterbalance the U.S. nuclear triad, as well 
as the nuclear capabilities of France and the United 
Kingdom (UK), so the main means for upholding this 
deterrence of conventional noncontact aggression is 
sub-strategic (or tactical) nuclear weapons. Complete 
lack of information about these weapons is creating 
a high degree of uncertainty for the potential adver-
sary, and there is practically no guidance for or de-
bate about the character of their instrumentalization.15 
Moscow remains highly reluctant to engage in any 
talks on possible reduction of these weapons, which 
should necessarily start with establishing greater 
transparency. 

It is possible to hypothesize that tactical nuclear 
weapons are seen as the major instrument for secur-
ing Russia’s ability to dominate the escalation of sev-
eral local conflicts around its borders.16 In principle, 
the on-going military reform is aimed at creating 
mobile “permanent readiness” brigades that should 
be capable of performing interventions of sufficient 
forcefulness. In reality, however, the cuts in the officer 
corps and failure to build a corps of professional (or 
at least serving on contract) noncommissioned officers 
(NCOs) has led to a sustained decline in the combat 
readiness of the new look Ground Forces.17 This cre-
ates a high-risk situation for the near future where 
Russia could find itself so badly trounced in a fast-
moving small-to-medium scale hostility that deliver-
ing a nuclear strike would become a practical solution.
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Since the collapse of the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (USSR), it has been the Caucasus that reg-
istered the highest level of instability with a great va-
riety of violent conflicts overlapping and resulting in 
nonsustainable deadlocks. Russia performed a num-
ber of interventions of different scale, but in 2007-08 
the end of the second Chechen war left it with signifi-
cant and usable free military capacity, which was put 
to use against Georgia in August 2008.18 Despite the 
spectacular victory, that war has left a highly contro-
versial legacy, as Russia is tempted on the one hand 
to replay the easy walkover and bring the conflict to 
a final solution, but on the other hand, has much di-
minished military capabilities. What might make this 
conflict prone to nuclear escalation is a possibility of 
U.S. involvement, which Moscow would be desperate 
to pre-empt.

Another potential seat of conflict that attracts pri-
ority attention of Russian policymakers is Ukraine, 
which is seen as deeply divided and even artificial 
state. With the election of Viktor Yanukovich as the 
president in February 2010 and his remarkably swift 
consolidation of control over the unruly Ukrainian 
political process, Moscow has become more confident 
in building brotherly relations with the most impor-
tant of its neighbors.19 Nevertheless, the prospect of 
a new political spasm, similar to the orange revolu-
tion of November-December 2004 (which remains a 
looming specter for Putin’s coterie), is perceived as 
fairly high, particularly as the devastating economic 
crisis generates massive discontent. Such a replay of 
the West-sponsored coup against pro-Russian elites 
could result in a split, or indeed multiple splits, of the 
failed Ukraine, which would open a door for NATO 
intervention. The weakness of Russia’s conventional 
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forces would make nuclear capabilities the only way 
to prevent this politically unacceptable intervention, 
but this non-strategic deterrence could fail, and the 
Kremlin could refuse to accept that its bluff has been 
called. 

MUCH ADO ABOUT MISSILE DEFENSE
AND NOTHING ADO ABOUT THE INF

The plan for deploying some assets of the U.S. 
anti-missile defense system in East-Central Europe 
attracted intense attention of the Russian leadership, 
which, in retrospect, appears to have been dispro-
portional. The National Security Strategy asserts that 
“The capacity for preserving global and regional sta-
bility will significantly decline with the deployment 
in Europe of global system of anti-missile defense of 
United States of America” (Article 12); and the Mili-
tary Doctrine defines “creation and deployment of 
strategic anti-missile systems undermining global sta-
bility and violating the existing balance of forces in 
nuclear-missile sphere” as one of “external military 
dangers” (Article 8).20 With the signing of the Prague 
Treaty on reduction of strategic offensive weapons, 
the campaign against (rather than debates about) the 
U.S. missile defense system in the Russian media and 
expert community has sharply subsided, but the issue 
could make a fast comeback if NATO turns down Rus-
sian wishes to be inside the defensive perimeter, or if 
a breakthrough in U.S. research and development in 
this area happens.

It appears probable that the Russian leadership 
did fall into a self-made trap of making a claim too far 
and then escalating the rhetoric to justify its mistake 
while at the same time trying some backpedaling to 
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avoid the need to act on this rhetoric. The underly-
ing reason for that self-defeating over-focusing is the 
lack of competence on strategic matters in the Krem-
lin, which was aggravated by the severe purges of the 
top brass and mistrust in the few available sources of 
independent expertise. The level of understanding of 
the problem is illustrated by Putin’s explication:

As everyone knows, our American partners are build-
ing a global missile-defense system, and we aren’t. 
But missile defense and strategic offensive weapons 
are closely interrelated issues. A balance of forces 
was what kept aggression at bay and preserved peace 
during the Cold War. The missile and air defense 
systems and offensive weapons systems contribute 
equally to this balance. If we do not develop a mis-
sile defense system, the risk arises that our partners 
will feel entirely secure and protected against our of-
fensive weapons systems. If the balance I mentioned 
is disrupted, they will feel able to act with impunity, 
increasing the level of aggression in politics and, in-
cidentally, in the economy. In order to maintain the 
balance without planning to develop a missile defense 
system, which is very expensive and of unclear effect, 
we should develop offensive strike systems. But there 
is a catch. In order for this balance to be maintained, 
if we want to exchange information, then our partners 
should give us information about their ballistic mis-
sile defense system and in return we would give them 
information about our offensive weapons.21 

Fortunately, this demand was dropped without 
any damage done to the real talks in Geneva, but 
Moscow is still bound by the self-imposed commit-
ment to withdraw from the Prague Treaty if the U.S. 
strategic defense system becomes moderately effec-
tive. It is possible to find two distinct directions in 
Russia’s struggle against this destabilizing system:  
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a) preventing the United States from building a po-
sition of strategic invincibility, and b) separating bi-
lateral strategic matters from multilateral security 
arrangements in Europe. The main problem with 
President George W. Bush’s plan for deploying 10 in-
terceptor-missiles in Poland and a long-range radar in 
the Czech Republic was exactly that it brought these 
two directions together. The cancellation of this plan 
by President Barack Obama has undermined the solid 
Russian Nyet-position, and now Moscow has to con-
struct is opposition more accurately. 

In the big strategic picture, there is hardly much 
doubt that at some point in the mid-term, effective 
defense against ballistic missiles would become tech-
nically possible, and the United States would then 
proceed with determination to building a protective 
shield.22 This new invulnerability is certain to de-
stroy the traditional balance of offensive capabilities, 
so Russia had to reserve for itself the right to with-
draw from the Prague Treaty.23 The problem with this 
logically consistent position is two-fold. First, even 
abandoning the commitment to reduce the strategic 
arsenal, Russia would hardly be able to increase it, as 
many of its weapon systems are approaching the end 
of safe service life, while the replacements are com-
ing in small numbers (and the future of the Bulava 
submarine-launched ballistic missiles [SLBMs] re-
mains in doubt). Second, there has been much upbeat 
reporting about Russia’s own anti-missile systems, in 
particular the prospective S-500, which is supposed 
to be a major upgrade from the currently deploying 
S-400 and capable of even hitting targets on low space 
orbits. When the United States makes the decision for 
full deployment of the missile defense system, Russia 
should thus be able to answer in kind—even if in fact, 
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the technology behind its modern air-space defenses 
is antiquated beyond any updates.24

As far as the anti-missile shield for Europe is con-
cerned, Russia remains very reluctant to engage in a 
meaningful cooperation with NATO, where in princi-
ple its new early warning radar in Armavir (as well as 
the very old radar in Gabala, Azerbaijan) and its tacti-
cal S-300 surface-to-air missiles could be valuable as-
sets. Its main concern, in the words of Dmitri Rogozin, 
the ambassador to NATO, is “who will give the order 
on combat use of the system.” Furthermore, behind 
the claim to be accepted as an equal partner in devel-
oping the architecture of the anti-missile system, it is 
not difficult to see the intention to make it unusable 
against Russia.25 The key feature of the new U.S. plan 
that gradually takes shape (and its major difference 
from the plan advanced by the previous U.S. admin-
istration) is that the multi-element defense would be 
aimed not against ICBMs but against missiles of inter-
mediate range, which Russia does not have according 
to the INF Treaty (1987).

Debates in Moscow about the pros and cons of 
withdrawing from this treaty reached a peak in 2007, 
as Putin proceeded with suspending Russia’s par-
ticipation in the Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) 
Treaty and hinted that “it would be difficult” to main-
tain a commitment not to deploy two classes of mis-
siles (500-1,000 kilometers (km) and 1,000-5,500 km), 
while other states keep building their arsenals. A key 
point in these debates was, however, that Russia could 
inflict serious damage to its strategic interests by a po-
litically motivated dismantling of this crucial pillar of 
the much weakened nuclear arms control regime.26 

In the near future, with the Prague Treaty in force, 
Moscow would hardly feel much temptation to aban-
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don the INF Treaty, particularly since the production 
line at its only missile plant in Votkinsk is busy with 
the orders from strategic forces. The only possible con-
troversy involves the Iskander-M (SS-26 Stone) mobile 
tactical missile currently deployed in replacement of 
the Tochka (SS-21 Scarab B); its range is officially re-
ported at 400 km, but may in fact exceed 500 km—so 
the missile is capable of performing effectively the 
tasks of the Oka (SS-23) missile destroyed in 1988-90. 
This controversy could be focused on the Kaliningrad 
exclave, but its strategic vulnerability cannot be re-
duced by deploying the Iskander-M missiles there (as 
Medvedev briefly ordered in early 2009), so it is plau-
sible that Moscow could agree on a self-imposed com-
mitment to withdraw all nuclear weapons from this 
region. Much would depend upon NATO’s position 
on the U.S. nuclear assets in Europe, which at present 
are practically unusable.

THINGS THAT MIGHT GO WRONG

This evaluation of evolving Russian perceptions of 
strategic relations with the United States and Europe 
cannot lead to an informed conclusion about their fur-
ther evolution because they not only remain seriously 
incoherent, but primarily because their connection 
with reality is rather ambivalent. The mix of rising-
power ambitions and declining-power fears requires 
psychological diagnostics rather than rational choice 
analysis, but there is nevertheless a common denomi-
nator in this pragmatic-schizophrenic worldview. The 
present Russian leadership takes for an absolute im-
perative the preservation of its monopolistic control 
over the political system, even if the experimental and 
somewhat unnatural construct of Putin-Medvedev 
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duumvirate might be modified or abandoned as soon 
as 2012. This fundamental posit is, in fact, a rather 
questionable proposition as the economic foundation 
of Putinism—the steadily expanding petro-revenues—
is shaken by the global crisis and cannot support the 
functioning of bureaucratic pyramid.

The crisis of the political super-structure of a pet-
ro-state could take various turns determining a wide 
spectrum of possible shifts in the nature of Russia’s se-
curity relations with the United States and NATO, but 
before examining the breaks of the current trajectory, 
it is essential to establish where it leads. The primary 
goal of preserving the existing political order logically 
makes Russia a status quo power deeply reluctant to 
experiment with testing the limits of security arrange-
ments, imperfect as they are. It might seem that the 
August 2008 war with Georgia was exactly this kind 
of experiment, and indeed in its aftermath there were 
plentiful speculations that Russia would behave as a 
revisionist power.27 It has become clear by now, how-
ever, that even in that war Russia settled for a symbol-
ic victory, which makes it easy for the EU and NATO 
to resume business as usual.

Clinging to status quo in a fast-changing environ-
ment is a vulnerable position, and Moscow finds itself 
again and again overtaken by events that do not fit 
into the correct picture of the multipolar world. One 
such fast-moving intrigue focuses on Iran, and Mos-
cow was quite content with the pattern of some co-
operation with Washington and some strengthening 
of the good-neighbor ties with Tehran that has been 
sustained since the mid-1990s but is coming to an un-
avoidable end. Russia takes its privileges as a member 
of the nuclear club very seriously and would have cer-
tainly preferred Iran not to have nuclear weapons. At 
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the same time, a nuclear-armed Iran is not seen as a 
grave security threat, merely as an undesirable devel-
opment, which might be preventable (hence the readi-
ness to support some “smart” sanctions) but falls far 
short of the category of “unacceptable.”28 A far greater 
security challenge from the Russian perspective is the 
risk of a unilateral U.S./Israel military action against 
Iran, which could trigger a chain of asymmetrical re-
sponses and, no less important, would signify a disre-
gard for Russian disapproval.

A similar unsustainable stance is maintained by 
Moscow towards the U.S. and NATO operation in Af-
ghanistan, which is seen both as a neutralization of 
the direct threat from the Taliban to Central Asia and 
as a massive drain on Western resources. The Rus-
sian leadership shares the view propagated by the top 
brass that the war is unwinnable, but it certainly does 
not want to be seen as a spoiler of an international ef-
fort, and so is prepared to provide cost-free support, 
such as granting transit rights.29 The best option, as 
far as Moscow is concerned, would be for the United 
States and NATO to remain involved in sorting out 
the Afghan disaster for years to come, and thus re-
main unable to engage in any other conflict situations, 
with the possible exception of the Balkans. This op-
tion, however, is expiring, and Russia—as its response 
to the state failure in Kyrgyzstan shows—is not pre-
pared to take on additional responsibilities for guar-
anteeing security in Central Asia and has diminishing 
military capabilities for such interventions.

Forced Western retreats from Afghanistan and Iraq 
are seen in Moscow as logically following from the 
multipolar dynamics, but there is as little planning for 
such disastrous outcomes as there is in Washington 
and Brussels, where a victory of sorts is still believed 



178

to be non-negotiable. Putin believes that a humbled 
hyper-power would learn a lesson, but he might yet 
discover that an isolationist post-Obama America 
would also be determinedly unilateralist and inclined 
to project its unsurpassable military power in the form 
of punishing strikes. Corrupted by absolute power 
as he is, Putin still understands perfectly clearly that 
Russia cannot afford any real confrontation with the 
West or the United States because the economic conse-
quences would be too hurtful. In fact, in the situation 
of protracted recession, Russia needs as much coop-
eration with the EU and the United States as it can get, 
and this essentially means that the imperative of pre-
serving control over the political system would push 
Putin towards greater amity with the West whatever 
his personal idiosyncrasies may be.30

The issue is not whether the current leadership 
might decide that it could better advance its goals by 
turning again to a quasi-Cold War stance (the mobi-
lization potential of such a maneuver is very limited) 
but how stable is this leadership. Putin may orches-
trate his return to the natural position at the top of the 
pyramid in 2012, but this comeback would not render 
this issue irrelevant. The system of Putinism is deeply 
rotten and may collapse in a no less spectacular way 
than the USSR did in 1991.31 Unlike Gorbachev, Putin 
is a ruthless political animal and any sign of opposi-
tion has been meticulously exterminated, but his court 
is riddled with clan squabbles that are exacerbated by 
the shrinking of petro-revenues. 

It may be a fascinating occupation to monitor the 
discord between different factions of siloviki (a much 
over-estimated political body) or to uncover the feuds 
inside Gazprom exploited by the rising Timchenko-
Kovalchuk business empire, but it is hardly possible 
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to figure out which combination of courtiers might 
stage a coup against the national leader.32 It is clear, 
however, that undiluted mercantilist interests are the 
main driver of this lively competition, so no alternative 
to the tight business integration with the EU—and by 
extension to the security policy of rapprochement and 
de-facto disarmament—is shaping up. Three propo-
sitions on the current state of this Byzantine policy-
spinning can be advanced on the basis of scant evi-
dence and gut feeling. The first one is that at the end 
of Medvedev’s presidency, he is hardly considered 
by the key clans as a possible successor to the domi-
neering Putin. The second proposition is that Putin no 
longer relies upon—or commands loyalty from—the 
special services, including the Russian Federal Secu-
rity Service (FSB), the successor to the KGB. Finally, 
several rounds of purges have left the top brass dis-
organized and disheartened, so political ambitions in 
this traditionally influential caste have all but disap-
peared, while discontent is widespread. 

What follows from this unsubstantiated reasoning 
is that a probable attempt to rescue the self-serving 
predatory regime by replacing Putin would not re-
solve any of the underlying faults, but might trig-
ger a strong and unexpected political reaction not 
dissimilar to that in the USSR after the August 1991 
putsch. The possibility that a more democratic and 
pro-Western government would emerge out of this 
turbulence appears rather slim. Leaving aside various 
catastrophic options (which are by no means improb-
able), it is possible to suggest that the most probable 
outcome is a populist patriotic regime that would set 
forth a program for rescuing Russia from failure by 
strengthening the state and expropriating the stolen 
property and capital.
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Such a hard-driven Russia might turn out to be a 
difficult neighbor (except for China), but its behavior 
would in a decisive measure depend upon the eco-
nomic and political dynamics in the West. A mod-
erately functional NATO under a reconstituted and 
sensible U.S. leadership has nothing to worry about 
from this troubled and struggling not-so-great power. 
European security would look very different if an 
EU pulled apart by centrifugal forces cannot rely on 
support from an isolationist United States. The Bal-
tic states in particular could be exposed to pressure 
from Russia, but this might not be seen as a serious 
security challenge in Washington or even in Brussels. 
Russia cannot achieve any absolute increase in power, 
and specifically military power, and cannot strongly 
influence its security environment, which can, never-
theless, change in such a way that Russia would find 
itself with a significant relative gain in power—and 
would be tempted to use it. 
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CHAPTER 5

NUCLEAR WEAPONS IN
RUSSIAN NATIONAL SECURITY STRATEGY

Nikolai Sokov

Speaking on November 11, 2009, during a visit 
to the oldest Russian nuclear weapons laboratory 
at Sarov, Patriarch Kirill, head of Russian Orthodox 
Church, endorsed nuclear weapons and nuclear de-
terrence. Calling the closure of the St. Seraphim mon-
astery at the place of the nuclear lab by Soviet au-
thorities a “sinful act,” he also congratulated the lab 
employees who, “at the home of St. Seraphim [devel-
oped] a weapon of deterrence that prevented World 
War III.” “We must strive for a world without nuclear 
weapons,” he emphasized, “but in a manner that does 
not hurt our country.”1

This statement, which stands in stark contrast to 
the position advocated by the majority of church lead-
ers in the West, is in tune with the dominant view 
among the Russian public. Nuclear weapons are wide-
ly regarded as a symbol and a guarantee of Russia’s 
influence, independence, and security—the ultimate 
unbeatable card in global power politics. The world 
is regarded as a dangerous place, full of potential or 
actual enemies that would attack or subjugate Russia 
any moment if it is unable to crush the attacker; the 
United States and the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion (NATO) as a whole (and, more rarely, China) top 
the list of threats. 

Self-reliance and especially reliance on the na-
tion’s own military power has deep roots in the Rus-
sian psyche. Even a casual visitor to many Russian 
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Internet forums will find participants fondly quoting 
Alexander III, a late 19th century Russian tsar known 
as “Peacemaker” (Russia did not wage major wars 
during his reign) that Russia had only two reliable al-
lies—its Army and its Navy. Many now add the third 
ally—Strategic Rocket Forces. 

The government readily supports this sentiment. 
Both President Dmitry Medvedev and Prime Minister 
Vladimir Putin make frequent statements about their 
attention to nuclear forces. The Duma readily approves 
budgets for Strategic Forces. Road-mobile interconti-
nental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) roll through the Red 
Square during holiday parades. Certainly, this means 
that Moscow is and will remain constrained when it 
comes to concessions in arms control negotiations—
nuclear weapons are not a card that could be readily 
traded. 

The Russian government publicly supports the 
goal of a nuclear-free world, but that goal is regarded 
so long-term that it becomes impractical. When Putin 
recently signed a law on funding for upgrades to fa-
cilities and equipment for a nuclear weapons complex 
(primarily to ensure reliability of weapons), he men-
tioned that the country would need them for the next 
“30-40-50 years.”2

The profile of nuclear weapons is further increased 
by the wide (and perhaps even unbridgeable) gap be-
tween Russia and the United States/NATO in modern 
technology. This gap prevents Moscow from shifting 
emphasis from nuclear to conventional assets and fur-
ther strengthens long-term reliance on nuclear weap-
ons in national security policy. 

At the same time—and in apparent contrast to 
public posturing—funding for maintenance and mod-
ernization remains limited. Production of new deliv-
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ery vehicles is apparently below the optimal level (the 
lowest cost per unit) and research and development 
(R&D) programs remain underfunded or, at best, 
funded at bare minimum. Effectively, the government 
can be said to take a “minimalist” attitude toward 
its nuclear capability. While this pattern began dur-
ing the time of relative financial scarcity, it continued 
through the more financially favorable period almost 
without change and remains the same today. There is 
no indication that Moscow plans to radically increase 
funding for either production or modernization of its 
nuclear arsenal. The question remains open whether 
limited funding reflects a relatively skeptical view of 
the possible role of nuclear weapons in Russia’s se-
curity. This chapter will address the following issues 
relevant to the understanding of the future of the Rus-
sian nuclear capability:

•	� The role of nuclear weapons in security policy. 
While the public profile of nuclear weapons is 
enormous, of greater relevance are the missions 
assigned to nuclear weapons and their evolu-
tion in the last 20 years. Of special interest are 
the roles, if any, of tactical (nonstrategic) nucle-
ar weapons, which are increasingly visible in 
international debates.

•	� Modernization programs. What are the reasons 
for the apparent gap between the high public 
profile of nuclear weapons and the relatively 
limited funding? How are modernization pro-
grams related to nuclear missions?

•	� What are the prospects for transition from nu-
clear to conventional capability? This has been 
a stated goal of the Russian government, but 
can Russia actually implement it? This section 
will also tackle debates about abrogation of the 
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Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Trea-
ty: While that agreement provided for reduc-
tion of nuclear weapons, it is has apparently 
become part of a policy aimed at enhancing 
conventional capability.

•	� What is the impact of U.S. missile defense plans 
on the Russian nuclear posture, and how has 
it changed in the last year or so? Is there any 
prospect for cooperation with the United States 
and NATO on missile defense and what are the 
limits of that cooperation?

Key conclusions can be summarized as follows:
1. During the last 10-15 years, Russian nuclear pol-

icy has experienced approximately the same evolution 
as that of other nuclear weapons states (NWS)—grad-
ual increase in the perceived role of these weapons, 
emergence of new missions, and then, toward the end 
of this decade, gradual reduction of their role. In Rus-
sia, the decrease of the role of nuclear weapons has 
been somewhat less pronounced than in other NWS.

2. Nuclear weapons have two missions. One is tra-
ditional strategic deterrence—prevention of a large-
scale aggression against Russia. The other, which is 
considered more pertinent under present circum-
stances, is deterrence of a more limited conventional 
attack by a powerful country or an alliance (a clear ref-
erence to the United States and NATO), which cannot 
be repelled with Russian conventional forces alone. 
Recently, the perceived urgency of the latter mission 
has somewhat receded, but it remains on the books.

3. Russia seeks to gradually shift emphasis from 
nuclear to long-range high-precision conventional as-
sets. It has been at least 15-20 years behind the United 
States and its allies, however, and the verdict is still 
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out as to whether it will be able to cover that gap. It is 
clear that efforts will continue, in particular because 
nuclear weapons are increasingly seen as unusable 
and thus not very relevant for security policy.

4. Nuclear posture has seen rather radical changes 
in the first half of this decade following a fundamental 
revision of long-term plans in 2000 and then a series 
of partial revisions to new policy. Currently, Rus-
sia seems to be moving toward a posture that can be 
characterized as a balanced dyad—a relatively equal 
(60 to 40 percent) distribution of nuclear warheads be-
tween the land and the sea legs. The air leg remains 
part of the nuclear triad, but only formally—the main 
mission of long-range aircraft is increasingly conven-
tional and, furthermore, its nuclear assets are subject 
to the least modernization.

5. The Russian nuclear force remains old—the bulk 
of delivery systems are still those produced in the So-
viet Union. The rate of production and deployment 
of new weapons is below what production capability 
can sustain. More importantly, production capability 
gradually decreases as well, and the Russian govern-
ment does not appear interested in sustaining ability 
to expand production. This strongly suggests that the 
overall size of the nuclear force will gradually decline 
and that delivery vehicles will carry the maximum 
load of warheads.

6. Contrary to common perception, short-range nu-
clear assets (nonstrategic nuclear weapons [NSNW]) 
do not appear to play a significant role in Russia’s 
security policy, and there are no discernible missions 
assigned to them with the exception of naval assets. 
Continued Russian resistance to arms control mea-
sures with regard to NSNW is primarily explained by 
the alignment of domestic politics.
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7. The current trends will make Russia interested 
in further reductions of nuclear weapons, perhaps to 
the level of around 1,000 strategic warheads. It seems 
that Russia will probably want to pause at about that 
point. Reaching new agreements will not be easy, 
however, due to the multiplicity of divisive issues that 
have emerged in the last 20 years and especially dur-
ing this decade. Post-New Strategic Arms Reduction 
Treaty (START) negotiations are likely to be difficult 
and time-consuming.

8. The urgency of the missile defense issue has re-
ceded rather considerably in the last year, although 
public statements do not reflect that. The greatest con-
cern is not about the current or the short-term Ameri-
can capability, but rather about the capability that 
might emerge by the end of this decade. This leaves 
considerable margin of opportunity to further discuss 
this issue and perhaps develop a set of predictability 
and transparency measures that might help allevi-
ate the controversy. Cooperation in missile defense 
remains possible and could be the “real” long-term 
answer.

9. On the surface, the trajectory of Russian strategy 
is similar to what the United States has been doing 
in the last 2 decades—emphasis is gradually shifting 
toward long-range high-precision conventional capa-
bility, Russia actively develops missile defense capa-
bility, etc. This similarity is misleading, however, and 
will hardly make arms control negotiations any easier 
because there is an important asymmetry between the 
two countries. Whereas the United States, for reasons 
of its geographical location, needs strategic capability 
in both conventional and defense assets, Russia em-
phasizes theater-range assets. Consequently, it will re-
main highly suspicious about U.S. plans to the extent 
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that they could theoretically affect the credibility of 
strategic deterrence that is regarded as the foundation 
of the existing international system.

RUSSIAN VIEWS ON THE ROLE OF NUCLEAR 
WEAPONS

Nuclear weapons have three partially overlapping 
roles in Russian national security policy, which can be 
described as status symbol, existential deterrence, and 
plans for use of nuclear weapons under certain spe-
cific contingencies, first and foremost to deter large-
scale use of conventional forces against Russia by the 
United States and NATO. 

1. The role of nuclear weapons as a symbol of sta-
tus is quite straightforward, although rather difficult 
to define in clear-cut, unambiguous terms. Status as a 
recognized nuclear weapons state, along with a per-
manent seat on the United Nations Security Council 
(UNSC), coupled with the right of veto, are the most 
visible and perhaps the only remaining vestiges of 
great-power ambitions. Partially, this self-image satis-
fies the nostalgia—particularly widely spread among 
the public—for the Soviet Union’s number two place 
in the Cold War international system. 

More importantly, nuclear status fits very well 
with the forward-looking conceptualization of the 
emerging post-post-Cold War (to borrow Colin Pow-
ell’s term) international system as multipolar, in which 
Russia sees itself as one of the centers of power and 
influence. It should be noted, however, that the term 
(multipolarity) is seriously misused in Russia.3 In fact, 
Russian leaders, when they talk about multipolarity, 
appear to mean a “concert”—a system similar to the 
1815 Vienna Congress arrangements. They see the 
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future international system as based on a consensus 
of key players—countries with the greatest economic 
and military power. In that conceptualization, Russia 
is accorded the place of one of the pillars of the emerg-
ing system—a state with special rights and respon-
sibilities. Although Moscow recognizes—and wel-
comes—the rise of new centers of power beyond the 
five permanent members of the UNSC (such as India, 
Germany, Japan, Brazil, etc.), it is also keen on pre-
serving certain special privileges. For example, For-
eign Minister Sergey Lavrov recently described India 
as a potential new permanent member of the UNSC, 
but cautioned that only “old” permanent UNSC mem-
bers should have the right of veto.4

The prospect of nuclear disarmament puts Russian 
leaders into a rather awkward situation. On the one 
hand, they cannot question the legal (under Article VI 
of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty [NPT]) or the 
moral obligation to disarm. On the other hand, elimi-
nation of nuclear weapons would deprive Russia of 
one of its key status symbols. Speaking in February 
2008 at the Conference on Disarmament in Geneva, 
Lavrov endorsed the nuclear disarmament initiatives 
of George Schultz, William Perry, Henry Kissinger, 
and Sam Nunn, but in a rather half-hearted manner 
and referred to it as a very long-term prospect.5 In 
December 2008, at a meeting with the Association of 
European Businesses in Russia, Lavrov characterized 
nuclear disarmament as an “uncertain” goal whose so-
lution is hampered by multiple “unresolved issues.”6 
The apparent contradiction is resolved, it seems, by 
postponing the final solution into a distant future. 

2. “Existential deterrence” refers to a general, vague 
notion that no rational country or alliance, including 
the United States and NATO, will attack Russia be-
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cause Russia can respond with nuclear weapons. This 
is a guarantee against a threat that, for all intents and 
purposes, does not exist. As a result, nuclear weap-
ons are often portrayed as a “just-in-case” deterrence 
for the unlikely situation when, some time in the in-
definite future, the United States or another powerful 
country or coalition becomes hostile to Russia. 

At a deeper psychological level, reliance on nu-
clear deterrence reflects uncertainty about the unpre-
dictable international environment and the lack of 
confidence in Russia’s power and influence. Nuclear 
weapons played a similar role during the Cold War—
a prop for a country that more or less acutely sensed 
that the enemy, the United States and the Western 
community in general, were too powerful. The trauma 
of the 1990s, when Russia suddenly found itself weak 
and vulnerable, reinforced the psychological need for 
the ultimate security guarantee. The need for that prop 
should disappear if the place of Russia in the emerging 
international system becomes clearer and, especially if 
the country becomes more deeply integrated into the 
global economy. 

The latter process has been developing quite well 
where relations between Russia and the European 
Union (EU) are concerned: even today not only are 
many EU states (in particular the “Old Europe”) reluc-
tant to enter into a conflict with Russia, but Moscow 
is equally reluctant to enter into a conflict with them. 
The U.S.-Russian relationship, unfortunately, does 
not have a solid economic foundation yet, and conse-
quently political and security relations lack stability. 
The need for stronger interdependence is further re-
inforced by the belief of Russian leaders (particularly 
strong among the Putin and Medvedev generation) 
that economic interdependence is central to coop-
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eration and war prevention: this belief was borrowed 
from American political science literature during their 
formative years in the 1970s and 1980s.

Another complicating factor is the weakness of 
economic and political levers of influence in the inter-
national arena, which serves to enhance the perceived 
importance of military instruments. Although Russia 
could potentially use its position as an exporter of oil 
and gas, this is, in reality, a double-edged sword: an at-
tempt to use it could harm the most important source 
of revenue for the government and private (semi-pri-
vate) business and vastly strengthen the desire of its 
customers to diversify energy sources (thereby elimi-
nating Russian influence as well as profit). Instead, 
Moscow is trying to build a reputation as a reliable 
supplier and has been reluctant to even hint at inter-
ruption of exports. The fact that dependence on Rus-
sian oil and gas exports does not affect the rather cold, 
sometimes even hostile, attitude of Eastern European 
countries (such as Poland) toward Russia suggests 
that the utility of this dependence as a political lever 
is, at best, very limited. Seen through Russian eyes, 
Russian exports actually depend on other countries—
on Ukraine, which provides the main transit route, 
and on Central Asia, which is an important source 
of natural gas that is re-exported to Europe. Instead 
of using oil and gas exports as a lever, Moscow has 
to fight to hold on to its market against alternative 
routes (across the Caspian Sea and South Caucasus). 
Several crises in relations with Ukraine, when transit 
to Europe was interrupted or nearly interrupted (all of 
these cases were blamed on Russia), created an acute 
sense of dependence in Russia and a desire to build al-
ternative routes of its own through the Baltic Sea and 
the Balkans. Strong objections by Poland, the Baltic 



197

states, and Nordic countries to that alternative have 
only served to reinforce the feeling of vulnerability. 

3. As long as nuclear weapons and the research and 
industrial infrastructure supporting them continue to 
exist, political and military planning for their use must 
take place. Planning for nuclear use involves develop-
ment of scenario-specific missions that pit nuclear as-
sets against real or perceived threats. These missions 
provide formal rationales for continued maintenance 
of nuclear capabilities, for distribution of targets, for 
posture planning, as well as for research and devel-
opment. The underlying assumption of this type of 
planning is the belief that certain threats are difficult 
or even impossible to counter with other, non-nuclear 
assets or that non-nuclear assets are less reliable or ef-
fective. 

At the center of nuclear planning in today’s Rus-
sia is concern about U.S. and NATO conventional su-
periority. Although a large-scale war with Russia is 
widely regarded as improbable, the threat of superior 
conventional force could, according to the prevalent 
logic, be used to extract political or economic conces-
sions. A long series of limited wars (the Gulf War of 
1991, the use of force in Bosnia, the war in Kosovo, and 
the 2003 war in Iraq) have demonstrated, in the view 
of Russian policymakers and elite, that (1) American 
conventional power vastly surpasses anything that 
Russia has or might hope to have in the foreseeable fu-
ture, both in technological level and in sheer numbers, 
and (2) that the United States is prone to use that force 
with few second thoughts. The continuing weakness 
of Russian conventional forces vis-à-vis U.S. and com-
bined NATO power as well as the close proximity of 
NATO forces to Russian territory (making limited use 
of force both more feasible and more effective) have 
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led Russian military planners to rely on nuclear weap-
ons for the purposes of de-escalation—the threat of a 
limited nuclear strike in response to a conventional at-
tack that cannot be repelled by conventional forces is 
supposed to deter the attack in the first place.

A relatively recent new concern is deployment of 
U.S. missile defense, which eventually could, in theo-
ry, intercept a Russian nuclear second strike and thus 
undermine both the existential deterrence capability 
and the de-escalation mission. Deployment of missile 
defense leads Russian military planners to suspect 
that the United States intends to make the world safe 
for conventional war and only serves to enhance the 
perceived value of nuclear weapons for Russia. 

Finally, there is the emerging issue of China, which 
Russians rarely discuss in the open. While the two 
countries are close partners or a broad range of issues, 
have solved outstanding problems (border issues in 
particular), and their economic relationship contin-
ues to develop, many in Russia are concerned that 
the partnership might not survive continued growth 
of China’s economic, political, and military power. 
Nuclear weapons are regarded as “just-in-case” pro-
tection against the risk that China becomes a foe or at 
least attempts to transform Russia into a subordinate 
power.

Evolution of Russian views on the role of nuclear 
weapons can be traced through Military Doctrines ad-
opted in the last 17 years. Military Doctrine is a primar-
ily political document that defines the broad contours 
of defense policy and outlines of military postures as 
well as provides a link between overall national secu-
rity policy and, more narrowly, defense policy. The 
term “doctrine” is somewhat misleading, because its 
meaning in Russian and English are not the same. It 
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should be more properly translated as “strategy” or 
“guidance.” This caveat should be kept in mind dur-
ing any discussion of Russian defense policy.

1993-99.

The end of the Cold War and the diminished rele-
vance of strategic nuclear deterrence were reflected in 
the first Military Doctrine approved by Boris Yeltsin 
in November 1993 (“Main Provisions of the Military 
Doctrine”7), which assigned nuclear weapons only to 
that “old” mission and thus codified their relatively 
low tangibility in Russia’s national security policy. The 
only innovation of that document was a provision that 
allowed for first use of nuclear weapons (until then, 
the official Soviet policy, which was set in the 1970s 
and confirmed in 1982, allowed for the use of nuclear 
weapons only in response to a nuclear attack). While 
this new plank attracted close attention both in Russia 
and in the West, of greater relevance was the fact that 
nuclear use was only conceptualized in response to a 
large-scale attack that threatened the sovereignty and 
the very survival of the country, i.e., a mission whose 
probability was officially assessed as low.

The official view of nuclear weapons remained un-
changed despite a flurry of proposals in 1996-97 to in-
crease reliance on nuclear weapons in response to the 
first phase of NATO enlargement. The 1997 National 
Security Concept retained the plank reserving “the 
right to use all forces and means at its disposal, in-
cluding nuclear weapons, in case an armed aggression 
that creates a threat to the very existence of the Rus-
sian Federation as an independent sovereign state.”8 
This was effectively a ‘‘just-in-case’’ mission against a 
conflict that was virtually ruled out.
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In a review of an unpublished early draft of a 
new Military Doctrine produced in 1997, two officers 
of the General Staff noted that “some ‘specialists’ 
. . . attempted to introduce into the documents lan-
guage that would toughen nuclear policy,” but said 
that these proposals were rejected by the interagency 
working group charged with drafting the document. 
It was decided, they said, to retain the 1993 language, 
“which passed the test of time and was supported by 
the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.”9

At that time, the Russian government adopted a 
series of documents that confirmed earlier policy and 
laid out development and deployment plans based on 
the assumption that the sole mission of nuclear weap-
ons was deterrence of a large-scale attack. In line with 
this policy, several decrees signed by Boris Yeltsin in 
1997 and 199810 foresaw deep reductions of the Rus-
sian nuclear arsenal. 

THE ROLE OF STRATEGIC DETERRENCE IN 
RUSSIAN SECURITY STRATEGY

The mission of strategic deterrence has remained 
largely unchanged from Soviet times to the present 
day. It is based on the traditional notion of mutual 
vulnerability—deterrence through ability to inflict 
unacceptable damage in a response strike. 

The main mode of operation has also remained the 
same—strike on warning. It should be noted that this 
mode has always been a forced choice, and since at 
least the late 1960s, the Soviet Union tried to develop 
assured second-strike capability by enhancing sur-
vivability of weapons systems. Nevertheless, efforts 
to develop relevant systems succeeded only in the 
1980s—mobile ICBMs (SS-25 Topol and SS-24) as well 
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as reduced-noise submarines. In post-Soviet Russia 
reliance on strike on warning even enhanced due to a 
number of reasons: (1) the deep economic crisis, which 
forced drastic reduction of funding, (2) the breakup of 
the Soviet Union, which left many relatively modern 
weapons outside Russia, reduced deployment options, 
and undermined the production capability limiting 
ability to develop and produce weapons systems, and 
(3) the deterioration of early warning capability due to 
the loss of several key radars. 

Traditional strategic deterrence is regarded as a 
skeleton of international security—the underlying 
structure that keeps the system stable. Speaking at 
the London Institute of International and Strategic 
Studies, Sergey Ivanov (at that time still Minister of 
Defense) called strategic deterrence the foundation of 
global stability.11 Similar views have been expressed 
by almost every official and unofficial source in Rus-
sia. 

Strategic deterrence is primarily aimed at the Unit-
ed States and, to a smaller extent, its allies. China is 
present in the background—Russian officials just do 
not speak about the need to deter China, and relative-
ly few nongovernmental experts are prepared to dis-
cuss this mission. The reasons why the United States 
remains the focus are:

•	� The United States has demonstrated the will-
ingness to use force, including for humanitar-
ian interventions.

•	� A U.S. decision to use force cannot be overruled 
by the UN or its allies.

•	� It is commonly believed that a large-scale at-
tack (regional conflict) can only be successful if 
the United States leads it.
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•	� It is assumed that if Russia can deter the United 
States, it can deter any other state or a coalition 
of states. The United States, in effect, serves as 
a benchmark.

•	� Finally, many among the Russian elite, and 
especially among the military, still view the 
United States with unease and suspicion. Only 
a few years ago, one could hear talk about the 
intent of undisclosed countries (some directly 
mentioned the United States) to partition Rus-
sia.

One element of strategic deterrence conceptual-
ization that has experienced considerable change in 
the post-Soviet period is the criterion, “how much 
is enough,” to deter the potential adversary. During 
the Soviet period (including late 1980s), the goal was 
assured delivery of 500 warheads to U.S. territory; 
in the 1990s, the figure apparently decreased to 150-
200; recently one can hear an even lower figure—as-
sured delivery of about 50 warheads. The reduction 
of this all-important criterion is consistent with the 
acknowledgment in the 1993 and subsequent Military 
Doctrines of very low probability of a global war, and 
reflects a fundamental change in the international 
system after the end of the Cold War. In addition, the 
lower criterion reduces pressure for creating an as-
sured second-strike capability as well as requirements 
for nuclear posture and modernization programs. Ba-
sically, it means that Russia can be reasonably relaxed 
with regard to the future of its strategic arsenal and 
can afford limiting spending and resources necessary 
to maintain and modernize its strategic force. 

Adherence to traditional views on strategic de-
terrence dictates Russia’s negative or, at least, very 
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cautious attitude toward missile defense. At its core, 
Russian strategy still rests on the theorems of the late 
1960-early 1970s embodied in the Anti-Ballistic Missile 
(ABM) Treaty: (1) offensive and defensive weapons 
are inextricably linked, (2) robust defense can vastly 
complicate the calculation of strategic stability (i.e., it 
becomes difficult to predict how many warheads will 
reach the adversary in a response strike), and (3) un-
controlled missile defense developments can irrepara-
bly upset strategic stability and will result in an arms 
race. Russia’s preferred response has traditionally 
been in the area of offensive weapons, which are more 
cost-effective, although in the 1980s, the Soviet Union 
actively explored strategic missile defense options, 
i.e., simultaneously pursued both symmetric and 
asymmetric response. For Russia, symmetric response 
(development of its own advance strategic missile de-
fense system) has been out of the reach for financial 
and technological reasons. As a result, it has pursued 
both political options (through arms control negotia-
tions, mobilization of international community, close 
cooperation with China, etc.) and the defense penetra-
tion capability of new strategic delivery systems. 

2000-10.

The 2000 Military Doctrine rather radically changed 
the role of nuclear weapons in Russia’s national se-
curity strategy by introducing a new mission—that of 
limited nuclear use in response to a limited conven-
tional attack, i.e., one that did not threaten the surviv-
al and sovereignty of Russia, but still was beyond the 
capability of Russian conventional forces. According 
to the new document, in addition to “the use of nu-
clear weapons or other weapons of mass destruction” 
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against Russia or its allies, nuclear weapons could also 
be used “in response to large-scale aggression involv-
ing conventional weapons in situations that are criti-
cal for the national security of the Russian Federation 
and its allies.”12

The new document divided all possible armed 
conflicts into four categories:

1. “armed conflict”—a predominantly domestic 
conflict, in which insurgents have outside support 
(effectively, the war in Chechnya, whose resumption 
was already obvious by the time of the adoption of the 
new Doctrine in the spring of 2000);

2. “limited war”—a war with one foreign states 
with limited goals (a recent example is the war with 
Georgia in 2008);

3. “regional war”—a war with a powerful state or 
a coalition, which Russian forces cannot win or termi-
nate on favorable conditions. Russian military publi-
cations of the period believed that regional war could 
be a direct result of escalation of “armed conflict” (for 
example, as a result of outside interference into the 
war in Chechnya13); and,

4. “global war”—a war against a coalition of pow-
erful states in which sovereignty and very survival of 
Russia are at stake.

That is, compared to the 1993-97 documents, which 
assigned nuclear weapons only to the fourth type of 
conflicts, the 2000 document expanded nuclear mis-
sions to the third type. This was a direct result of the 
war in Kosovo, whose impact on Russian national se-
curity of the period is difficult to overestimate. Para-
doxically, until 1999 Moscow seemed to believe that 
the right of veto in the UNSC made it immune to the 
use of force. Kosovo, as well as the 2003 war in Iraq a 
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few years later, demonstrated that the United States 
and NATO could use force without UNSC authoriza-
tion. At the same time, since U.S. and NATO stakes in 
a Kosovo-size conflict with Russia were expected to 
be relatively low (at least, not central to U.S. interests), 
threat of even limited nuclear use was expected to be-
come a sufficiently strong deterrence. 

The decision to enhance reliance on nuclear weap-
ons in a departure from all documents adopted in the 
1990s was apparently made while the war in Kosovo 
was still underway—at a meeting of the Russian Fed-
eration Security Council in April 1999, the first chaired 
by Vladimir Putin in the capacity of the council’s sec-
retary.14 The key tenets of the new approach were test-
ed in May 1999 during large-scale maneuvers called 
‘‘West-99.’’ The new role of nuclear weapons was for-
malized in the January 2000 National Security Concept 
and the April 2000 Military Doctrine.15 The White Pa-
per, a document adopted in the fall of 2003,16 added 
the final touches.

While the obvious, and perhaps initially, the only 
targets of the new mission were the United States and 
NATO, subsequently Russian military leaders un-
veiled that the same provisions applied also to ‘‘de-
veloping countries, some of which have large, well-
armed militaries.’’17 This represented a thinly veiled 
reference to China; perhaps also to some other coun-
tries (for example, Iran). 

The new mission, which came to be known as de-
escalation of conventional conflicts, is similar to NA-
TO’s flexible deterrence of the 1960s. A possible sce-
nario was clearly reflected in the “West-99” exercises: 
a large-scale conventional attack (“West-99” actually 
simulated an attack by a NATO force exactly the same 
as the one used in the war in Kosovo), relatively brief 
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resistance by Russian conventional forces, then a lim-
ited nuclear strike, after which the opponent was ex-
pected to back down because its stakes were not wor-
thy of resulting destruction and losses. 

Central to the concept of de-escalation was the no-
tion of calibrated damage (zadannyi ushcherb), defined 
in the 2003 White Paper as ‘‘damage, which is subjec-
tively unacceptable to the enemy and which exceeds 
the benefits the aggressor expects to gain as a result of 
the use of military force.’’18 This notion is more flexible 
than the more common notion of ”unacceptable dam-
age” and, in addition to promising to deny benefits 
from aggression, also conveys a message that damage 
would be commensurate to the level of conflict rather 
than devastating. Calibrated damage gave the oppo-
nent a choice to back down without escalation to the 
strategic level.

Even limited strikes were supposed to reach far-
away targets: according to the 2003 While Paper, in all 
wars in the 1990s and early 2000s (Balkans, Kosovo, 
Afghanistan, and Iraq) American victory was ensured 
by ability to involve out-of-theater assets. Conse-
quently, counterstrategy, whether nuclear or conven-
tional, had to emphasize the ability to defeat targets at 
large distances. 

Accordingly, the White Paper postulated “the ut-
most necessity of having the capability to strike mili-
tary assets of the enemy (long-range high-precision 
weapons, long-range Air Force) outside the immedi-
ate area of conflict. To achieve this, [we] need both our 
own long-range high-precision strike capability and 
other assets that enable [us] to transfer hostilities di-
rectly to enemy territory.”19

Targets for limited nuclear use with calibrated 
damage could be gleaned from a series of large-scale 
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exercises since 1999. All of them were military targets 
involved in a potential attack against Russia and the 
number of warheads involved in simulated strikes 
was small (fewer than 10): 

•	� Airbases as well as command, communica-
tions, and support facilities in European NATO 
countries and in at least one case in Japan. New 
members of NATO are clearly considered first 
candidates for basing countries for launching 
an attack against Russia;

•	� Unknown targets in the continental United 
States (most likely bases from which B-52s and 
B-2s would fly missions against Russia);

•	� Aircraft carrier groups in the Pacific Ocean and 
the Baltic Sea. Similar operations were simulat-
ed at least one in the Indian Ocean and Medi-
terranean; and,

•	 U.S. bases on Diego Garcia and Guam.

An integral part of making sure that threat of lim-
ited nuclear strike is credible is demonstrated ability 
to escalate to the strategic level (the level of large-scale 
nuclear exchange).20 This condition necessitated the 
maintenance of credible strategic nuclear deterrence 
capability, giving additional prominence to the “tradi-
tional” mission and strategic weapons modernization 
programs. 

The decision tree underlying the de-escalation sce-
nario is pictured in Figure 5-1. The 2003 White Paper also 
cautioned that nuclear deterrence of regional conflicts 
requires capable modern conventional forces: “only in 
that case will the threat of nuclear use in response to 
an attack be credible.”21 This principle closely mirrors 
one of the seminal documents in U.S. nuclear policy 
from the 1950s, NSC-68. This is only logical: reliance 
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on nuclear weapons alone is simply not sustainable be-
cause threat of nuclear use is not sufficiently credible 
except in a relatively narrow range of circumstances.

Figure 5-1. Decision Tree.

It should be noted, however, that Russia’s 2000 
National Security Concept regarded reliance on limited 
nuclear use as a temporary fix until Russia builds up 
its conventional capability, especially its precision-
guided weapons. A more modern conventional ca-
pability together with modern reconnaissance and 
targeting assets was supposed to enable Russia to 
successfully deter, or, if deterrence fails, fight regional 
conflicts. Thus, at least in theory, the limited-use mis-
sions should eventually fade away. That thinking re-
mains valid today: in 2009, then-Commander of the 
Strategic Rocket Forces (SRF) Nikolai Solovtsov said 
that reliance on nuclear weapons in the near future is 
intended to buy time while Russia conducts military 
reform and upgrades its conventional capability.22
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2010 AND INTO THE FUTURE

The new, third Russian Military Doctrine, which 
ushered in yet another turn in the role of nuclear 
weapons, was revealed in February 2010.23 Work on 
that document was launched by a special conference 
convened at the Russian Academy of Military Scienc-
es in January 2007. Speakers at that meeting, including 
then-Chief of General Staff Yuri Baluyevskii, agreed 
that nuclear weapons would still play a central role in 
Russia’s security, but the overall tone suggested that 
the nuclear component of the 2000 Doctrine would 
remain unchanged; attention focused instead on the 
upcoming reforms and modernization of general-pur-
pose forces.24

Quite unexpectedly, however, the nuclear section 
of the draft became a contested issue in the months 
preceding its release and was perhaps one of the rea-
sons for multiple delays (it was initially scheduled to 
be released in the fall of 2009). In an interview in Oc-
tober 2009, Secretary of the Security Council Nikolai 
Patrushev indicated that the future document might 
assign nuclear weapons to yet one more type of war—
”local conflicts.”25  This would have represented a 
massive expansion of the role of nuclear weapons: 
whereas the 1993 Doctrine assigned them to “global 
wars,” and the 2000 one added “regional wars,” the 
further expansion described by Patrushev would have 
assigned them to conflicts similar to the 2008 war with 
Georgia. 

In the end, however, the trend set by the new 
Doctrine was opposite to what Patrushev described. 
Instead of further expanding the role of nuclear weap-
ons, it somewhat reduced it by tightening conditions 
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under which these weapons could be used. Specifi-
cally, whereas the 2000 Doctrine foresaw the resort-
ing to nuclear weapons “in situations critical for [the] 
national security” of Russia, the 2010 version allows 
for their use in situations when “the very existence of 
[Russia] is under threat.”26 At least in this regard, the 
new Doctrine returned to the principles of the 1993 
and 1997 strategies. 

Otherwise, the new document seemed to closely 
follow the line set in 2000. The role of nuclear weap-
ons, according to the new Doctrine, is “prevention of 
nuclear military conflict or any other military conflict.” 
They are regarded as “an important factor in the preven-
tion of nuclear conflicts and military conflicts that use 
conventional assets (large-scale and regional wars).” 
The new document also clearly indicates that a con-
ventional regional war could escalate to the nuclear 
level. In a slight change from 2000, the latter provision 
is formulated in broader terms—this is now not only 
seen as a means of deterring or dissuading states that 
might attack Russia with conventional armed forces, 
but also an expression of concern that similar escala-
tion might take place elsewhere.27 That is, that the mis-
sion of de-escalation remains on the books. The new 
Doctrine mandates the maintenance of nuclear capa-
bility “at the level of sufficiency,” which means abil-
ity to inflict calibrated damage, same as the previous 
guidance. An interesting feature of the 2010 Doctrine 
is the emphasis on strategic deterrence capability. The 
choice of terms seems to indicate that Russia does not 
assign a visible role to substrategic (or tactical) nuclear 
weapons.

Overall, the 2010 Doctrine devotes less attention 
to the nuclear component of Armed Forces than the 
previous one. At the most superficial level, there are 
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fewer paragraphs about the use of nuclear weapons 
and nuclear posture than in the 2000 document. The 
doctrine places considerably more emphasis on con-
ventional forces and in particular on high-precision 
assets, communications, command, and control sys-
tems, and other elements in which Russia has been 
traditionally behind other major military powers. 

Overall, the change in the role of nuclear weap-
ons appears to be positive, but limited: the missions 
remained the same as before, albeit the criterion for 
nuclear use was somewhat tightened. The direction of 
the trend is similar to that in the United States under 
the new administration, but the degree of change is 
noticeably smaller. Notwithstanding the fact that the 
new strategy will remain in force for at least several 
years, one can hardly expect a significant downgrad-
ing of the status of nuclear weapons in the foreseeable 
future. They continue to enjoy elite and public sup-
port as a symbol of Russian power and independence 
and thus any government that might consider further 
downgrading of that component of Russian armed 
forces is likely to encounter stiff resistance. Further-
more, modernization of Russian conventional forces 
proceeds at a very slow pace. In the foreseeable future, 
concern about conventional forces of the United States 
and NATO and, increasingly, of China will remain 
high, necessitating continued reliance on nuclear ca-
pability. 

THE TACTICAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS 
PARADOX

Tactical (non-strategic) nuclear weapons (TNW) 
enjoy a special and highly controversial place in 
Russia’s nuclear policy. They gained visibility in the 
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mid-1990s during debates about possible response to 
NATO’s first round of enlargement. They are still of-
ten conceptualized as a counterweight to NATO con-
ventional superiority, but this view primarily resides 
with conservative nongovernmental experts while the 
government and (with one exception noted below) 
uniformed military remains silent about possible mis-
sions for these assets. Instead, all political-military 
guidance documents issues in the last 15 years have 
not mentioned them. Moreover, the 2003 White Paper 
referenced above specifically insisted that in case of 
large-scale (regional or global) war Russia needed 
long-range capability to strike out-of-theater assets of 
the adversary. Thus TNW apparently do not have a 
mission to speak of.

The only exception to that general rule is the Rus-
sian Navy. Russian naval commanders admit that 
they simply cannot confront the U.S. Navy—in case of 
a direct clash between Russia and the United States—
without reliance on nonstrategic nuclear assets. Ac-
cordingly, crews of surface ships and submarines have 
reportedly trained to mate warheads to submarine 
launched cruise missiles (SLCMs) and launch them.28 
In fact, Vice-Admiral Oleg Burtsev, deputy chief of 
the Navy’s Main Staff, declared recently that the role 
of tactical nuclear weapons on attack nuclear subma-
rines would increase. “The range of tactical nuclear 
weapons is growing, as is their accuracy. They do not 
need to deliver high-yield warheads, instead it is pos-
sible to make a transition to low-yield nuclear war-
heads that could be installed on the existing types of 
cruise missiles,” he asserted.29 Paradoxically, nuclear 
warheads for short-range naval systems are supposed 
to be in the status of nondeployed under the presiden-
tial nuclear initiatives (PNIs), unlike those for the Air 
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Force, whose leaders rarely if ever mention tactical 
nuclear weapons. 

Indicative of the attitude toward the possible role 
of TNW was the rejection by the Russian government 
and the military of proposals to deploy short-range 
nuclear-capable assets in response to the U.S.-planned 
missile defense assets in Poland in 2008—at the time 
when George W. Bush plans were regarded as a seri-
ous and immediate threat to Russia. The General Staff 
was quick at dismissing rumors (apparently, origi-
nating in Lithuania) that Russia would equip surface 
ships and submarines of the Baltic Fleet with tactical 
nuclear weapons.30 Similarly, a September 2008 high-
level meeting in Kaliningrad oblast, involving repre-
sentatives from the Ministries of Defense and Foreign 
Affairs at the level of deputy minister, General Staff, 
Administration of the President, as well as security 
services, rejected the proposal to deploy nuclear weap-
ons in the exclave.31 Chairman of the Duma Defense 
Committee retired General Viktor Zavarzin explained 
that preference was given instead to high-precision 
conventional assets.32 Proposals about deployment of 
tactical nuclear weapons in Belarus were similarly not 
taken to heart. Russian ambassador to Minsk Alek-
sandr Surikov announced that Russia would not re-
turn nuclear weapons to Belarus but would consider 
deployment of tactical conventional Iskander missiles 
and short-range aircraft with precision-guided weap-
ons.33 

Short-range weapons are also often said to have 
another role—that of deterring Chinese conventional 
forces.34 The logic is similar to the common beliefs 
about the role of TNW vis-à-vis NATO: if the oppo-
nent has superior conventional forces, Russian needs 
to rely on nuclear weapons. The Western and the East-
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ern theaters differ by the nature of challenge—techno-
logical in the West and numerical in the East. 

This logic appears questionable, however. The 
Russian-Chinese border is primarily a land border, 
but, if public statements of Russian officials are to be 
believed, Russia no longer has land-based short-range 
nuclear weapons. Also, there are few valuable targets 
on the Chinese side of the border and, if TNW were 
used to repel a hypothetical Chinese offensive, nucle-
ar weapons would be used on the Russian side of that 
border in densely populated and economically devel-
oped areas. Indeed, confidential interviews with high-
level Russian military indicate that nuclear weapons 
assigned to deterrence of China are strategic and air-
launched intermediate-range, i.e., weapons capable 
of reaching political, military, and economic targets 
deep inside China. That is, the logic here is similar to 
the one used in the Military Doctrine for deterrence of 
the United States and NATO: the emphasis is on long-
range assets. 

Thus, logically speaking, Russia could, without 
changing its present-day nuclear strategy, reduce the 
entire short-range category of nuclear weapons. Yet, 
it refuses to do that. Instead, Moscow consistently, 
stubbornly, and very forcefully resists attempts of the 
United States and its NATO allies to launch almost 
any kind of arms control measures with regard to its 
TNW. Thus, up until now U.S. and Russian TNW are 
still subject to only one arms control regime—uni-
lateral parallel statements of George H.W. Bush and 
Mikhail Gorbachev made in 1991 known as PNIs (in 
1992 Boris Yeltsin confirmed Gorbachev’s statement 
in the name of Russia). It only remains to regret that 
the Soviet proposal, made in the fall of 1991 shortly 
after PNIs, to launch negotiations on a legally binding 
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and verifiable treaty on TNW was at that time rejected 
by Washington.

Moreover, since 2004 Russia no longer recognizes 
PNIs as even politically binding. The last time Mos-
cow formally reported on the implementation of PNIs 
was at the NPT PrepCom in April 2004, when the 
Russian representative mentioned that his country 
had “almost completed implementation” of its “initia-
tives” except for warheads assigned to Ground Forc-
es, and that the pace of elimination was constrained 
by the technological capacity and available funding.35 
Six months later, an official representative of the Rus-
sian Foreign Ministry declared Russia was not bound 
by the PNIs, which were characterized as a goodwill 
gesture rather than an obligation.36

That said, PNIs have apparently been implement-
ed, even though Russia does not publicly recognize 
that. In a report distributed at the 2005 NPT Review 
Conference, Russia declared that it had reduced its 
TNW arsenal to one-fourth of what it was in 1991.37 
The following year, the Chief of the 12th Glavnoye 
Upravleniye Ministerstvo Oborony (GUMO, the Main 
Directorate of the Ministry of Defense responsible for 
handling nuclear weapons), confirmed that informa-
tion and even asserted that reductions exceeded the 
original promise (he asserted that the 1991 statements 
foresaw a 64 percent reduction while Russia had re-
duced its TNW arsenal by 75 percent).38 Speaking 
in 2007, the new Chief of the 12th GUMO, General 
Vladimir Verkhovtsev, confirmed the 75 percent fig-
ure and added that the promised elimination of TNW 
warheads assigned to Ground Forces had been com-
pleted.39

The exact number of Russian TNW is unknown be-
cause parties to the PNIs are not required to exchange 
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it. It is commonly believed that Russia has about 2,000 
warheads for delivery vehicles that are not subject to 
START treaties—about double what the United States 
is assumed to have.40 Breaking down that uncertain 
number into categories is even more challenging. Ac-
cording to the Natural Resources Defense Council 
(NRDC), the Air Force has 650 warheads, the Navy 
700, and Air Defense and Missile Defense (nowadays 
united in the Aerospace Forces) 700.41 Russian non-
governmental experts use the same figures, but the 
method of calculation used by NRDC leaves many 
uncertainties.42

It is safe to assume that the overall size of the 
stockpile is going down. Russia continued to disman-
tle warheads with expired service life (warranty), and 
only some of those are refurbished. The rate of dis-
mantlement and refurbishment is limited by the avail-
able industrial capacity. There is no saying at what 
point the decline will stop and the stockpile become 
stabilized. That time is probably near.

A solution to the paradox of TNW—assets that 
Russia apparently does not need, but continues to 
hold on to—can be found in domestic politics rather 
than in strategic planning. The Russian government 
attitude toward TNW appears to represent a complex 
mix of domestic and bureaucratic politics, (mis)per-
ceptions, and idiosyncrasies. Its main elements could 
be summarized in the following way:

•	� “No More Unreciprocated Concessions.” Resis-
tance to arms control measures with regard to 
TNW appears to reflect the deep-seated rejec-
tion of Gorbachev and early Yeltsin propensity 
to make wide-ranging concessions that Edward 
Shevardnadze used to call “concessions to 
common sense.” Russian numerical superior-
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ity is regarded as an advantage that could be 
traded for something tangible and should not 
be given away. Western attempts to persuade 
Russia to act on TNW (which by default means 
asymmetric reductions) tend to be regarded 
with suspicion without serious thought about 
the reasons for these proposals. Instead, such 
attempts are seen as proof that these weapons 
are truly valuable.

•	� Inertia. The longer the same position is main-
tained, the more entrenched it becomes. A posi-
tion that has been in place for over a decade can 
be changed either when the leadership changes 
(as happened when Gorbachev assumed the 
highest office in the Soviet Union) or when the 
external environment changes. Neither condi-
tion is present today.

•	� “Capabilities-Based Planning.” The Russian elite, 
including the military leadership, acutely feels 
the uncertainty of the international environ-
ment. The main threat is still associated with 
the United States and its allies, but other po-
tential threats are emerging and the Russian 
military is reluctant to part with any assets. In 
2005-07, similar arguments were made in favor 
of the withdrawal from the INF Treaty.

•	� Parochial Group Politics. As noted above, the 
Navy is interested in keeping TNW as a “just-
in-case” option.43 In contrast, the Air Force 
appears much less interested in TNW except 
for weapons assigned to Tu-22M3 medium 
bombers. Other groups probably have even 
less interest in TNW, but are unlikely to invest 
political resources to get rid of these weapons. 
Similarly, the Foreign Ministry, another im-
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portant player, has many other more pressing 
items on its agenda. Since no parochial group 
is seriously interested in changing the existing 
position, the Navy’s interest wins by default.

•	� Arms Control Challenges. Russian ambivalence 
with regard to TNW might also reflect the 
challenges of crafting a verifiable treaty. The 
traditional approach, according to which nu-
clear weapons are accounted for and reduced 
indirectly through accounting and reduction 
of nuclear-capable delivery vehicles, is inap-
plicable to TNW. New accounting rules require 
much more intrusive verification at several 
categories of nuclear-related facilities that have 
never been subject to inspections—storage sites 
for nuclear weapons, dismantlement facilities, 
etc. While such procedures are, in principle, not 
unthinkable, it would take serious investment 
of political resources to overcome entrenched 
resistance and political opposition.

Russia’s response to all Western proposals has 
remained the same for years—any discussion is only 
possible after the United States withdraws its TNW 
from Europe. An interesting aspect of that condition 
is that Moscow apparently does not have a plan as to 
what it might do if the United States, indeed, complies 
with it. One can find a range of rather contradictory 
opinions on how Russian nonstrategic nuclear weap-
ons (NSNW) could be leveraged, but these come from 
any quarter except from high-level officials. By all in-
dications, the sole purpose of the current Russian po-
sition is to deflect U.S. and European pressure. 

While American TNW in Europe are few, they pro-
vide a convenient justification for rejection of any ini-
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tiatives aimed at reducing the Russian TNW arsenal. 
Effectively, Russia has calculated that NATO would 
be unable to part with U.S. TNW. So far this calcula-
tion has proven solid and, given the outcome of inter-
nal NATO debates in the spring of 2010, will continue 
to succeed at least in the near future. 

That said, recently some in the Russian military 
apparently began to entertain more forward-looking 
views on the future of the nonstrategic nuclear force. 
While complete elimination is hardly on the books 
and withdrawal of the small U.S. force from Europe 
is not challenged, some thought has been given to de-
signing additional options. In fact, there is reason to 
believe that in 2009 some in the military establishment 
favored the inclusion of TNW into the New START 
negotiations—a proposal that was rejected by military 
leadership. There is also expectation that the United 
States would insist on tackling TNW in the next stage 
of nuclear arms reduction talks and that Russia should 
prepare a position of its own. While these are clearly 
minority views, the new developments represent a 
welcome sign that the stone wall might be cracking.

MODERNIZATION OF RUSSIAN STRATEGIC 
NUCLEAR ARSENAL

Russian modernization programs are reasonably 
well known, and for the purposes of this chapter re-
quire only an overview of key trends. These can be 
summarized as follows.

All three legs of the triad undergo moderniza-
tion. These programs are driven by the expiration of 
warranty periods of systems inherited from the So-
viet Union (i.e., the intended length of service of the 
weapon)—even though the warranty or length of 



220

service time is regularly extended, this cannot con-
tinue indefinitely. The rate of replacement is low and 
new ballistic missiles, both land- and sea-based, carry 
fewer warheads than Soviet ones. This means that the 
arsenal undergoes gradual reduction. The strategic ar-
senal will probably stabilize by the end of this decade 
at about 800-1,200 warheads. 

It is hardly surprising that Russia chose to deploy a 
new generation of delivery vehicles instead of restart-
ing production of existing types. Behind this decision 
is the Soviet tradition of uninterrupted modernization, 
which, in turn, was determined by the structure of the 
Soviet design and production complex.44 It should 
be noted, however, that the majority of new types of 
strategic weapons were still developed in the Soviet 
Union.

Technologically and conceptually, current strate-
gic modernization programs represent linear continu-
ation of Soviet programs. In this sense, the emerging 
Russian strategic nuclear posture is very traditional. 
SRF will probably account for the bulk of all deployed 
warheads (around 50-60 percent). The earlier plans to 
radically change the structure of the triad and shift the 
emphasis to the Navy, which were developed in 2000 
and approved by then-President Vladimir Putin, have 
been abandoned. Russia has continued the Soviet line 
toward reduction of vulnerability and maintenance 
of high degree of readiness for launch—according to 
the SRF, almost all ICBMs could be launched within 1 
minute.45 

The air-based leg of the triad is gradually shifting 
to a new tangent, however—to conventional strike ca-
pability. Eventually its role in the triad will probably 
be primarily symbolic, and for all intents and purpos-
es the Russian strategic arsenal will become a dyad. 
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The pace and the success rate for each leg of the 
triad are different. Modernization of the land-based, 
ICBM force began in the 1990s and progresses slowly 
but surely. Introduction of new types of weapons sys-
tems into the sea-based leg has encountered major de-
lays and its future remains uncertain. Modernization 
of the air leg has been postponed—Russia plans to 
rely on existing aircraft in the foreseeable future and 
only weapons for use by strategic bombers are being 
gradually modernized with an emphasis on conven-
tional assets. 

ICBM FORCE

The ICBM force modernization has been both con-
servative and most successful. It its center is Topol-M, 
a new ICBM designed in the last years of the Soviet 
Union. The project was partially revised in the 1990s 
to adapt to the new industrial base (a large part of 
relevant enterprises remained outside Russia). In the 
2000s, the same ICBM was further redesigned to carry 
several warheads and was designated RS-24, or Yars. 
Beginning of deployment was postponed until after 
the expiration of START I. 

The rate of ICBM production is low—less than 10 
missiles each year; increase of production is unlike-
ly. After 10 years, only six regiments (60 missiles) of 
silo-based ICBMs have been deployed and only two 
regiments (18 missiles) of road-mobile ICBMs. In the 
meantime, the SRF has been extending service lives of 
existing types of delivery vehicles—to 31 years for SS-
18 and to 23 years for Topol (SS-25) and SS-19.46

The low rate of missile production might be sur-
prising, given the impressive Soviet capability to turn 
out large numbers of new weapons—in the 1980s 



222

production of Topol (SS-25) was reportedly at 50 per 
year. Speaking in late 2007, at the time of relative fi-
nancial plenty, First Vice-Premier and former Minister 
of Defense Sergey Ivanov sought to make it clear that 
the government consciously chose “butter” versus 
“guns.” “We believe,” he stated, “that we do not need 
30 Topol-Ms a year.47 Of course, we would not mind 
having them, but this would mean that we would 
need to cut social programs, housing programs, and 
other things.” He added that the annual deployment 
of six to seven new missiles is sufficient for the SRF.48 
At the same time, Ivanov emphasized that “military 
capability, especially nuclear capability, should be 
sufficient if we want to be at a [safe] level or even 
merely independent. No one likes the weak, no one 
listens to them, everyone abuses them, and when we 
have parity, others talk to us differently.”49

There are other explanations for the low rate of 
production. One is the breakup of the traditional Sovi-
et networks: many Soviet-era enterprises that contrib-
uted to production of components remained outside 
Russia. It is known that the number of only first-or-
der suppliers for Topol-M is around 200; recreating 
these networks from scratch is difficult, expensive, 
time-consuming, and probably outright impossible. 
Another possible explanation is that Russia sought to 
reserve some unused production capacity for the new 
submarine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM) Bulava.

Nonetheless, the SRF confidently promises that by 
2016 about 80 percent of all ICBMs will be new, i.e., 
deployed in the post-Soviet period.50 Reduction under 
New START and perhaps under the next agreement 
could certainly contribute to that goal, but it never-
theless appears wishful thinking without a significant 
increase of funding. 
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Even more remote is the plan to develop a new 
liquid-fuel multiple independent reentry vehicled 
(MIRVed) ICBM to replace the Soviet SS-18 (the new 
ICBM will hardly classify as “heavy” under START I 
definitions, but its throw-weight will likely be signifi-
cantly greater than that of Topol-M, probably at the 
level of SS-19).51 Development of the new ICBM is sup-
posed to be completed by 2016, but the goal does not 
appear realistic. More likely, same as talk about the 
revival of the rail-mobile ICBM, it reflects the wishes 
of the military rather than definitive plans.

That said, liquid-fuel missiles have, in the eyes 
of the military, certain advantages that explain why 
this line of missiles is still alive in Russia unlike in 
the United States. Traditionally, Soviet liquid fuel has 
been more efficient than Soviet solid fuel, allowing for 
greater throw-weight for the same weight of missile. 
Liquid-fuel missiles have helped Russia retain an im-
pressive strategic arsenal after two decades of finan-
cial, economic, and political turmoil: a large number 
of these systems that had been produced in the So-
viet Union remained in “dry storage,” i.e., were kept 
without fuel. During the post-Soviet period, the mili-
tary could simply take them from storage, fuel, and 
deploy. This cannot be done with solid-fuel missiles, 
whose length of service time period begins at the mo-
ment of production. 

Recently the SRF was criticized by the government 
for being insufficiently ambitious. Reportedly, chief of 
the Government’s Department for the Support of the 
Military-Industrial Commission, Sergey Khutortsov, 
declared that the SRF was bogged down in small-scale 
programs and does not have an ambitious long-term 
goal around which its future should be built, un-
like the Navy or the Air Force. The new liquid-fuel 
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MIRVed ICBM and even the rail-mobile ICBM did not 
classify as sufficiently ambitious, he said.52 

The SRF proudly advertizes the defense-penetra-
tion properties of its new ICBMs53 but conveniently 
fails to mention that this capability was part of a Sovi-
et-era design. In particular, Topol-M features reduced 
boost phase (about one-third of that of SS-18), which 
was intended to reduce the effectiveness of space-
based interceptors; today this capability is probably 
less relevant. Topol-M can also carry a maneuverable 
warhead known as Igla. There is no public authorita-
tive confirmation that Igla is actually being deployed 
following a very small number of successful tests. 
Overall, the anti-missile defense capability of new 
Russian ICBMs should not be overestimated. 

SLBM FORCE

Modernization of the sea leg of the triad has en-
countered major technological and political failures. 
The initial plan was apparently fairly logical: retain 
the more modern Delta III and IV submersible subma-
rine ballistic nuclear (SSBNs), and eventually only the 
latter, with replacement missiles, develop replacement 
missiles for Typhoon SSBNs, and build new SSBNs to 
carry the same missiles as Typhoons. This plan quickly 
fell apart. The replacement for SS-N-20, known as 
Bark, was canceled after three failed test flights. Al-
though the failures had been attributed to production 
shortcomings and one Typhoon-class SSBN had been 
converted for further tests of the Bark,54 the contract 
for the new solid-fuel SLBM was nevertheless given to 
the Moscow Institute of Thermal Technology (MITT), 
the same that developed Topol and Topol-M ICBMs. 
Design of the new SSBN had to be radically altered: 
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construction of the first submarine in the new class 
was put on hold until new designs could be drawn 
to accommodate a radically different missile. The 
Typhoon-class SSBN converted for Bark was converted 
once again to serve as a testing pad for the new mis-
sile. This decision, made in the late 1990s, was widely 
attributed to parochial fights, and in particular to the 
close relationship between the Director of MITT Yuri 
Solomonov and the then-Defense Minister Igor Ser-
geev, previously the Commander of the SRF.

MITT planned to make the new SLBM, code-
named Bulava, an example of a new approach to 
development of missiles—relatively fast, relatively 
cheap, with fewer test flights, and large-scale use of 
computer simulation. The new missile was supposed 
to become a major departure from Soviet traditions of 
SLBM design and be much lighter and smaller than 
Soviet solid-fuel SLBMs. The plan failed utterly—to 
date, seven out of 12 test flights have failed, and those 
by rather relaxed official criteria; the majority of non-
governmental experts classify only one or two tests as 
successful.

By the end of 2009 the government and the Minis-
try of Defense lost patience. Solomonov had to resign 
from the position of the head of MITT and a special 
commission was established to investigate the cause 
of failures concluded that the missile’s design was 
faulty.55 Resumption of tests was initially scheduled 
for early summer 2010, but then was postponed un-
til late fall.56 Solomonov, however, continues to insist 
that failures were caused by substandard components 
supplied by the industry, which no longer can main-
tain high quality.57 

In the meantime, the new SSBN program con-
tinued in spite of delays with the missile. The first 
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submarine in the new class, Yuri Dolgoruki, has been 
commissioned, two more are being built, and the keel 
of the fourth was laid in January 2010. It was also de-
cided to retain one more Typhoon SSBN and convert it 
for Bulava. Eventually this might mean that, given the 
low production capability, Russia will have serious 
problems producing the necessary number of SLBMs 
to equip all submarines (16 per each new Borey-class 
SSBN and 20 per each Typhoon; future Borey SSBNs are 
expected to carry 20 missiles each).

The sorry state of modernization of the Navy in-
creasingly causes displeasure of the top echelons of 
the government—last year First Deputy Prime Min-
ister Sergey Ivanov revealed that the Navy consumes 
40 percent of the total defense budget, more than the 
SRF, Air Force, and Space Forces combined, and that 
the bulk of that spending goes to the nuclear subma-
rine force.58 Implicit in the tone of his remarks was rec-
ognition that the yield from that investment remains 
unsatisfactory. 

In the meantime, the sea leg of the Russian triad 
consists of Delta III and IV SSBNs. These submarines 
were given an overhaul to extend their service lives. 
The Makeev design bureau, which had lost the con-
tract for a new SLBM, produced a modernized version 
of SS-N-23. In the coming decade, Delta IIIs will be 
probably phased out and only slightly newer Delta IVs 
will remain in service. Thus, early completion of the 
Bulava program remains a must—without it, Russia 
risks losing the sea leg completely by the end of this or 
the beginning of the next decade. 

It might be interesting to contemplate the Russian 
strategic triad without the naval component. Propos-
als to phase out SSBNs were quite popular in the late 
1990s-early 2000s, when investment into moderniza-
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tion of that leg was still minimal. In that case, Russia 
might seek much deeper cuts in nuclear arsenals than 
otherwise likely and the mission of strategic deter-
rence would be supported by the SRF while de-esca-
lation would still be entrusted to the Air Force. In the 
end, transition from a triad to a dyad might be a good 
choice, but it appears unlikely for political reasons 
and also because too much money has already been 
spent on Bulava—it is difficult to imagine a political 
or military leader who would be willing to accept re-
sponsibility for the failure.

AIR FORCE

The Air Force never played a major role in the So-
viet nuclear posture; its share in the strategic arsenal 
was limited to about 5 percent of deployed warheads. 
This choice is easy to explain by the traditional draw-
backs of Soviet aircraft-building (especially in engines 
and navigational equipment) as well as the long dis-
tances heavy bombers had to cover to reach the United 
States, meaning a very long gap between decision to 
launch and delivery as well as very limited payload. 
The situation began to change somewhat in the 1980s 
after the Soviet Union succeeded in development of 
long-range air-launched cruise missiles (ALCMs). 
Posture plans drawn in the late 1980s foresaw some 
(albeit still limited) increase in the share of warheads 
carried on heavy bombers.

In the post-Soviet time, the Air Force remained at 
the back burner during the larger part of the 1990s 
until Ukraine agreed to sell some heavy bombers to 
Russia instead of eliminating them under START I. 
This allowed increasing the number of heavy bomb-
ers to a level that had at least some military sense. In 
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the 2000s, the Air Force became the leading asset to 
support the new mission, that of de-escalation.59 

Nuclear-capable aircraft (heavy bombers Tu-160 
and Tu-95MS as well as medium Tu-22M3) have re-
mained at the back burner of modernization efforts: 
existing heavy bombers are expected to last until at 
least the end of this decade, so there is no rush, in con-
trast to the ICBM and SLBM forces, which must be re-
placed as a matter of urgency. Instead, Russia has con-
centrated on upgrading the electronics and avionics of 
these aircraft; some heavy bombers designed to carry 
ALCMs are being converted to carry gravity bombs.

Modernization of nuclear weapons has been very 
limited. Russia is working on a new-generation (re-
portedly supersonic) ALCM, Kh-101, and its conven-
tional version, Kh-102. Work on that program has 
been exceedingly slow—it began in the 1990s and the 
last mention of it is in 2000. After that, mentions of 
that program ceased until recently, when it surfaced 
only once and almost by accident. Obviously, the pro-
gram is highly classified, but work continues, which 
is hardly surprising because at the moment the only 
long-range nuclear asset is a hopelessly outdated Kh-
55. There is also a plan to give high precision capabil-
ity to gravity bombs using the emerging Global Navi-
gation Satellite System (GLONASS).

Eventually aircraft have to be replaced, of course. 
Among the existing types, the Tu-22Ms will probably 
be phased out completely. Some suggest that Su-34 
could take up its roles, but it is unclear whether a de-
cision has been made yet, which probably indicates 
that Russian military does not foresee many nuclear 
missions at Su-34 ranges.

Long-range plans of the Air Force are built around 
a brand new bomber, which will reportedly fall some-
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where between Tu-22M3 and heavy bombers in range 
and load and is expected to be cheaper than the heavy 
bombers.60 Its main missions are reported to be in Eur-
asia and perhaps also the northern part of Africa. One 
wonders whether the new aircraft will actually fall 
under the traditional START I definition of a heavy 
bomber. The beginning of test flights is scheduled 
for 2015-16 and production could begin around 2020. 
These dates are certainly subject to revision, which is 
hardly surprising given the tradition of delays of all 
modernization programs: in fact, first reports about 
the new bomber appeared more than 10 years ago, but 
the Ministry of Defense concluded a formal contract 
with Tupolev design bureau for a new aircraft only in 
August 2009. 

Information about modernization of the air leg 
of the strategic triad is scarce, but is the information 
available leads to three conclusions. First, the Air 
Force is likely to lose a role in strategic deterrence, 
even though formally and for arms control purposes 
it will remain part of strategic arsenal. Second, the Air 
Force will maintain and perhaps even enhance a nu-
clear role at the theater level. This role will not require 
large capability and the number of long-range aircraft 
will remain relatively small. Third, long-range aircraft 
will increasingly support conventional long-range 
missions. In this, Russia follows the trends of the U.S. 
Air Force with about 15-20 years lag. More about this 
aspect of Air Force modernization will be discussed in 
the relevant section of this chapter. 
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MISSILE DEFENSE IN U.S.-RUSSIAN  
RELATIONSHIP

American missile defense plans are an old issue 
in U.S.-Russian relations. They date back to Reagan’s 
Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI); tensions declined in 
the early 1990s, but began to build up again toward 
the end of that decade and reached the peak during 
the last decade as a result of U.S. withdrawal from the 
ABM Treaty and the subsequent announcement of the 
intention to deploy 10 interceptors in Poland and a 
radar in Czech Republic. The announcement in Sep-
tember 2009 of a change in missile defense plans for 
Europe helped to significantly alleviate the acrimony, 
but did not remove it completely.

Thus conflict has continued for almost 3 decades. 
A truly curious element of the picture is that strate-
gic missile defense still does not exist. So far, it has all 
been about intentions and the projected capability of 
the future system. 

Another curious element is that there is actually 
very little to be said about the nature and the dynamic 
of that conflict. The fault lines are simple and straight-
forward; they have not changed in many years.

The Russian view of missile defense is informed 
by the traditional view of strategic deterrence built 
around mutual vulnerability. Underlying Russian op-
position is fear that the United States could acquire the 
ability to deny Russia ability to respond to an attack; 
this concern was shaped in the 1980s by SDI plans. 
Even though the likelihood of a large-scale nuclear 
war is practically nonexistent, there is fear that such a 
capability could be used as a leverage to extract con-
cessions and exert political pressure. In other words, 
it goes straight to the heart of the view that nuclear 
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weapons guarantee Russia’s security and sovereignty. 
Hence, opposition to missile defense amounts to more 
than just a straightforward military calculation. The 
issue has become emotionally charged and suspicions 
now matter more than cool-headed assessment.

Virulent, often hysterical Russian opposition to 
the George W. Bush plans to build a limited strategic 
defense capability in Europe has demonstrated two 
underlying and intertwining trends that make conflict 
almost inevitable.

The first trend is the multiple capabilities of a sys-
tem designed to protect the United States against Ira-
nian or North Korean missiles. The same assets could 
theoretically intercept Russian missiles as well, and 
that residual capability conveniently feeds into the 
concern about the credibility of strategic deterrence. 

Almost no one in Russia believed the official justi-
fication provided by the Bush administration because, 
according to Russian military’s estimates, Iran will not 
acquire missiles with strategic range for many years. 
Hence, Russians tried to imagine the “real” purpose 
of the planned missile defense and, not surprisingly, 
concluded it was intended against Russia—worst-case 
planning and suspicions still to a large extent rule the 
day in Moscow. Washington’s assurances that the sys-
tem would be limited were not taken seriously—the 
planned deployment was regarded as a “foot in the 
door,” with the first 10 interceptors supplemented by 
dozens more at a later stage. 

A further complication was the manner and style 
of Russian rhetoric, which almost always failed to 
clearly convey the true nature of concern—it was not 
about the system the Bush administration planned, but 
rather about its possible expansion in the future. Rus-
sian statements were usually devoted to short-range 
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plans. Concern about future capability was further 
enhanced by the insistence of the White House that 
the plan was open-ended and refusal to set any lim-
its, whether formally or informally. The open-ended 
nature of the proposed system further strengthened 
Russian belief that the “true” plans were much more 
ominous than those announced publicly.

Only relatively rarely did Russians clearly distin-
guish between immediate American plans and pos-
sible future expansion. Speaking in February 2007, 
Chief of the Air Force Vladimir Mikhailov said that he 
regarded “very calmly” the planned missile defenses 
in Eastern Europe.61 Former Chief of Staff of Strate-
gic Rocket Forces Viktor Yesin opined that the main 
threat of missile defense came from “undefined archi-
tecture.” “Will there be 10 interceptors or a thousand? 
It’s 10 now, but no one can guarantee there will not 
be more.” He anticipated that eventually the United 
States would also deploy missile defense assets in Ja-
pan, Great Britain, or Norway.62 Deputy Chief of the 
Main Directorate of International Cooperation at the 
Ministry of Defense Yevgenii Buzhinskii said that cur-
rent small-scale deployment plans were but elements 
of a broader vision—a global network of missile de-
fense around Russia’s borders.63 

This leads to the second and perhaps the most im-
portant feature of the conflict over missile defense—it 
has been about the lack of predictability. In the absence 
of reasonably clear-cut, definitive long-term plans, 
Russian thinking has been unavoidably informed by 
worst-case scenarios. The most important lesson that 
could be drawn from the conflicts of the last decade 
over missile defense is simple, but perhaps difficult 
to implement—the need for predictability. U.S. ef-
forts to maintain transparency through provision 
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of information about plans turned out to be insuf-
ficient.

It is no wonder that the lowest point in U.S.-Rus-
sian interaction on missile defense was the end of 
2007 and 2008. In October 2007, a two-by-two meet-
ing (between foreign and defense ministers of the two 
countries) seemed to have achieved a preliminary 
agreement on a set of confidence building measures 
intended to alleviate Russian concerns. Neither side 
was fully satisfied with it, but about a week after that 
meeting Vladimir Putin (at that time still president of 
Russia) indicated that Moscow regarded that tentative 
deal as a foundation for possible future agreement.64 
When the United States transmitted its proposals on 
missile defense in writing a month later (delay was 
ascribed to protracted bureaucratic in-fighting in 
Washington), however, Russian officials promptly 
rejected them, accusing the United States of retract-
ing the compromises discussed during the Gates-Rice 
visit and returning the negotiations to square one.65 
After that, Moscow came to regard dialogue with the 
United States on missile defense as impossible.

Against that background, the September 2009 an-
nouncement about a revision of plans for defense of 
Europe was seen as positive news. While principled 
opposition to missile defense did not disappear, the 
new architecture was at least logically explainable. It 
was clearly intended to defend Europe from existing 
Iranian missiles and at the same time in the near future 
will not have capability to intercept Russian ICBMs. 

Acknowledgment by the United States in the New 
START treaty of a relationship between offensive and 
defensive weapons also contributed to a calmer tone 
of interaction on missile defense. New START did not 
resolve the issue from the Russian perspective but was 
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a positive first step toward a final solution. Effectively, 
it bought time for a more constructive engagement, 
and this is probably the maximum that could be done 
at the current stage.

Nevertheless, the issue did not fade away com-
pletely. While current plans are not a source of serious 
concern, possible future capabilities still are. Chief of 
General Staff Nikolai Makarov declared that U.S. mis-
sile defense in its current shape and capability is not 
a concern for Russia, but long-term plans to develop 
strategic missile defense could become a threat.66 
According to Vladimir Dvorkin, “the crisis between 
Russia and the United States over missile defense has 
been postponed [by the signing of New START], but it 
could return in an even more acute shape after the sea-
based missile defense system built around SM-3 inter-
ceptors and their ground-launched analogues acquire 
strategic capability by 2020.”67 That is, while the first 
irritant—multiple capabilities—has been removed, 
the other and more important one, predictability, still 
needs to be addressed.

A complicating feature that has emerged during 
the last decade was the emergence of close cooperation 
between Russia and China in opposition to U.S. mis-
sile defense plans. Both countries share many of the 
same concerns and have jointly acted in almost every 
conceivable international forum to oppose and derail 
American plans. A turning point in that cooperation 
was 2005, when Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov de-
clared that Russia and China both face the same threat 
from U.S. missile defense plans. As a result, Russia’s 
ability to find accommodation with the United States, 
launch cooperative programs, etc., is now limited be-
cause it could be seen by China as a betrayal. 
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Quite paradoxically, another, equally persistent 
theme in the Russian approach to U.S. missile defense 
programs has been proposals for cooperation. In the 
early 1990s, these proposals were built around a no-
tion that Russia could contribute technologies devel-
oped during decades of R&D in missile defense. These 
included programs launched in the 1980s—although 
the Soviet Union vehemently opposed SDI and ad-
vertized “asymmetric” responses to it (i.e., through 
enhancement of offensive weapons capability), it 
simultaneously pursued a wide range of its own de-
fense programs, a “symmetric” response. These were 
not particularly advanced and mostly remained at the 
stage of research, but their scale was quite impres-
sive—they consumed more than half (about 52 per-
cent) of all spending on strategic weapons. 

Since the late 1990s, Russia sought to showcase a 
defense system against tactical missiles, S-300, as well 
as another system, S-400 (at that time still in the pipe-
line), which was intended to counter intermediate-
range missiles. Indeed, the 1997 New York Protocols, 
which drew a line between strategic and nonstrate-
gic defenses (i.e., those that were banned or allowed 
under the 1972 ABM Treaty), were carefully crafted 
by Russia to protect S-400. The highest point of these 
initiatives was a proposal made in early 2001, which 
foresaw a relatively well-developed plan for the de-
fense of Europe consisting of a combination of S-300 
and S-400; this proposal was overlooked by the Unit-
ed States, which, under the new administration, was 
moving toward abrogation of the ABM Treaty. 

It is important to understand the Russian defini-
tion of cooperation. It assumed that Moscow would 
supply weapons systems (and get paid for them), be 
an integral part of decisionmaking on the architecture 
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of the defense system (and have the right to veto ele-
ments of the system that could be used to track and/
or intercept Russian missiles), and be part of operating 
the system (including the right to prevent launches of 
interceptors against Russian missiles). The definition 
of cooperation used by the George W. Bush admin-
istration was different. The most important practical 
contribution that was expected from Russia was data 
from the radar it operated—from Gabala in Azerbai-
jan and later from the new radar in Armavir. That is, 
Russian participation would have to be passive. This 
mode did not satisfy Moscow, and it was not prepared 
to supply data to an American-operated system, only 
to a joint one. 

Proposals about a joint missile defense resumed 
under the Obama administration and have recently 
become a central point in Russian official and unof-
ficial statements on missile defense. President Dmitri 
Medvedev declared recently, in response to NATO 
overtures on cooperation in missile defense, that Rus-
sia would be interested in a joint system with NATO if 
the proposal was serious.68 Former Chief of Staff of the 
SRF Viktor Yesin opined that the United States and 
Russia could create a joint defense system to protect 
Europe against Iranian missiles and mentioned that 
such a system could be configured to intercept Iranian 
missiles with speeds up to 7 kilometers (km)/second 
(that is, it would be classified as nonstrategic under the 
1997 New York Protocols) and use data not only from 
American radars, but also from radars at Gabala and 
Armavir. According to Yesin, such a system could be 
created after 2015.69 Similarly, Vladimir Dvorkin wrote 
that a joint system building on simulations conducted 
between the United States and NATO during the last 
decade is the only way to resolve the continuing con-
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troversy over missile defense. In his view, however, 
the system does not need to be fully integrated and 
instead could be built on dividing responsibility for 
different sectors. 70 

The proposed Russian contribution is still S-300 
and S-400 systems, which are now in a more advanced 
stage than they used to be 10 years ago. In fact, the 
S-400 entered test deployment in 2007 and is expected 
to go into mass production later this year or in 2011, 
following long delays with development of a new in-
terceptor. Moreover, Russia is conducting R&D on a 
still more advanced system, S-500 Triumphator, which 
is supposed to be ready for production in 2015 (given 
multiple-year delays with S-400, this official timeline 
does not sound very realistic, though). With S-500, 
Russia could reach the parameters proposed by Yesin 
(7 km/second for incoming missiles; S-400 can only 
intercept missiles with less than 5 km/second speed). 

All in all, solution to the issue of missile defense 
remains elusive. Perhaps the biggest challenge is lack 
of any clarity with regard to a final solution; thus, it is 
difficult to decide which way dialogue should steer. 
The Russian preference seems to be for a new ABM 
treaty of some sort that would regulate missile de-
fense to guarantee mutual vulnerability of the United 
States and Russia. Such a solution is hardly feasible in 
the near future. Furthermore, the Russian position on 
missile defense is limited by its close cooperation with 
China, whose criteria for a new international regime 
in missile defense are likely to be even more restrictive 
than those of Russia. While a new politically or legally 
binding regime on missile defense seems improbable, 
it is nevertheless still advisable to discuss it, perhaps 
unofficially, to enhance predictability and promote 
better understanding of the positions of all parties.
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In the absence of a final solution, a series of small-
scale partial agreements on various elements of the 
relationship in the missile defense area seems more 
feasible. These could address confidence building 
measures and enhance transparency and predictabili-
ty. That is, conflicts seem unavoidable, but they can be 
regulated and kept in check. There appears to be two 
ways of tackling differences, neither fully acceptable 
to the United States or Russia for reasons of domestic 
politics.

The first option is enhanced predictability. All the 
loud, sometimes shrill, statements notwithstanding, 
Russia has never been concerned about short-term 
American plans; even the George W. Bush administra-
tion’s system was not regarded as an immediate threat. 
Concern has been primarily about future capability, 
which has so far remained undefined. Interaction in 
the last decade has demonstrated that simple infor-
mation about plans is not sufficient because plans can 
change; other ways to enhance predictability should 
be considered together with enhanced consultations. 
An ultimate predictability mechanism is a new full-
scale treaty on missile defense, but other, more limited 
options should be considered.

The second option favored by Russia is a fully in-
tegrated missile defense system. A strong coopera-
tive program in that area could change the lineup of 
domestic parochial groups in Russia in favor of a more 
moderate attitude toward American plans, but such a 
joint system would give Russia a role in decisionmak-
ing on all aspects of building and operating it. That 
degree of involvement and especially the right of veto 
over the use of the system, whether formal or de facto, 
is likely to be unacceptable to Washington, too. 
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A positive element in all the conflicts and debates 
over a possible missile defense system, which has not 
attracted sufficient attention, is that Russia is actually 
prepared to contribute to the defense of Europe and 
potentially of the United States from Iran as long as 
it is accepted as a full partner. This could finally and 
unequivocally put Moscow into the Western camp 
with regard to Iran and end the Russian attempts to 
straddle the fence when it comes to Russian-Iranian 
relations. Interestingly, the military and the defense 
industry seem to favor that solution and, for a change, 
the Foreign Ministry takes a more conservative ap-
proach. 

In the end, there is probably no prospect of a final 
solution to the issue of missile defense. In all likeli-
hood, controversy and conflict will continue in the 
foreseeable future. The parties will continue to muddle 
through, 1 year after another with ups and downs and 
perhaps with some partial, small-scale agreements on 
various aspects of the issue. 

LONG-RANGE CONVENTIONAL CAPABILITY

Russian opposition to the emerging U.S. Global 
Strike is well-known. Multiple concerns voiced by 
Russian officials and uniformed military fall into three 
categories. 

First, high-precision conventional weapons could 
be used in a disarming first strike against the Russian 
nuclear arsenal. This was a major concern in the 1990s, 
but its urgency has been gradually declining. Among 
the military, there is still concern about the ability of 
high-precision conventional weapons to destroy soft 
targets, particularly road-mobile ICBMs, but even that 
is not considered a high-priority threat, at least not at 
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the moment. By and large, this concern is now limited 
to conservative quarters. It should be noted however, 
that decline of this concern rests, to a large extent, on 
continued reliance on nuclear weapons. Even well-
known liberal expert Aleksei Arbatov emphasized 
recently that “as long as Russia has a reliable nuclear 
deterrence capability, the scenario of a massive and 
extended conventional air and missile U.S. strikes us-
ing high-precision conventional weapons remains an 
artificial threat.”71 Without it, Russia could have been 
much more concerned about U.S. conventional strike 
capability. 

Second, in a large-scale conflict conventional as-
sets can do many of the same things as nuclear weap-
ons, but are more usable. To some extent, this is not 
so much a concern as envy—where the United States 
could utilize conventional assets Russia is still limited 
to nuclear options. The recent Nuclear Posture Review 
was assessed by Russian experts from precisely that 
angle—the United States no longer needs nuclear 
weapons for its security and can (or will in the near 
future) support almost all missions with conventional 
assets.72

Third, and finally, it is difficult to distinguish a 
long-range delivery vehicle with a conventional war-
head from the same vehicle equipped with a nuclear 
warhead. Since trajectories toward the majority of 
likely targets cross Russian territory or closely skirt it, 
they could be interpreted by the early warning system 
as an attack.73 This concern appears real and needs to 
be addressed—the Russian military are clearly not 
going to be satisfied with U.S. notifications in case of 
a launch and will want the ability to verify it inde-
pendently. Very limited (nonexistent for all practical 
purposes) Russian capability to detect single launches 
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from submarines is likely to complicate the mat-
ter even further. Paradoxically, ICBMs armed with 
conventional warheads might be a better option for 
Global Strike because Russian inspectors could verify 
the type of warheads on designated ICBMs during re-
entry vehicle (RV) inspections under New START (on 
the other hand, to reach the majority of targets in Eur-
asia, the ICBM must fly over Russian territory, which 
can be a cause for concern as well). 

Even as Russian politicians, military, and non-
governmental experts continue to criticize American 
plans for Global Strike, they simultaneously advocate 
acquisition of similar capability by Russia. As a well-
known Russia expert, Aleksandr Khramchikhin, not-
ed, “strategic weapons are not a panacea for defense 
against attack against Russia.”74 It is worth recalling 
that the 2000 National Security Concept and subsequent 
documents called reliance on nuclear weapons a tem-
porary fix until Russia acquires a modern convention-
al capability.

Efforts toward that goal were started in the 1980s, 
but progress is slow. Nonetheless, it enjoys greater 
attention than modernization of the nuclear capabil-
ity. Programs include long- and short-range precision 
guided air- and ground-launched missiles as well as 
new communication, command, and control assets, 
a Russian analogue to global positioning satellites 
(GPS) and GLONASS, which should enable precision 
strikes. 

In the early 2000s Russia began production of the 
Kh-555 conventional ALCM (a version of the nuclear 
Kh-55); in the 1990s, it also started to work on a brand-
new Kh-101/102 ALCM: the 101 variant for a nuclear 
warhead and 102 for conventional. This R&D program 
has apparently been exceedingly slow and secretive—
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it was fairly often reported in the media in the 1990s, 
but then all information about it disappeared from 
open sources until 2009, when it was mentioned only 
once and apparently inadvertently. The Air Force has 
also begun conversion of some Tu-160 heavy bombers 
from cruise missiles to conventional gravity bombs.

In the 1990s, Russia also developed a new tactical 
missile, Iskander; its production began in the mid-
2000s. Initially Iskander-E was reported to have the 
range of 280 km,75 but subsequently its range was re-
portedly increased to more than 400 km—about the 
same as the SS-23 Oka, which was eliminated under 
the 1987 INF Treaty. Later, a cruise missile was also 
developed for the Iskander launcher. The decision, 
announced in 2008, to deploy five brigades (probably 
60 launchers with two missiles each) of Iskanders in 
Kaliningrad oblast—officially in response to an Amer-
ican plan to deploy missile defense assets in Poland 
and the Czech Republic76—perhaps signaled a move 
in the shifting emphasis from nuclear to conventional 
capability vis-à-vis NATO. Moscow had to cancel 
these plans in 2009 after revision of the U.S. missile 
defense program, but this probably shows only that 
the pretext was wrong—a change of U.S. plans was 
apparently not expected. If deployment of Iskanders 
was indeed part of a move toward greater reliance on 
conventional assets, the idea will be revived in a new 
context.

An important element of the emerging conven-
tional capability is multipurpose (attack) submarines. 
Russia is building new types of nuclear powered sub-
marines (SSNs) and diesel-powered submarines—
Project 885 Yasen (the first SSN, Severodvinsk, should 
be commissioned this or next year), Project 677 Lada 
(construction of the first submarine was completed in 
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2005, two more are close to completion). These and oth-
er submarines are equipped with dual-capable cruise 
missiles, both those intended against other ships and 
against land targets. As mentioned above, the Navy 
seeks to maintain its nuclear capability, especially vis-
à-vis U.S. Navy, but conventional assets play an in-
creasingly visible role in the long-term plans. 

The pace of conventional rearmament is set to in-
crease following the “5-day war,” the conflict between 
Russia and Georgia in August 2008. Russia won this 
conflict largely due to the sheer size of the army it sent 
to battle. Speaking in September 2008, Dmitri Medve-
dev declared: 

We must achieve superiority in the air, in high-pre-
cision strikes against land and sea targets, in quick 
relocation of troops. . . . By 2020, we must solve the 
problem of . . . comprehensive equipment of forces 
with new models of arms and reconnaissance assets.77

 
More than 2 decades of work on GLONASS, which 

should allow precision guidance for conventional 
weapons, is gradually coming to completion as well. 
It currently features 21 satellites allowing coverage 
of Russia’s own territory, with two or three satellites 
for each location; launch of six additional satellites is 
planned for 2010. The system is still inferior to GPS—
the accuracy of its coordinates in Russian territory is 
reported to be six meters, several times worse than 
for GPS, but on the other hand its characteristics are 
gradually improving—in 2009 it was 10 meters.78 One 
of the main drawbacks of Soviet satellites that necessi-
tates frequent replacement of satellites in orbit—short 
life span—is also slowly improving. A new satellite 
was introduced several years ago, and in 2010 Rus-
sia plans to launch the first satellites that will last 7 
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or more years. Given multiple delays and the Russian 
propensity to overestimate the ability to deliver new 
products, GLONASS will probably reach full func-
tionality only in the second half of the coming decade.

While Russian efforts to acquire long-range con-
ventional capability seem to mirror what the United 
States has been doing for over 20 years, there is an 
important asymmetry that could complicate finding a 
common language. In contrast to Global Strike, which 
emphasizes strategic ranges because potential targets 
are located in southern Eurasia (Middle East, South 
Asia, etc.), Russia is developing a theater-level con-
ventional capability. Ironically, American and Russian 
targets, if not the same, at least overlap, but Russia 
is simply closer to these targets. Furthermore, assets 
the United States needs to strike in the areas of ongo-
ing and potential conflicts could also be used against 
Russia, which will remain a source of unending con-
cern for Moscow, whereas Russian theater-range as-
sets will not be able to strike the United States. Thus, 
Russian military and civilian experts will continue to 
voice concern about Global Strike. This concern could 
be alleviated somewhat through a set of confidence 
building measures, but hardly removed completely, 
at least not in the foreseeable future.

WITHDRAWAL FROM THE INF

The 1987 INF Treaty has never been particularly 
liked by the Russian military. It is closely associated 
with major concessions on part of the Soviet Union, 
which had to eliminate many more missiles in that 
class than the United States. Characteristically, the se-
curity benefits the Soviet Union obtained from that deal 
(removal of American missiles with very short flight-
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time) is practically never mentioned—the emphasis 
is almost always on the numbers of weapons subject 
to elimination. Particularly painful for the military is 
the agreement by Mikhail Gorbachev to include SS-23 
Oka missiles into the treaty: the range of that missile is 
widely believed (not without reason) to be below 500 
km and thus it should not have been subject to the INF 
Treaty, or so many still believe. In other words, the 
INF Treaty is often regarded as a symbol of betrayal 
and unwarranted concessions. This perception has 
strongly affected many other arms control issues, in-
cluding Russian resistance to Western proposals with 
regard to reduction of nonstrategic nuclear weapons.

Nevertheless, the INF Treaty was not only imple-
mented, but Russia continues to uphold it. Until rel-
atively recently, there was no reason to believe that 
constant grumbling would translate into proposals to 
abrogate it. Such proposals did emerge, however, in 
the middle of 2000s.

When the United States withdrew from the ABM 
Treaty in 2002, many in Russia regarded this as an ex-
ample that could be emulated—namely, that it is ac-
ceptable to withdraw from treaties once they are no 
longer regarded as serving national interest. U.S. with-
drawal from the ABM Treaty certainly undermined 
the argument about sanctity of international agree-
ments, especially among the Russian military. Central 
to the argument about abrogation of the INF was its 
bilateral nature: “others have ‘em.” Official statements 
did not point at specific countries, but public debates 
mentioned China, North Korea, India, Pakistan, Iran, 
and Israel. 

An important point to bear in mind is that pro-
posals for withdrawal from the INF Treaty were not 
part of a desire to enhance nuclear capability. Instead, 
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they were part of Russian desire to develop long-
range conventional assets. Indeed, for the first time, 
regret about the ban on intermediate-range missiles 
was voiced during the second war in Chechnya, when 
then-Secretary of the Security Council Sergey Ivanov 
complained that without such assets Russia could not 
take out Chechen training camps in Afghanistan.

The desire to add intermediate-range missiles to 
the planned conventional capability was officially 
spelled out during Ivanov’s meeting of U.S. Secretary 
of Defense Donald Rumsfeld in August 2006 in Alas-
ka. Responding to Rumsfeld’s attempt to explain the 
benefits of the United States equipping some strategic 
missiles with conventional warheads to make them 
usable for strikes against terrorists, Ivanov said that 
conventionally-armed strategic missiles were not the 
only option for strikes against terrorists and far from 
the safest: 

Theoretically, one could use long-range cruise mis-
siles with conventional warheads, . . . One could even 
consider a theoretical possibility of using intermediate 
range missiles, although the United States and Russia 
cannot have them, unlike many other countries, which 
already have such missiles.79

 
Uniformed military were clearly delighted to see 

their old favorite proposal pitched to the U.S. Secre-
tary of Defense and quickly sought to elaborate it and 
calm possible American anxieties. An unnamed rep-
resentative of the Ministry of Defense said that while 
the abrogation of the ABM Treaty opened a door to a 
similar step with regard to the INF Treaty, the Unit-
ed States should not be concerned because Russian 
intermediate-range systems cannot reach U.S. terri-
tory except from Chukotka, across the Bering Strait 
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from Alaska, “but they will not be deployed there.” 
Referring specifically to North Korea, he stated that, 
for Russia, intermediate-range missiles would be far 
more useful as conventionally armed systems than 
intercontinental missiles, as proposed by the United 
States.80  

Ultimately, however, the rationale for withdrawal 
from the INF Treaty changed and came to be linked 
to George W. Bush administration’s plans for missile 
defense in Europe. Early in 2007, Chief of the General 
Staff Yuri Baluevski declared that Russia was consid-
ering whether to withdraw from the INF Treaty, and 
the final decision was contingent upon U.S. actions 
with regard to deployment of a missile defense system 
in proximity to Russia. 81

The leading role in the push for withdrawal was 
often attributed to the SRF, which sought to expand 
its force and give it more relevance within the mili-
tary establishment. It is noteworthy that Director of 
the 4th Central Research Institute of the Ministry of 
Defense (the institute conducts research to support 
the SRF) Major-General Vladimir Vasilenko, in a de-
parture from the standard Russian perspective, said 
that intercontinental strategic missiles were preferable 
to intermediate-range systems as conventional assets 
because the longer range of the former made them a 
more versatile asset.82 The Air Force was a more vo-
cal voice of opposition—its representatives declared 
that they could support any conventional or nuclear 
mission at the theater level implying that there was 
no reason to spend all the political and financial re-
sources to deploy intermediate-range land-based mis-
siles. The Foreign Ministry was another force oppos-
ing the abrogation of an important treaty. There was 
also quite serious—and surprising—opposition in the 
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ranks of retired generals who claimed that the United 
States could use the abrogation of the INF Treaty once 
again to deploy Pershing II and ground launched 
cruise missiles (GLCMs) in Europe; clearly, uniformed 
military, who are less wedded to Cold War concepts, 
did not regard that as a likely scenario. 

The outcome of the debates that raged in 2005-07 
reminded NATO’s 1979 “dual-track” decision (it is 
noteworthy how much contemporary Russian poli-
cies are influenced by examples set by past policies 
of NATO)—Russia would not withdraw from the INF 
Treaty, but would propose to make it a multilateral 
agreement. It was tacitly assumed that abrogation was 
not off the agenda, however, and the issue could be 
revisited if countries with intermediate-range missile 
programs do not join. The United States joined the ini-
tiative and in 2008 Moscow even tabled a draft multi-
lateral INF Treaty at the Conference on Disarmament 
in Geneva. Thus the issue has remained on the agenda, 
and from time to time Moscow reminds other coun-
tries about the proposal. The specter of withdrawal 
from the INF Treaty has not disappeared completely, 
but is mentioned very rarely. It is possible that it could 
eventually die out quietly, but a new international cri-
sis (for example, between Russia and Iran) could reig-
nite it once again.

An important variable in any future decisions 
with regard to the withdrawal from the INF Treaty is 
funding. While resumption of production of SS-20s or 
extending the range of Iskander tactical missiles are 
technologically feasible, the Russian government has 
consistently limited funding for production of even 
existing classes of weapons—ICBMs and short-range 
missiles. It does not appear likely that it will be sup-
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porting of an even more expensive programs for inter-
mediate-range missiles. It seems likely that reluctance 
to allocate funds played an important role in the deci-
sion to pursue a diplomatic option and postpone the 
abrogation decision to an indefinite future. 

CONCLUSION

Nuclear weapons retain a high profile in Russian 
national security strategy and will keep it in the fore-
seeable future. Contrary to official statements, there is 
no reason to believe that Russia could agree to a very 
significant reduction, much less elimination, of its nu-
clear arsenal. Instead, 10 years ago nuclear weapons 
were given additional roles—those of deterring and 
deescalating limited (“regional”) conventional wars. 
They are likely to keep that role as well, at least during 
the coming decade.

At the same time, Russian leadership clearly un-
derstands the limited utility of nuclear weapons and 
seeks to enhance conventional capability. In this sense, 
Russia is moving in some of the same directions as the 
United States—it seeks to develop missile defense and 
precision-guided long-range conventional assets. Ac-
cording to long-term plans, eventually these efforts 
should allow Russia to reduce reliance on nuclear 
weapons. These programs encounter multiple delays, 
however, and progress much slower than anticipated. 
Russia will hardly succeed before the end of the com-
ing decade and might never completely close the gap 
with the United States and NATO. In that case, reli-
ance on nuclear weapons will continue indefinitely.

Certain similarities notwithstanding, differences 
between the United States and Russia will continue—
Moscow is likely to continue seeing U.S. Global Strike 
and missile defense plans as a potential threat. There 
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exists an important asymmetry: While the United 
States emphasizes strategic capability (intercontinen-
tal-range conventional assets and ability to intercept 
strategic missiles), Russia seeks intermediate-range 
capability and will continue to view American pro-
grams from the perspective of strategic balance. 

Overall, the relationship will remain uneasy, but 
manageable. The key condition for a stable relation-
ship is predictability—first and foremost careful man-
agement of American capabilities that can affect Rus-
sian strategic deterrence. This is not impossible, but 
might be difficult to achieve due to the dynamic of 
domestic politics in the two countries. 
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CHAPTER 6

CAUGHT BETWEEN SCYLLA AND CHARYBDIS:
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN

CONVENTIONAL AND NUCLEAR
 CAPABILITIES IN RUSSIAN MILITARY 

THOUGHT

Daniel Goure

INTRODUCTION

Russian security policies and military plans are 
undergoing the most profound set of changes of any 
period since the collapse of the Soviet Union. In some 
ways, this is the best of times for the Russian military. 
Moscow has the fortune of a government in Wash-
ington committed to “pushing the reset button” in 
U.S.-Russian relations. The Obama administration has 
made it clear that it intends to take Russian interests 
and opinions seriously in everything from the deploy-
ment of missile defenses to the imposing of new Unit-
ed Nations (UN) sanctions on Iran. A new Strategic 
Arms Reduction Treaty (START) agreement has been 
signed that allows Russia to make inevitable reduc-
tions in its strategic nuclear forces under the guise 
of the furtherance of strategic parity with the United 
States. If Russian sources are to be trusted, the U.S. 
Government committed to limiting its deployments of 
missile defenses in Europe. The pace of the North At-
lantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) eastward expan-
sion has been slowed, possibly halted for good. The 
Russian Navy’s lease on the naval base at Sevastopol 
was extended for an additional 25 years. All in all, it 
has been a good year for the Russian military. It might 
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be assumed that Russia has never been in a better po-
sition to develop a new security partnership with the 
West or to feel more secure in general.

Yet, this is the time when the Russian government 
has chosen to undertake an ambitious, even radical, 
transformation of its conventional and nuclear forces. 
The publication of both a new National Security Strat-
egy (NSS) and Military Doctrine provides the policy 
foundation, albeit somewhat schizophrenic, which 
justifies, even demands, the creation of military capa-
bilities commensurate with Russia’s self-defined sta-
tus as a major global power. Russian President Dmitry 
Medvedev has made a commitment to the military for 
more money and for an array of new weapons systems 
that is eye-watering in terms of its breadth and cost. 
Plans have been articulated by the chiefs of the major 
services intended to address the widely recognized 
problems of sclerotic command and control structures, 
obsolete personnel policies, and aging equipment. 

The path before Russia’s leaders may well be char-
acterized as that between Scylla and Charybdis. As 
Homer’s epic, The Odyssey, tells the tale, the challenge 
is to chart a course between two dangers. The prob-
lem is that moving away from one danger causes an 
increase in the threat posed by the other. In the view 
of Russian leaders, Moscow cannot be too accommo-
dating and forthcoming, either politically or militar-
ily, without risking the appearance of being too weak. 
A Russia that is weak will have its interests ignored 
or even undermined. At the same time, if Russia is 
too belligerent, it risks a confrontation with states in-
comparably stronger than it is, thereby revealing how 
truly weak it is. 

The source of Russia’s Homeric problem is its 
determination to assert a position in global affairs 
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completely out of proportion to its economic, politi-
cal, technological, demographic, or military situation. 
Moreover, its principal adversary is the most power-
ful economic and military alliance in human history. 
Russia must do whatever it can to assert its position as 
an equal, recognizing that it lacks the means (with the 
exception, perhaps, of its nuclear arsenal) to enforce 
its claim of equality. As one observer described Rus-
sia’s dilemma:

The Russian Federation is certainly not in an enviable 
situation when it comes to foreign or security policy. 
Devoid of significant alliances, with an economic 
output comparable to that of France, and a standard 
of living that is far below that in Europe at large, it 
must find the means to secure a huge territory and 
overextended borders, end the violent conflicts in the 
Northern Caucasus, and maintain the strategic nucle-
ar balance with the U.S. At the same time, the Russian 
leadership is laying claim to act as a hegemon in the 
post-Soviet space and as a great power on the inter-
national stage. The question is whether Russia has the 
economic, military, and political potential to resolve 
security issues successfully and to back up its interna-
tional ambitions. The fundamental problem to be re-
solved by the country’s foreign and security policy is 
the disparity between aspirations and resources. That 
dilemma is further aggravated by the international 
financial crisis and plummeting energy prices, which 
have hit the Russian economy hard.1

Professor Alexei Bogaturov of the Moscow Insti-
tute for International Security Studies described the 
problem as “Medvedev’s dilemma.” On the one hand, 
Russia would prefer not to return to a policy of con-
frontation; on the other hand, the Kremlin cannot just 
stand by and watch the United States and NATO pur-
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sue their policy of military superiority. The Russian 
solution, reflected in the new NSS, is to pursue a two 
track policy:

. . . without interrupting the dialogue with the U.S. on 
strategic issues, try to concentrate resources in order 
to create the capacity for a political and diplomatic 
counterweight to NATO, while taking all necessary 
steps to prevent the possibility of the neutralization of 
Russia’s ability to effectively confront even theoreti-
cally predicted attempts to dictate conditions under 
the threat of force.2

In order to understand the relationship between 
conventional and nuclear capabilities in Russian mili-
tary thought, it is necessary to appreciate the extent 
of the dilemma Russian political and military leaders 
have created for themselves. The international en-
vironment is filled with malevolent forces intent on 
the diminution of Russia and the undermining of its 
national interests. These adversaries must be directly 
and aggressively countered, preferably with nonmili-
tary means. However, Russia cannot rely entirely on 
such means, particularly as its adversaries are intent 
on achieving overwhelming military superiority and 
undermining the strategic stability achieved through 
arms control agreements in the late 20th century. To 
be secure, Russia must develop a modern, largely non-
nuclear military while retaining until the day that goal 
is achieved a nuclear capability that can deter both the 
conventional and nuclear might of its opponents. 

The U.S. Director of National Intelligence observed 
that Russia continues to rely on its nuclear deterrent 
and retaliatory capability to counter the perceived 
threat from the United States and NATO. For the past 
several years, Moscow has also been strengthening 
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its conventional military force to make it a credible 
foreign policy instrument, both to signal its political 
resurgence and to assert its dominance over neigh-
boring states like Georgia. Moscow has actively en-
gaged in foreign military cooperation with countries 
such as China and Venezuela, in part to remind the 
United States and others of Russia’s global military 
relevance.3 This tendency has been reflected in scenes 
not seen in some 2 decades: Russian subs off the U.S. 
coast, Bear bombers penetrating NATO airspace, and 
Russian warships repeating the old Soviet-era Carib-
bean cruise—this time to Venezuela. 

Recent military demonstrations cannot hide the 
fact that Russia’s conventional military stands on the 
precipice of irrelevance. Almost 2 decades of under-
funding has resulted in obsolete equipment, inad-
equate maintenance, poor training, and low morale. 
In this same period, there has been a revolution in 
military capabilities centered on the exploitation of in-
formation technologies. The result has been an order-
of-magnitude improvement in the lethality and op-
erational effectiveness of conventional military forces. 
This is a revolution in which the Russian military has 
yet to participate. Whatever may be the Kremlin’s am-
bitions for the Russian military of 2020 and beyond, 
the decline of the Russian defense industrial base 
means there is little chance of Russia being able to 
reach those objectives. 

The likelihood that Russia can achieve its goal of 
a thoroughly modern conventional capability, one 
able to take on the West in a regional conflict by 2020 
is fanciful at best. The Kremlin is left, therefore, with 
two strategic options. One is to seek to constrain West-
ern and particularly U.S. military advances through 
pursuit of an aggressive arms control agenda. The 
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other is to try and return to the past, focusing the U.S.-
Russian relationship on nuclear issues. In order to do 
this, Russia must take the necessary steps to maintain 
and modernize its nuclear arsenals, both strategic and 
tactical. Unfortunately, on this path lies confrontation.

NEW SECURITY STRATEGY AND DOCTRINES

The publication of a new NSS and Military Doc-
trine set the stage for Russia’s Homeric challenge. 
These documents set out a formidable set of security 
challenges confronting Russia. In particular, both 
documents identify as the most serious threat ac-
tivities and behaviors by foreign nations and group-
ings—read NATO—to create a condition of political 
and military superiority over Russia. In essence, the 
course between Scylla and Charybdis is that between 
different modes of competition, not between competi-
tion and cooperation.

The new Russian NSS offers something for every-
one. The list of potential dangers and challenges is 
long, broad, and extremely varied. But with respect 
to military threats, the focus of concern is not with ir-
regular warfare or so-called rogue states, but rather 
the behavior of the United States and its allies. In par-
ticular, the NSS identifies the threat as that posed by 
the drive of some countries to achieve overwhelming 
military superiority, to create new types of weapons 
and the means to engage in new forms of warfare, and 
the impact on Russian security of attempts to overturn 
existing international agreements. 

The threats of military security are: the policy of a 
number of leading foreign countries aimed at achiev-
ing overwhelming superiority in the military field, 



267

especially in the strategic nuclear forces, through the 
development of high-precision, information and other 
high-tech means of warfare, strategic weapons in non-
nuclear form, the formation of a unilateral global mis-
sile defense system and the militarization of Earth’s 
space environment that could lead to a new arms race, 
as well as the spread of nuclear, chemical, biological 
technology, the production of weapons of mass de-
struction or their components and delivery systems. 

The negative impact on the military security of the 
Russian Federation and its allies exacerbated by a 
departure from international agreements on arms 
limitation and reduction, as well as actions aimed at 
violating the stability of systems of government and 
military control, missile warning, space control, the 
functioning of strategic nuclear forces, storage sites, 
nuclear weapons, nuclear energy, nuclear and chemi-
cal industries, and other potentially dangerous ob-
jects.4

This formulation is repeated almost endlessly in 
Russian political-military documents and articles by 
security analysts. It reflects the basic reality that the 
Russian leadership sees its security very much as a 
function of the ability to neutralize an ever-present 
threat posed by the West. One example is a report in 
the Guardian on remarks by Russia’s Minister of De-
fense, Anatoly Serdyukov:

Today, Russia’s defense minister, Anatoly Serdyu-
kov, said the world situation meant the “likelihood of 
armed conflicts and their potential danger for Russia” 
was rising. “The military-political situation is charac-
terized by the U.S. leadership’s desire … to expand its 
military presence and that of its allies in regions adja-
cent to Russia,” he declared.
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America was actively trying to steal energy and 
mineral resources in central Asia and other post-Sovi-
et countries on Russia’s borders, he complained, add-
ing that the U.S. was “actively supporting processes 
aimed at ousting Russia from the area of its traditional 
interests.”5

The existential nature of the threat means that it 
can only be countered by a condition not merely of 
military parity, but of absolute Western vulnerability. 

Moscow cannot conceive of its security in terms oth-
er than those of an adversarial relationship with the 
United States and NATO. That relationship is based 
on both global and regional deterrence and what Mos-
cow calls strategic stability – where both sides are 
locked into the Cold War relationship of mutually as-
sured destruction at the global and regional level. For 
Russia to be secure, not only must the United States 
not be able to defend itself against missile threats, 
neither can Europe, for then Russia cannot intimidate 
it by the threat of missile strikes. Russia still believes 
that the condition of its security is the insecurity of its 
neighbors and partners. Consequently, to secure itself, 
Russia must have the right to supervise the limits of 
Europe’s defense activity, thereby revising the settle-
ments of 1989-91.6 

Much of the NSS focuses on the actions to reverse 
Russia’s social, economic, and technological inferior-
ity. Such steps are necessary certainly to improve the 
welfare of the Russian people. But they are vital also 
to the Kremlin’s goal of establishing Russia as a great 
power and creating the conditions to support a trans-
formation of the Russian military. 

The new Russian Military Doctrine, signed on Feb-
ruary 5, 2010, extends the vision of the threat contained 
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in the NSS and brings it close to home. Although it ac-
knowledges that the risk of large-scale conventional/
nuclear war has declined, the overall external threat 
to Russian security has intensified. The list of external 
military dangers includes:

•	� The desire to endow the force potential of 
NATO with global functions carried out in 
violation of the norms of international law and 
to move the military infrastructure of NATO 
member countries closer to the borders of the 
Russian Federation, including by expanding 
the bloc;

•	� The attempts to destabilize the situation in in-
dividual states and regions and to undermine 
strategic stability;

•	� The deployment (buildup) of troop contingents 
of foreign states (groups of states) on the ter-
ritories of states contiguous with the Russian 
Federation and its allies and also in adjacent 
waters;

•	� The creation and deployment of strategic mis-
sile defense systems undermining global sta-
bility and violating the established correlation 
of forces in the nuclear-missile sphere, and 
also the militarization of outer space and the 
deployment of strategic non-nuclear precision 
weapon systems;

•	� Territorial claims against the Russian Federa-
tion and its allies and interference in their inter-
nal affairs; and,

•	� The proliferation of weapons of mass destruc-
tion, missiles, and missile technologies, and 
the increase in the number of states possessing 
nuclear weapons.7
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The Military Doctrine provides a vision of future 
conflicts that frankly differs little from writings pro-
duced by the Soviet military some 2 decades ago. Fu-
ture conflicts will involve the massed use of weapons 
systems based on new physical principles that are 
comparable to nuclear weapons in effectiveness; the 
expanded use of air space and outer space; intensified 
information warfare; reduced warning time based on 
an adversary’s preparation to conduct military opera-
tions; and, an increase in the responsiveness of com-
mand and control systems. The characteristic features 
of future military conflicts will be the employment of 
forces based on speed, maneuverability, and precision 
targeting. A wide variety of new technologies will be 
seen on these future battlefields beyond just precision-
guided weapons including electromagnetic, laser, and 
infrasound weaponry; computer controlled systems; 
drones and autonomous maritime craft; and guided 
or robotic versions of manned platforms.8

There had been indications that the new Military 
Doctrine would expand further the role of Russian 
nuclear weapons in future conflicts. In an interview 
with Izvestia, Nikolay Patrushev, the secretary of the 
Russian Security Council, was quoted saying that in 
the Military Doctrine, “We have corrected the condi-
tions for use of nuclear weapons to resist aggression 
with conventional forces not only in large-scale wars, 
but also in regional or even a local one.” Moreover, he 
went on “There is also a multiple-options provision 
for use of nuclear weapons depending on the situation 
and intentions of the potential enemy. . . . In a situa-
tion critical for national security, we don’t exclude a 
preventive nuclear strike at the aggressor.”9

As published, the Military Doctrine does not ex-
tend the role of nuclear weapons into the area of local 
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wars. However, given expressions of concern made 
earlier in that document regarding the potential for 
future conflicts to involve destabilizing command 
and control, nuclear weapons sites, and other critical 
government assets, the point at which a regional war 
would place the existence of the state at risk, thereby 
warranting a nuclear response, is ambiguous, at best.

Nuclear weapons will remain an important factor 
for preventing the outbreak of nuclear military con-
flicts and military conflicts involving the use of con-
ventional means of attack (a large-scale war or regional 
war). In the event of the outbreak of a military conflict 
involving the utilization of conventional means of at-
tack (a large-scale war or regional war) and imperil-
ing the very existence of the state, the possession of 
nuclear weapons may lead to such a military conflict 
developing into a nuclear military conflict. The NSS 
and Military Doctrine put enormous pressure on the 
Russian military to achieve across-the-board improve-
ments in organization, capabilities, operations, and 
personnel. It is not clear that the military and its sup-
porting industrial base will be able to meet those chal-
lenges. 

THE LIMITS OF RUSSIAN CONVENTIONAL 
FORCE RESTRUCTURING

Russian leaders have long recognized the need 
for comprehensive structural reforms of the military. 
Since the early 1990s, several attempts at reform have 
run afoul of a combination of institutional resistance, 
a lack of funds, the decline of the Russian defense 
industrial base, and recruitment and retention prob-
lems. The NSS and Military Doctrine both emphasize 
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the importance of a transformation of the Russian 
military. 

The main task of national defense in the medium 
term is the transition to a qualitatively new look of the 
Armed Forces of the Russian Federation to the conser-
vation potential of the strategic nuclear forces by im-
proving the organizational and staff structure and sys-
tem of territorial-based troops and forces, increasing 
the number of units of permanent readiness, as well as 
improve the operational and training, organization of 
interspecies interaction forces and forces.10 

President Medvedev personally committed his 
administration to a complete overhaul of the Russian 
armed forces.

A guaranteed nuclear deterrent system for various 
military and political circumstances must be provided 
by 2020. . . . We must ensure air superiority, precision 
strikes on land and sea targets, and the timely deploy-
ment of troops. We are planning to launch large-scale 
production of warships, primarily, nuclear subma-
rines with cruise missiles and multi-purpose attack 
submarines. . . . We will also build an air and space 
defense network.11

The weakness of Russia’s conventional forces has 
not been a secret to anyone. But the experiences of the 
Russian-Georgian conflict appear to have given the 
drive for reform a new impetus. The poor performance 
of Russian forces was an apparent shock to the Krem-
lin leadership. The conflict revealed a host of problems 
ranging from obsolescent equipment, an inability to 
operate during the night, archaic information systems, 
a lack of precision strike capabilities, communications 
failures, poor or nonexistent computer systems, inad-
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equate command and control capabilities, bad train-
ing, inflexible or nonexistent logistics, and manpower 
problems.12 Equally important, the Georgian experi-
ence undermined a mixed conscript-contract Army. 
As Western militaries had discovered decades earlier, 
a mixed force of professionals and conscripts was on 
balance extremely expensive while providing little of 
value.13

The central purpose of the military reforms is to 
improve the ability of Russia’s armed forces to engage 
successfully in relatively small conflicts along that 
country’s periphery. If these reforms are successful, 
Russia would be able to place lesser reliance on its 
nuclear forces except to deter large-scale conflicts.

The publicly stated goal of the reform is to create a 
compact army of constant readiness, designed mainly 
to fight local and regional conflicts. At the same time, 
Russia will maintain its strategic nuclear forces as a 
safeguard in the event of a “big war.” The country’s 
nuclear capability should guarantee the possibility of 
inflicting unacceptable damage on any aggressor or 
coalition of aggressors.14

The design of what some are calling Russia’s New 
Model Army was announced by Defense Minister 
Serdyukov on October 14, 2008. The main elements of 
the reform were to include the following:

•	� A cut in the total number of military person-
nel from 1,130,000 to one million, including a 
reduction in the total number of officers from 
355,000 to just 150,000. The General Staff would 
be particularly affected, with 13,500 of its 22,000 
personnel positions slated for elimination.

•	� Remaining officers and contract soldiers will 
see a significant pay increase over the next 4 
years.
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•	� Henceforth, all military units will be considered 
permanent readiness units and will be fully 
staffed with both officers and enlisted soldiers.

•	� The existing 140,000 noncommissioned officers 
(NCOs) will be replaced by 85,000 professional 
sergeants trained over the next 3 years.

•	� The four-tiered command structure will be re-
placed with a three-tiered structure, with the 
brigade serving as the basic unit.

•	� The disbandment of 23 divisions and 12 bri-
gades, and the creation of 39 fully manned, 
combat ready all-arms brigades.

•	� The military’s Main Intelligence Directorate 
(GRU) will be cut in size and subordinated di-
rectly to the civilian defense minister.

•	� The consolidation of military institutes and 
medical facilities.15

The to-be-formed combat brigades must be 
equipped with modernized or upgraded equipment. 
Shrinking the size of the ground forces will result in 
an excess of equipment. Unfortunately, virtually all of 
it is aging and even obsolete. Moreover, the Ground 
Forces lack the equipment and systems in such areas 
as logistics, intelligence, medical care, and engineer-
ing needed to support a proposed mobile, high-read-
iness force.

Restructuring of the ground forces is only one 
thread in a complex weave of actions that must be tak-
en in order to create a modern Russian conventional 
military. Similar initiatives have been declared in the 
Air Force and Navy. Air Force Commander in Chief, 
Colonel General Alexander Zelin, announced a series 
of reforms in his Service including a new command 
structure, consolidated logistics, and modernized 
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weapons. The number of commands and air bases was 
to be drastically reduced. Army aviation and air trans-
portation assets were being integrated into the new 
structure.16 The new Air Force structure appears to be 
designed to parallel the reforms in the Ground Forces 
so as to allow the creation of a truly joint capability.17

Organizational reforms will be meaningless unless 
the Air Force is able to overcome an almost 20-year 
procurement holiday. No less a figure than First Dep-
uty Defense Minister Army-General Nikolai Makarov 
recently warned that the Russian Air Force was not 
procuring sufficient numbers of new modern aircraft 
and has fewer serviceable aircraft, manned by insuf-
ficiently combat-trained pilots, who are incapable of 
conducting modern-era combat operations.18

Former Chief of the Air Force General Anatoly Ko-
rnukov painted an even more dismal picture of con-
ditions in the Air Force. According to him, Russia is 
lagging 25 to 30 years behind the United States in de-
veloping prospective air defense weapons because of a 
meltdown of its defense industries. General Kornukov 
complained that the nation’s air defense capabilities 
were waning with the S-330 approaching retirement 
and only two batteries of the new S-400 deployed. In 
addition, air defense fighters were often grounded 
due to a lack of engines and spare parts. “Regrettably, 
our air defense forces only have a limited capability to 
protect the nation’s security.”19

Colonel General Zelin claims that a major program 
to upgrade the Air Force’s platforms and systems was 
being undertaken. Central to these was the introduc-
tion of a so-called fifth-generation fighter, the TA-50, 
purchases of advanced fourth-generation aircraft such 
as the Su-34 and 35, S-400 and S-550 air and missile 
defense systems, and the KA-52 Alligator. In addition, 
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the Air Force is reported to be receiving refurbished 
versions of older systems, such as the MiG-29s and 
31s, and Su-27 and 30 fighter, Tu-22 bomber, and Il-
76 transport. One report suggests that by 2020 the Air 
Force will have upgraded some 1,500 aircraft, while 
also introducing brand new platforms.20 

The Russian Navy is facing the end of the projected 
service lives for virtually all of its deployed platforms. 
What scarce resources have been made available since 
the fall of the Soviet Union have gone largely to main-
tain the ballistic missile submarine (SSBN) Fleet. Even 
this portion of the Fleet is on shaky ground, with the 
Delta-class SSBNs fast becoming obsolete and the new 
Boray class just entering service. Even then, repeated 
test failures of the Bulova submarine launched bal-
listic missile (SLBM) raise concerns that one leg of 
the Russian strategic triad may be at risk. Elsewhere 
in the Fleet, the number of surface combatants and 
submarines continues to decline. There are programs 
to build new submersible nuclear ships (SSNs); sub-
mersible, guided missile, nuclear ships (SSGNs); long-
range hunter-killer submarines (SSKs); frigates; and 
corvettes; but these are all progressing slowly. The 
most significant reform step the Navy took was to 
propose the creation of five or six carrier task groups 
built around a new aircraft carrier, the first of which 
will begin construction in 2012 or 2013.21

The sheer magnitude of reforms must give any 
reasonable observer pause. President Medvedev is 
reported to have ordered the upgrading of an aver-
age of 9-11 percent of the military’s weapons and 
military equipment each year, resulting in an overall 
modernization level of approximately 70 percent by 
2020. According to one Russian source, this means an-
nual deliveries of 35 ballistic missiles, 50 new and 50 
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upgraded warplanes, 20 to 25 military helicopters, 3-4 
sea-going and ocean-going warships, 2 nuclear-pow-
ered submarines and 1 diesel-powered submarine.22

The current plan requires the Air Force to receive 
100 new or refurbished aircraft a year. But even with 
all of these programs, the overall number of aircraft 
would decline by nearly 50 percent. In 2008, however, 
the Air Force received five Su-24M2s, eight Su-27SMs, 
four Su-25SMs, a couple of upgraded MiG-31Ms, one 
new and one upgraded Tu-160 strategic bomber, and 
a single Su-34 fighter, for a total of only 21. The cur-
rent plan requires the Air Force to receive 100 new or 
refurbished aircraft a year. But even with all of these 
programs, the overall number of aircraft would de-
cline by nearly 50 percent.23 

If anything, the Navy is in the worst condition of 
all the Services. According to the Independent Military 
Review, Russia’s shipbuilding industry cannot sustain 
the overly ambitious plan proposed by the Ministry 
of Defense. The Russian shipbuilding industry is “in-
capable of producing warships in either the quantity 
or at the level of quality that their navy customer re-
quires.”24 Perhaps reflecting this reality, in June 2009 
the Ministry of Defense announced that the widely 
touted plan to build five or six carrier battle groups 
had been postponed.25 

It is clear that Russian military leaders are intent 
not simply on streamlining their military and mak-
ing its assets more deployable and employable, but 
of developing means for neutralizing what they per-
ceive as the most significant threat to Russia’s secu-
rity: the advanced conventional military capabilities 
being deployed by the United States and, to a lesser 
extent, NATO and China. Russian defense experts rec-
ognize that they have little hope of matching the U.S. 
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military’s conventional capabilities. Russia lacks the 
technological base or the financial resources for such 
an arms race. It is extremely unlikely that the Russian 
military will receive the quantities of new and up-
graded platforms and systems it desires. But even if a 
miracle were to occur, the Russian military would still 
continue to fall behind the West (and China) which, 
as Russian threat statements underscore, are invest-
ing heavily in a wide range of military technologies 
including advanced command, control, and commu-
nications (C3); information warfare; unmanned sys-
tems; hypervelocity platforms; and directed energy 
weapons. 

This led Russia to examine the possibility asym-
metric responses. Then President Vladimir Putin de-
scribed such an approach in 2006. 

We are to keep our eyes open on the plans and devel-
opment trends of other countries’ armed forces, and 
to know about their future developments. Quantity 
is not the end, however. . . . Our responses are to be 
based on intellectual superiority. They will be asym-
metrical, and less costly.26

What form might such an asymmetric response 
take? One Russian author suggests that this would in-
volve horizontal escalation against strategic targets in 
the enemy’s territory. 

Combining defensive operations undertaken to beat 
off aggression and asymmetrical actions relying on the 
efficiency of modern high-precision conventionally 
equipped strategic weapons systems, supported by 
subversive and reconnaissance groups is a persuasive 
enough factor for the enemy to cease military opera-
tions on terms favorable for Russia. This conclusion 
has a practical significance and relevance in view of 
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the fact that the economy and infrastructure of any Eu-
ropean country has a large number of objectives, some 
of them potentially dangerous, vital for the survival of 
its population and government. 

Strategically important targets that, if destroyed, 
lead to unacceptable damage include the top govern-
ment administration and military control systems; 
major manufacturing, fuel, and energy enterprises 
(steel and engineering plants, oil refineries, defense 
industry enterprises, electric power plants and sub-
stations, oil and gas production, accumulation, and 
storage facilities, life support facilities, and so on); vi-
tally important transportation facilities across the ad-
versary’s entire territory (railroad hubs, bridges, stra-
tegic ports, airports, tunnels, and so on); potentially 
dangerous objectives (hydroelectric power dams and 
hydroelectric power complexes, processing units of 
chemical plants, nuclear power facilities, storages of 
strong poisons, and so on).27 

THE CONTINUING LURE OF NUCLEAR 
WEAPONS

Russian leadership’s sense of their own vulner-
ability causes them to behave in a certain way on the 
international stage. Secular demographics and social 
and economic trends argue that Russia’s sense of its 
own weakness, and hence of vulnerability, will only 
grow. Moscow is determined to take what little time 
and few available resources it has to try and leverage 
itself into a secure position as a co-equal of the world’s 
great and rising powers.

As noted above, the NSS makes clear the Kremlin’s 
view that the U.S. withdrawal from the Anti-Ballistic 
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Missile (ABM) Treaty and refusal to continue the bi-
lateral process of strategic arms negotiations of its pre-
decessors created a threat to the Russian Federation. 
From this point, it is easy to conclude that what the 
Russian leaders seek is a return to the bygone days of 
mutual assured destruction and continuous repetitive 
arms control. This relationship serves three functions. 
First, it justifies the Kremlin’s threat perceptions as 
detailed in the NSS and Military Doctrines. Second, 
it justifies a continuing reliance on nuclear weapons 
in military strategy and obviates the need for reforms 
of the scale and scope necessitated by an alternative 
strategy. Finally, the very process of negotiations 
serves to validate Russian claims of relevance and 
status in the international system. As one eminent 
analyst of both Soviet and Russian military thought 
observed recently:

The MAD-based U.S.-RF relationship organically pre-
supposes continued tensions and the need for rigid 
controls over the nuclear weapons of both countries. 
Moscow is interested in maintaining the system of 
continuous strategic negotiations for many reasons. 
These negotiations are marked by the aura of unique-
ness and unparalleled significance in international 
relations. They symbolize the equal status of the in-
volved parties. Russians, like the Soviets before them, 
believe that the negotiations together with the accom-
panying summitry create a powerful background for 
and define the tone of all other bilateral exchanges. 
They also see direct linkages between maintaining the 
bilateral strategic balance and the global security situ-
ation, including Russia’s relations with NATO, the fate 
of the Conventional Forces in Europe Treaty, the role 
of tactical nuclear weapons systems and anti-ballistic 
missile defenses in Europe and other regions, the fu-
ture of nuclear nonproliferation and nuclear weapons 
testing.28
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The threat environment fabricated by the Russian 
government may serve obvious domestic political 
needs. But it creates an important dilemma for Russia 
internationally. How can Moscow agree to the elimi-
nation of its nuclear weapons when they alone are the 
essential bulwark against those threats? Additionally, 
what would be the basis for Russia’s claim for a high 
place and unique status in the world were they not to 
retain one of the world’s largest arsenals of nuclear 
weapons?

The combination of domestic weakness and a 
sense of a continuing, even intensifying, external 
threat leads the Russian leadership to look for areas 
where they can shore up their situation. The truth is 
that Russia desperately needs nuclear weapons. It is 
a power on the international stage almost solely be-
cause it possesses nuclear weapons. The collapse of 
Russia’s economy following the end of the Cold War, 
the parlous state of Russian conventional forces, and 
the sense of proliferating threats result, in the minds 
of the Kremlin oligarchs, in a logical argument for in-
creased reliance on nuclear weapons. It is no wonder 
that under these conditions, Russian leaders in gen-
eral, and certainly the military, would view nuclear 
weapons as being the one capability that guaranteed 
Russia’s ability to deter aggression. Indeed, it appears 
as if strategic nuclear weapons are the only factor 
that contributes to Russia having any relevance in the 
evolving international system.

One Western political scientist with extensive ex-
perience in Moscow made the connection between the 
retention of nuclear weapons and Russian political 
and psychological needs explicit.
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As the self-perceived isolated great power in a high-
ly competitive global environment, Russia regards 
nuclear weapons as the mainstay of both its security 
posture and status among the major powers of the 21st 
century. Even though the likelihood of a war with its 
ex-Cold War adversaries—America, its European al-
lies, and China—is extremely low, nuclear deterrence 
gives a measure of comfort to the Kremlin that Rus-
sia’s vital interests will be respected under all circum-
stances by Washington and Beijing, whose military 
power and “combined national might,” respectively, 
are now far greater than Russia’s.29

We should not be confused by Russia’s willing-
ness to pursue strategic arms reductions and to sign 
a new arms limitation treaty with the United States. 
This is not a sign of a change in Moscow’s views of 
international relations or of an acceptance of the need 
to move beyond relations based on “old style” mea-
sures of national power. The new START Treaty was 
a matter of absolute necessity for Russia. Absent the 
new agreement, Russia would have been forced to re-
duce its strategic nuclear forces unilaterally. In an era 
in which the two former adversaries no longer view 
each other as principal threats, why should this be a 
problem? But for the leaders of the Kremlin, it was 
imperative that they bring down U.S. strategic forces 
equally. Any other outcome would be a clear admis-
sion of Russian weakness.

Russia’s nuclear strategy also does not help. Faced 
with a decaying conventional military and the percep-
tion of external threat, the Russian military doctrine 
focused on an expanded role for nuclear weapons. 
Nuclear weapons became the way not to lose a con-
ventional conflict. As a senior U.S. defense official 
commented:
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There are aspects to their nuclear doctrine, their mili-
tary activities that we find very troubling. If you read 
recent Russian military doctrine they are going in the 
other direction, they are actually increasing their reli-
ance on nuclear weapons, the role in nuclear weapons 
in their strategy.30

To make matters worse for Russia, the world is 
experiencing an ongoing revolution in the means of 
conventional warfare. As U.S. Secretary of Defense 
Robert Gates has pointed out in a number of recent 
speeches, the capabilities that underlie this revolution 
are proliferating. He has made repeated reference to 
the so-called anti-access/area denial capabilities be-
ing deployed by China, Iran, and even Hezbollah. In 
response to such dangers, the Secretary, as well as 
other military leaders and defense experts, advocate 
accelerating investments in revolutionary capabilities. 
In many instances, these are precisely the kinds of 
weapons platforms and systems identified as leading 
threats in the new Military Doctrine. One senior Rus-
sian military leader put the problem this way:

By 2030 . . . foreign countries, particularly the United 
States, will be able to deliver coordinated, high-preci-
sion strikes against any target on the whole territory 
of Russia.31 

The Final Report of the Commission on the Strate-
gic Posture of the United States noted that, “Ironically, 
our edge in conventional capabilities has induced the 
Russians, now feeling their conventional deficiencies, 
to increase their reliance on both tactical and strategic 
nuclear weapons.”32

In a larger sense, nuclear weapons are an all-pur-
pose instrument with which to address most of the 
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military security challenges of the 21st century.33 Rus-
sian political and military leaders and defense ana-
lysts, echoing arguments made by their predecessors 
in the 1980s, have repeatedly argued that the threat of 
conventional precision-strike weapons could be coun-
tered by the employment of theater nuclear weapons.34 
According to the NSS:

In the interest of ensuring strategic stability and eq-
uitable multilateral cooperation in the international 
arena Russia during the implementation of this Strat-
egy will make every effort at the least cost level to 
maintain parity with the United States in the field of 
strategic offensive weapons under the conditions of 
deployment of a global missile defense system and re-
alization of the concept of global lightning strike using 
strategic delivery systems with nuclear and conven-
tional warheads.35

ARMS CONTROL, MISSILE DEFENSES, AND 
STRATEGIC STABILITY

The recent reset in U.S.-Russian relations should 
not be taken as a sign that all the difficulties between 
these two countries are a thing of the past. In fact, in 
many ways recent events may create a false expecta-
tion on both sides that it will be easy to bridge remain-
ing differences on matters of security. In fact, the op-
posite condition may be true. 

Were Moscow able to achieve its desired ends 
with respect to conventional force modernization, 
there might be a reasonable chance that Russia and 
the United States could move along a common path 
towards a stable strategic relationship at very low 
numbers of nuclear weapons. Unfortunately, Russia 
and the United States are on divergent strategic paths 
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that are likely to result in greater friction and a more 
difficult security dialogue in the future. Simply put, 
the U.S. position is that conventional means, includ-
ing missile defenses, offers a means for maintaining 
deterrence and reassuring allies while relying less on 
nuclear weapons and, possibly, even dissuading some 
potential proliferators from pursuing a nuclear capa-
bility. 

But it is precisely the U.S. advantage in advanced 
conventional weapons and defensive technologies, 
broadly defined, that poses the greatest near-term 
threat to the Kremlin’s conception of its security 
needs. The focus on conventional forces reduces the 
salience of nuclear weapons, certainly as a means of 
deterrence but also as the political lodestone of great 
power status. The growing U.S. concern about China’s 
military might is a reaction to that country’s invest-
ments in advanced conventional capabilities, particu-
larly so-called anti-access and area denial systems and 
not to the modernization of China’s nuclear arsenal. 

Some in the West have worried that if the promises 
held by the revolution in military affairs materialize, 
even incompletely, they may significantly lower the 
threshold of military intervention. This is exactly the 
outcome that Russia is worried about, for it believes 
that the new capabilities might open the way to a more 
aggressive interventionist policy of the United States 
and NATO that might well challenge Russia’s inter-
ests in various regions and especially in areas close to 
the Russian borders.36

There is virtually no chance that Moscow can meet 
its objectives for reforming the Russian military by 
2020. It will be a monumental challenge for the Krem-
lin simply to slow the pace of erosion of the Russian 
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military. Technology limitations, industrial decay, re-
source constraints, and personnel problems may well 
force the Russian leaders to seek security in a smaller 
but modernized nuclear posture.

Another issue that holds the potential to increas-
ingly divide the two countries is that of missile de-
fenses, particularly the proposed deployment of a 
limited missile defense system in Europe. The Obama 
administration has confirmed the view of its predeces-
sor that missile defenses are a legitimate, even central, 
part of the deterrence and reassurance equation. Prop-
erly managed in a so-called phased, adaptive strat-
egy, such defenses can provide deterrence of missile 
threats and reassurance to allies that might otherwise 
only be attainable by explicit nuclear guarantees.

The Russian government and leading strategic 
experts were highly critical of the U.S. proposal to 
deploy a limited ballistic missile defense system in 
Eastern Europe. A number of officials have gone so far 
as to warn that Moscow will take offensive counter-
measures, some of which would increase the threat to 
Europe, in the event that the system went forward. On 
the day President Barack Obama was elected, Presi-
dent Medvedev warned that unless the plan to deploy 
the missiles in Europe was halted, Russia would de-
ploy additional short-range ballistic and cruise mis-
siles against Eastern Europe.37

While it was assumed that Russian opposition to 
missile defenses in Europe was a function of their de-
ployment in the absence of a formal agreement as well 
as the nature of the defenses themselves (the original 
Third Site was an extension of the National Missile 
Defense system), this may not be the case. Russia has 
raised concerns about the deployment of a land-based 
version of the Aegis/Standard Missile system in Eu-
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rope. Recently, Moscow even objected to the deploy-
ment of a U.S. Patriot battery to Poland.

Russia has a two-fold problem with the U.S. pur-
suit of effective theater defenses. The first is the impact 
defenses may have on their efforts to deploy superior 
theater capabilities, both conventional and nuclear. 
The second is their belief that theater defenses, partic-
ularly if “Internetted” and connected to space-based 
and other mobile sensors, will be a dandy platform for 
creation of a highly effective strategic defense capabil-
ity. Such a defense, employed in conjunction with an 
advanced, precision conventional offense, could pro-
vide the basis for a disarming first-strike scenario.

Missile defenses, particularly those in Europe, ap-
pear to strike at the very heart of the Russian concept 
of strategic stability and Moscow’s requirement to be 
able to hold Europe at risk regardless of the balance of 
forces between Russia and the United States. One ana-
lyst sought to answer the question why a defense of 
only 10 interceptors oriented towards the threat from 
Iran would so antagonize the Russian government.

Close examination of Russian policy reveals that 
these defenses entrench the United States in Eastern 
Europe’s military defense and foreclose Russia’s hope 
of intimidating Central and Eastern Europe or of rees-
tablishing its hegemony there and possibly even in the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). If missile 
defenses exist in Europe, Russian missile threats are 
greatly diminished, if not negated. Because empire 
and the creation of a fearsome domestic enemy justify 
and are the inextricable corollaries of internal autoc-
racy, the end of empire allegedly entails Russia’s ir-
revocable decline as a great power and – the crucial 
point – generates tremendous pressure for domestic 
reform.38
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Russia needs either to build a conventional mili-
tary commensurate with its sense of itself as a great 
power and reflecting its concern over the threat posed 
by the United States and NATO or to drag the focus 
of the U.S.-Russian strategic relationship back to its 
erstwhile preoccupation with nuclear weapons and a 
stable balance of terror. The former is unlikely to hap-
pen. The latter strategy is the source of Medvedev’s 
Dilemma referenced above. Russia cannot take the 
bilateral strategic relationship back to the future with-
out, at a minimum, undermining the Obama adminis-
tration’s goal of moving towards zero or, more prob-
lematic still, stimulating a new era of confrontation. 
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CHAPTER 7

RUSSIA AND NUCLEAR WEAPONS

Stephen J. Blank

Many U.S. analysts in and out of government main-
tain that nuclear weapons are increasingly irrelevant 
both politically and militarily. Allegedly at best, they 
can only deter other nuclear weapons, and in any case 
conventional capabilities are fast achieving a compa-
rable capability, rendering the military-strategic util-
ity of nuclear weapons increasingly dubious. A huge 
and growing literature speaks to the “senselessness” 
of nuclear weapons that are supposedly increasingly 
devoid of military utility and that they are becoming 
merely symbols of great power status.1 Unfortunately, 
this largely U.S. and European view is not grounded 
in the “real world” about which these analysts some-
times speak disdainfully. Rather, it is often rooted in 
the wish to be rid of, delegitimize, or at least minimize 
the utility of nuclear weapons. Certainly the idea that 
nuclear weapons perform no discernibly useful mili-
tary mission is rooted in theoretical exercises not, for-
tunately, empirical evidence. At the same time, much 
of this writing suffers from an excessive focus on U.S. 
policy and strategy and the corresponding neglect of 
other states’ thinking and experience. 

Analysis of Russia’s nuclear agenda, not to men-
tion nuclear issues in other nuclear powers or prolifer-
ators, suggests, as this author noted a decade ago, that 
even if numbers decline, the range of missions is in-
creasing, as is the overall importance of nuclear weap-
ons for Russia.2 Moreover, close examination of Rus-
sian defense issues, both in their domestic and foreign 
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policy context, suggests that very strong objective and 
subjective forces are driving Russia toward enhanced 
reliance upon nuclear weapons, even as their numbers 
decrease, for a host of critical (as seen by Moscow) 
political and military missions. These factors exist ir-
respective of numbers, because no Western analysis 
known to this author has calculated how many nuclear 
weapons that Russia actually needs or for what mis-
sions (a common failing as well among much writing 
on U.S. forces). Consequently, regardless of the num-
bers of nuclear weapons that Russia may have in 2020 
or 2030, it is also unlikely that the new arms control 
treaty will lead Russia to embrace the idea of “global 
zero” despite many favorable statements by Russian 
leaders concerning this goal.3 Indeed, the evidence to 
date suggests that Moscow will be reluctant to conis-
der any further reductions in nuclear forces without 
a sizable reduction in what it considers to be threats 
to Russian security. Those threats first comprise the 
U.S./the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
and China. Beyond that, they also comprise the new 
nuclear proliferators, and then possibly terrorism. 
Since the new Russian defense doctrine openly ex-
pects the advent of new nuclear powers, the advent of 
these proliferators, many of whom are concentrated 
in Russia’s neighborhood, will provide added reasons 
for not reducing the number of nuclear weapons or at 
least Russia’s reliance on them.4 

This conclusion obviously contradicts the rather 
rosy expectations of many U.S. analysts that the great 
powers can safely and unilaterally reduce nuclear 
weapons without experiencing any adverse conse-
quences. This conclusion might well cause dismay 
among advocates of global zero. But Russian writing, 
obviously not without its own shortcomings, remains 
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centered on the real possibility of fighting wars from 
an inferior strategic position. For example, a recent 
Russian article describing the need for a fundamen-
tally new universal armored vehicle states that:

We must not neglect the preservation of the capabili-
ties for the restoration of the combat capability during 
an exchange of nuclear strikes by the weapons and 
equipment (VVT) system. After the employment of 
weapons of mass destruction, a troop grouping must 
rapidly take heart, rid itself of radioactive contami-
nation, restore its combat capability, and continue to 
accomplish the combat missions. If that will not oc-
cur, the permissibility of the conduct of a preventive 
nuclear strike by Russia, which is declared in the 
new Military Doctrine, simply doesn’t make sense. 
The 1980s field regulations examined these variants of 
the developments of events. Today rehearsals of oper-
ations to restore combat capability after employment 
of nuclear weapons are actually not being conducted.5 
(emphasis by author)

Moreover, Russia has incorporated nuclear warf-
ighting scenarios into its exercises in Europe as in Za-
pad-2009 and in Asia in the Vostok-2010 exercise. In 
an otherwise unremarkable 2008 interview, General 
Vladimir Boldyrev, then Commander in Chief of Rus-
sia’s Ground Troops, described the missions of Rus-
sia’s tank troops as follows:

Tank troops are employed primarily on main axes to 
deliver powerful splitting attacks against the enemy 
to a great depth. Having great resistance to damage-
producing elements of weapons of mass destruction, 
high firepower, and high mobility and maneuverabil-
ity, they are capable of exploiting the results of nuclear 
and fire strikes to the fullest and achieving assigned 
objectives of a battle or operation in a short time.6
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Indeed, from Boldyrev’s remarks we may discern 
that he, and presumably his colleagues, fully expect 
both sides to use nuclear weapons as strike weapons 
in combat operations. The comments above concern-
ing armored vehicles point in the same direction.7 

At the same time, an analysis of Russia’s current 
thinking about nuclear issues reveals ongoing and vig-
orous high-level debates about nuclear weapons. This 
debate is evidently linked to the domestic struggle for 
primacy between the factions around Prime Minister 
Vladimir Putin and President Dmitry Medvedev. In 
other words, one vital subjective factor that will drive 
future Russian thinking about nuclear weapons, poli-
cies, and strategy is the identity of the chief decision-
maker, whatever his title. In a system devoid of checks 
and balances, any democratic control over the armed 
forces and where many military men, and maybe ci-
vilian elites, still harken for a military leadership like 
that of Stalin in World War II, the personality, out-
look, and thinking of the leader is of much more criti-
cal importance than is the case in more structured and 
accountable polities.8 This point is even more com-
pelling when we realize that the structure of Russian 
politics means that this absence of democratic controls 
in defense policy generates a constant temptation to 
use military forces to solve political problems.

This debate concerning nuclear weapons is not only 
visible in the controversies surrounding the recent de-
fense doctrine of February 2010, indeed, it precedes 
the publication of the doctrine. 9 It involves several 
questions revolving around nuclear weapons. First, 
it comprises the question of using nuclear weapons 
in a preventive or even preemptive mode in smaller 
or so-called local wars that have hitherto been purely 
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conventional wars. The public debate began in earnest 
in October 2009 when Nikolai Patrushev, Secretary of 
Russia’s Security Council, told an interviewer that the 
forthcoming defense doctrine will be amended to al-
low for the possibility of preventive and preemptive 
first strikes, including nuclear strikes, even in the 
context of a purely conventional local war and even 
at the lower level of operational-tactical, as opposed 
to strategic, strikes.10 This triggered a major public de-
bate over those questions that paralleled the private 
debate among Russia’s leaders. Although ultimately 
the published doctrine omitted to say these things, the 
citation above about armored vehicles suggests that 
for many Patrushev’s views are nevertheless reflected 
there.11 In addition, the doctrine was accompanied by 
a classified publication on nuclear issues that left for-
eign observers in the dark about when Russia might 
or might not go nuclear and for what purposes and 
missions.

At the same time, a concurrent and related de-
bate became public between Putin and Medvedev as 
to whether or not Russia needs to build more offen-
sive nuclear weapons than it had originally planned 
in order to meet the alleged challenge posed by U.S. 
missile defenses in Eastern Europe. Even as Medve-
dev was hailing the progress being made in negotiat-
ing this treaty, saying that a final version was close 
at hand, Putin decided to show who was boss and to 
play to the hawks’ gallery. On December 28, 2009, in 
Vladivostok, he said that: 

The problem is that our American partners are devel-
oping missile defenses, and we are not, . . . But the 
issues of missile defense and offensive weapons are 
closely interconnected….There could be a danger that 
having created an umbrella against offensive strike 
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systems, our partners may come to feel completely 
safe. After the balance is broken, they will do whatev-
er they want and grow more aggressive. . . . In order to 
preserve a balance, while we aren’t planning to build a 
missile defense of our own, as it’s very expensive and 
its efficiency is not quite clear yet, we have to develop 
offensive strike systems.12

But at the March 5, 2010, expanded session of the 
Defense Ministry Collegium, Medvedev made it clear 
that Russia does not need to increase its offensive 
nuclear capability any further than was originally 
planned.13 Thus the divisions between the two men 
on this issue are out in the open. But their resolution 
will take place in a tough context for innovative and 
nonbelligerent policymaking where strong trends for 
greater reliance on nuclear weapons, regardless of 
quantity, will exist.

In the domestic context, the recent admission that 
the effort to build a professional Army was a fail-
ure and that Russia is returning to conscription has 
profound objective consequences for overall defense 
policy.14 Indeed, Russia is even radically cutting the 
number of contract positions in ways that do not af-
fect (so it says) its combat capability.15 As regards 
nuclear issues, this failure means that Russia had to 
forsake the dream of a professional highly educated 
and motivated Army capable of fighting a high-tech 
conventional, and most likely, local war. While there 
will undoubtedly be pockets of excellence, the ensuing 
Russian Army will probably be unable to fully opti-
mize the use of high-tech systems and will be plagued 
by low morale, education, health levels, large-scale 
draft evasion, and corruption. This outcome suggests 
that Russia may well have to invoke nuclear forces in 
many cases to substitute for what would otherwise 
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have been a much more robust high-tech conventional 
capability and deterrent. 

Russian defense industry’s concurrent failure to 
modernize to the point where it can satsify both the 
government and the armed forces’ demands for serial 
production of reliable high-tech weapons and plat-
forms and system integration capabilities reinforces 
this likely outcome, and suggests that Russia will only 
partially realize its plan of a comprehensive mod-
ernization of the armed forces by 2020. Here again, 
rather than modernize the armed forces by 10 percent 
a year to 2020 as previously planned, Medvedev is 
now demanding that 30 percent of the armed forces’ 
weaponry be modernized by 2015, a sure sign of con-
tinuing failure.16 What makes this outcome even more 
likely is the fact that, due to the impact of the cur-
rent crisis on the backward and overly statist Russian 
economy, budgetary spending will be constrained at 
least through 2015 if not 2020.17 Indeed, the recently 
approved State Armament Program from 2011-20 
spends only 13 trillion rubles to rearm the armed forc-
es, a figure that the Acting Defense Ministry Chief of 
Armaments, Lieutenant General Oleg Frolov, claims 
will only allow for modernization of the strategic 
nuclear forces, air, and air defense forces, leaving the 
Navy and Army under-financed.18 Not surprisingly, 
the military demanded another 23 trillion rubles to 
modernize the Army through 2020 and to modernize 
all of the armed forces and their accompanying infra-
structure.19 This pressure already forced the Finance 
Ministry to make concessions to the miliary, for in-
stance whereas defense spending stood at 2.6 percent 
of gross domestic product (GDP) in 2010, in 2011-12 it 
should increase to 2.9 percent of GDP and 3 percent in 
2013, after which it will grow to 3.1 percent, leading to 
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increased purchases of weapons and hardware.20 But 
this did not appease the armed forces. Even within 
those constraints, we see rising defense spending as a 
percentage of the state budget and possibly the overall 
economy, i.e., signs of structural militarization. More-
over, we can also see rising pressure by the military on 
the budget. However, the government has gone even 
further down this road.

Earlier failures in the defense sector are now gener-
ating the tendencies toward militarization (albeit at a 
much lower level than in Soviet times) to compensate 
for these failures in Putin’s Russia and the continuing 
crisis of the economy and defense sector. As a recent 
Russian article observed, from 2000-10 defense spend-
ing has gone from 141 billion rubles to 2,025 trillion 
rubles, without leading to an equivalent growth in de-
liveries as these figures were consumed by rising costs 
for modernizing old models and for new models as 
well as losses due to corruption.21 Richard Weitz has 
summarized the trajectory of defense spending since 
2007. 

In 2007 the Russian government approved a $240 
billion rearmament program that will run through 
2015. In February 2008 Russia’s Ministry of Defense 
announced that it would further increase the military 
budget by about 20 percent, allocating approximately 
one trillion rubles (about $40 billion) to military spend-
ing in 2008. Following the August 2008 war in Georgia, 
the Russian government announced it would increase 
the defense budget yet again in order to replace the 
warplanes and other equipment lost in the conflict as 
well as to accelerate the acquisition of new weapons 
designed since the Soviet Union’s dissolution. This 
year [2008] the Russian military will spend over $40 
billion. The figure for 2009 should exceed $50 billion.22
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Even though defense spending has been steadily 
rising and was projected before the economic crisis 
to rise still faster, the war in Georgia and the visible 
animosity to America has led the regime to embark 
on a return to quasi-Stalinist military planning. Neza-
visimaya Gazeta reported that the Ministry of Defense 
has already begun working on a 10-year plan for arms 
procurement and re-equipment from 2011-20 that 
was to be sent to the Duma for approval in 2010. This 
program grows out of the failure of the current arms 
program from 2006-15 that was budgeted at 5 trillion 
rubles ($155 billion). Typically, that plan proved to be 
“ineffective and expensive, leading to delays in intro-
ducing new armaments.”23 Indeed, “Not a single one 
of the previous arms programs was fulfilled even at 
20 percent of the planned level. Even the existing pro-
gram, which came about during the years of oil-sale 
prosperity, is not being fulfilled.”24

Yet despite this continuing record of failure, it has 
not only led to ever greater state control of that sector 
but to neo-Stalinist answers. Even in late 2008 when 
crisis was apparent, Moscow sought to accelerate the 
utterly failed 2006-15 plan and compress it to be com-
pleted by 2011 when the new plan, which certainly 
entails even more state control and thus guaranteed 
suboptimal outcomes, is to begin.25 Thanks to the eco-
nomic crisis, the unending inflation in the Russian de-
fense industry and its inability to function in a market 
economy, the government first had to cut the 2009 de-
fense budget by 15 percent and, despite its denials, cut 
procurement.26 By July 2009, funding cuts were ham-
pering the acquisition of manpower for the planned 
new permanent readiness units, construction of the 
Yuri Dolgoruky class of ballistic nuclear submarines 
(SSBNs), and funding for the development of foreign 
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naval bases.27 Yet the defense sector refused to accept 
this outcome as final.

Debates over defense spending clearly did not end 
in 2008 or even when they were originally supposed 
to end in 2009. Thus the Security Council was report-
edly supposed to accept the national security strategy 
at its meeting on February 20, 2009.28 But that meeting 
did not occur until March 24, suggesting further objec-
tions. Apparently one major reason for the postpone-
ment of the appearance of the security strategy was the 
continuing economic crisis. It clearly had worsened to 
the point where the overall economy shrunk by 10.1 
percent from January-June 2009 and 8.5 percent for 
the year.29 By all accounts, this forced the drafters and 
the Security Council, not to mention those who would 
have to approve the document, to assert the impor-
tance of economic factors as a part of security. Thus in 
his address to the Security Council on March 24, 2009, 
Medvedev explicitly said that economic security was 
a part of national security.30

Consequently, a major struggle has broken out 
within the defense and defense industrial sector over 
access to resources, and it clearly involves the effort to 
buy weapons abroad, which has touched off a major 
debate within these two communities on the virtues 
of being autarkic or of buying abroad. The two key 
issues for now are the amount of money to be spent 
on military modernization and whether or not to buy 
foreign weapons systems. Frolov and his allies clearly 
brought substantial pressure to bear upon the govern-
ment, but they were operating in a climate based on 
the precedent of rising outlays for procurement. The 
government is currently operating under the 2006-15 
program. It was supposed to cost 5 trillion rubles or 
$155 billion. The original program for 2011-20 that 
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Medvedev announced in May 2010 substantially in-
creased that spending to 13 trillion rubles or $420 bil-
lion, more than doubling the preceding figure. But, as 
Frolov said, this would essentially deprive the Army 
and Navy of funding for procurement that would al-
low it to make up for a generation of neglect. Instead 
he advocated an increase of the program to 36 trillion 
rubles for the entire armed forces or $1.161 trillion 
over the 2011-20 decade. If this proposal was unac-
ceptable, then at a minimum a program costing 28 tril-
lion rubles or $920 billion would allow the Army to 
rearm.31

Although many Duma deputies, officials, and 
commentators, including Deputy Prime Minister Ser-
gei Ivanov who formerly supervised defense indus-
try, derided Frolov’s demands as wishful thinking, he 
did in fact prevail. Vladimir Popovkin, Frolov’s boss, 
told audiences at the Farnborough Show that the gov-
ernment would spend 20 trillion rubles or $620 bil-
lion more on procurement, less than Frolov asked for, 
but still a large increase. Under these revised figures, 
spending on research and development (R&D) and 
procurement will exceed $50 billion annually. Perhaps 
more importantly, total Russian defense spending may 
reach 4-5 percent of GDP, more than any other major 
power and a sign of creeping structural militarization. 
Neither can we doubt the high rate of defense spend-
ing in the annual budget.32 Finance Minister Alexei 
Kudrin recently conceded that budgetary outlays on 
national defense would rise in 2010 by 13.3 percent, 
while spending on national security and law enforce-
ment would go up by 8.8 percent. The overall rise in 
those sectors through 2013 will be 22.1 percent. Since 
spending on health care, culture, cinematography, and 
education are also going up by hefty amounts, general 
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state expenditures will supposedly fall by 4.5 percent, 
allegedly through attrition of bureaucrats by 20 per-
cent through 2013, reducing the rise of administrative 
costs, and the privatizations mentioned above.33 

In addition, “Popovkin announced plans to spend 
this windfall to procure a thousand new helicopters in 
ten years including heavy Mi-26 helicopters that can 
carry 25 tons of cargo or more than 100 passengers for 
short distances.”34 The need for such weapons is quite 
visible in the North Caucasus, which is on fire. Like-
wise, Russia will also procure 20 new heavy AN-124 
Ruslan transport aircraft and 60 new T-50 “fifth gener-
ation” stealth jet fighters starting in 2013. Meanwhile, 
Russia is already deploying new RS-24 intercontinen-
tal ballistic missiles (ICBMs).35 Thus by 2013, Russian 
defense spending will be 2 trillion rubles more than 
it is today and rise by 60 percent relative to 2010 fig-
ures. These sums will go largely to nuclear, naval, and 
air forces.36 Indeed, the budget through 2013 raises 
procurement by 50 percent above the earlier figures.37 
However, if one takes into account the costs of actually 
procuring these airplanes, ships, etc., in reality rather 
little can be built (and costs will rise and inefficiencies, 
absent reform, will continue to add to these increased 
costs ) and ultimately the deployment of hundreds 
of airplanes and dozens of ships by 2015 and 2020 is 
quite unlikely to materialize.38

Obviously, lucrative and productive investment 
will be squeezed in the coming budgets as is already 
the case. It is most likely that without significant gov-
ernmental reform these increased outlays will be in-
efficiently and ineffectively spent and will ultimately 
increase inflationary pressures. While these procure-
ments plans were stimulated by real threats in the 
North Caucasus and to the alleged threat presented by 
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NATO/U.S. and Chinese air and other strike capabili-
ties in terms of both air defense and nuclear systems; 
they certainly add considerably to the burden on the 
Russian economy. If the new treaty fails to achieve rat-
ification, as appears quite possible, Russia may decide 
it needs to undergo even more nuclear and conven-
tional buildups from this level.

Even taking rising defense budgets into account, 
the inefficiency of much of that spending, the inher-
ent inflationary pressures in the Russian economy, es-
pecially in the raw materials sector, the ineptitude of 
the defense industrial sector, and its vulnerability to 
the theft of 30-40 percent of the defense budget, which 
has not decreased despite a vigorous anti-corruption 
campaign, suggests a corresponding and ongoing 
structural inability to realize the goals indicated in 
the plans for modernizing the Russian armed forces 
by 2015 or by 2020.39 Moreover, given the constraints 
on the budget even under increased defense spend-
ing, Russia will probably not be able to afford the nec-
essary outlays for this comprehensive technological 
modernization of the armed forces and will have to 
utilize nuclear capabilities more than others do. Those 
capabilities are also under pressure as the Bulava’s 
sorry experience indicates (the Bulava is Russia’s new 
submarine launched ballistic missile [SLBM] and, as of 
April 2010, it has failed during all of its first 12 tests). 
So we may likely see Russia assigning to its nuclear 
forces a broader range of missions than might other-
wise be performed by conventional forces.40
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THE NATIONAL SECURITY CONTEXT

Beyond domestic factors that generate consid-
erable pressure to continue relying on a possibly 
smaller, albeit somewhat improved nuclear deterrent, 
the imperatives of both external trends and overall 
Russian national security policy also strongly incline 
toward enhanced reliance on nuclear weapons. The 
three external trends are: U.S. missile defenses initia-
tives; the rise of China; and, at least in some quarters, 
an increased concern about missile and nuclear pro-
liferation, a phenomenon that Russia actually expects 
to increase by 2020 if its new defense doctrine is a reli-
able guide.41 But these phenomena are perceived and 
mediated through a unique cognitive and ideological 
landscape that underlies and drives Russian national 
security policy.42

Bluntly stated, Moscow approaches its security 
from the belief that while major war is not likely, 
smaller wars fought over access to resources, espe-
cially energy, around its border are increasing in like-
lihood. Worse, these wars are approaching Russia’s 
borders. Furthermore, these wars can easily grow into 
major conflagrations where the use of nuclear weap-
ons could well be contemplated or even implement-
ed.43 The aforementioned exercises in 2009-10 reflected 
such possibilities. Indeed, Russian elites believe that 
if Russia lacked nuclear weapons, NATO would then 
feel emboldened to intervene in some variant of a 
Kosovo-like scenario in those conflicts, for example, 
Georgia in 2008.44 In other words, it is the possession 
of nuclear weapons alone that gives Russia the means 
to declare the Commonweath of Independent States 
(CIS) off limits to foreign powers, maintain psycho-
logical and political equality with the United States, 
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assert Russia’s identity as a great power, and most 
crucially back up that claim with a real force. Russia’s 
nuclear capability ensures Russia’s strategic indepen-
dence as an international actor, but even more to the 
point, its identity as a truly soveriegn state, i.e., one 
that makes policy strictly on the basis of its own cal-
culation of national interest, not the actions of other 
states. 

Furthermore, official documents like the new de-
fense doctrine and the 2009 national security concept 
explictly state that the incidence of major power reli-
ance on force and the bypassing of the United Nations 
(UN) is rising, making the outbreak of wars more 
rather than less likely.45 Thus Defense Minister Anato-
ly Serdyukov told the Defense Collegium in 2009 that: 

The military-political situation has been character-
ized by the U.S. leadership’s striving to achieve global 
leadership and by an expansion and buildup of mili-
tary presence of the United States and its NATO al-
lies in regions contiguous with Russia. The American 
side’s aspirations were directed toward gaining access 
to raw-material, energy, and other resources of CIS 
countries. Processes aimed at crowding Russia [out] 
from the area of its traditional interests were actively 
supported. International terrorism, religious extrem-
ism, and the illegal arms trade seriously influenced 
the military-political situation. They have been mani-
fested more and more often in countries bordering on 
Russia. Georgia’s attack on South Ossetia was a direct 
threat to RF national interests and military security. 
This attempt to settle the conflict by force was aimed 
first and foremost at destabilizing the situation in the 
Caucasus. On the whole the analysis of the military-
political situation permits a conclusion about the 
growing likelihood of armed conflicts and their po-
tential danger to our state [Author’s Emphasis].46



308

Not only did Serdyukov accept this General Staff 
threat assessment, he intensified it by saying that the 
likelihood of threats to Russia in the form of wars and 
military conflicts is increasing. Yet, when he spoke, the 
share of modern armaments in the armed forces only 
made up 10 percent of their arsenal. At that time, 2008, 
only 19 percent of defense spending was earmarked 
for re-equipping the Army and Navy with that being a 
third priority behind organizational reform and main-
tenance of the nuclear forces.47 So the priority of the 
nuclear deterrent while Russia undergoes moderniza-
tion is already evident from here. Neither has that pri-
ority changed since 2008 despite the current financial 
crisis or the increase in nuclear spending discussed 
above. 

Beyond the presupposition of actual military-
political conflict with the West and China (the latter 
being the threat that we dare not speak of), a constant 
factor in the relationship with the West irrespective of 
its political temperature at any time is the fact that the 
nuclear forces of both sides remain frozen in a posture 
of mutual deterrence that implies a prior adversarial 
relationship that could easily deteriorate further un-
der any and all circumstances and devolve into that 
kind of shooting war.48 This point is critical: The prob-
lematic nature of the bilateral relationship, just as was 
the case during the Cold War—albeit less intensely to-
day—is not due to deterrence. Rather, deterrence is a 
manifestation of a prior, underlying, comprehensive, 
and fundamental political antagonism in which Rus-
sia has settled upon deterrence as a policy and strat-
egy because that strategy expresses its foundational 
presupposition of conflict with America and NATO.49 

The fundamental basis of the rivalry with Wash-
ington is political and stems from the nature of the 
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Russian political system which cannot survive in its 
present structure without that presupposition of con-
flict and enemies, and a revisionist demand for equal-
ity with the United States so that it is tied down by 
Russian concerns and interests. From Russia’s stand-
point, the only way it can have security vis-à-vis the 
United States and Europe given that presupposition 
of conflict is if America is shackled to a continuation 
of the mutual hostage relationship based on mutual 
deterrence that characterized the Cold War, so that 
it cannot act unilaterally. At the same time, Europe 
must be intimidated by the specter of Russian military 
power which, given present realities, means nuclear 
weapons. To the degree that both sides are shackled 
to this mutual hostage relationship, Russia gains a 
measure of restraint or even of control over U.S. pol-
icy. For, as Patrick Morgan has observed, this kind of 
classic deterrence “cuts through the complexities of 
needing to have a full understanding of or dialogue 
with the other side.” Instead it enables a state, in this 
case Russia, to “simplify by dictating, the opponent’s 
preferences” [Italics in the original].50 Thanks to such 
a mutual hostage relationship, Russian leaders see all 
other states who wish to attack them or even to exploit 
internal crises like Chechnya as being deterred. There-
fore, nuclear weapons remain a critical component of 
strategic stability and, as less openly stated, for giving 
Russia room to act freely in world affairs.51 

Indeed, Moscow sees its nuclear arsenal as a kind 
of all-purpose deterrent that has deterred the United 
States and NATO from intervening in such conflicts 
as the Chechen wars and Georgia. Nevertheless, its 
military and political leaders, e.g., Serdyukov, the 
doctrine which is now official policy, and Colonel-
General Nikolai Solovtsov, Commander in Chief of 
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the Strategic Missile (Rocket) Forces in 2008 all charge 
that threats to Russia are multiplying. Thus Solovtsov 
argued that: 

Some potential threats to the defense and security of 
the Russian Federation, including large-scale ones, re-
main, and in some sectors are intensifying. Moreover, 
the possibility cannot be ruled out that major armed 
conflict could arise near Russia’s borders, which will 
affect its security interests, or that there could be a 
direct military threat to our country’s security. This 
is graphically illustrated by the military aggression 
unleashed by Georgia overnight from 7 to 8 August 
against South Ossetia.52

While such statements represent the fantasy world 
of the Russian military where threats are always ris-
ing despite the plain evidence of Western demilitar-
ization—and they also omit to mention that Georgia 
neither attacked Russia nor in fact started the war that 
was clearly a Russian provocation—his remarks do 
amply underscore the importance of deterrence and 
the permanent sense of being threat that drives Rus-
sian policy. Hence, the need for deterrence, primarily 
though not exclusively of the United States, at the price 
of accepting that Russia too, is deterred from a nuclear 
strike on the United States (or Europe or China). 

 In return for accepting that it too is similarly de-
terred, Russia postulates as one of the fundamental 
corollaries of its policy and strategy that it must retain 
a capability to intimidate and destroy Europe with 
its nuclear and other missiles. This is why the Rus-
sians have such reliance upon tactical nuclear weap-
ons (TNW) no matter the cost. Thus while Germany, 
Poland, and Norway have called on the United States 
to remove its TNW from Europe, Russian military 
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leaders like Lieutenant General Yevgeny Bushinsky, 
former head of the Defense Ministry’s International 
Legal Department, argue that Russia should only en-
ter into negotiations on TNW in case of parity in con-
ventional armaments between Russia and the United 
States, i.e., never.53 This is because TNW are Moscow’s 
deterrent in a situation of conventional inferiority like 
the present.54 Worse yet, the Navy plans to introduce 
new TNW in the form of nuclear cruise missiles on its 
submarines.55 In any case, as Swedish Foreign Minis-
ter Carl Bildt has stated regarding Russian threats in 
the Baltic: “According to the information to which we 
have access, there are already tactical nuclear weap-
ons in the Kaliningrad area. They are located both at 
and in the vicinity of units belonging to the Russian 
fleet,”56 This means that Russia has effectively vio-
lated the Bush-Yeltsin Presidential Nuclear Initiatives 
of 1991-92, which barred TNW from naval vessels. 
Finally, Chief of Staff General Nikolai Makarov has 
publicly stated that Russia will retain its TNW as long 
as Europe is “packed with armaments” as a guarantee 
of Russian security and that priority of funding will be 
directed to Russia’s nuclear arsenal.57

In other words, believing a priori that Europe is the 
site of a presumptive enemy action against it, Russia 
demands as a condition of its security that the rest of 
Europe be insecure. Russia’s defense doctrine openly 
says that the United States and NATO represent the 
main threats to Russian security and that Washington 
will continue to seek military supremacy and disre-
gard international law for a generation.58 Furthermore, 
unlike the United States, Russia is engaged in a com-
prehensive modernization and renewal of all of its 
nuclear weapons, clearly in the belief that it needs to 
deter America by military means, and maybe even to 
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fight using such weapons. Consequently, there will be 
enormous opposition to any plans for further reduc-
tions or curtailment of this modernization program.

Likewise, Moscow has consistently said that the 
deployment of U.S. missile defenses in Europe and 
Asia will disrupt existing balances of strategic forces 
and undermine global and regional stability.59 Moscow 
also tried hard to link the new treaty to the removal or 
missile defenses from Central and Eastern Europe.60 
In addition, Russia’s leaders openly contend that one 
cannot discuss European security without taking into 
account the missile defense issue or the Conventional 
Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty.61 Certainly, Russian of-
ficials see the weaponization of space, the integration 
of space and terrestrial capabilities, missile defenses, 
the Reliable Replacement Weapons (RRW), and the 
U.S. global strike strategy as a part of a systematic, 
comprehensive strategy to threaten Russia. As Pavel 
Podvig has observed:

One of the consequences of this [U.S. military strat-
egy] is that if the promises held by the revolution in 
military affairs materialize, even incompletely, they 
may significantly lower the threshold of military in-
tervention. And this is exactly the outcome that Russia 
is worried about, for it believes that the new capabili-
ties might open the way to a more aggressive interven-
tionist policy of the United States and NATO that may 
well challenge Russia’s interests in various regions 
and especially in areas close to the Russian borders.62

So in response, Moscow must threaten Europe. In-
deed, Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov repeatedly has 
invoked the now habitual, but no less mendacious, 
charge that missile defenses in Europe, systems that 
allegedly used to be regulated by bilateral agreements 
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to maintain parity are now being introduced close to 
Russia’s borders, thereby rupturing that parity in Eu-
rope and elsewhere.63 During his 2008 trip to Poland, 
Lavrov went even further, saying that,

For many decades, the basis for strategic stability and 
security in the world was parity between Russia and 
the United States in the sphere of strategic offensive 
and defensive arms. However, in recent years, the 
U.S. Administration chose a course towards upsetting 
that parity and gaining a unilateral advantage in the 
strategic domain. Essentially it’s not just about global 
missile defense. We also note that the U.S. has been 
reluctant to stay within the treaties on strategic offen-
sive arms, and that it is pursuing the Prompt Global 
Strike concept, and developing projects to deploy 
strike weapons in outer space. This, understandably, 
will not reinforce the security of Europe or of Poland 
itself.64

 
Lavrov then went on to say that, under the circum-

stances, if Poland chose a “special allied relationship” 
with Washington, then it would have to bear the re-
sponsibilities and risks involved, and that Moscow, in 
principle, opposed having its relations with third par-
ties being a function of Russian-American disputes.65

Thus Russia’s arms control posture also represents 
its continuing demand for substantive, if not quantita-
tive, parity, as well as for deterrence with the United 
States in order to prevent Washington from breaking 
free of the Russian embrace and following policies 
that Russia deems antithetical to its self interests.66 
Moreover, that parity is calculated not just globally, 
but in regional balances as well, so that Russia also 
demands a qualitative or substantive parity with 
America at various regional levels, most prominently 
Europe. Russia’s demand for restoring parity at both 
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the global and regional levels entails not an unreach-
able numerical parity, but rather a strategic stabil-
ity or equilibrium where both sides remain mutually 
hostage to each other in a deterrent relationship and 
where the United States cannot break free to pursue 
its global or regional interests unilaterally.

Several practical strategic consequences flow from 
this posture. First, under all circumstances, Russia 
must retain the capability to intimidate Europe with 
nuclear weapons and hold it hostage to that threat. 
Therefore, the elite unanimously believes or professes 
to believe that any U.S. missile defense is a threat, be-
cause it presages a network covering Europe that will 
negate Russia’s ability to threaten Europe and counter 
its first-strike capability, even though Lavrov admit-
ted that the present stage of missile defense develop-
ments do not threaten Russia.67 This is particularly true 
as the Obama administration’s plans envisage extend-
ing the adapted phased construction of missile de-
fenses throughout Europe until 2020. 68 The unanimity 
of the Russian elite puts the new treaty into jeopardy 
even before it is ratified, because Russian statements 
about missile defenses mean that if Russia should de-
cide that U.S. missile defense programs exceed Rus-
sia’s definition of strategic stability within the treaty’s 
limits, and therefore threaten Russia’s strategic deter-
rence forces, then Russia can withdraw unilaterally 
from the treaty.69 Thus key members of the Duma, like 
Speaker Boris Gryzlov, threatened to block ratification 
if this legally binding linkage is omitted.70 

Russian demands also relate to the fact that ac-
cording to former Secretary of State George Shultz 
and former Secretary of Defense William Perry, the 
Russians that they have talked with still believe their 
country is encircled (their word) by hostile or poten-
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tially hostile forces in both the east and west. There-
fore, they are very loath to any further reduction of 
nuclear missiles. Indeed, many of them still express 
the idea of repealing the Intermediate Range Nuclear 
Forces (INF) Treaty and building INFs and interme-
diate range ballistic missiles (IRBMs) to counter this 
threat. 71 As if on cue, Lavrov immediately afterwards 
called for, as have previous supporters of repeal of the 
INF treaty, a universal treaty banning intermediate 
and short-range missiles, a propaganda point if there 
ever was one, but one aimed also at China, not just the 
West.72

Consequently, Russian demands for nuclear weap-
ons also relate to the fact that Moscow cannot conceive 
of defending itself against the threats it perceives, 
mainly from NATO, but also from China, without 
continuing to build, renew, and modernize nuclear 
weapons. Its capacity for doing so is visibly open to 
debate, a fact that creates many dilemmas for Russia’s 
strategic leadership. Certainly its continuing program 
to build new nuclear missiles and usable nuclear 
weapons like low-yield and fusion weapons and the 
RS-24 (Yars) missile shows what it thinks of President 
Obama’s quest for a global zero for nuclear weapons, 
as does the new doctrine’s expectation that there will 
be more nuclear powers by 2020.73 Therefore, it re-
gards any U.S. missile defense, whether in Europe or 
Asia, as being a constant threat to its strategic stability 
and vital interests.

Second, Russia’s military is clearly unwilling to 
accept the notion of that there is no linkage between 
offensive and defensive weapons. It claims that the 
United States reshaped its missile defense posture 
in Europe in September 2009, “because, according to 
our clear assessment, this area would definitely cre-
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ate risks for Russia.”74 But since then, this Russian de-
mand to curtail even the new adaptive phased Obama 
program for missile defenses became the principal 
obstacle to the successful conclusion of the treaty.75 It 
has also become a matter of public controversy within 
Russian politics. Putin’s aforementioned remarks 
from December 2009 underscore that point.76 Putin’s 
demands relate both to the domestic power struggle 
in Russia and the Russian hawks’ demand that they 
be free to build nuclear weapons without constraint. 
Thus it appeared that Russia’s hawks were willing to 
obstruct the treaty to gain total freedom of action to 
build offensive weapons against a nonexistent threat.77 
Putin, Defense Minister Serdyukov, and the General 
Staff all argued for slowing down negotiations to in-
sist on linking offenses to defenses and to maintain 
the primacy of Putin’s line on these issues over Med-
vedev’s apparently less confrontational approach. 
They did so regardless of the fact that doing so placed 
chances for U.S. Senate ratification at greater risk.78 

Indeed, during the final stage of negotiations, Rus-
sia demanded that the treaty include a joint statement 
signed by both sides stating Russia had the right to 
terminate the treaty should it deem U.S. missile de-
fense programs to be dangerous.79 This, too, would 
have doomed the treaty in the U.S. Senate. Russia has 
also stated in the treaty-related documents its right to 
unilaterally withdraw from the new agreement if it 
believes U.S. missile defense deployments upset “stra-
tegic stability.”80 Even though this is in no way legally 
binding, in reply to this revelation: 

In a not-yet-released letter obtained exclusively by The 
Cable, Arizona Sens. Jon Kyl and John McCain, and 
Connecticut Sen. Joseph Lieberman, warn National 
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Security Advisor James L. Jones, ’Even as a unilateral 
declaration, a provision like this would put pressure 
on the United States to limit its systems or their de-
ployment because of Russian threats of withdrawal 
from the treaty.’81

Therefore even a unilateral Russian statement of 
expressing these views could become grounds for 
increased Senatorial opposition to the treaty, if not 
a failure to ratify, as increasingly seems possible. 
Should the treaty fail to be ratified, that would only 
further justify the arguments made by Russian hawks. 
Since the U.S. Government has just stated that it will 
complete the construction of a pan-European missile 
defense by 2018, Russia could easily execute its threat 
to withdraw from the treaty on those grounds.82

Nevertheless, despite the risks to the reset policy, 
the Russian military remains unappeased on this is-
sue. Russian Chief of Staff General Nikolai Makarov 
warned that: 

The factor of parity should be accompanied by the 
factor of stability, if the U.S. missile defense begins to 
evolve; it will be aimed primarily at destroying our 
nuclear missile capabilities. And then the balance of 
force will be tipped in favor of the United States. . . . 
With the existing and maintained parity of strategic 
offensive means, the global missile defense being cre-
ated by the U.S. will be able to have some impact on 
the deterrence capabilities of the Russian strategic 
nuclear force already in the medium term. . . . This 
may upset the strategic balance of force and lower the 
threshold for the use of nuclear weapons. Although 
missile defense is a defensive system, its development 
will basically boost [the] arms race.83
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Neither is this just rhetoric. As one recent assess-
ment of the obstacles encountered during the nego-
tiations charged, Washington told Moscow that if it 
did not move forward on the treaty, the administra-
tion might take Russia off its priority list and move the 
issue from the President to some lower level official. 
Whether or not this conversation occurred, it was de-
scribed as an ultimatum. This article also points out 
that current Russian nuclear programs aim to over-
come or even neutralize U.S. missile defenses.84

The impression is that the Kremlin no longer be-
lieves in America’s military omnipotence. Russia re-
sponded to the ultimatum with a maiden flight of its 
latest T-50 fighter and the rearmament of its antiair-
craft defense system with T-400 Triumph complexes 
(this may be referring to what we call the S-400 SAM). 
To all appearances, Triumphs are anti-satellite mis-
siles (ASAT) that are also capable of intercepting and 
destroying inbound ballistic warheads. Continuation 
of Bulava missile tests was announced as well. Work 
on the missile will be brought to its logical end, sooner 
or later. Specialists are even working on a concept of 
the future strategic bombers that will replace TU-95s 
and Tu-160s one day.85

When it had to back off from this point due to 
President Obama’s steadfastness in regard to missile 
defenses, Moscow then demanded that the United 
States pledge to not do anything unilaterally, evalu-
ate threats jointly with Russia based on correspond-
ing reports from experts of both countries within the 
framework of the joint threats evaluation mechanism, 
and make decisions concerning the deployment of 
theater and eventually global missile defenses against 
ICBMs exclusively on that basis. Moscow also wants 
Washington to confirm that it will discuss missile de-
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fenses once this treaty is ratified.86 Therefore, Russia 
still seeks a veto on U.S. force decisions. When seen 
in the context of Russian politics and overall defense 
policy, this is a most instructive episode.

Third, since Moscow rigorously adheres to this 
mutual hostage concept, it cannot trust the United 
States, and any U.S. unilateral advance in defenses 
must be compensated by greater Russian offensive 
capabilities. The following citations demonstrate this 
deep-rooted belief in the mutual hostage relationship, 
deterrence of the enemy, and the action-reaction pro-
cess regarding armaments among the Russian politi-
cal and military leadership. First, Lavrov told an inter-
viewer in February 2007 that:

Our main criterion is ensuring the Russian Federa-
tion’s security and maintaining strategic stability as 
much as possible. We have started such consultations 
[on strategic nuclear weapons] already. I am convinced 
that we need a substantive discussion on how those 
lethal weapons could be curbed on the basis of mutual 
trust and balance of forces and interests. We will insist 
particularly on this approach. We do not need just the 
talk that we are no longer enemies and therefore we 
should not have restrictions for each other. This is not 
the right approach. It is fraught with an arms race, in 
fact, because, it is very unlikely that either of us will be 
ready to lag behind a lot.87

Here Lavrov signaled Russia’s unwillingness to 
leave a mutually adversarial relationship with Amer-
ica and its presupposition of mutual hostility as re-
flected in both sides’ nuclear deployments. Similarly, 
Alexei Arbatov ridiculed the Bush Administration’s 
view, stated by Ambassador Linton Brooks, that be-
cause the two sides are no longer adversaries, detailed 
arms control talks are no longer necessary, as either 
naiveté or outright hypocrisy.88
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Since then Deputy Foreign Minister Sergei Ryab-
kov recently stated that:

Issues of strategic offensive and defensive arms are 
inextricably linked. To deny this relationship is mean-
ingless because it is the essence of relations between 
the countries that have the appropriate potential in 
both areas. An augmented capacity of one of the par-
ties in the realm of missile defense is automatically 
echoed in the form of plans and decisions of the other 
party in the realm of strategic offensive arms. And 
not even obliquely, but in the most direct way what is 
happening in the field of missile defense and U.S. rela-
tions with its East European allies on this topic has an 
impact on our START follow-on negotiations. Without 
recognition of the relationship between strategic and 
offensive defensive arms, there can be no such treaty, 
it cannot take place.89

Likewise, Deputy Prime Minister Sergei Ivanov 
told the Munich Security conference in February 2010: 

It is impossible to speak of reducing nuclear potentials 
in earnest while a state that possesses nuclear weap-
ons is developing and deploying systems of defense 
against means of delivery of nuclear warheads that 
other states possess. It is like the sword and shield 
theory, where both are continuously developing with 
the characteristics and resources of each of them being 
kept in mind.90

Putin’s aforementioned remarks fit right into this 
outlook. 

The problem is that our American partners are de-
veloping missile defenses, and we are not . . . But the 
issues of missile defense and offensive weapons are 
closely interconnected. . . . There could be a danger 
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that having created an umbrella against offensive 
strike systems, our partners may come to feel com-
pletely safe. After the balance is broken, they will do 
whatever they want and grow more aggressive.91

Fourth, given these conditions, the danger (as 
listed in the new defense doctrine) of NATO enlarge-
ment, and the threat of missile defenses coming closer 
to Russia, Moscow believes that it is being placed un-
der mounting military-political pressure, or at least 
professes to be so, even though it undoubtedly knows 
that NATO is hardly an offensive threat and that the 
U.S. missile defenses cannot threaten its systems.92 
Therefore, it has been ready for at least a decade with 
its threat of striking first with nuclear weapons, even 
against conventional strikes, if the threat to its in-
terests is dire enough. Thus in 1999 Colonel General 
Vladimir Yakovlev, commander in chief of Russia’s 
nuclear forces, stated that: “Russia, for objective rea-
sons, is forced to lower the threshold for using nuclear 
weapons, extend the nuclear deterrent to smaller-scale 
conflicts and openly warn potential opponents about 
this.”93 Since then, there has been no mention of any 
further alteration of this threshold.

Consequently Russia sees nuclear weapons as 
warfighting weapons, and both doctrinal statements 
and exercises confirm this. This process of convention-
alizing nuclear weapons, in and of itself, substantially 
lowers the threshold for nuclear use just as Moscow 
did in 1999. Since then, others have amplified upon 
this point. For example, Solovtsov stated that new 
military uses for nuclear weapons are coming into be-
ing. Thus:
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The radical changes that have occurred since the end 
of the Cold War in international relations and the con-
siderable reduction of the threat that a large-scale war, 
even more so a nuclear one, could be unleashed, have 
contributed to the fact that in the system of views on 
the role of nuclear arms both in Russia and the U.S., 
a political rather than military function has begun to 
prevail. In relation to this, besides the traditional forms 
and methods in the combat use of the RVSN [Strategic 
Rocket Forces], a new notion “special actions” by the 
groupings of strategic offensive arms has emerged—
Such actions mean the RVSN’s containment actions, 
their aim to prevent the escalation of a high-intensity 
non-nuclear military conflict against the Russian Fed-
eration and its allies.94

In other words, though there is no threat or a di-
minishing threat of large-scale war, a new mission for 
nuclear weapons will be for their use in actions dur-
ing such a war to control intra-war escalation. It is not 
surprising that Solovtsov argued for increasing the 
forces under his command, but it also is the case that 
such dialectical reasoning makes no sense unless one 
postulates an a priori hostility between East and West 
and grants Russia the right of deterrence that it has 
unilaterally arrogated to itself over other states who 
have never publicly accepted it. Indeed, the new calls 
for renovating the nuclear forces and having a solu-
tion guaranteeing nuclear deterrence in all cases has 
now become policy even if America deploys its global 
defense system and moves to a defense dominant 
world.95

Makarov’s aforementioned statement concerning 
retention of TNW could take place in potential Euro-
pean contingencies, i.e., in the Baltic or in a war with 
China.96 In Vostok-2010, the exercise concluded with a 
simulated TNW strike against the People’s Liberation 
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Army (PLA).97 Similarly, proof of the intended use of 
nuclear weapons in Europe appeared in the Russian 
combined arms exercises entitled Ladoga and Zapad 
2009, which were divided in two to avoid CFE treaty 
monitoring and which prominently featured nuclear 
strikes against a so-called Polish-Lithuanian offensive 
against Belarus which was defended by both native 
and Russian forces. Given the manifestations here of 
an old fashioned Soviet tank offensive but using new-
er arms, the presence of nuclear strikes, and the new 
command, control, communications, and intelligence 
(C3I) organizations developed by Russia with its re-
forms since 2006 (and presumably information war-
fare operations), it is hardly surprising that Baltic lit-
toral states feel threatened and demand more security.

Beyond that, Russia is building new nuclear mis-
siles whose main attribute is their ability to evade U.S. 
missile defenses and as part of the new prioritization 
of its nuclear forces will deploy over 70 strategic mis-
siles, over 30 short-range Iskander missiles, and a 
large number of booster rockets and aircraft.98 Moscow 
will also spend $35.3 billion on serial production of 
all weapons in 2009-11 (1 trillion rubles) and virtually 
doubled the number of strategic missile launches to 
13 in 2009.99 This procurement policy represents both 
a quantum leap in Russian capabilities if it can be ac-
complished. But more importantly, it also would con-
stitute a major step in a new action-reaction cycle of 
procurements based on the old Cold War paradigm. 
Indeed, these dynamics could lead to a new arms race, 
especially if Russia insists that any new treaty should 
first eliminate the missile defenses in Eastern Europe 
as a condition of its acceptance and consummation. 

The remarks by Patrushev in October 2009 that 
triggered the debate are fully consonant with the mili-
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tary’s viewpoint. Patrushev told an interviewer that 
the forthcoming defense doctrine will be amended to 
allow for the possibility of preventive and preemp-
tive first strikes, including nuclear strikes, even in the 
context of a purely conventional local war and even 
at the lower level of operational-tactical, as opposed 
to strategic, strikes.100  Soon afterward Lieutenant Gen-
eral Andrey Shvaichenko, Commander in Chief of 
Russia’s Strategic Rocket Forces (SRF)/(RVSN), stated 
on December 16, 2009, that:

In a conventional war, the RVSN and the strategic 
nuclear forces ensure that the opponent is forced to 
cease hostilities on advantageous conditions for Rus-
sia by means of multiple preventive strikes against 
the aggressors’ most important facilities. . . . Regional 
instability in immediate proximity to the borders of 
Russia and the CIS countries does not make it possible 
to completely rule out the risk that our country may be 
pulled into military conflicts of various intensity and 
scale.101

Here Shvaichenko went beyond the previous line 
that nuclear weapons may be used to defend Russia’s 
vital interests in a first-strike mode if the vital inter-
ests of the country are at risk or deemed to be at risk 
as stated in the 2000 military doctrine.102 That posture 
translated into a peacetime strategy of using Russia’s 
nuclear forces as a deterrent against any aggression 
launched against either Russia or its CIS neighbors or 
against Russia if it made war upon those states as in 
Georgia’s case in 2008.103 In other words, the nuclear 
warning’s strategic political purpose is to demarcate 
a theater of both military and peacetime operations 
wherein Russia would have relative if not full free-
dom of action to operate as it saw fit, free from foreign 
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interference. In political terms, it not only represents a 
“no go” sign for potential enemies, it also is an attempt 
to intimidate NATO allies by making them targets of 
Russian nuclear strikes if they try to invoke Article V 
of the Washington Treaty should Russia move on the 
Baltic States or undertake similar kinds of attacks. 

In those remarks, we see a hidden or at least an 
unnoticed mission for Russia’s nuclear weapons. They 
serve to demarcate its sphere of influence by setting 
up a “no go” zone for foreign military entities, because 
the Russian elite almost unanimously believes that 
without such weapons, the whole of the CIS would be 
open to NATO intervention in a crisis. Thus, if Russia 
is to have a sphere of influence in the region, it must 
extend its deterrence umbrella throughout that sphere 
to make its claim credible and with that its claim to 
great or even superpower status. 

Neither is Russia’s professed readiness to use nu-
clear weapons confined to land-based systems. Vice-
Admiral Oleg Burtsev, the Navy’s Deputy Chief of 
Staff, told RIA Novosti that: “Probably, tactical nuclear 
weapons will play a key role in the future,” and that 
the Navy may fit new, less powerful nuclear war-
heads to the existing types of cruise missiles. “There 
is no longer any need to equip missiles with powerful 
nuclear warheads,” Burtsev said. “We can install low-
yield warheads [possibly fusion weapons?] on exist-
ing cruise  missiles.”104 This is clearly something that 
creates an unacceptable threat to European security.105 
Certainly, we cannot assume this to be mere rhetoric, 
for as Bildt has told us, Russia has already deployed 
TNW on its Baltic Fleet ships.106 In apparent confirma-
tion of Bildt’s remarks, the following episode from 
2006 is informative.
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In responding to a question from Putin on the number 
of nuclear submarines currently deployed worldwide, 
Ivanov stated: ‘At this moment. . .we have eight nu-
clear submarines deployed. Of them, five are strategic 
submarines and three are multipurpose submarines, 
but all of them are deployed with nuclear weapons. 
The ships have different missions – intercontinental, 
that is, and multipurpose, but on board of each of them 
are nuclear weapons.’ Since general purpose (attack) 
submarines do not carry SLBMs, Ivanov’s comments 
appeared to indicate that these vessels, which prior to 
the Presidential Nuclear Initiatives had carried tacti-
cal, nuclear-armed cruise missiles and nuclear-armed 
torpedoes, were again carrying weapons in either or 
both of these categories.107

The worst aspect of these deployments and plans 
as stated here is that they point to the General Staff’s 
and the government’s strategy as being one of sup-
posedly limited nuclear war. Key officials confirmed 
this interpretation, conceding that limited nuclear war 
is Russia’s officially acknowledged strategy against 
many different kinds of contingencies.108 Ilya Kedrov, 
in his discussion of armored vehicles above, also 
showed that he understood the doctrine as affirming 
this strategy.109 In September 2008, at a roundtable on 
nuclear deterrence, General Solovtsov noted that Rus-
sia was giving explicit consideration to the concept of 
“special actions” or “deterring actions of the RVSN 
aimed at the prevention of escalation of a non-nuclear 
military conflict of high intensity against Russia.” So-
lovtsov further stated that: 

These actions may be taken with a view to convinc-
ingly demonstrating to the aggressor [the] high com-
bat potential of Russian nuclear missile weapons, [the] 
determination of the military-political leadership of 
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Russia to apply them in order to make the aggressor 
stop combat actions. . . . In view of its unique proper-
ties, the striking power of the Strategic Missile Forces 
is most efficient and convincing in the de-escalation 
actions.110

This strategy also openly reflects Moscow’s bizarre, 
unsettling, and unprecedented belief that Russia can 
control escalation and nuclear war by initiating it de-
spite 40 years of Soviet argument that no such control 
was feasible. Meanwhile, current procurements dis-
play a reliance on new, mobile, survivable, and alleg-
edly indefensible nuclear weapons, even as numbers 
fall. For example, Russia seeks to keep its mobile mis-
sile systems of the nuclear forces invisible to foreign 
reconnaissance systems, while also developing means 
to suppress those reconnaissance and surveillance 
systems.111 Accordingly, as Russian officials regularly 
proclaim, nuclear procurements are intended to de-
velop missiles against which America has no defense, 
i.e., mobile missiles, multiple independent reentry ve-
hicles (MIRVs), and fusion, low-yield nuclear weap-
ons that can also be used on the battlefield.

Thus, nuclear weapons are warfighting weapons. 
Moscow’s threats from October 2009 not only follow 
previous doctrine, they expand on it by openly admit-
ting that limited nuclear war is its option or ace in the 
hole. If Russia should decide to invade or seize one or 
more Baltic State, then that would mean it is prepared 
to wage nuclear war against NATO and the United 
States to hold onto that acquisition although it would 
prefer not to, or thinks it could get away with it with-
out having to do so. The idea behind such a “limited 
nuclear war” is that Russia would seize control of 
the intra-war escalation process by detonating a first-
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strike even in a preventive or preemptive mode, and 
this would supposedly force NATO to negotiate a po-
litical solution that allows Russia to hold onto at least 
some of its gains. Apart from the immensity of Mos-
cow’s gamble that NATO will not have the stomach 
to retaliate against Russian nuclear strikes, which will 
be carried out to inflict a “preset” amount of damage 
that Moscow believes will signal its “limited” intent. 
In essence, Moscow is essentially engaging in a game 
of nuclear chicken or blackmail. In fact, the real risk 
here is that the West will not acquiesce but rather that 
it will retaliate or even escalate, further adding to the 
inherent unpredictability of any conceivable nuclear 
war scenario. 

A recent article by Vipin Narang analyzing Paki-
stan’s nuclear posture outlined three differing nuclear 
postures among the nuclear powers, i.e., their opera-
tional rather than their rhetorical nuclear doctrine. It 
is apparent that posture and doctrine generate deter-
rent power against all potential enemies and can be 
used to develop different levels of ability to deter 
varying contingencies, as well as to induce nuclear 
and other political forms of restraint among adversar-
ies. Russia’s nuclear posture which aims to deter both 
conventional and nuclear threats through varying lev-
els of threatened response or first-strike use of nuclear 
weapons exemplifies the process.112 Russia’s declared 
nuclear posture therefore falls into the category of an 
“Asymmetric Escalation Posture.” This posture con-
forms with numerous statements by Putin et al. that 
Russia’s responses to U.S. missile defenses and NATO 
enlargement will be asymmetric in nature, hence the 
threat of a nuclear first-strike. This posture has the 
following characteristics and entails the recommenda-
tions that follow the portrayal of those characteristics 
below.
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The asymmetric escalation posture is geared for the 
rapid and asymmetric first use of nuclear weapons 
against conventional attacks to deter their outbreak, 
operationalizing nuclear weapons as usable warfight-
ing instruments. A state with this posture must there-
fore have sufficient tactical and potentially survivable 
second-strike strategic weapons to absorb potential 
retaliation. Although peacetime deployments can be 
centralized, to credibly deter conventional attacks, 
an asymmetric escalation must have the ability to 
disperse and deploy assets extremely quickly and to 
enable their release on the battlefield through pre-del-
egative procedures to military end-users in the event 
of a crisis; [in Russia’s case, its mobile missiles typify 
this first requirement and little or nothing is known in 
the unclassified literature as to whether it has pre-del-
egated end-user release] it is thus the most aggressive 
option available to nuclear states. To credibly threat-
en first use, this posture must be largely transparent 
about capabilities, deployment patterns, and condi-
tions of use. The asymmetric escalation posture may 
have the most significant deterrent effect at all levels 
of conflict intensity, given the costly signal of credibly 
threatening early first use of nuclear weapons against 
even conventional attacks.113

It should be clear that in this context what Moscow 
seeks is to deter as well as to defend. Obviously, Mos-
cow seeks to deter a U.S. nuclear strike in defense of 
its allies. But beyond that obvious concern is the fact 
that for Moscow, it is of paramount significance to de-
ter the U.S. concept of global strike which entails both 
conventional and nuclear strikes from land, sea, and 
air based platforms and for which, by its own admis-
sion, it has no sufficient defense. As the Russian mili-
tary commentator Petr Belov recently observed, the 
resort to nuclear weapons indicates that Russia can no 
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longer guarantee a retaliatory response to aggression 
or defend against a conventional strike. Moreover, he 
believes that a fierce struggle that could culminate in 
a war can develop around attempts to seize Russia’s 
natural resources. (This notion is also enshrined as an 
official view in the 2009 National Security Concept).114 
Therefore, to prevent foreign precision-guided muni-
tions from destroying Russia’s C3I network, the order 
may be given to launch these weapons either to pre-
empt such attacks or in a preventive mode.115

Russia’s exercises fully reflect these plans (and 
not only in the West).116 The Zapad 2009 and Ladoga 
exercises, bifurcated in half to avoid foreign inspec-
tions, were part of a nation-wide series of exercises in 
August-October 2009 from the Arctic to the Black Sea 
and culminated in a simulated nuclear strike on Po-
land, probably for the reasons given by Belov above. 117 

The 2009 exercises built upon Stabilnost’ 2008 and ear-
lier exercises that involved the use of nuclear weapons 
in a first-strike mode. During the period September 
28-October 10, 2009, Russia’s SRF (RVSN), i.e., their 
nuclear forces, conducted drills to launch massive 
nuclear strikes using the Topol-M and Stiletto RS-18 
ICBMs to apparently strike “army assets.”118 It is note-
worthy because these exercises represented a change 
from the 2004 exercises where the Russians used TNW 
in a first-strike mode because they could not other-
wise stop a conventional offensive. In other words, 
now it is equally as likely that they will use ICBMs or 
SLBMs against the United States or Europe for those 
purposes rather than TNW.119 Since Russian leaders ac-
knowledge that large-scale exercises are both a show 
of strength and a training exercise, the significance of 
these exercises and their component operations, as 
well as ongoing nuclear war exercises, is quite evident 
to all observers.120
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Finally, we must understand that Russian rhetoric 
is not just rhetoric but actual policy. Recent deploy-
ments of the SS-26 Iskander missile (that comes in 
both nuclear and conventional formats) in the Lenin-
grad Military District where it could threaten Finland 
and the Baltic States suggest not just a desire to deter 
NATO, but also the continuing desire to intimidate 
Russian neighbors.121 Should Russia divine a threat in 
Europe, it reserves the right to place these missiles in 
Kaliningrad from where it could threaten Poland and 
even Germany as well.122

BEYOND THE DOCTRINE

From an optimistic standpoint, we can say that 
Medvedev successfully overrode the hawks and 
signed the treaty.123 Moreover, he rebuffed both Putin 
and the military on the idea of an expanded nuclear 
program. Thus, at the March 5, 2010, expanded ses-
sion of the Defense Ministry Collegium, Medvedev 
made it clear that Russia does not need to increase 
its offensive nuclear capability any further than was 
originally planned.124 Clearly this directly contradicted 
Putin’s public remarks in December 2009, underscor-
ing the continuing divisions between Putin and Med-
vedev and within the Russian military-political elite. 
Beyond those debates, the fact of Putin’s intervention 
on behalf of the military and his attempt to use them 
to check Medvedev is no less striking. First, it repre-
sents another in a series of ongoing efforts to assert 
the supremacy of military orientations in Russian na-
tional security policy over all other imperatives, while 
simultaneously representing another attempt to po-
liticize the military in the context of the visible rivalry 
between Putin and Medvedev as well as their respec-
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tive entourages. Such trends are dangerous in and of 
themselves and even more so where nuclear weapons 
and Russia’s most crucial foreign policy relationships 
are involved. 

Second, administration officials have stated that 
Medvedev told them in private what Putin said in 
public and that the two were in very close policy co-
ordination and lockstep.125 Yet the public record, and 
not just the issue of building more nuclear weapons, 
clearly belies such contentions underscoring a wide 
range of disagreements between Medvedev and Putin 
on a broad range of both domestic and foreign policy 
issues.126 While debates over policy and the subse-
quent pressure on policymakers are the normal state 
of politics everywhere, the sheer scope of issues in 
which such discordance is manifest in Russian poli-
tics clearly points to ongoing tensions within Russia. 
What this means for the treaty is that it depends for 
its survival and endurance on the domestic balance 
of power in Russia because the Russian military and 
Putin are already publicly on record indicating that 
the U.S. missile defense program as it is represents 
exactly the kind of threat that Makarov and so many 
before him have invoked as justification for leaving 
the treaty. Indeed, one could argue as well that the 
Republican and conservative opposition in the U.S. 
represent an analogous case of the fragility of the reset 
policy and the limits to it. 

Furthermore, these facts of Russian domestic po-
litical life contravene that Obama administration’s 
argument that Russia’s statement is essentially for 
domestic posturing and that every treaty contains a 
withdrawal clause (as did the Anti-Ballistic Missile 
(ABM) Treaty when the United States withdrew from 
it). Every treaty does contain a withdrawal clause, but 
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this Russian statement essentially represents a loaded 
gun held against the temple of the treaty, given the po-
tential for a reversal of the domestic balance of forces 
in Russia, since the military has already argued as did 
Putin that missile defenses in and of themselves rep-
resent a threat to vital Russian interests like deterrent 
capability and its strategic stability. Indeed, the over-
all Russian reception of this treaty was not enthusias-
tic, and its critics allege that just as the 1991 Strategic 
Arms Reduction Treaty (START) was detrimental to 
Russia, so is this treaty. They particularly emphasize 
the failure to constrain U.S. missile defenses.127

Therefore the doctrine’s statements that: “The Rus-
sian Federation reserves the right to utilize nuclear 
weapons in response to the utilization of nuclear and 
other types of weapons of mass destruction against 
it and (or) its allies, and also in the event of aggres-
sion against the Russian Federation involving the use 
of conventional weapons when the very existence of 
the state is under threat,” may be less than meets the 
eye.128 In fact, this represents only the public formula-
tion of the deeply contested nuclear use issue. As Pa-
trushev forecast, a classified document on nuclear use 
was signed along with the doctrine, but obviously not 
released for discussion.129 

THE ASIA-PACIFIC AND CHINA

Until now we have focused on Europe, but similar 
dilemmas plague Russian strategists when they look 
at Asia. Moscow sees Washington as trying to bring its 
military forces closer to Russian borders in both Eu-
rope and Asia. So this is not only a question of NATO 
enlargement, but also of the enlargement of America’s 
Asian-Pacific alliances.130 Certainly, from Moscow’s 
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standpoint its perception is a valid one and it may also 
have merit in more objective analyses. For example, 
David McDonough’s analysis of U.S. nuclear deploy-
ments in the Pacific Ocean states that: 

The increased deployment of hard-target kill weapons 
in the Pacific could only aggravate Russian concerns 
over the survivability of its own nuclear arsenal. These 
silo-busters would be ideal to destroy the few hun-
dred ICBM silos and Russia’s infamously hardened 
command-and-control facilities as well as help reduce 
any warning time for Russian strategic forces, given 
their possible deployment and depressed trajectory. 
This is critical for a decapitation mission, due to the 
highly centralized command-and-control structure of 
the Russian posture, as well as to pre-empt any possi-
ble retaliation from the most on-alert Russian strategic 
forces. The Pacific also has a unique feature in that it 
is an area where gaps in Russian early-warning radar 
and the continued deterioration of its early-warning 
satellite coverage have made it effectively blind to 
any attack from this theatre. This open-attack corridor 
would make any increase in Pacific-deployed SLBMs 
appear especially threatening.131

Similarly, already in 2003 when the first reports of 
the Pentagon’s interest in new low-yield and bunker 
busting nuclear weapons became public, Russian ana-
lysts warned that even if such programs were merely 
in a research stage, they would add to the hostile drift 
of Russo-American relations.132 Events since then have 
only confirmed this assessment and their warning.

 A second major concern is the strengthening of the 
U.S.-Japan alliance in the twin forms of joint missile 
defenses and the apparent consolidation of a tripartite 
alliance including Australia and South Korea, if not 
India. For both Russia and China, one of the negative 
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consequences of the Democratic People’s Republic of 
Korea’s (DPRK) nuclear and missile tests has been the 
strengthened impetus it gave to U.S.-Japan coopera-
tion on missile defense. The issue of missile defense 
in Asia had been in a kind of abeyance, but the North 
Korean nuclear tests of 2006, made in defiance of Chi-
nese warnings against nuclearization and testing, in-
tensified and accelerated the Japanese and American 
collaboration on missile defenses as the justification 
for them had now been incontrovertibly demonstrat-
ed. But such programs always entail checking China, 
which naturally is considerably annoying to Beijing.133 
Therefore, China continues to criticize U.S.-Japan col-
laboration on missile defenses publicly.134 Perhaps this 
issue was on Chinese President Hu Jintao’s mind in 
September 2007 when he called for greater Russo-Chi-
nese cooperation in Asia-Pacific security.135 

Russian experts long ago noted that the military 
balance in the Asia-Pacific was unfavorable to Russia 
and specifically invoked the specter of Russia losing 
its nuclear naval potential there.136 That nuclear naval 
potential remains precarious as Moscow recently ad-
mitted that its submarines conducted a total of three 
patrols in 2007.137 In fact, in the Pacific, according to 
Japanese sources, Moscow is deploying formerly re-
tired ships like the nuclear powered Admiral Lazarev, 
a decommissioned Kirov class cruiser, to counter the 
rise in Chinese power and deter threats ranging from 
an outbreak of war in Korea to growing Chinese na-
val and strike power along with U.S. buildups.138 To 
overcome these weaknesses and threats, and thanks to 
Russia’s economic resurgence (largely energy-driven, 
however), then President Vladimir Putin and Defense 
Minister Sergei Ivanov announced a planned strategic 
upgrade for the Pacific Fleet, specifically to address 
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this problem and make the Fleet Russia’s primary na-
val strategic component.139 

This policy reversed the prior naval policy that 
made Russia’s Northern Fleet the strategic bastion for 
anti-American scenarios during the 1990s, testifying 
to an enhanced threat perception in Asia despite the 
recent Russian show of force in the Arctic and calls to 
incorporate Arctic scenarios into the training and doc-
trine of Russia’s armed forces.140 Here we should un-
derstand that Russia’s forces, particularly those in the 
North and the Far East, may be deployed on a “swing 
basis,” where either the fleet or air forces in one the-
ater moves to support the fleet or air forces in the oth-
er. Russia has carried out exercises whereby one fleet 
moves to the aid of the other under such a concept.141 
Likewise, Russia has rehearsed scenarios for airlifting 
ground forces from the North to the Pacific in order 
to overcome the “tyranny of distance” that makes it 
very difficult for Russia to sustain forces in North-
east Asia. The revival of regular air patrols over the 
oceans have clearly involved the Pacific-based units 
of the Long Range Aviation forces as well as some of 
the air forces based in the North and Arctic who fly in 
the areas around Alaska.142 Indeed, nuclear exercises 
moving forces or targeting weapons from the North 
to the Pacific or vice versa have also occurred.143 To the 
degree that Arctic missions become part of the regular 
repertoire of the Russian armed forces, they will also 
to some degree spill over into the North Pacific.

Indeed, Russia’s heightened threat perception in 
Asia resembles its perception of European threats. 
Just as in regard to the perceived threat of U.S. missile 
defenses in Europe, Putin proposed that Russia and 
America share operation of the Gabala and Krasnodar 
radar and missile defense bases, and by so doing cre-
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ate a real strategic partnership that would revolution-
ize world politics, so too in Asia, Moscow wants to 
participate in shaping strategic relationships there.144 

But at the same time, Moscow has warned that if its 
concerns are not heeded, it will go its own way. In 
Asia that means, at least in regard to missile defenses, 
enhanced cooperation with China. As Deputy Foreign 
Minister Aleksandr’ Losyukov said in 2007: 

We would like to see a non-circuited [i.e., non-exclu-
sionary, or non-bloc] system. Besides, we might make 
our own contribution to it, too. Then we would have 
no reason to suspect this system is targeted against 
us,—If it is true that the system being created is ex-
pected to ward off some threats posed by irresponsible 
regimes, then it is not only Europe, the United States 
or Japan that one should have to keep in mind. When 
some other countries’ concerns are kept outside such 
a system, they may have the feeling threats against 
them are growing, too. Consequently, the systems to 
be created must accommodate the concerns of other 
countries concerned.145

Clearly the other countries to which he refers are 
Russia and China. Thus it is not surprising that Rus-
sia publicly criticized the U.S.-Japan collaboration on 
missile defenses and the linking of Australia to the 
U.S.-Japanese alliance about which it had previously 
been silent. Here Moscow has adopted China’s ar-
gument, for certainly the U.S. alliance system is not 
primarily targeted on Russia. Such arguing on behalf 
of mainly Chinese interests suggests that, as part of 
the Sino-Russian partnership, we are beginning to en-
counter the phenomenon that many Russian analysts 
warned about, specifically that Russia ends up follow-
ing China’s line. But this may well be because Russia 
perceives that Washington will not grant it the admit-
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tedly self-inflated status that it claims for itself either in 
Europe or in Asia. Interestingly enough, while China, 
according to most analysts, had been seen as desist-
ing from challenging the U.S. missile defense program 
by a vigorous program of building nuclear weapons, 
Russia seems ready to do so even though the utility of 
that program for its overall interests, which normally 
focus on getting the West to include it as a major inter-
national actor, is decidedly moot.146 

Russian opposition to an American missile defense 
system goes back a decade, and Russia argued against 
its appearance in Asia, using every available Asian 
security forum to voice its opposition at that time.147 

By 2005, it also was becoming apparent that the place-
ment of such defenses in the Asia-Pacific as part of the 
U.S. alliance system was part of an effort to create a 
bloc to isolate Russia.148 And now, as it increasingly 
appears Russian hopes that a peaceful resolution of 
the North Korean nuclear problem would undermine 
Washington’s justification for Asian missile defenses 
will be dashed, it may have decided to go on the of-
fensive in Asia just as it has in Europe.149

While Western and U.S. scholars and policy, seen 
from Moscow’s point of view, tend to marginalize 
Russia as an actor in Asia, Russia made up its mind 
to react.150 Russia perceives U.S. nuclear policy as part 
of an overarching strategy to isolate and threaten it, 
and therefore is responding accordingly, asymmetri-
cally as promised. Thus its response includes: partner-
ship, if not alliance, with China; pressure on Japan to 
desist from targeting Russia with its missile defenses, 
coupled with alternating offers of economic incentives 
for partnership in the region; and the nuclearization 
of the Pacific Fleet to ensure robust deterrence and a 
second-strike capability.
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Neither are Russian military analysts or planners 
unaware of the possibility of Chinese military threats, 
even though they do not frequently discuss them. 
These threats are usually debated by people who are 
critical of the partnership with China or who profess 
to believe, as is apparently now the case, that they 
have at least 10 years before China can be a real threat 
and that China is currently not a real threat to Rus-
sia.151 Even so, at least some writers have pointed out 
that the rise in China’s capabilities could go beyond 
a conventional threat to Russian assets in Siberia and 
Russian Asia. 

For example, China’s “no first use” of nuclear 
weapons injunction in Chinese military doctrine is 
coming under pressure from younger officers there.152 
Thus China is now debating retention of its no first 
use posture regarding nuclear weapons, and such 
weapons appear to be playing a more prominent role 
in Chinese strategy than was hitherto believed to be 
the case. China is building a previously undisclosed 
nuclear submarine base in the Pacific and a major 
nuclear base in its interior, moves that suggest con-
sideration of a second strike capability, but that can 
also put much pressure on Russia’s Pacific Fleet and 
Russian Asia.153 Indeed, China’s new DH-10 cruise 
missile represents a significant advance in China’s 
own TNW capability, as does the operationalization 
of several cruise missile brigades. Even if Taiwan is 
the focus of Chinese military planning, that planning 
still identifies Russia and the United States (as well as 
India) as potential enemies, thereby envisaging pos-
sible nuclear scenarios against them.154 If Vostok-2010 
is any guide, the simulated launching of TNW and of 
Tochka-U precision missile strikes against China sug-
gests that the role of TNW in Asia will grow, not de-
crease.155
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The following analysis from 2004 took into account 
both the limited nuclear capability China had at that 
time and the possibilities that could ensue based on 
the ongoing development of those forces:

Despite the significant qualitative makeup of the cur-
rent Chinese nuclear missile potential, its combat capa-
bilities are quite limited; it would hardly be adequate to 
destroy highly protected command and control posts 
and could not substantially degrade Russia’s ground 
and sea-based strategic nuclear forces. However, this 
potential would be capable of substantially degrad-
ing the Russian Federation Armed Forces group in 
the Far Eastern theater of Military Operations and of 
doing major damage to the population and economy 
not only in the Far Eastern and Urals regions, but even 
in the Central Region of European Russia. According 
to available data, so far China does not have missile 
systems with MIRVed warheads, but the upsurge in 
activity related to the building of antimissile defense 
systems could accelerate its development of that type 
of weapons system, including antimissile defense 
countermeasures. It should be noted that the PRC’s 
economic and technological potential is quite adequate 
for a quantitative and qualitative breakthrough in the 
area of its strategic offensive weapons development.156

Given the aforementioned discoveries of growing 
Chinese interest in and capabilities for using nuclear 
weapons that suggest consideration of a second strike 
capability, which can also put much pressure on Rus-
sia’s Pacific Fleet and Russian Asia, it is understand-
able why we see a rethinking of Russia’s nuclear strat-
egy in Asia.157

Thus, Moscow is already increasingly ambivalent 
about the INF Treaty of 1987-88. While this part of a 
heightened ambivalence about most of the Gorbachev-
era’s arms control treaties are very much tied to the 
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consequences of NATO enlargement, the apprehen-
sion about this treaty reflects Russian concerns about 
China’s (and Iran’s) missile buildup. As Russian offi-
cials from Putin on down have argued, other countries 
to Russia’s south and east are building such missiles, 
but America and Russia are debarred from doing so. 
In October 2007: 

Mr. Putin said that Russia would leave the INF treaty 
unless it was turned into a global agreement to con-
strain other states, including those ’located in our near 
vicinity.’ He did not identify any country but Iran 
and North Korea are within the range covered by the 
treaty. Dmitri Peskov, a Kremlin spokesman, later ac-
knowledged that China, India and Pakistan had me-
dium-range missile capabilities. He insisted that Mr. 
Putin was concerned about an imbalance of regional 
security rather than any specific threat.158

But these remarks also demonstrates that Mos-
cow cannot publicly reveal or confront its true threat 
perceptions and consequently blames Washington 
for its failure to take Russian interests into account. 
Thus, while Moscow had “privately told Washington 
it wanted medium range missiles to counter Iranian 
threats, it publicly argued that the lack of Iranian mis-
siles meant the U.S. did not need a defense system.”159 

As part of this debate, General Vladimir Vasilenko 
raised the issue of Russian withdrawal from the treaty 
after Sergei Ivanov did so in 2005, though it is difficult 
to see what Russia would gain by a withdrawal from 
that treaty.160 Furthermore, it is by no means clear 
that Moscow could regenerate production for either 
IRBMs or ICBMs, because of production difficulties. 
Therefore, a withdrawal from the treaty could actual-
ly further diminish Russian security, not enhance it.161 
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Consequently,162 Vasilenko also stated that the nature 
and composition of any future U.S.-NATO missile 
defense would determine the nature and number of 
future Russian missile forces and systems. Therefore, 
he argued in 2005 that:

Russia should give priority to high-survivable mobile 
ground and naval missile systems when planning the 
development of the force in the near and far future. . . . 
The quality of the strategic nuclear forces of Russia 
will have to be significantly improved in terms of add-
ing to their capability of penetrating [missile defense] 
barriers and increasing the survivability of combat el-
ements and enhancing the properties of surveillance 
and control systems.163 

Obviously such advocacy represents a transparent 
demand for new, vast, and unaffordable military pro-
grams, similar to the demand for reactivating produc-
tion of IRBMs regardless of consequences. But in that 
case, Russia’s government and military are, as Nikolai 
Sokov suggested, postulating an inherent East-West 
enmity that is only partially and incompletely but-
tressed by mutual deterrence.164 Vasilenko’s recom-
mended posture makes no sense in today’s strategic 
climate, especially when virtually every Russian mili-
tary leader repeatedly proclaims, as did Chief of Staff 
General Yuri Baluyevsky through 2006, that no plan 
for war with NATO is under consideration and that 
the main threat to Russia is terrorism, not NATO and 
not America.165 But since then, as is apparent to every-
one, NATO and America have become enemy number 
one. Nevertheless, at the same time, that posture also 
openly warns Beijing and Tehran of Russian suspi-
cions concerning their ambitions and capabilities. 
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Russia’s reaction to Asian military challenges com-
prises both conventional force reforms and nuclear 
strategies. Here we restrict ourselves to nuclear is-
sues. The Pacific Fleet will be the main fleet and one 
of two nuclear fleets, suggesting that the main mis-
sion of the fleet is to provide a reliable second-strike 
deterrent. The mission of the non-nuclear vessels of 
the fleet is to protect the “boomers” (nuclear armed 
submarines) and prevent hostile forces from coming 
within range. In other words, Russia is following a 
deterrence strategy here just as they are in Europe. 
Meanwhile, Russia’s long-term rearmament program 
apparently envisions the renewal of the submarine 
fleet as nuclear propelled multirole submarines, in an 
effort to save money. Three missions for them will be 
anti-submarine warfare, anti-aircraft carrier missions 
(mainly against U.S. carrier battle groups), and attack-
ing surface ships and transports. They will be armed 
with precision conventional weapons in an effort to be 
a strategic non-nuclear deterrence force.166 

The drive to the Arctic also presupposes the use of 
both Pacific and Northern Fleets, in particular the lat-
ter which is also a nuclear armed fleet, as a swing fleet 
that can challenge enemies from the North Pacific, 
presumably from bases there. Just as that fleet has a 
bastion or bastions in the Kola Peninsula, so too does 
the Pacific Fleet have its major bases which the North-
ern Fleet or elements thereof may be tasked to help 
defend. Alternatively, the Northern Fleet and Russian 
air forces based in the high north will be used to sweep 
the North Pacific of enemy air and naval assets. None-
theless and even though the Far East is very much a 
naval theater, Moscow’s main investments through 
2010 will evidently go not so much to the Navy as to 
nuclear weapons (to redress Russia’s conventional 



344

inferiority vis-à-vis U.S. and Chinese threats) and to 
air and air defense in order to forestall a Kosovo-like 
aerial campaign.167

At the conventional level, apart from ongoing 
reinforcement or resupply of the forces with what is 
hoped to be more advanced conventional weapons 
and improved training and quality of the manpower 
(a very dubious assumption given the inability and re-
fusal to build a truly professional Army), reform also 
entails experiments in new force structures and rapid 
reaction forces. While conventional forces in the Far 
East will have no choice but to fight at the end of a 
precarious supply line in an austere theater, Moscow 
is trying to develop a functioning mechanism of rapid 
response and airlift (the idea of the swing fleet also 
plays here) from Russia’s North or interior to threat-
ened sectors of the theater. This program of airlift and 
rapid air mobility also applies to nuclear forces.168 

Second, Russia is building an integrated, mobile, 
and all arms (if not combined arms) force, consisting 
of land, air, and sea forces capable of dealing with 
failing state scenarios, insurgencies, terrorism, sce-
narios involving large-scale criminal activities, and 
ultimately conventional attack. Third, if, however, the 
scale of the threat overwhelms or is too large for the 
conventional forces, doctrine evidently continues to 
point to the use of nuclear weapons (probably tactical 
or what Moscow calls non-strategic nuclear weapons 
[NSNW]) in a first-strike or possibly even preventive 
mode as stated by Baluyevsky on January 20, 2008:169 

We do not intend to attack anyone, but we consider 
it necessary for all our partners in the world commu-
nity to clearly understand . . . that to defend the sover-
eignty and territorial integrity of Russia and its allies, 
military forces will be used, including preventively, 
including with the use of nuclear weapons.170
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Russian commentators noted that he was speaking 
entirely within the parameters of established Russian 
doctrine and that he essentially conceded the failure 
of conventional forces to provide adequate defense 
and deterrence at the high end of the spectrum of con-
flict.171 Beyond that, Baluyevsky invoked the use of nu-
clear weapons in a first or preventive strike to defend 
allies. While he probably meant largely the CIS states 
to which Moscow has extended an unsolicited nuclear 
umbrella, in the context of Russia’s Asia-Pacific terri-
tories, his remarks bring us to the political dimensions 
of Russia’s efforts to overcome the strategic challenges 
it faces there. Here again, we see the inclination to 
threaten limited nuclear war as part of the deterrence 
strategy.

China’s rise presents Russia with difficult choices, 
especially given its nuclear naval deficiencies. Russia 
must take account of the growing internal pressure in 
China to abandon its no first use policy and China’s 
increased nuclear and apparent second-strike capabil-
ity, even as it must reduce its nuclear forces.172 This 
downward pressure on the Far East’s regional arsenal 
was already apparent in 2004-05, and if Baluyevsky’s 
remarks are to be taken seriously, it is likely that the 
Northern Fleet’s nuclear forces and Russia’s NSNW 
will become more important for consideration of de-
terrence or first strike in the Asian as well as European 
theater. As of 2004:

Currently, about 20% of the deployed Russian strate-
gic nuclear forces remain in the Eastern part of Rus-
sia. As strategic forces shrink, the pace of reductions 
in the region is the fastest. In particular, three of the 
four divisions of the Russian Strategic Forces that have 
been disbanded since 2000 were located here. And the 
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reductions will continue. Most likely, the SS-18 base 
at Uzhur will be closed down after 2010. The future 
of the SS-25 mobile intercontinental ballistic missiles 
(ICBMs) is also uncertain, as they are getting older. 
The submarine base on the Kamchatka peninsula will 
likely no longer host strategic submarines once the last 
Delta-III nuclear submarines will be retired. Thus, per-
haps, the only place where strategic forces will remain 
in this part of Russia is Ukrainka, the home of strategic 
bombers. As deployment of strategic nuclear forces in 
the Eastern part of Russia is curtailed, non-strategic 
nuclear weapons in the region may be assigned a 
stronger role. According to the author’s assessment, 
nearly one third of the 3,300 Russian non-strategic 
weapons are assigned for deployment with general-
purpose forces in the Siberian and Far Eastern military 
districts. All of these weapons are currently kept at 
central storage facilities of the 12th Directorate of the 
Russian Armed Forces. In case of hostilities they can 
be deployed with surface-to-surface, surface-to-air, 
air-to-surface, anti-ship, antisubmarine missiles, and 
other dual-use means of the Ground, Air, and Naval 
Forces.173

However, if nuclear missions grow in importance, 
that will inhibit any possible North Korean disposi-
tion to give up its existing nuclear weapons, not to 
mention foregoing new nuclear weapons. Similarly, 
Japan and South Korea will either be further tempted 
to go nuclear or cling ever more to Washington, who 
would likely increase its regional military presence 
under such conditions.174 Therefore, a purely military 
and very considerable nuclear strategy leads Russia 
into a strategic dead end. A political strategy is es-
sential and even paramount in Russia’s endeavors to 
defuse potential security challenges.
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CONCLUSIONS

Nuclear weapons issues deserve the most seri-
ous, rigorous, and sober thought based on evidence 
from the actions of governments other than the United 
States. The foregoing analysis shows that much U.S. 
writing about the inutility or “senselessness” of nu-
clear weapons is misplaced, unfounded, and based 
on a failure to take into account the evidence of other 
governments’ thinking and policies. Russia is by no 
means the only government whose programs must be 
seriously considered. Those who argue that nuclear 
weapons are only good for deterring nuclear attacks 
might profit by more serious study of Russia, Paki-
stan, China, and Israel, to cite only a few examples. 
They might also remember that in 1987 Iraq launched 
chemical missiles against Iran in defiance of interna-
tional agreements, and that Iran, not irrationally drew 
the appropriate conclusions from those attacks.

If we are to make progress towards the noble goal 
of abolition and enhanced global security, a more rig-
orous understanding of contemporary international 
relations, strategy, and politics is needed, not more 
moralism or wishful thinking. It is clear that, for many 
states, nuclear weapons serve many useful purposes 
apart from gaining big power status or retaining it. 
We cannot make progress here until we realize that, 
for whatever reason, other nations genuinely feel 
threatened, and not just psychologically deprived. 
A sober unsentimental analysis would confirm that 
point rather than stigmatizing these states as being 
somehow benighted, as in Paul Warnke’s memorable 
phrase, as “apes on a treadmill.” Apart from the policy 
significance of Russia for the United States, Russia’s 
strategic posture needs to be understood and not just 
brushed aside. 
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If Russian leaders are to decrease their reliance on 
nuclear security, they must feel that their security is 
some manner enhanced, a conclusion that is not read-
ily apparent to them at the present. If we are to con-
vince the Russians of the rightness of reducing their 
reliance on nuclear weapons, like it or not, we must 
understand their perspective and take it seriously. 
Otherwise, as has all too often been the case, we will 
continue to talk at or past each other. Russia demands 
that it be taken seriously. While doing so might not 
and probably should not lead to our approval of their 
policies or thinking, taking Russian nuclear postures 
seriously means engaging with their strategy and pol-
icies, not dismissing them outright or worse, depre-
cating our own capabilities on the basis of a hoped-for 
end that is not grounded in empirical validation. Until 
such time as we or others can persuade other states 
that they do not need nuclear weapons to defend 
themselves against us or anyone else, the mere repeti-
tion of the incantation that nuclear weapons serve no 
useful purpose in utter defiance of the facts is merely 
an invitation to a disaster.
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CHAPTER 8

RUSSIAN TACTICAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS:
CURRENT POLICIES AND FUTURE TRENDS

Richard Weitz

From Moscow’s perspective, nuclear weapons, 
including tactical nuclear weapons (TNWs), serve a 
variety of valuable and often unique security func-
tions that Russian policymakers will not soon surren-
der. First, they deter other countries from launching 
a nuclear strike against Russia. Second, having such 
an enormous nuclear arsenal bolsters Moscow’s inter-
national status. Third, Russia’s nuclear weapons help 
compensate for weaknesses in Russian conventional 
forces in two ways—for deterrent purposes (by deny-
ing adversaries the presumption that they can guar-
antee that any conflict with Russia will remain con-
ventional) and, under certain conditions, for actual 
battlefield operations, by destroying important targets 
more effectively than conventional weapons. 

Fourth, Russian nuclear weapons can achieve both 
results at a lower financial cost than Moscow would 
incur by acquiring and sustaining a conventional force 
equivalent in strength to that of the United States (if 
this were even possible, notwithstanding the major 
weaknesses in Russia’s military-industrial base). Fifth, 
Russia’s response to the North Atlantic Treaty Orga-
nization’s (NATO) expanding ballistic missile defense 
program has been to strengthen its offensive nuclear 
forces so as to overwhelm any defense system. Rus-
sia’s large number of TNWs would almost guarantee 
that at least some nuclear strikes, especially against 
frontline forces, would evade enemy defenses. 
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Sixth, Russian policymakers can issue nuclear 
threats to try to influence the foreign and defense 
policies of other countries. In recent years, Russian 
political and military leaders have sought to discour-
age former Soviet bloc states from joining NATO or 
hosting U.S. ballistic missile systems on their terri-
tory by warning that such actions would make them 
legitimate targets for Russian nuclear strikes. Finally, 
TNWs represent one of the few defense dimensions 
in which Moscow has a clear advantage over NATO 
militaries. This superiority enhances Russia’s bar-
gaining position in certain arms control negotiations. 
Given the many benefits that the Russian Government 
derives specifically from its TNWs, Russian officials 
would likely require major NATO concessions to re-
linquish, reduce, or otherwise restrict them. 

FORCES

There is no agreed definition of what constitutes a 
“tactical nuclear weapon.” Terms such as “nonstrate-
gic,” “substrategic,” “short-range,” “battlefield,” and 
“theater” nuclear weapons are also used. The yield 
of the weapon’s explosive power may no longer be a 
good indicator, now that many countries are devel-
oping low-yield nuclear weapons. Range is therefore 
more often used as a classifying category, but many 
nuclear warheads can simply be moved from a short-
range launcher to a longer-range one. Yet, relying on 
nonphysical properties—such as the weapon’s in-
tended use—is difficult when some countries, such as 
Russia, intend to use TNW for both tactical battlefield 
purposes and strategic ones. Fundamentally, these 
systems are those nuclear weapons not deployed on 
“strategic” nuclear delivery vehicles such as land-
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based Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles (ICBMs), 
submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), and 
long-range heavy bombers. 

All three systems are capable of attacking targets 
at great distances (at least 5,500 kilometers [km], 
and often twice as far). The 1987 Intermediate-Range 
Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty prohibits Russia and the 
United States from developing, manufacturing, or 
deploying ground-launched ballistic and cruise mis-
siles with ranges of 500-5,500 km. The two countries 
still retain many nuclear weapons with ranges under 
500 km. These shorter-range tactical systems can be 
launched by short-range missiles, dropped from the 
air as gravity bombs, loaded onto torpedoes or other 
tactical naval weapons, or otherwise delivered by 
nonstrategic systems (though neither country appears 
to have the fabled “nuclear” hand grenade). Another 
possible criterion for identifying a tactical nuclear 
weapon, its small yield, offers a less helpful indicator 
since the constantly improving accuracy of strategic 
delivery vehicles has meant that their warheads can 
also have low yields but still destroy their distant tar-
gets.

No bilateral treaty limits the number of short-range 
nuclear weapons in the American and Russian arse-
nals. The most important measure constraining these 
weapons occurred in 1991. That fall, U.S. President 
George H. W. Bush became alarmed that the ongoing 
disintegration of the Soviet Union, which had been ac-
celerated by the failed August 1991 coup by commu-
nist hardliners, was endangering Moscow’s control 
over thousands of Soviet nuclear warheads. There-
fore, in late September, Bush announced major reduc-
tions in the number of deployed American TNWs, 
including the elimination of all U.S. ground-launched 
systems and the removal of all nuclear weapons from 
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U.S. surface ships and attack submarines, and invited 
Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev to reciprocate. 
Gorbachev made a similar announcement on October 
5, pledging to eliminate many TNWs and transfer oth-
ers from deployment with operational units to central 
storage facilities. The following January, Boris Yeltsin, 
President of the new Russian Federation, committed 
his government to implement Gorbachev’s original 
offer, as well as some other reductions that Yeltsin 
subsequently added.1 

Although these 1991-92 Presidential Nuclear Ini-
tiatives (PNI) consisted only of parallel and recipro-
cal measures, they have eliminated more nuclear 
weapons than any arms control treaty. Under their 
terms, Russia and the United States have destroyed 
thousands of their nonstrategic nuclear weapons and 
removed other nonstrategic nuclear systems from op-
erational deployment, transferring their warheads to 
secure storage. Yet, the PNIs are not a formal arms 
control agreement, and they do not entail provisions 
to verify compliance. Neither Russia nor the United 
States has allowed monitors from the other country 
to conduct technical inspections at its TNW storage 
sites. The two governments also do not exchange data 
about their remaining nonstrategic weapons, though 
at some NATO-Russia meetings, they have simply 
reported the percentage of PNI-applicable warheads, 
but not their absolute numbers, that they have elimi-
nated.2 

In 2005 and 2006, however, American officials com-
plained that the Russian Government was not provid-
ing sufficient information to substantiate its claims to 
have made further reductions in its nonstrategic nu-
clear systems.3 Some multilateral nuclear arms control 
agreements do cover TNW, but their provisions are 
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also not well enforced. The Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT) anticipates the eventual elimination of 
all nuclear weapons. Proposals to reduce and better 
control Russian and American nonstrategic weapons 
regularly arise at NPT-related meetings. For example, 
several delegates to the May 2010 NPT Review Con-
ference advocated making greater efforts to eliminate 
nonstrategic weapons regardless of their range. Yet, 
nuclear abolition is seen by the Russian and Ameri-
can Governments as a long-term goal—the horizon 
appears to be longer in Moscow—requiring stringent 
conditions. Other arms control agreements—such as 
those establishing nuclear-free zones or requiring that 
nuclear weapons states guarantee never to use their 
nuclear weapons against states not possessing them—
restrict the legally permissible use of nuclear weap-
ons, but they lack means to ensure compliance. 

The number, status, and other characteristics of 
the nonstrategic nuclear weapons stockpiles of Rus-
sia and the United States are state secrets. Information 
about the possible nonstrategic nuclear weapons of 
other countries is also minimal, though all the nuclear 
weapons of India, Pakistan, and North Korea appear 
to have ranges below 5,500 km. Although China ap-
pears to have some 20 intercontinental-range ballistic 
missiles capable of reaching targets in North America, 
the Chinese military has hundreds of nonstrategic 
nuclear weapons designed for potential use around 
China’s periphery as well as possibly on Chinese ter-
ritory against an invading land army (a very unlikely 
contingency at present). 

Although the United States had thousands of non-
strategic nuclear systems during the Cold War, ana-
lysts believe that the U.S. military now has only some 
500 short-range nuclear weapons in its operational 
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arsenal, as well as approximately an equal number in 
the U.S. inactive stockpile. These TNWs consist of B61-
3 and B61-4 nuclear gravity bombs for airplanes (some 
at U.S. air bases in Europe) and nuclear-armed subma-
rine-launched Tomahawk land-attack cruise missiles 
(TLAM-N) deployed at secure land facilities in the 
United States.4 The Obama administration’s Nuclear 
Posture Review Report, published in April 2010, decid-
ed to retire the TLAM-N after the Japanese Govern-
ment indicated that Tokyo no longer saw that particu-
lar weapon system—as opposed to other U.S. nuclear 
and conventional forces—as essential for maintaining 
the credibility of U.S. extended deterrence guarantees 
for Japan.5

The U.S. Armed Forces have been dramatically re-
ducing their holdings of TNWs because the advent of 
precision-guided conventional munitions has reduced 
the number of missions that might require nuclear 
warheads. In addition, an important role for TNWs—
defending NATO allies in Europe from the large 
conventional militaries of the Soviet bloc—vanished 
with the end of the Cold War. Furthermore, many 
U.S. commanders and civilian strategists doubt that 
the American President or other senior civilian and 
military leaders would authorize the use of a nuclear 
weapon except under the most extreme circumstances. 
The U.S. military has preferred to redirect monetary 
and other resources to researching and developing 
conventional weapons whose use is more likely. At 
present, the main factor sustaining the U.S. TNWs is 
to meet NATO’s formal requirements for such weap-
ons, make U.S. extended nuclear deterrence guaran-
tees appear more credible to countries that might oth-
erwise decide to pursue their own nuclear weapons, 
and have some nonstrategic assets to trade away in 
any TNW negotiations with Moscow. 
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The Soviet and Russian Armed Forces have also 
decreased their TNWs since the mid-1980s. The INF 
Treaty required the Soviet Union to eliminate several 
important medium-range missile systems, while the 
PNI led to the destruction of many shorter-range sys-
tems. During the early 1990s, the withdrawal of the 
Russian Army from central Europe and the Russian 
Navy from combat patrols also decreased Russian 
military interest in nonstrategic nuclear weapons. The 
severe problems experienced by the Russian defense 
industry during this period also led the Russian Gov-
ernment to concentrate Russia’s limited production 
resources on higher-priority weapons, such as stra-
tegic delivery systems and major conventional weap-
ons systems, though few of either was produced. But 
toward the end of the decade, Moscow’s interest in 
strengthening Russia’s nuclear forces, including those 
having short ranges, increased. Russian policymakers 
decided to retain many nonstrategic nuclear weapons 
because they perceived them as a vital instrument 
for preventing NATO, which was then expanding its 
membership and engaging large and unprecedented 
military operations in the former Yugoslavia, from ex-
ploiting its conventional military superiority in a pos-
sible war with Russia. 

Even today, the Russian defense industry finds it 
impossible to manufacture the large number of so-
phisticated precision conventional weapons like those 
produced by several NATO countries.6 The Ministry 
of Defense has also proved unable to transition the 
Russian military to an entirely professional force of 
long-term contract soldiers. Instead, it has had to keep 
using large numbers of unmotivated, poorly trained, 
but low-cost short-term Russian conscripts.7 To make 
up for the weaknesses of Russia’s conventional forces, 
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the Russian military has continued to deploy hun-
dreds of nuclear warheads on short-range tactical 
surface-to-surface and air-to-ground strike missiles 
as well as systems designed for anti-air and anti-ship 
defense. The greater destructive power of their nu-
clear warheads compensates for the higher targeting 
inaccuracies and lower preparedness of Russian mili-
tary forces compared with their NATO counterparts. 
Some Russian military leaders also seem to view Rus-
sia’s TNWs as helping Russian troops compensate for 
China’s much larger ground forces in the event of a 
Russia-China war—though this perspective is rarely 
discussed in public given the official line.8 Since it 
could take decades for Russia’s defense industrial and 
military reform programs to achieve success, the Rus-
sian military will likely believe it will need to rely on 
nuclear weapons, including TNWs, for years to come. 

Although security tensions between Russia and 
the United States and its NATO allies have lessened 
from the time of troubles in the years between 2007 
and 2009, Russian leaders still consider nuclear weap-
ons—tactical as well as strategic—an essential tool in 
their foreign and defense policy portfolio. Despite the 
recent emphasis on how Russia’s oil and gas have re-
placed the Army and Navy as Russia’s two most in-
fluential strategic tools, the most important fact about 
Russia is that, along with the United States, it pos-
sesses one of the world’s two most powerful nuclear 
arsenals, with sizeable offensive nuclear forces in all 
categories of the traditional triad of strategic nuclear 
delivery vehicles—ICBMs, SLBMs, and long-range 
strategic bombers. Russia also possesses far more 
TNWs than any other country. 

During a Duma hearing on ratifying the New 
Strategic Arms Treaty (START) in July 2010, Russian 
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nuclear expert Alexei Arbatov confirmed that Russia 
had a least 10,000 nuclear warheads in its current arse-
nal when one includes its large TNW holding.9 Other 
Russian sources also confirm that the Russian Armed 
Forces possess thousands of TNWs.10 In their latest an-
nual survey of Russian nuclear forces, Robert S. Nor-
ris and Hans M. Kristensen calculate that, in late 2009, 
the Russian military possessed a total of approximate-
ly 12,000 nuclear warheads. Some 4,600 nuclear war-
heads were in Russia’s operational arsenal (i.e., ready 
for rapid use), of which approximately 2,600 were 
deployed on strategic nuclear delivery vehicles and 
some 2,000 were “nonstrategic” or TNWs. They con-
clude that roughly 7,300 nuclear warheads were in a 
reserve status or awaiting dismantlement.11 In terms of 
nonstrategic warheads (i.e., those not designed for use 
on the triad of strategic delivery vehicles), Norris and 
Kristensen assess that Russia has some 5,390 TNWs. 
These consist of 2,000 TNWs (AS-4 air-to-surface mis-
siles and a variety of gravity bombs) for use by tactical 
aircraft, 1,120 tactical warheads for air defense, and 
2,270 nuclear warheads for use by Russian warships. 
They also estimate that the Russian Army has an inde-
terminate number of TNWs that might still be usable 
for ground operations.12

The Russian Navy is especially prone to view 
TNW on Russian surface ships and submarines as 
an important operational weapon to compensate for 
the potentially superior numbers and capabilities of 
Russia’s maritime adversaries, above all, that of the 
U.S. Navy. For example, in 2009, Vice-Admiral Oleg 
Burtsev, Deputy Chief of the Russian Navy General 
Staff, claimed that the Navy was making such prog-
ress in extending the range and accuracy of its TNWs 
that: “They do not need to deliver high-yield war-
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heads, instead it is possible to make a transition to 
low-yield nuclear warheads that could be installed 
on the existing types of cruise missiles.”13 Burtsev also 
implied that Russia’s new nuclear-power attack sub-
marines, such as the Severodvinsk-class ships, would 
“probably” continue to carry TNW. Norris and Kris-
tensen calculate that the Russian Navy maintains 
2,270 operational nonstrategic nuclear warheads, pri-
marily for use on various types of short-range cruise 
missiles. These include nearly 700 warheads for naval 
cruise missiles, anti-submarine weapons, anti-air mis-
siles, or anti-ship torpedoes.14 These TNWs are stored 
on land at various Russian naval bases. Russian crews 
regularly rehearse loading these warheads on deliv-
ery systems and launching them.15

DOCTRINE

On February 5, 2010, the new Military Doctrine of 
the Russian Federation was finally published on the 
Kremlin website. Despite all the developments of the 
past decade, including the wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, 
and Georgia, this latest version generally advocated 
the same policies as the previous Military Doctrine ad-
opted in 2000. Notably, the new draft expresses par-
ticular dissatisfaction with NATO, complaining about 
the growth of the alliance’s military infrastructure 
close to Russia’s border as well as its alleged efforts to 
acquire “global functions in contravention of interna-
tional law.”16 The current draft identifies four types of 
military conflicts: 

•	 small-scale armed conflicts;
•	� local wars such as that between Russia and 

Georgia in 2008;
•	� regional wars that can potentially involve many 

countries;



375

•	� large-scale conflicts such as World Wars I and 
II.

Although U.S. defense officials briefed their Rus-
sian colleagues in advance about the content of the re-
cently released U.S. Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), 
Russian doctrinal writers appear not to have taken 
the other’s declaratory doctrine into account when 
composing the Russian text. Whereas the current Rus-
sian Military Doctrine basically describes U.S. actions 
as threatening Russia, the QDR characterizes Russia 
as a potential partner with the United States against 
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) proliferation, 
terrorism, and ballistic missile threats. We thus have 
a conceptual asymmetry in which Russian defense 
planners are preoccupied with hypothetical U.S. and 
NATO threats while American strategists are seeking 
Moscow’s help in winning the war in Afghanistan as 
well as countering international terrorists, states, and 
proliferation concerns. 

The 2010 Military Doctrine affirms that: 

The Russian Federation reserves the right to use nu-
clear weapons in response to the use of nuclear and 
other types of weapons of mass destruction against it 
and (or) its allies, as well as in response to large-scale 
aggression utilizing conventional weapons in situ-
ations critical to the national security of the Russian 
Federation.17 

Similarly, the 2010 Military Doctrine affirms Moscow’s 
readiness to employ nuclear weapons only in retali-
ation for the use of nuclear or other WMD against 
Russia or its allies. It also allows Russia to initiate the 
employment of nuclear weapons first when a conven-
tional attack by an aggressor proves so effective that 



376

it endangers the Russian state (a provision not in the 
first 1993 doctrine). 

In both documents, the declared purpose of Rus-
sian nuclear weapons is to deter other countries from 
engaging in a military conflict with Russia. Like the 
United States and the other declared nuclear weapons 
states, with the notable exception of China, the Rus-
sian Government has refused since the release of its 
November 1993 Military Doctrine to declare in public 
its adherence to an unqualified no nuclear-first-use 
posture.18 In principle, Russian officials are prepared 
to start a nuclear war in an emergency. These declara-
tory statements still appear operationally relevant, 
since Russian military forces continue to conduct 
large-scale exercises with scenarios involving possible 
nuclear use—though these seem to involve longer-
range strategic systems rather than tactical nuclear 
weapons.19 

Despite expectations based on earlier statements 
by the Russian Government, the 2010 doctrine does 
not expand the range of permissible uses of nuclear 
weapons to include preventive or preemptive nuclear 
strikes or explicitly affirm Russia’s right to employ 
nuclear weapons for regional and even local wars 
against terrorists. Such an expansive posture was of-
fered in several apparent trial balloon statements by 
senior Russian military and security policymakers in 
the years before the 2010 Military Doctrine was pub-
lished, including General Yuri Baluyevsky, head of 
the Russian General Staff and First Deputy Defense 
Minister.20 Likewise, Security Council Secretary Niko-
lai Patrushev made the following statement to the Ros-
siyskaya Gazeta concerning the draft of the new Mili-
tary Doctrine then under consideration: “The conduct 
of a nuclear strike against an aggressor, including a 
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preemptive strike, is not ruled out in critical situations 
for national security.”21 At the same time that Presi-
dent Medvedev endorsed the public Military Doctrine, 
however, he also approved a classified document: 
“The Foundations of State Policy in the Area of Nucle-
ar Deterrence until 2020,” which defined in greater de-
tail the conditions under which Russia might employ 
nuclear weapons. Observers speculate that this docu-
ment may contain some of the more expansive lan-
guage about the use of nuclear strikes for purposes of 
preemption, regional conflicts, or other purposes not 
explicitly identified in the public Military Doctrine.22

Other Russian Government security documents 
confirm that maintaining a strong nuclear force and 
the option to use it has long been—and will likely re-
main—a key element of Russian security policy.23 The 
statements of Russian officials and defense analysts 
also support this declaratory policy—Russia must re-
tain and be prepared to use nuclear weapons to de-
fend itself from major conventional as well as nuclear 
threats. In a January 12, 2006, article entitled, “Military 
Doctrine: Russia Must Be Strong,” published in the 
Russian Vedomosti newspaper, then Defense Minister 
Sergey Ivanov said Russia’s first task for the 2006-10 
period was “to sustain and develop strategic deterrent 
forces at the minimum level needed to guarantee that 
present and future military threats are deterred.”24 In 
February 2007, Ivanov stressed to the Russian Duma 
that, were deterrence to fail, the Russian military was 
prepared to use these nuclear forces, observing: “What 
else were they built for?”25

Russian Government representatives openly ac-
knowledge that they take U.S. nuclear capabilities 
into account when structuring their own forces. As 
Ivanov put it: “Moscow is attentively tracking the de-
velopments in the U.S. strategic nuclear forces.”26 In 
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particular, Russian Government representatives insist 
they will retain sufficient—if not necessarily equal—
nuclear weapons capacity to overcome any U.S. at-
tack. Russian leaders also see their nuclear forces as 
essential for deterring threats by the other nuclear 
powers—including not only NATO allies, Britain and 
France, but also China, though the Chinese threat is 
never mentioned by name. When Russia’s new Mili-
tary Doctrine was being revised, one of its main au-
thors, Army-General Makhmut Gareyev, argued that: 

The nuclear weapons of all major nuclear powers are 
ultimately designed to be used against Russia, whether 
we want to admit it or not. In this context, the task of 
curbing a potential aggressor by means of a strategic 
nuclear deterrent is becoming more important than in 
the past.27 

Similarly, “The Strategy of National Security of the 
Russian Federation to 2020,” approved on May 12, 
2009, also sees a major threat to Russia’s security in 
how the other countries aim to achieve overwhelming 
dominance in the military sphere through their devel-
opment of strategic nuclear forces; precision, informa-
tion weapons; strategic weapon systems with non-nu-
clear warheads; global anti-missile defense systems; 
and by militarizing outer space. It describes nuclear 
weapons as essential for compensating for any weak-
ness in Russia’s conventional forces.28 

Although the process of modernizing Russian con-
ventional forces was underway at the time the 2009 
National Security Strategy was written, it was (and 
still is) moving at a slow pace.29 For this reason, when 
looking at U.S. and NATO superiority in advanced 
conventional military technologies, and China’s po-
tential conventional advantages in Central and East 
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Asia, Russian leaders see resorting to—or at least 
threatening to employ—nuclear weapons as an essen-
tial equalizer. In December 2006, Russian President 
Vladimir Putin reportedly told Ivanov that Russia’s 
nuclear forces account for 90 percent of the country’s 
security.30 According to Russian nuclear expert Alexei 
Arbatov: “Nuclear weapons are for Russian people 
now much more important than decades ago. . . . They 
are more important than during the Cold War times as 
a pillar of national security.”31 This assessment makes 
sense given that during the Cold War period, Moscow 
disposed of massive conventional military power in 
the form of both the Soviet Armed Forces and the mili-
tary forces of its captive Warsaw Pact allies. 

As in Cold War times, however, Russian leaders 
continue to issue nuclear threats to try to influence the 
foreign and defense policies of other countries. In re-
cent years, Russian leaders have proclaimed their in-
tent to consider nuclear strikes against former Soviet 
bloc states that join NATO or establish U.S. ballistic 
missile systems or military bases on their territory. In 
addition to whatever Russian security dangers these 
Russian nuclear threats tried to avert, the threats also 
aimed to support Moscow’s claim that the former So-
viet states fall within Russia’s special security zone—a 
type of sphere of influence in which Moscow asserted 
the right to veto foreign and defense policies of the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) countries 
that Russian leaders might perceive as a challenge to 
Moscow’s vital national interests. Polish Prime Min-
ister Jaroslaw Kaczynski, for instance, characterized 
Russian threats as an attempt to establish that his 
country still falls within Moscow’s zone of control 
when international security issues arise: “We are talk-
ing about the status of Poland and Russia’s hopes that 
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Poland will once again come under its sphere of influ-
ence.”32 

In January 2008, the leaders of Ukraine’s new pro-
Western coalition government—Prime Minister Yulia 
Tymoshenko, President Viktor Yushchenko, and 
Parliament Chairman Arseny Yatsenyuk—submit-
ted a joint letter to NATO Secretary General Jaap de 
Hoop Scheffer, declaring Ukraine’s readiness to ac-
cept a Membership Action Plan (MAP) for NATO.33 
Russian leaders quickly underscored their opposition 
to Ukraine’s becoming yet another NATO member 
on Russia’s borders. After meeting with Yushchenko 
at the Kremlin on February 12, Putin warned that if 
Ukraine were to join NATO and host U.S. missile de-
fense sites: “It’s horrible to say and even horrible to 
think that, in response to the deployment of such facil-
ities in Ukrainian territory, which cannot theoretically 
be ruled out, Russia could target its missile systems at 
Ukraine.”34 

Russian nuclear threats against nearby states show-
ing an interest in hosting U.S. ballistic missile defense 
(BMD) systems have become even more common in 
recent years. Starting in 2006, senior Russian Govern-
ment officials, military officers, and policy analysts 
offered an escalating range of complaints regard-
ing the planned deployment of U.S. BMD in former 
Soviet bloc countries. They insisted that, whatever 
their stated aim, the deployments really sought to in-
tercept Russia’s own decreasing ICBM arsenal. They 
also claimed that, despite the small number of BMD 
interceptors originally intended for deployment, the 
United States aimed to establish many more missile 
defense systems near Russia in coming years, accom-
panied by additional military facilities close to Russia 
using the pretext that they were needed to defend the 
BMD systems. 
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In response, Russian leaders threatened to retaliate 
with nuclear weapons to destroy the offending facili-
ties. In September 2006, Interfax quoted retired Major 
General Vladimir Belous as stating that his country’s 
“military doctrine envisages that Russian Armed 
Forces are allowed to attack installations in foreign 
countries that threaten its security.”35 That same 
month, two Russian submarines—one based in the 
North Pole and the other in the Pacific Ocean—each 
launched a ballistic missile towards the Kizha missile 
range in northwest Russia rather than the traditional 
Kamchatka test range in the Russian Far East. If the 
Russian Navy sought to attack targets in Poland or 
other Eastern European countries, they would launch 
them in that direction.36 Another Russian defense 
analyst, Alexander Pikayev, acknowledged that Rus-
sia could use tactical nuclear weapons to ensure the 
elimination of threatening BMD systems in Eastern 
Europe.37 In October 2006, Yevgeny Buzhinsky, the 
head of the international military cooperation depart-
ment of the Russian Ministry of Defense, told the daily 
Izvestia that the Russian Government would consider 
NATO’s deployment of BMD near Russia’s borders as 
“a real threat to our deterrent forces” and “as an un-
friendly gesture on behalf of the United States, some 
Eastern European nations and NATO as a whole.” He 
cautioned: “Such actions would require taking ad-
equate retaliatory measures of a military and political 
character.”38

As U.S. BMD deployment plans continued in the 
following years, so did Russian threats of nuclear re-
taliation. Colonel-General Nikolai Solovtsov, the com-
mander of Russia’s Strategic Missile Forces, warned 
in 2008 that should the governments of Poland, the 
Czech Republic, or other neighboring countries agree 
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to host U.S. BMD facilities, Russia would “have to take 
appropriate action.” He explained that: 

I cannot rule out that should the country’s military-
political leadership make such a decision, some of our 
ICBMs could be targeted at missile defense sites in 
Poland and the Czech Republic, and subsequently at 
other such facilities.39 

Similarly, Deputy Chief of the General Staff Colonel 
General Anatoli Nogovitsyn warned that the Polish 
decision “cannot go unpunished.”40 He added that 
it was now “100 percent” certain Poland would be a 
priority target of the Russian military in a future war 
with NATO.41 

In his first state of the nation address before both 
houses of the Russian parliament, President Dmitry 
Medvedev said that Russia would, “if necessary,” 
deploy short-range Iskander missile systems in Ka-
liningrad “to neutralize if necessary the anti-ballistic 
missile system in Europe.”42 Kaliningrad, a Baltic Sea 
port which lies between NATO members Lithuania 
and Poland, hosts a major Russian military base. Med-
vedev also stated that Russian electronic equipment 
would jam the U.S. systems and that he had cancelled 
plans to dismantle three Russian missile regiments de-
ployed in western Russia. The Iskander-M surface-to-
surface missile has a declared range of slightly under 
500 km (300 miles), which allows it to escape the pro-
hibition in the INF Treaty. If deployed in the Kalinin-
grad region, the missile could allow Russia to target all 
of Poland and also territory in eastern Germany and 
the Czech Republic.43 Each missile can carry several 
warheads. The Iskander has been tested with a con-
ventional payload but could carry a nuclear warhead, 
though the Russian Government has not indicated 
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any such intent. In July 2010, Aleksandr Postnikov, 
the commander of Russia’s Ground Forces, told Ekho 
Moskvy radio that the Russian military was deploy-
ing the Iskander near St. Petersburg. From there, they 
could hit targets in Estonia, Latvia, and Finland.44

STRATEGY AND TACTICS

At a minimum, Russian nuclear forces aim to 
prevent the United States or any other country from 
launching a major attack against Russian territory. 
This requirement is likely to persist for at least the 
next decade. In late 2006, Putin told Russian military 
leaders that the country’s “deterrent forces should be 
able to guarantee the neutralization of any potential 
aggressor, no matter what modern weapons systems 
he possesses.”45 Russian nuclear planners most likely 
concentrate their planning and resources on surviving 
a war with the United States, since such a capability 
should provide the assets that Russia would need to 
defeat weaker nuclear adversaries (e.g., Britain, China, 
or France). Russian strategists most fear an American 
attempt to decapitate the Russian leadership through a 
surprise attack involving U.S. nuclear and convention-
al attacks against Russia’s centralized command-and-
control networks and against its nuclear forces when 
they are on their lower peacetime alert status. They 
worry that American leaders might anticipate crip-
pling the Russian military response by incapacitating 
Russia’s political and military decisionmakers before 
they could organize a coherent retaliatory strike. Such 
a hypothetical attack could employ SLBMs with de-
pressed trajectories from Trident submarines on patrol 
near Russia, or stealthy conventional weapons that 
would exploit weaknesses in Russia’s early warning 
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systems. U.S. ballistic missile and air defense systems 
would then attempt to intercept any Russian nuclear 
delivery platform that had survived an American first 
strike and was launched in reprisal.46

Should deterrence fail, then Russia’s nuclear weap-
ons could perform various strategic warfighting roles. 
In terms of damage limitation, a massive counterforce 
strike that overcame the adversary’s active and pas-
sive defenses might be able to severely weaken the 
targeted state’s ability to retaliate. In addition to com-
pensating for Russian weaknesses in conventional mil-
itary power, Russian military thinkers perceive their 
nonstrategic weapons as helping accomplish missions 
that otherwise might require the use of Russia’s more 
limited supply of effective strategic nuclear weapons, 
which at present primarily lie in the latest-generation 
ICBMs due to lagging modernization of the strategic 
air and Navy deterrents. For example, they could be 
used to uphold Russian security guarantees offered 
to some of the former Soviet republics through the 
Collective Security Treaty (CST), which was signed 
in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, in 1992 by the members of 
the CIS.47 Under CST Article 4, members pledge to 
render each other “all necessary assistance, including 
military assistance” in case of external aggression. ����Fol-
lowing a joint Russian-Belarusian military exercise in 
June 2006, Belarusian President Alexander Lukashen-
ko said that he could not exclude the use of Russia’s 
TNW in his country’s defense.48 The CST underpins 
the Russian-dominated Collective Security Treaty Or-
ganization (CSTO), which includes Armenia, Kazakh-
stan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan, as well 
as Russia and Belarus. 

Russian strategists have long considered using 
limited nuclear strikes to alter the course of a conven-
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tional conflict that Russia risked losing. The January 
2000 National Security Concept, for example, implied 
that Russia could use nonstrategic nuclear forces to 
resist a conventional attack without engendering a 
full-scale nuclear exchange. Russian strategists have 
also indicated that they might detonate a limited num-
ber of nuclear weapons—perhaps just one—to induce 
an adversary to end (“de-escalate” in Russian termi-
nology) a conventional military conflict with Russia.49 
The selective strike would seek to exploit the inevi-
table “shock and awe” effect associated with nuclear 
use to cause the targeted decisionmakers to weigh 
the risks of nuclear devastation more heavily. This 
strategy exploits the fear that, after one nuclear ex-
plosion, the prospects of further detonations increase 
substantially. Initiating nuclear use would underscore 
the seriousness with which the Russian Government 
viewed the situation and might encourage the other 
side to de-escalate the conflict and to pressure its allies 
into making concessions. 

A related function of Russia’s nuclear forces would 
be to prevent other countries from escalating a con-
ventional conflict to a nuclear war. In such a scenario, 
Russia could threaten to retaliate disproportionately 
should an adversary employ nuclear weapons to try 
to alter a conventional battle in its favor. Even after 
one party has initiated a limited nuclear exchange, 
Russian commanders might attempt to control further 
intra-war escalation by issuing nuclear threats, show-
ing restraint, or pursuing other “nuclear signaling.” 
The most commonly discussed contingency for a “de-
escalation” mission is a NATO decision to intervene 
against a Russian military ally (e.g., Belarus) or on 
behalf of a nonmember country (e.g., Georgia) in a 
conflict with Russia. In its 1993 Military Doctrine, the 
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Russian Government abandoned its declared pledge 
not to employ nuclear weapons first in a conflict, effec-
tively establishing a justification in Russian doctrine 
for initiating nuclear use.50 The statement brought 
the declared strategic posture of Russia into line with 
that of the United States, Britain, and France (but not 
China). These NATO countries have never renounced 
the right to resort to nuclear weapons first in an emer-
gency. 

Actually exploding a nuclear device in a conflict 
would prove problematic. On the one hand, it could 
terminate the conflict in Russia’s favor. On the other, 
it could potentially lead to large-scale nuclear use if 
the other side considered the detonation as a prelude 
to additional nuclear strikes and subsequently decid-
ed to escalate first. Russian officials would probably 
attempt to underscore the strike’s limited nature to 
minimize the risks of further escalation. In conducting 
a nuclear strike for a “de-escalation” mission, for in-
stance, Russian commanders could seek to minimize 
their opponent’s civilian and perhaps even military 
casualties to discourage further nuclear use. For ex-
ample, they could employ a low-yield tactical nuclear 
warhead against an adversary’s military base, warship, 
or armored formation operating in a scarcely popu-
lated area. Alternately, Russian forces could detonate 
a high-altitude burst near an adversary’s warships 
with the expectation that the explosion would not 
produce casualties or nuclear fallout, but would still 
devastate the fleet’s sensors and communications due 
to its electromagnetic pulse (EMP) and other effects. 
Since Russia’s strategic nuclear forces are needed to 
deter adversaries from resorting to major nuclear war, 
detonating a TNW might provide the optimal balance 
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between signaling Moscow’s seriousness and avoid-
ing an action that might provoke more escalation than 
the Russian Government is actually seeking.51

Russia’s nuclear weapons also play an important 
role in ensuring Moscow’s status as a significant glob-
al player. During the 1990s, Russian strategists vigor-
ously debated the importance of maintaining a robust 
nuclear deterrent.52 A minority argued that, in the 
post-Cold War world, nuclear weapons had lost much 
of their military utility, and hence Russia should con-
centrate on developing its conventional forces. The 
majority, however, continued to view Russia’s nucle-
ar arsenal as an essential instrument for preserving 
its status as a great power, especially since the other 
nuclear powers showed little inclination to relinquish 
their own arsenals. 

The 1968 NPT formally designates Russia as one of 
the five countries legally permitted to possess nuclear 
weapons for an indefinite transition period leading to 
global nuclear disarmament. The long-standing stra-
tegic nuclear arms control negotiations between Mos-
cow and Washington help confirm Russia’s equality 
with the United States in an important security di-
mension. When asked why Russia deserved to be in 
the G-8, Russian President Vladimir Putin told a Janu-
ary 31, 2006, press conference that: 

the G-8 is a club which addresses global problems and, 
first and foremost, security problems. Can someone 
in this hall imagine resolving, shall we say, problems 
concerning global nuclear security without the partici-
pation of the largest nuclear power in the world, the 
Russian Federation? Of course not.53 
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Later that year, Putin told leading defense sector man-
agers that: “The reliability of our ‘nuclear shield’ and 
the state of our nuclear weapons complex are a crucial 
component of Russia’s world power status.”54

In addition to the traditional function of deterring 
a nuclear strike against the Russian Federation as well 
as securing Russia’s elite global security status, many 
Russians see their nuclear forces as a way to negate 
NATO’s advantage in conventional forces. The deci-
sive Western victories in Iraq, Kosovo, and Afghani-
stan were due to the precision conventional strike ca-
pabilities the United States and certain other NATO 
militaries had acquired in recent decades. Although 
Russian analysts recognized that these new conven-
tional capabilities further decreased NATO’s need to 
employ nuclear weapons in an operational role, they 
drew the lesson that Russia needed, if anything, to in-
crease its reliance on having a strong nuclear arsenal 
to balance the conventional weaknesses of the post-
Soviet Russian Army. Moreover, they observed that 
upgrading Russia’s conventional forces to American 
standards, even if technically possible (a dubious as-
sumption given the frailties of Russia’s military-in-
dustrial complex) would entail considerably greater 
expenditures than maintaining even a large nuclear 
force. 

In April 2006, General Baluyevsky told a press con-
ference: 

Strategic parity in a sense of an equal number of mis-
siles, aircraft, and ships—this meaning is going and 
has already gone into non-existence. We are not going 
to tighten our belts or take off our last pair of trousers 
to achieve parity in the number of aircraft and missiles 
with the United States or all of NATO. . . . [Russia] 
has and will have nuclear deterrent forces sufficient 
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to bring to reason anyone who could try to test the 
strength of our borders or tap our natural resources.55 

In his May 2006 address to the Federal Assembly, Pu-
tin likewise stressed that Russia could not afford to 
wage a quantitative arms race with the United States, 
but instead had to rely on less costly, asymmetric 
means in designing Russia’s strategic deterrent.56 

Yet, Russian leaders are caught in a vicious circle. 
They hesitate to shift funds away from their nuclear 
arsenal at a time when Russia’s conventional forces 
lack sufficient strength to counter a NATO conven-
tional military offensive. But by refusing to transfer 
substantial financial or other resources to the country’s 
conventional forces, Russian decisionmakers cannot 
wean themselves away from their dependence on nu-
clear deterrence. By some estimates, up to 40 percent 
of the Ministry of Defense’s annual budget has been 
devoted to developing the fundamentally troubled 
Bulava SLBM, around which Russia’s next generation 
of strategic submarines have been designed.57 Russian 
force planners could resolve this spending dilemma if 
they abandoned the need to defend against implau-
sible threats such as an American nuclear attack or a 
NATO conventional invasion, and instead focused on 
managing small-scale wars, insurgencies, and terror-
ist threats within Russia and neighboring states. 

Adopting a new force-sizing standard, however, 
would require a top-level decision by the Russian 
leadership that the West no longer presented a mortal 
threat, which the Russian leadership has consistently 
refused to do.58 Until now, they have merely added the 
new challenge of resisting insurgents and terrorists to 
the traditional requirement of deterring and defeating 
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a U.S.-NATO attack. In his May 2006 address, Putin 
himself reaffirmed the ambitious force planning goal 
that Russia’s Armed Forces must be “able to simulta-
neously fight in global, regional and—if necessary—
also in several local conflicts.”59 Only a large conven-
tional military backstopped by strategic and tactical 
nuclear weapons can meet such demanding criteria.

TNW ARMS CONTROL

Many Western arms control advocates ������������favor elimi-
nating TNW because their small size, scattered loca-
tion, relative mobility, and weaker security and safety 
features (the older Russian systems are thought to lack 
advanced electronic locks) render them more at risk 
for terrorist seizure than the nuclear warheads that are 
deployed on strategic nuclear delivery vehicles, which 
are generally some of the most well-guarded military 
assets in the Russian and American defense communi-
ties.60 These arms control specialists also fear that Rus-
sia and the United States are more likely to employ a 
TNW than a strategic nuclear warhead. In addition to 
their generally lower yield, their battlefield missions 
encourage commanders to see them as weapons for 
warfighting rather than deterrence.61 In turn, this sta-
tus might place them under the tactical control of field 
commanders in certain conditions. A RAND Corpo-
ration (RAND) study concluded that some Russian 
operational commanders can launch ground-based 
TNW without further central government approval 
after Russia’s civilian national security leaders have 
authorized their deployment to front-line troops.62 
Pending their elimination, analysts concerned about 
TNWs seek to bring non-strategic weapons under a 
more formal and transparent arms control regime 
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than the existing PNIs, which lack a legal basis and 
do not entail obligatory data exchanges or other veri-
fication procedures.63 The governments of many de-
veloping countries also favor eliminating Russian and 
NATO TNWs, a position they again advocated during 
the May 2010 NPT Review Conference.

The George W. Bush administration concluded 
that it would prove too difficult to address TNWs 
within the context of the Russian-American strategic 
nuclear arms control talks. The May 2002 Strategic 
Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT), like previous 
Soviet-American and Russian-American arms control 
agreements, does not address nonstrategic nuclear 
forces. In subsequently explaining this TNW exclu-
sion before the U.S. Senate, then-Secretary of Defense 
Donald Rumsfeld explained that the parties decided 
it would prove too difficult to resolve the many arms 
control complexities associated with these nonstrate-
gic weapons: 

We might have argued that Russia’s proximity to 
rogue nations allows them to deter these regimes with 
tactical systems; because they are many thousands of 
miles away from us; the United States distance from 
them requires more intercontinental systems possibly 
than theater systems. This could have resulted in a 
mind-numbing debate over how many non-strategic 
systems . . . should equal an intercontinental system, 
or open the door to a discussion of whether an agree-
ment should include all nuclear warheads regardless 
of whether they’re strategic or tactical.64 

In early June 2005, Assistant Secretary of State for 
Arms Control Stephen Rademaker said Russian offi-
cials continued to evince “very little interest in talk-
ing to us” on further Russian-American non-strategic 
arms control.65 
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The Obama administration also decided not to 
press Russia to address nonstrategic nuclear weapons 
in the negotiations on the New START. When asked 
about the issue at the April 6, 2009, session of the Carn-
egie Endowment for International Peace conference 
on nuclear nonproliferation, chief U.S. New START 
negotiator Rose Gottemoeller said that, while Presi-
dent Obama was concerned about nonstrategic war-
heads: “My own view is that the immediate START 
follow-on negotiations will not be the area where that 
issue is immediately pursued.” Instead, she simply 
advocated that “we should begin exploring the is-
sues with the Russian Federation and decide how to 
fit that into the agenda.” At the same session, Sergey 
I. Kislyak, currently the Russian Ambassador to the 
United States and an influential figure in determining 
Russia’s strategic arms control policies, argued that, 
while nonstrategic nuclear weapons would need to be 
eliminated “if you decide to move to the world free 
of nuclear weapons,” for the moment Russia and the 
United States “have enough work to do now to focus 
on things that are doable,” adding that, “when you 
go to substrategic, there will be a lot of other things 
that needs to be entered into the play.” Among these 
issues, Kislyak cited “the imbalances in conventional 
weapons [and the] appearance of new systems that 
maybe are non-nuclear, but designed to do the same 
job.”66 

The provisions of the New START Treaty—the 
term encompasses the main treaty text, a protocol 
specifying some additional rights and obligations of 
the parties, and the technical annexes—will not affect 
the TNW issue directly but will help define Russian 
military planning for future nuclear scenarios. Many 
provisions legally confirm reductions that have already 
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taken place or are in the process of occurring as Rus-
sia and the United States continue their decades’ long 
practice of fielding fewer but more capable and versa-
tile nuclear systems. The new 1,550 limit for deployed 
nuclear warheads on no more than 700 deployed 
strategic nuclear delivery vehicles is lower than any 
previous treaty, but each side possesses thousands of 
additional warheads in storage, undergoing mainte-
nance, or in the form of shorter-range nuclear systems. 
The 7-year implementation timeline gives Russia and 
the United States ample time to gradually continue re-
ducing their totals while modernizing their remaining 
arsenals. Furthermore, the provisions give Russia and 
the United States considerable flexibility to determine 
how to structure their nuclear arsenals within these 
aggregate limits. Both sides can continue to keep a 
strategic triad of ICBMs, SLBMs, and strategic bomb-
ers, distributing the warheads among these three legs 
as they prefer. The United States and Russia are even 
allowed to keep an additional 100 non-deployed ICBM 
and SLBM launchers and heavy bombers equipped 
for nuclear armaments, a provision designed to deal 
with the problem of the U.S. “phantom” systems—
those missile launchers and strategic bombers that are 
no longer usable but still counted under the original 
START, because they had not been eliminated accord-
ing to its procedures. 

The treaty’s proposed verification regime would 
be less intrusive and costly than the elaborate require-
ments of the 1991 START Treaty, yet it still includes 
on-site inspections of nuclear weapons facilities, man-
dated exhibitions of delivery vehicles, obligatory ex-
changes of data, and advanced notifications of some 
activities related to Russian and American nuclear 
weapons policies. Other provisions would facilitate 
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treaty monitoring by prohibiting acts that could dis-
rupt national technical means of verification and by 
mandating the continued exchange of some missile 
testing telemetry.

NATO foreign ministers discussed the future of 
the alliance’s TNWs at an April 22-23, 2010, informal 
meeting in Tallinn, Estonia. The issue had become di-
visive within the alliance as some governments were 
pressing for unilaterally ending NATO nuclear shar-
ing, while others were insisting on retaining it. Al-
though not empowered to make conclusive decisions, 
the foreign ministers nevertheless agreed on ”some 
clear themes” to guide their approach to the TNW is-
sue:

•	� NATO member states will not make “unilateral 
moves” on nuclear weapons issues;

•	� Members would share the burdens of main-
taining a safe and credible nuclear deterrent;

•	� The alliance would balance maintaining a cred-
ible nuclear deterrent with the need to contrib-
ute to general arms control and disarmament.67

According to NATO Spokesman James Appathu-
rai, the foreign ministers did indicate one way in which 
NATO could reduce its TNWs—if Russia agreed to 
eliminate some of its much larger stockpile of these 
weapons, as well as relocate any TNWs its does keep 
away from neighboring NATO countries, and make 
these holdings more transparent. Secretary of State 
Hilary Clinton told the foreign ministers that: 

In [seeking] any future reductions, our aim should be 
to seek Russian agreement to increase transparency 
on non-strategic nuclear weapons in Europe, relo-
cate those weapons away from the territory of NATO 
members, and include non-strategic nuclear weapons 
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in the next round of U.S.-Russian arms control discus-
sions.68 

Apparthurai observed that, while NATO might take 
actions affecting its nuclear weapons policies with-
out a direct Russian input, “Russia had to be taken 
into account when looking at the broader issue of re-
ducing the total holdings of nuclear weapons in Eu-
rope.”69 Nonetheless, Apparthurai acknowledged that 
the Russians have not shown interest in negotiating 
formal limits on their TNWs, and that the allies have 
yet to propose initiating formal negotiations with the 
Russians.

Indeed, Russian officials have expressed little inter-
est in entering into TNW reduction negotiations with 
NATO. Instead, they have regularly denounced the al-
liance’s nonstrategic weapons as being threatening to 
Russia and have persistently urged NATO to relocate 
all foreign (i.e., American) TNWs to their home ter-
ritories. In this regard, Russian Government represen-
tatives often refer to how Moscow has already elimi-
nated the majority of the nonstrategic systems that it 
inherited from the Soviet Union and relocated the re-
mainder in secure storage exclusively within Russian 
territory.70 In late 2003, General Baluyevsky observed 
that the hundreds of U.S. air-deliverable TNWs in Eu-
rope “are for Russia acquiring a strategic nature since 
theoretically they could be used on our command cen-
ters and strategic nuclear centers.”71 In June 2005, De-
fense Minister Ivanov said that Russia was “prepared 
to start talks about tactical nuclear weapons only when 
all countries possessing them keep these weapons on 
their own territory.”72 In March 2010, Foreign Minister 
Sergey Lavrov said that ending the forward-position-
ing of U.S. TNWs “should be the starting point in any 
conversation on this topic.”73 
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The main Russian military newspaper, Krasnaya 
Zvezda, has published several articles this year un-
derscoring that Russia wanted the United States to 
remove all its TNW from Europe even before Moscow 
would consent to enter into nonstrategic arms control 
talks. One author explained: 

Before the beginning of official discussions on this 
theme, Washington and Moscow must take the same 
starting position in the negotiations. [The United 
States must agree] to withdraw all of its TNW from the 
European continent and bring them back to its own 
territory. That is, it must do what Russia did 15 years 
ago.74 

American officials have traditionally responded to 
this Russian argument by noting that U.S. nonstrate-
gic nuclear weapons play an essential role in sustain-
ing NATO’s nuclear deterrence and discouraging ef-
forts by additional NATO members to acquire their 
own nuclear weapons.

On those rare occasions when prominent Russian 
policymakers have gone beyond this party-line posi-
tion, they have laid out stringent conditions for even 
initiating nonstrategic arms control talks—these con-
ditions are unlikely to be soon realized unless NATO 
proves willing to make vary generous unilateral con-
cessions. On September 3, 2007, Russian Colonel Gen-
eral Vladimir Verkhovtsev, head of the Defense Min-
istry’s 12th Main Directorate (Glavnoye Upravleniye 
Ministerstvo Oborony—GUMO), which is responsible 
for Russia’s nuclear weapons, told reporters that Rus-
sia would consider negotiating additional restrictions 
on nonstrategic nuclear weapons, “but it must take 
place with the participation in the process of other 
countries, above all Britain and France.”75 Since France 
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and Britain characterize their nuclear-armed ballistic 
missiles as strategic rather than nonstrategic weapons, 
they and other NATO governments, including Wash-
ington, have resisted their inclusion in any nonstrate-
gic negotiations. The following year, General Nikolai 
Makarov, General Baluyevsky’s replacement as head 
of the Russian General Staff, told ITAR-TASS that the 
Russian Armed Forces had no intention of eliminating 
its TNWs “as long as Europe is unstable and packed 
with armaments”—a condition that could be used in-
definitely to characterize the military situation on the 
Continent pending universal disarmament (though 
Makarov probably meant the continued existence of 
NATO and its robust conventional forces).76 

Russians outside the executive branch have been 
somewhat more creative and flexible in considering 
how to achieve some TNW arms control—suggesting 
linking talks on reducing Russian TNWs, an area of 
Russian advantage, in return for U.S. and NATO con-
cessions regarding strategic offensive nuclear weap-
ons (especially by reducing the larger number of U.S. 
non-deployed nuclear warheads), strategic defenses, 
or the conventional force imbalance in Europe, which 
presently favors NATO.77 Western analysts have of-
fered similar proposals, linking Russian concessions 
regarding TNWs to NATO’s accepting limits on its 
conventional superiority through an enhanced Con-
ventional Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty.78 Other West-
ern analysts have proposed extending the provisions 
of the bilateral INF Treaty to encompass both shorter-
range missiles and additional countries.79 Before as-
suming office, a senior advisor to Secretary of State 
Clinton suggested removing some or all U.S. TNWs 
from NATO Europe in return for encouraging Russia 
simply to concentrate its large number of TNWs in 
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more secure locations.80 Russian officials have also ex-
pressed alarm about U.S. prompt global strike plans—
the arming of traditionally nuclear-armed strategic 
delivery systems with conventional warheads—so 
they might want to restrict those further in return for 
constraining TNWs.81

Russian government officials might be seeking 
to avoid nonstrategic arms control talks in anticipa-
tion that European governments might at some point 
decide to request the removal of U.S. TNWs in any 
case given a lack of widespread popular support for 
NATO’s nuclear mission. Some Russian analysts also 
seem concerned that any formal negotiations on the 
issue would raise the prominence of the issue within 
Europe and lead NATO members concerned about 
Russian military power to demand that the alliance 
either keep the NATO TNWs or take other steps to 
bolster their defenses against Moscow.82 Finally, sev-
eral Russian writers have expressed concern that dis-
cussing limitations on nonstrategic nuclear weapons 
could undermine the prospects for reforming Russia’s 
conventional forces. Not only could opponents of re-
form cite the resulting anti-Russian rhetoric of East 
European NATO members fearful of Moscow, but 
they could object to exposing Russian vulnerabilities 
during the unstable transition period that would arise 
between when the existing structure was dismantled 
and the new one was fully operational.83

Even if Russia were to agree to enter into formal 
nonstrategic negotiations with NATO, it is unclear 
how these talks could best be structured. TNW issues 
could be discussed in bilateral Russia-U.S. talks de-
voted solely to that issue, though Russia has always 
resisted that approach and Washington’s NATO allies 
would not welcome their exclusion. They could also 
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be dealt with as part of the NATO-Russia dialogue 
regarding a new European security architecture. Mos-
cow would like to draw up a new European Security 
Treaty along the lines of the draft text proposed by 
Russian President Medvedev. These could occur 
within the framework of the NATO-Russia Council, 
but Appathurai said during his April 22 Tallinn news 
conference that: “I don’t think that that is on the im-
mediate agenda. That’s not the forum in which that 
kind of discussion, I think, would be held, and cer-
tainly not now.”84 

Furthermore, the TNW issues could be negotiated 
as part of follow-on negotiations to the New START, 
which would cover other issues set aside in the rush 
to negotiate the recently signed treaty (non-deployed 
nuclear warheads, strategic defense systems, and the 
use of conventional warheads on traditionally stra-
tegic delivery vehicles such as long-range ballistic 
missiles). Finally, they might be considered as part of 
the discussions to strengthen the NPT against further 
nuclear proliferation (many NPT parties consider NA-
TO’s nuclear-sharing arrangement a violation of the 
first two articles of the treaty). 

What results one might reasonably hope to achieve 
from such negotiations is unclear. Even an American 
offer to redeploy all U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe 
to the United States might prove insufficient to con-
vince the Russian Government to agree to additional 
TNW arms control measures. The United States could 
return its short-range nuclear weapons to Europe in 
a few hours unless their storage sites and related in-
frastructure had also been destroyed. In addition, it 
would prove difficult to verify any agreement since 
attack aircraft, the main NATO delivery system for 
U.S. nonstrategic nuclear weapons, are typically dual-
use systems that can also launch conventional strikes.
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Any proposals for increased transparency or TNW 
consolidation would need to overcome Russian fears 
about NATO preemption, since placing the weapons 
in a few designated places would make them easier 
to attack, creating opportunities (and incentives) for a 
preemptive first strike that would destroy the weapons 
before they could be dispersed to their launch sites. 
Any proposals for less than total reductions would 
need to address U.S. congressional concerns about the 
imbalance in the Russian-U.S. TNWs, which would 
become especially salient were both countries to ne-
gotiate further reductions in the size of their strategic 
nuclear arsenals. The warhead and launcher limits in 
the New START may already be lower than the size 
of Russia’s residual TNWs, though the latter are by 
definition less threatening to the U.S. homeland and 
compensated for by NATO’s superior conventional 
forces.

Even if the parties are unable to secure the elimina-
tion of all NATO and Russian TNW, or if some weap-
ons were exempt from the transparency arrangements 
to enhance deterrence through the increased uncer-
tainty, mutual TNW reductions could provide several 
advantages, including reducing the number of pos-
sible terrorist targets, saving money that would have 
to be spent on having to modernize a larger number of 
weapons, allowing NATO to remove the TNWs from 
countries no longer eager to host them (which might 
leave U.S. TNWs in only Turkey and perhaps Italy), 
and demonstrating NATO and Russian commitment 
to making progress toward nuclear nonproliferation. 
Yet, securing Russian Government approval for even 
partial reductions looks unlikely for the indefinite fu-
ture.
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CONCLUSION: NUCLEAR POSSIBILITIES AND 
ILLUSIONS

In recent years, a number of American and inter-
national security experts, including several who held 
prominent U.S. Government positions during the 
Cold War, have supported various proposals leading 
toward general nuclear disarmament.85 In his April 
2009 speech in Prague, President Obama declared his 
ultimate objective to be the complete elimination of all 
nuclear weapons. Russian officials have publicly of-
fered general support for eliminating nuclear weap-
ons at some point. At his September 2008 meeting in 
Sochi with foreign experts of Russia who were mem-
bers of the Valdai Discussion Club, Prime Minister 
Putin gave conditional support for abolishing nuclear 
weapons. Although Putin acknowledged that, until a 
few years ago, he would have considered achieving 
the practical elimination of nuclear weapons “abso-
lutely impossible,” he now professed that: “Today I 
consider it almost realistic” given that the convention-
al weapons capabilities of nuclear weapons states, like 
Russia, had improved sufficiently to deter any aggres-
sor.86 Medvedev and Obama reaffirmed in their April 
1 joint statement their ultimate goal of abolishing all 
nuclear weapons. Additionally, Putin responded affir-
matively to a question at a joint news conference with 
visiting German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Stein-
meier when asked whether he could imagine a Russia 
without nuclear weapons, though Putin indicated he 
would expect for the United States to also eliminate its 
own nuclear forces.87

Nonetheless, many foreign observers of the Rus-
sian defense community doubt that the Russian gov-
ernment would want to relinquish one of the last 
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remaining props of Russia’s great power status, and 
create a situation in which American and NATO con-
ventional military superiority would be unchecked by 
Russian nuclear weapons.88 Influential Russians have 
also expressed unease at transitioning to a nuclear-free 
world. In April 2009, Sergey Rogov, the director of the 
USA and Canada Institute of the Russian Academy 
of Sciences, published a commentary in the Russian 
newspaper Kommersant explicitly warning that, the 
lower the level of Russia and American nuclear forces, 
the more significant the conventional imbalance of 
forces will become.89 Like Putin, President Medvedev 
has described Russia’s possession of nuclear weapons 
as the main bulwark guaranteeing the country’s abil-
ity to pursue an independent foreign policy in an in-
ternational system heavily dominated by the United 
States.90 

On April 20, 2009, Medvedev directly addressed 
Obama’s April 5 Prague speech in which Obama 
called for the eventual elimination of nuclear weap-
ons. Medvedev said that a number of “conditions” 
must be achieved for universal nuclear disarmament. 
These prerequisites include: banning the deployment 
of nuclear weapons in outer space; ensuring that nu-
clear weapons removed from operational deployment 
were destroyed rather than simply stockpiled; and, 
preventing a compensating buildup in conventional 
arms following a reduction in nuclear forces. Med-
vedev further warned that the unilateral deployment 
of missile defense systems also “complicates nuclear 
disarmament.”91 The Russian people also favor their 
country’s retention of a robust nuclear force. For ex-
ample, a recent poll by the Russia Public Opinion 
Research Center (VTsIOM) found that, unlike in the 
years immediately following the end of the Cold War, 
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a majority of Russian respondents (60 percent) now 
oppose further nuclear disarmament. Most cited a 
concern with assuring Russia’s security in case of war, 
while a quarter of the respondents favored preserving 
Russia’s nuclear weapons to showcase Russia’s politi-
cal power. Only 4 percent said that nuclear weapons 
were essential for countering U.S. military strength, 
though such a perspective may be encompassed in the 
above responses and appears common among Rus-
sia’s current generation of foreign and defense policy 
leaders.92 

Most Americans would probably not presently fa-
vor eliminating the U.S. nuclear arsenal. In its April 
2010 Nuclear Posture Review Report, the Obama admin-
istration itself sets very high standards for realizing a 
nuclear-free world: 

The conditions that would ultimately permit the Unit-
ed States and others to give up their nuclear weapons 
without risking greater international instability and 
insecurity are very demanding. Among those are the 
resolution of regional disputes that can motivate rival 
states to acquire and maintain nuclear weapons, suc-
cess in halting the proliferation of nuclear weapons, 
much greater transparency into the programs and 
capabilities of key countries of concern, verification 
methods and technologies capable of detecting viola-
tions of disarmament obligations, and enforcement 
measures strong and credible enough to deter such 
violations. Clearly, such conditions do not exist today. 
But we can—and must—work actively to create those 
conditions.93

Realizing these conditions in Russia’s case would 
require a transformation in the threat perceptions, 
security culture, and defense ambitions of Russian 
leaders comparable to that which occurred in Ger-



404

many and Japan in the generations after World War 
II. Although these cases show that these types of secu-
rity revolutions are possible—and Russia might have 
come close to experiencing one during the few years 
immediately following the demise of the Soviet Union 
and its inherently antagonistic Communist ideol-
ogy—they are also very rare. Russia will likely remain 
a nuclear weapons power for decades to come, with 
nonstrategic weapons serving as a prominent tool in 
its portfolio.
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CHAPTER 9

NEW START AND NONPROLIFERATION:
SUITORS OR SEPARATE TABLES?

Stephen J. Cimbala

INTRODUCTION

In the spring of 2010, the diplomatic atmosphere 
was an apparent success story for those seeking to re-
duce nuclear danger. The signing of the New Strategic 
Arms Reduction Treaty (START) agreement in April 
2010 took place almost exactly 1 year after President 
Barack Obama’s landmark speech calling for nuclear 
abolition. New START was followed by the success-
ful outcome of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(NPT) review conference in May 2010, in marked 
contrast to the acrimonious denouement of the 2005 
meeting.1 In addition, a U.S. Nuclear Posture Review 
and a revised Russian Military Doctrine made public 
in the spring of 2010 also seemed to reduce the role of 
nuclear weapons in the respective military strategies 
and national security policies of the two states. Russia, 
the United States, and the North Atlantic Treaty Or-
ganization (NATO) talked of cooperation on missile 
defense and other issues, and Obama pushed forward 
an ambitious agenda of multilateral control measures, 
including ratification of the Comprehensive Test Ban 
Treaty (CTB) and global support for a Fissile Materials 
Cutoff Treaty (FMCT). Only Maurice Chevalier, stroll-
ing and singing on a boulevard in Paris, was lacking 
for suitable background music. 

Diplomatic atmospheres come and go, but the bank-
ers of policy and strategy demand payment in hard 
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currency. Russian-American strategic nuclear arms 
reductions neither preclude, nor guarantee, favorable 
prospects for multilateral disarmament or nonprolif-
eration. This discussion first reviews the New START 
agreement and its implications for deterrence stability 
and arms control. Second, we develop and test the vi-
ability of a hypothetical, post-New START agreement 
with significantly lower numbers of operationally de-
ployed strategic nuclear weapons. Third, we model a 
constrained nuclear nonproliferation regime, based 
on the post-New START agreement described earlier. 
A fourth section summarizes pertinent conclusions. 

POLICY

New START Gets Done.

U.S. President Obama and Russian President Dmi-
try Medvedev signed the New START agreement 
April 8, 2010, in Prague, Czech Republic. Replacing 
the START I that had already expired in December 
2009, the New START agreement called for reduc-
tions in the number of deployed long range nuclear 
weapons and their delivery systems: intercontinental 
missiles and heavy bombers. Part of the “reset” in 
U.S.-Russian relations following the acrimony of the 
Vladimir Putin and George W. Bush presidencies, the 
New START agreement was seen as a prelude to fur-
ther Russian and American nuclear force reductions 
and to broader cooperation between Moscow and 
Washington on other nuclear related matters, includ-
ing nonproliferation.

Under the new START agreement, each state 
would be required to reduce its number of deployed 
strategic warheads to a maximum of 1,550 and its 
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number of launchers to a maximum of 800 – 700 de-
ployed – within 7 years of treaty ratification and entry 
into force.2 In theory, these limits were below the ceil-
ing of 2,200 set by the preceding Strategic Offensive 
Reductions Treaty (SORT) in 2002 for deployed strate-
gic warheads, and also below the START I maximum 
limit of 1,600 for long range delivery systems. Due to 
idiosyncrasies in the counting rules for weapons and 
the prior reductions by both states in their number of 
deployed weapons and launchers, neither the United 
States nor Russia would be required to make drastic 
changes in either existing or planned nuclear forces.3 

Getting to New START from where they began in 
2009 required the United States and Russia to make 
some compromises inside and outside of the actual 
START negotiation process.4 Russia made concessions 
on the issues of missile defenses and “upload poten-
tials” for stored, but not deployed, warheads. With 
respect to missile defenses, Russian treaty negotiators 
attempted to obtain an American commitment to limit 
future missile defense deployments in Europe, and/
or to involve Russia in the planning and implement-
ing of future defenses. The treaty includes statements 
attesting to the importance of the relationship between 
offensive and defensive weapons, but it places no 
limits on future U.S. ballistic missile defense (BMD) 
modernization or deployment.5 This compromise was 
made possible by the prior U.S. decision, apart from 
START negotiations, in the fall of 2009 to reboot the 
George W. Bush administration’s plan to deploy mis-
sile defenses in Poland and in the Czech Republic, cre-
ating tension with Russia throughout 2007 and 2008. 
Writing in the Wall Street Journal in May, 2010, U.S. 
Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates emphasized that 
the New START will not constrain American defenses:
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The U.S. will continue to deploy and improve the in-
terceptors that defend our homeland—those based in 
California and Alaska. We are also moving forward 
with plans to field missile defense systems to protect 
our troops and partners in Europe, the Middle East, 
and Northeast Asia against the dangerous threats 
posed by rogue nations like North Korea and Iran.6 

The question of “upload potentials” raised some 
serious strategic issues. Russian START negotiators, 
doubtlessly reflecting the suspicions of their military, 
were concerned that the United States could first re-
move downloaded weapons consistently with START 
requirements and then, having decided to abrogate 
the treaty at a later date, rapidly upload the same 
weapons to achieve a surge or even a position of over-
whelming nuclear superiority against Russia.7 Theo-
retically, Russia would have a similar option to with-
draw from the treaty and reload previously disarmed 
weapons. Compared to the American nuclear force 
modernization program, the Russian program was 
expected to provide fewer opportunities for timely 
reload on account of the disparity in suitable launch-
ers, especially in submarine launched ballistic missiles 
(SLBMs). Russia’s nuclear ballistic missile submarine 
(SSBN) and SLBM modernization programs fell well 
behind schedule in the preceding decade, and the test 
results for the planned Bulava SLBM, to be deployed 
with the newest Borey class of SSBNs, have been dis-
appointing.8

Russia’s concerns about U.S. relative nuclear ad-
vantage were not entirely based on arguments about 
upload potentials for current or future launchers. 
Three other issues played into Russian pessimism on 
this point. The first, already acknowledged, was the 
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U.S. plan for missile defenses deployed in Europe, 
adjusted by the Obama administration to a new ap-
proach that was presumably more acceptable to Rus-
sia than was the original Bush plan. The revised Eu-
ropean BMD plan was a phased, adaptive approach 
built around sea and land-based missile interceptors 
for theater or shorter range ballistic missiles launched 
from Iran or other Middle Eastern locations.9 Although 
the Obama European BMD plan was apparently less 
contentious than the Bush plan, Russian pessimists 
were not entirely mollified. They feared that the re-
vised BMD plan left open the possibility of future 
enhancements to the antimissile systems that would 
degrade or even nullify Russia’s nuclear deterrent.10 
The current probability of nuclear war between the 
United States and Russia is acknowledged by leaders 
of both states as being low to nonexistent, but Russia 
might still fear future political coercion on the part of 
the United States as supported by improved strategic 
defenses.11 Russian doubts about U.S. intentions could 
be increased if improved American and/or NATO an-
timissile defenses were complemented by newly de-
ployed systems for non-nuclear prompt global strike.

Conventional and Nuclear Deterrence.

A second source of Russian concern about the ap-
pearance of U.S.-Russian nuclear parity, and about the 
future viability of Russia’s nuclear deterrent, resided 
in American plans for improving non-nuclear global 
strike capabilities. The George W. Bush administration 
had already introduced the notion of a “new triad” of 
conventional and nuclear offensive weapons, missile 
defenses, and improved nuclear infrastructure. The 
Obama Nuclear Posture Review Report (NPR) of 2010 
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noted that U.S. policy was generally to reduce reli-
ance on nuclear weapons over time, and specifically 
to forego nuclear weapons as an option for retaliation 
against non-nuclear weapons states that were fully in 
compliance with the NPT.12 Presumably this nuclear 
abstinence would even hold in the face of attacks by 
a non-nuclear state with chemical or biological weap-
ons, although the 2010 NPR included an escape clause 
for any future biological attacks with catastrophic 
consequences. Although the Obama NPR fell short of 
a commitment to “no first use” of nuclear weapons 
under any conditions, it did chart a preferred course 
toward the use of nuclear weapons only for deterrence 
of a nuclear attack or in retaliation for one.13 Daryl G. 
Kimball, executive director of the Arms Control As-
sociation, offered a favorable appraisal of the Obama 
NPR for narrowing the conditions under which the 
United States might use nuclear weapons, and for re-
ducing the overall salience of nuclear weapons in U.S. 
security policy. But he also cautioned against NPR eu-
phoria with respect to arms control:

Assigning U.S. nuclear weapons any role beyond ‘core 
nuclear deterrence‘ is both unnecessary and coun-
terproductive. The United States, as well as Russia, 
should adopt a ’sole purpose‘ policy now rather than 
later. Reserving the option to use nuclear force in non-
nuclear situations provides little or no deterrent value 
at high cost. It undermines the credibility of conven-
tional deterrence, complicates our nonproliferation di-
plomacy and can be used by other countries to justify 
the pursuit or improvement of nuclear weapons.14

The Obama administration’s intent to de-empha-
size the role of nuclear weapons in U.S. political and 
military strategy invites the development and even-
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tual deployment of weapons for conventional prompt 
global strike.15 According to the 2010 NPR, the De-
partment of Defense will retain a margin above the 
minimum force required for nuclear deterrence “for 
the possible addition of non-nuclear prompt-global 
strike capabilities” that would be accountable under 
the New START treaty.16 START-accountable non-nu-
clear prompt global strike systems could include con-
ventionally-armed intercontinental ballistic missiles 
(ICBMs), SLBMs, or purpose-built aerospace planes. 

In theory, conventional precision guidance sys-
tems (PGS) would permit timely attacks on terrorist 
bases, launch-ready missile parks, weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD) storage sites, or other time urgent 
or important targets without the collateral damage 
and moral opprobrium of nuclear weapons. Russian 
negotiators at New START, and in other Russian and 
U.S. discussions with the George W. Bush and Obama 
administrations, had expressed reservations about 
conventional PGS weapons mounted on ballistic mis-
siles or other launchers that also carried some part of 
the U.S. nuclear arsenal. One objection was that con-
ventionally armed long-range ballistic missiles might 
pose a threat to nuclear crisis stability. Nuclear warning 
and response systems might not be able to distinguish 
between a conventional PGS launch and a nuclear first 
strike. In response to Russian concerns, New START 
negotiators agreed to a treaty provision that requires 
the decommissioning of one U.S. nuclear missile for 
every conventional PGS weapon deployed.17 

In addition to the problem of nuclear crisis stabil-
ity that is possibly implicit in conventional PGS sys-
tems, another Russian concern is that U.S. advanced 
conventional PGS systems could be combined with a 
nuclear offense and with improved missile defenses 
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to create a conventional-nuclear first strike capability 
against Russia. Although this possibility might seem 
paranoid in a time when the United States and Rus-
sia have an official non-hostile political relationship, 
the scenario of an American nuclear first strike capa-
bility has received close attention from U.S. analysts 
and from Russian military experts.18 However, politics 
drives strategy—including domestic politics in the 
United States and Russia. In the case of Russia, domes-
tic politics includes a General Staff and officer corps 
determined to preserve their status and power in the 
face of threatened military modernization to improve 
Russia’s conventional forces. This domestic political 
debate within Russia about conventional force mod-
ernization is a third force, in addition to U.S. missile 
defenses and conventional PGS systems, that makes 
some Russians less relaxed about the appearance of 
nuclear-strategic parity. 

Russian Perspectives.

The Russian ruling tandem of President Medve-
dev and Prime Minister Vladimir Putin, along with 
Russian Defense Minister Anatoly Serdyukov, have 
recognized the need for military reform in order to 
improve the quality of Russia’s Armed Forces. Im-
provements are needed in both conventional and nu-
clear forces, to be sure.19 But, compared to the former 
Soviet Union, the decline in the quality of Russia’s 
conventional forces relative to those of the United 
States and NATO has been more obvious and notice-
able. Problems include both the quantity and quality 
of enlisted personnel, a top-heavy officer corps, and 
insufficient numbers of modern weapons and hours 
of training for personnel in the Ground Forces, Navy, 
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and Air Force.20 Russia’s need for military moderniza-
tion is not prompted exclusively by perceived threats 
from its western and southern directions. Russia’s 
strategic east faces a growing military and economic 
power in China, whose own military modernization 
“has moved the PLA [People’s Liberation Army] from 
a mass industrial army built to fight people’s war to a 
force seeking to rearm as an advanced conventional 
force and conduct their own version of net-centric 
warfare.”21

The Russian Defense Ministry’s plan for mod-
ernization and reform is ambitious on paper. It an-
ticipates a broad transformation, departing from the 
historical experience of the Soviet Union in the 20th 
century with mass mobilization, conscript based forc-
es, and trained for protracted interstate wars of attri-
tion.22 Instead, future emphasis will be placed on the 
creation of light, rapidly deployable, and elite units 
of permanent readiness, staffed by specially trained 
contract soldiers instead of draftees. Additionally: 
the brigade, instead of the division, will be the focal 
operational-tactical unit of action; the officer corps 
will be downsized; and, emphasis will be placed on 
improving the command-control and network centric 
warfare capabilities of ready forces.23 The post-reform 
brigades will be the drivers of a new Russian military 
that is trained for the kinds of wars that Russia is more 
likely to have to fight in the 21st century: small wars, 
including counterinsurgency and counterterrorism 
operations, near or within Russia’s borders.

Skeptics question whether Russia has the nec-
essary financial resources to fund this program for 
military transformation, and others have pointed to 
demographic problems in making available the num-
bers of eligible contract troops as well as draftees to 
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achieve transformative goals in the next decade.24 But 
this skepticism is, among some quarters within Rus-
sia, fueled by the self-interest of a bloated military bu-
reaucracy that seeks to preserve positions for general 
officers by resisting reform. One strategy for resistance 
is to adhere strictly to expired threat assessments and 
retro geopolitics, defining NATO and the United States 
as major enemies of Russia. Even the revised Russian 
Military Doctrine of 2010, which may suggest a lesser 
emphasis on its nuclear weapons for covering a wide 
variety of contingencies, compared to earlier versions 
(and thus, may be more compatible with the thrust of 
Obama’s NPR than those earlier editions of Russian 
military doctrine), nevertheless includes NATO en-
largement among the dangers that Russia must take 
seriously and for which it must plan.25 

Russian geostrategic thinking welcomes the emer-
gence of a multipolar international order in which the 
leading military and economic state actors reach de-
cisions by consensus.26 Ranking highest among Rus-
sia’s state priorities are the growth of its economy and 
an increase in the respect and deference accorded to 
Russian foreign and security policy, especially in its 
“near abroad” of former Soviet states, and particularly 
in Europe.27 From this perspective, Russia’s military 
clash with Georgia in August 2008 demonstrated 
Russia’s sensitivity, not only to Georgia’s perceived 
provocations, but also to the Russian leaders’ view of 
Georgia as a Trojan horse for U.S. and NATO political 
influence and military penetration. Although Russia’s 
conventional forces rapidly overpowered Georgian 
resistance and declared a postwar separatism from 
Georgia on behalf of Abkhazia and South Ossetia as an 
accomplished fact, obvious problems marked Russia’s 
military performance during this brief and one-sided 
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war. The conflict also served as a warning to Georgia 
about poorly timed and ill-considered military brink-
manship. The war advertised how far away Russia’s 
conventional military forces are from those suited to 
the aspirations of a major regional or global military 
power. 

Among some Russian government officials and 
other elites, it is now recognized that broad changes in 
foreign policy must accompany, if not precede, the ac-
complishment of significant military reform. On this 
point, in May 2010 the Russian edition of Newsweek 
magazine published a draft document from the Rus-
sian foreign ministry that was prepared earlier in Feb-
ruary for President Medvedev.28 According to press 
reports, the foreign ministry document calls for a new 
Russian foreign policy, emphasizing improved rela-
tions with the United States and the European Union 
(EU) in order to expedite technology development 
and a more favorable climate for investment in Rus-
sia.29 Dmitri Trenin of the Moscow Carnegie Center, 
writing in the Moscow Times, assessed the draft doc-
trine and its implications thus:

Russia is losing ground in the global pecking order by 
falling behind in terms of its industrial, technological, 
and scientific capabilities. All the proceeds from Gaz-
prom’s sales notwithstanding, Russia is sorely lacking 
what it takes to be a major global economic and po-
litical force in the 21st century. Relative energy abun-
dance and nuclear arsenals are simply not enough.30

An alternative perspective on the draft document 
was provided by Andrei Tsygankov, who regarded its 
interpretation as a pro-Western shift in Russian for-
eign policy as “not incorrect” but “insufficient.” Tsy-
gankov argues that Russia’s rapprochement with the 
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West is taking place within a larger context of a more 
decentralized, and less West-centric, world order. As 
he puts it, the post-Western world “has in store not 
only expertise and capital from advanced countries, 
but (also) new opportunities for improving Russia’s 
welfare and security in Asia, the Middle East and Latin 
America.”31 Edward Lozansky also supports the idea 
that Russia’s drive for economic and technology mod-
ernization is an all-azimuths one. The document, in 
his judgment, is “oriented toward West, East, South, 
North, and any other direction that has a potential for 
promoting Russian interests.”32 Putting the document 
in historical perspective, Stephen J. Blank cautions 
against euphoria with regard to Western expectations 
for Russian foreign policy transformation:

Indeed, it is a time-honored tradition of Russian and 
Soviet foreign policy to signal a détente based on com-
mon economic interests, the main goal of which is that 
Russia obtains foreign technology (which, because of 
its economic-political structure, it cannot optimally 
utilize) in return for sham or cosmetic concessions.33

Thus Russia’s nuclear and conventional force mod-
ernization depend both upon closing the gap between 
Russian performance and that of the other leading 
state economies. 

The conclusion of New START also provides sym-
bolic benefits for Russia, by treating Russia as an equal 
negotiating partner with the United States for pur-
poses of establishing a hierarchy of nuclear weapons 
states. So established, Russia has an additional hand 
to play at the head of the table among G-8 (the United 
States, Japan, Germany, France, the United Kingdom 
[UK], Canada, Italy, and Russia) and G-20 (South Af-
rica, Canada, Mexico, the United States, Argentina, 
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Brazil, China, Japan, South Korea, India, Indonesia, 
Saudi Arabia, Russia, Turkey, France, Germany, Ita-
ly, the UK, Australia, and the European Union) ma-
jor powers, despite its insufficiencies in non-nuclear 
forces. For the United States and its NATO allies, the 
impression of nuclear-strategic parity, as between the 
United States and Russia, should make Russia a more 
reliable partner for resolving conflicts short of war. 
In case of an outbreak of conventional war in or near 
Europe, Russia’s self-confidence, as a strategic nucle-
ar partner of the United States, might delay Russia’s 
reach for its nuclear means of threat or actual nuclear 
use. Absent this reassurance, the gap between Russian 
and U.S.-NATO conventional forces creates a peril-
ous temptation for prompt nuclear threat or use, once 
conventional war has begun. Into this double helix of 
escalation ladders fall U.S.-NATO and Russian sub-
strategic nuclear weapons.

Sub-strategic Weapons and Alliance Politics.

The conclusion and eventual ratification of New 
START will leave unsettled the status of sub-strategic 
nuclear weapons deployed by the United States and 
Russia in Europe. Sub-strategic weapons are those 
deployed on other than strategic launchers, i.e., mis-
siles or bombers of less than intercontinental range. In 
practice, this includes delivery systems at or below the 
outer limit of intermediate range missiles (5,500 kilo-
meters), sometimes referred to as “battlefield,” “tacti-
cal,” “operational,” or “theater” missiles depending 
on actual ranges. U.S. sub-strategic nuclear weapons 
are presently located in five other NATO member 
countries: Belgium, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, 
and Turkey. The rationale for these forward deployed 
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U.S nuclear weapons during the Cold War was to sup-
port the “coupling” of American and NATO Europe-
an strategic commitments against Soviet intimidation 
or nuclear blackmail. Now decades beyond the Cold 
War, leading military experts and politicians within 
NATO Europe have recommended that these weap-
ons should be removed and dismantled.34 

Both the political and military rationales for U.S. 
sub-strategic weapons deployed in allied NATO 
states have been called into question. The political 
rationale of deterrence “coupling” seems beside the 
point if NATO and Russia are no longer declared or 
de facto enemies. The military rationale, or the need 
for a tactical nuclear option as part of an escalation 
“ladder” that would allow NATO to skirmish with 
Russia in increments, but short of total war, demands 
nuanced performance from command, control, and 
communications (C3) systems, and commanders on 
both sides. Otherwise escalation control turns into 
mutual confusion. Although current Russian military 
doctrine stipulates that NATO is a “danger” instead of 
a “threat,” Russian military concerns about a NATO 
conventional first strike option near Russia or within 
its state territory argue against a long pause between 
rungs of its escalation ladder.35 

Some Russian strategists support the use of a small 
number of tactical nuclear weapons for the de-escala-
tion of a conventional war based on the shock value of 
a nuclear “first use” option to obtain a favorable war 
termination. But such a use, as opposed to the threat 
of nuclear force employment, could backfire, causing 
a retaliatory and larger escalation by the opponent.36 
As Pavel Baev noted, “deficiencies in Russia’s con-
ventional military forces might increase the appeal of 
nuclear weapons under the exigent circumstances of 
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perceived battlefield desperation.”37 Additionally, as 
Nikolai Sokov has explained:

The continuing weakness of Russian conventional 
forces vis-à-vis U.S. and combined NATO power as 
well as the close proximity of NATO forces to Rus-
sian territory (making limited use of force both more 
feasible and more effective) have led Russian military 
planners to rely on nuclear weapons for the purpose 
of de-escalation—the threat of a limited nuclear strike 
in response to a conventional attack that cannot be re-
pelled by conventional forces is supposed to deter the 
attack in the first place.38

The group of experts tasked in 2010 to prepare 
guidelines for the revision of NATO’s strategic con-
cept nevertheless endorsed the alliance’s deployment 
of U.S. sub-strategic nuclear weapons by noting that, 
as long as nuclear weapons “remain a reality in in-
ternational relations,” NATO should retain a nuclear 
component to its deterrent strategy at the minimum 
level required by the international security environ-
ment.39 The rationales for this position are that the re-
tention of some U.S. forward deployed nuclear weap-
ons on European territory will support “extended 
nuclear deterrence and collective defense.”40 Having it 
both ways, as it were, the NATO group of experts also 
calls for “an ongoing nuclear dialogue with Russia” to 
expedite the further reduction, and possible elimina-
tion, of “the entire class of sub-strategic weapons.”41

Proposals from European politicians calling for the 
removal of U.S. sub-strategic nuclear weapons from 
NATO Europe, especially in the absence of some quid 
pro quo from Russia, are certain to meet with resistance 
across the Atlantic.42 Russia will be cautious about re-
ciprocating. The “going in” position for Russia will 
be that the first step should be taken by the United 
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States to repatriate or destroy all its nuclear weapons 
deployed outside of U.S. national territory, as did 
Russia with its nuclear weapons deployed in former 
Soviet states after the Cold War (with U.S. assistance). 
The U.S. argument will be that Russia must dismantle 
or relocate some of its own tactical nuclear weapons 
that are forward deployed in Russia’s western mili-
tary districts and, in particular, near to the borders of 
NATO member states. 

Russia considers the assumption of symmetrical 
reductions in tactical nuclear weapons with NATO 
to be unfair because NATO already has superior con-
ventional forces relative to Russia. Therefore, Russian 
tactical nuclear weapons provide reassurance against 
NATO escalation dominance, in case of any situation 
of threat or outbreak of local war. In addition, elimina-
tion of sub-strategic nuclear weapons calls for levels of 
transparency even beyond the inspection and verifica-
tion regimes required for strategic nuclear weapons, 
as under New START, and steps on the national sen-
sitivities of American NATO allies. Outside the realm 
of Russia’s public diplomacy, but surely on the minds 
of Russian military planners, as Jacob Kipp has noted, 
is the undoubted role of Russia’s sub-strategic nuclear 
weapons in deterring any conventional war against 
China or, in the event of deterrence failure, in contrib-
uting to a war termination on favorable terms.43 

The Obama Nuclear Agenda.

President Obama’s extended agenda for nuclear 
marginalization (and, in theory, eventual abolition) 
goes beyond further START reductions and limitations 
on NATO and Russian tactical nuclear weapons.44 In 
addition, Obama wants the United States and other 
outliers to ratify the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty 
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(CBT); to mobilize international support in favor of 
a Fissile Materials Cutoff Treaty (FMCT); to extend 
and strengthen the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
(NPT); and, most importantly, to draw bright lines for 
preventing Iran from becoming a nuclear weapons 
state and for reversing North Korea’s nuclear weapons 
status.45 This is an ambitious, although not impossible, 
agenda for nonproliferation, and it requires consider-
able cooperation from existing legally recognized and 
de facto nuclear weapons states. However, the United 
States and Russia have a special responsibility for 
leadership in this regard: they hold more than 90 per-
cent of the world’s nuclear weapons and, as well, the 
historical responsibility for godfathering the nuclear 
revolution in military affairs. Their management of 
nuclear forces during and after the Cold War, despite 
some scary moments and embarrassing political pos-
turing here and there, provide “lessons learned” for 
other, and especially newer, members of the nuclear 
weapons club. 

One of these lessons is that further progress in hor-
izontal nuclear risk reduction (the spread of nuclear 
weapons among additional states) requires the simul-
taneous commitment by leading nuclear weapons 
states to vertical risk reduction (limiting the growth 
of existing arsenals, or preferably, reducing them in 
size). The preceding point does not depend upon the 
allegedly naive argument that a good example set by 
the United States and by Russia automatically trans-
lates into vertical or horizontal nuclear risk reduction. 
Critics of nuclear risk reduction attack a straw man 
here. The United States and Russia are not reducing 
their numbers of long-range nuclear weapons and 
launchers because of altruism. They are taking this 
step because excessive numbers of nuclear weapons 
are politically pointless and militarily useless. 
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In doing so, the leaders of Russia and the United 
States commit themselves to a process of reciprocal 
nuclear risk management and support for stable de-
terrence and reassurance, a necessary step for further 
cooperation on vertical and horizontal disarmament. 
However, the United States and Russia cannot pro-
ceed to lower-than-New START reductions without 
tacit and explicit cooperation on the part of other cur-
rent nuclear weapons states, and even some nuclear 
weapons-ready or virtual nuclear weapons states. As 
Henry Sokolski has explained:

In addition to making roughly equal reductions with 
Russia, then, the United States will have to keep other 
nuclear-armed states, such as China and India, from 
trying to catch up with U.S. nuclear weapons deploy-
ment levels and—as in the case of India and China, 
Pakistan and India, and Japan and China—from try-
ing to catch up with each other. This means that addi-
tional nuclear restraints, either in the form of nuclear 
weapons reductions or further limits on the produc-
tion or stockpiling of weapons-usable fuel, will need 
to be reached with Russia, of course, but also with Chi-
na, India, and Pakistan. As a practical matter, this also 
means that other nuclear weapons-ready or virtual 
weapons states (e.g., Japan) will have to be persuaded 
to curtail or end their production of weapons-usable 
materials or to dispose of some portion of what they 
currently have.46

Obama’s vision of a nuclear free world, as he ad-
mits, may not be realized in his lifetime—if ever. But 
the avoidance of nuclear war, and the preservation 
of a nuclear taboo that has existed since Nagasaki, is 
a sufficiently challenging crusade for the rest of the 
present century.47 Managing toward that end will re-
quire international cooperation in nuclear arms con-
trol, nonproliferation, and disarmament that connect 
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linear to nonlinear strategies for risk reduction. Serial 
progress in U.S. and Russian nuclear arms limitation is 
a realistic expectation, but not a guaranty of nonlinear 
success stories in nonproliferation or in disarmament. 
To achieve broader objectives in nuclear renunciation, 
states will have to leapfrog beyond purely statist mod-
els of defense and deterrence into more communitar-
ian and regional, or even global, paradigms of refer-
ence. The shared space of nuclear danger includes 
threats, not only from existing and aspiring nuclear 
weapons states, but also from nonstate actors such 
as terrorists with apocalyptic or other anti-systemic 
agendas.48 The two dangers are linked in theory and 
in practice: the more states with nuclear weapons and 
with anti-systemic grievances, the more vulnerable are 
the commons to lapses in nuclear security and, per-
haps, nuclear terrorism. States that fail, individually 
and collectively, to embrace nuclear risk reduction or 
elimination could find themselves in the target coordi-
nates of future extremists who are beyond deterrence. 

METHODOLOGY

Approach.

The preceding discussion sets the stage for the 
following analysis. The methodology will proceed in 
two principal steps. First, a statistical model is used to 
test the adequacy of projected U.S. and Russian strate-
gic nuclear forces that are New START-compliant. As 
part of this framework, an examination is provided to 
determine if smaller forces for either state could meet 
the criteria for deterrence sufficiency and stability. 
The comparison with possible post-New START forc-
es is not an idle academic exercise. Both the United 
States and Russia have indicated that the door is open 
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to reducing the numbers of deployed strategic nuclear 
weapons below the levels agreed in the treaty signed 
on April 8, 2010. 

In a second step of the analysis, the connection be-
tween nuclear arms reductions and nonproliferation 
will be examined through the use of a pertinent “what 
if” illustration of one hypothetical, but realistic, world 
environment. If, for example, the United States and 
Russia can agree to lower-than-New START levels of 
strategic retaliatory forces, their remaining maximum 
levels for deployed nuclear weapons could be the 
basis for a constrained nuclear proliferation system 
among the existing recognized and de facto nuclear 
weapons states. This connection between American 
and Russian vertical disarmament and responsibility 
for leadership on nonproliferation is not hypothetical 
or academic, but legal and operational.49 

As acknowledged nuclear weapons states under 
the protocols of the nuclear NPT, the United States 
and Russia (among others) are required to engage in 
nuclear arms reductions and arms limitation. Opera-
tionally, the United States and Russia have the larg-
est nuclear arsenals, the most experience with nuclear 
force operations, and the most experience in negotiat-
ing nuclear arms control agreements. In short, the con-
nection between U.S.-Russian nuclear arms reductions 
and downstream success in controlling the spread of 
nuclear weapons is explicit, despite the denials of cyn-
ics, nay sayers, and prophets of inevitable nuclear pro-
liferation and doomsday. On the other hand, accept-
ing responsibility for action is not the same thing as 
accomplishing it. The United States and Russia cannot 
necessarily get the rest of the nuclear club to march in 
step with their ambitions, even when Washington and 
Moscow are agreed.
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Data Analysis.

Current and New START accountable U.S. and 
Russian strategic nuclear forces are summarized in 
Table 9-1.

Russia

July 2009 
Old START
launchers

2010  
Actual 

Operationally  
Deployed 
Launchers  

(total launchers)

Ca. 2020 
New START  

operationally 
deployed launchers 
(total launchers)-

estimate

Ca. 2020 New 
START warheads 

(estimate)

ICBMs

SS-25 176 171 0 0

SS-27 Silo 50 50 60 60

SS-27 Road 15 18 27 27

RS-24 85 255

SS-19 120 70 0 0

SS-18 104 59 20 200

Total ICBMs 465 367 192 542

SLBMs

Delta III/  
SS-N-18

6/96 4/64 0 0

Delta IV/  
SS-N-23

6/96 4/64 (6/96) 4/64 256

Typhoon/  
SS-N-20

2/40 0 0 0

Borey/ Bulava 2/36 0 4/64 384

Total SLBMs 268 128 (164) 128 640

Bombers

Tu-160 13 13 13 13

Tu-95MS 63 63 63 63

Total Bombers 76 76 76 76

TOTAL 809 571(603) 396(396) 1258
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United States

Source: Pavel Podvig, “New START Treaty in Numbers,” 
from his blog, Russian strategic nuclear forces, April 9, 2010, avail-
able from russianforces.org/blog/2010/03/new_start_treaty_in_num-
bers.shtml.

Notes:
1. New START counting rules count each bomber as a single 

weapon (warhead) although bombers actually carry more than 
one weapon.

2. Under New START each state is permitted to deploy a max-
imum number of 700 operational launchers and to maintain up to 
100 additional nondeployed launchers.

Table 9-1. Russian and U.S. Strategic Nuclear  
Forces. Past and Projected.

July 2009 
Old START
launchers

2010  
Actual 

Operationally  
Deployed 
Launchers  

(total launchers)

Ca. 2020 
New START  

operationally 
deployed launchers 
(total launchers)-

estimate

Ca. 2020 New 
START warheads 

(estimate)

ICBMs

Minute-man 
III

500 450 350 350

MX 50 0 0 0

Total ICBMs 550 450 350 350

SLBMs

Trident I/C-4 4/96 0 0 0

Trident II/D-5 14/336 12/288 (14/336) 12/288 (14/336) 1152

Total SLBMs 268 288 (336) 288 (336) 1152

Borey/ Bulava 2/36 0 4/64 384

Total SLBMs 268 128 (164) 128 640

Bombers

B-1 47 0 0 0

B-2 18 16 (18) 16 (18) 16

B-52 141 44 (93) 32 (93) 32

Total Bombers 206 60 (111) 48 (111) 48

TOTAL 1188 798 (897) 686 (797) 1550
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Using the numbers in Table 3-1 as points of depar-
ture, we construct hypothetical, but not unrealistic, 
U.S. and Russian strategic nuclear forces for the pe-
riod 2017-2020 that are consistent with New START 
guidelines and related policy statements made by of-
ficials of both states.50 These guidelines include: 

(1) the expectation that both the United States 
and Russia will maintain a triad of strategic nuclear 
launchers, including land-based ICBMs, SLBMs, and 
heavy bombers; 

(2) no limitations on future defenses deployed by 
either side, although a notification and withdrawal 
clause exists that could allow either party to depart 
the treaty for this or other reasons; 

(3) counting rules that underrepresent the num-
bers of weapons deployed on long-range bombers; 

(4) postponement of the issues of stored nuclear 
weapons and their related upload potential; and, 

(5) a two step limitation on the numbers of de-
ployed intercontinental or transoceanic launch-
ers—700 deployed and 100 additional nondeployed.51

Figure 9-1 provides a drawdown curve of second 
strike surviving and retaliating strategic nuclear war-
heads for U.S. forces under New START deployment 
limits of 1,550 weapons for each state.52 Surviving and 
retaliating warheads are calculated under each of four 
operational conditions of alertness and launch readi-
ness: 

(1) forces are on generated alert and launched on 
warning (GEN, LOW); 

(2) forces are on generated alert and ride out the 
attack before retaliating (GEN, ROA); 

(3) forces are on day-to-day alert and launch on 
warning (DAY, LOW); and, 



440

(4) forces are on day to day alert and ride out the 
attack (DAY, ROA). 

The drawdown curve graphs the numbers of total, 
available, alert, surviving, and arriving weapons for 
each operational condition. 

 

Figure 9-1. U.S. Surviving and Retaliating  
Warheads, 1,550 Deployment Limit.

In Figure 9-2, the numbers of surviving and retali-
ating Russian second strike warheads are tabulated 
and depicted for each of the four operational condi-
tions under New START deployment limits of 1,550 
weapons. The graph shows the numbers of total, 
available, alert, surviving, and arriving weapons for 
each operational condition, following the same sche-
matic as shown in Figure 9-1 for U.S. forces.
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Figure 9-2. Russian Surviving and Retaliating  
Warheads, 1,550 Deployment Limit.

A close inspection of Figures 9-1 and 9-2 reveals 
that U.S. and Russian New START-compliant forces 
can easily satisfy requirements for mutual deterrence 
based on assured retaliation. Each, under a variety 
of operational conditions, has sufficient numbers of 
surviving and retaliating warheads to guarantee un-
acceptable societal damage to the first striker. In addi-
tion to this “assured destruction” or “assured retalia-
tion” metric, each side can also provide for additional 
warheads with which to attack nuclear, other forces, 
and command-control systems. The addition of defen-
sive weapons to the equation for both sides does not 
change this picture fundamentally, although it does 
reduce the flexibility of targeting for each side in re-
taliation. 

What happens if the maximum number of strategic 
nuclear weapons permitted for each side is reduced to 



442

1,000 instead of 1,550? In Figures 9-3 and 9-4, the num-
bers of U.S. and Russian second strike surviving and 
retaliating warheads for the four operational condi-
tions outlined in Figures 9-1 and 9-2 are summarized.

Figure 9-3. U.S. Surviving and Retaliating  
Warheads, 1,000 Deployment Limit.

Figure 9-4. Russian Surviving and Retaliating  
Warheads, 1,000 Deployment Limit.
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The results summarized in Figures 9-3 and 9-4 
show that the United States and Russia can, within a 
maximum deployment limit of 1,000 weapons and un-
der almost all conditions of operational alertness and 
launch readiness, provide for the assured destruction-
assured retaliation mission, and then some. Each has 
more than 400 surviving and retaliating weapons un-
der all operational conditions, except for Russia under 
the “worst case” for a retaliator: with the retaliator’s 
forces postured on day-to-day alert, and riding out the 
attack. Neither Russian nor American forces would 
probably be in this condition during the kind of politi-
cal crisis in which the use of nuclear weapons was seri-
ously considered by each side. In addition, the reason 
for the greater degree of symmetry between the two 
sides in outcomes for the 1,000 warhead deployment 
limit, compared to the New START 1,550 maximum, 
lies in the fact that our 1,000 (hypothetical) illustration 
uses a Russian force that is closer in size and quality 
to the U.S. force than is the case in New START. In 
terms of strategic impact, however, this is a distinction 
without a difference. 

Why bother demonstrating what some scholars and 
defense analysts regard as self evident: that the United 
States and Russia have more than enough deployed 
long-range nuclear weapons, currently and prospec-
tively, to maintain stable deterrence and to avoid the 
possibility of a nuclear first strike by the other side? 
The problem is more subtle than the question implies. 
The abstract possibility of a nuclear first strike capabil-
ity by the United States against Russia has been used 
as a bargaining chip in Russian domestic politics by 
disgruntled conservatives in its military, by research-
ers in Russian think tanks, and by Kremlin-supportive 
media sources.53 This constellation of hawkish views 
outside of official Russian ministries, but acting in 
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possible concert with sympathetic Kremlin sources, 
allows the Medvedev-Putin tandem to have it both 
ways. Official channels trumpet the “reset” in U.S.-
Russian relations, while supposedly independent 
hawkish commentators fan the flames of public opin-
ion in defining the United States and NATO as ma-
jor enemies of Russia.54 Nor were doubts about New 
START and further progress in nuclear arms control 
confined to skeptical Russians. During hearings be-
fore the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee in 
May 2010, various Senators expressed doubts about 
New START, including the possibility that it would 
limit future American missile defense options.55 

The first section of this chapter argued that there 
was a direct connection in policy and strategy between 
the bilateral U.S.-Russian nuclear arms reductions and 
the problem of multilateral nonproliferation manage-
ment. If so, could the lower of the two illustrations 
for the U.S.-Russian force limitations, a maximum of 
1,000 deployed warheads for each side, serve as a ba-
sis for organizing a constrained nonproliferation sys-
tem among the existing nuclear weapons states? Let 
us assume that, in this constrained nuclear prolifera-
tion system, Iran is prevented from deploying nuclear 
weapons and North Korean nuclear proliferation is 
rolled back by diplomatic agreement. The remaining 
nuclear weapons states (the United States, Russia, UK, 
France, China, India, Pakistan, and Israel) agree to a 
tiered structure that provides for a maximum of 1,000 
deployed weapons for the United States and for Rus-
sia; a maximum of 500 each for Britain, France, and 
China; and a maximum of 300 for India, Israel, and 
Pakistan. Notional forces are assigned to each of these 
powers in Figure 9-5, and the numbers of second strike 
retaliating warheads provided by each force are esti-
mated in Figure 9-6. These numbers are obviously not 
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intended as predictions of actual forces to be deployed 
by these states in the 2017-20 time frame. Instead, they 
are heuristics to allow for broad comparisons and il-
lustrations of possible second strike survivability un-
der canonical conditions. 

Figure 9-5. Constrained Proliferation Model.
Total Strategic Weapons.

Figure 9-6. Constrained Proliferation Model,
Surviving and Retaliating Weapons.
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The findings in Figure 9-6 show that within a three-
tiered constrained nuclear proliferation system, under 
an umbrella of U.S. and Russian forces each capped 
at 1,000 deployed long-range weapons, it is possible 
(although not guaranteed) to construct a deterrence 
and crisis-stable pyramid if—always the big “if”—ne-
gotiations can produce acceptable bargains, monitor-
ing, and verification can be accomplished with neces-
sary transparency, and those outliers seeking to bash 
their way into the club can be excluded. Is this fair? 
Neither nonproliferation nor any other serious goal in 
international politics is likely to be obtained by means 
that are entirely fair, but a less than entirely fair sys-
tem might still meet the criteria of decision rationality. 
Those criteria include the premise that consensus on 
major points of agreement has been reached across the 
boundaries of diverse state interests and priorities. 

In addition, trade-offs and side payments to reach 
that consensus should not leave any nuclear armed 
state in a constrained proliferation system with in-
centives for cheating on the agreed numbers or, even 
worse, for overturning the entire structure in favor of 
nuclear adventurism. No arrangement of numbers can 
restrict the elbow room of states and their leaders to 
do harm, or good, based on domestic political motives 
and the structure of the international system. Arms 
control cannot substitute for politics; it can only take 
advantage of favorable political climates to reduce the 
probability of war or the disutility of war, if it occurs.56 
In the case of nuclear war or nuclear weapons spread, 
the avoidance is to be preferred to the alternatives.



447

CONCLUSION

New START and other manifestations of U.S.-
Russian nuclear arms control are embedded in (at 
least) three overlapping levels of conceptual analysis. 
The first level is the need for reconceptualization of 
geostrategic space, especially Euro-strategic space, in 
order to extend the concept of a “European” security 
community from the Atlantic to the Urals, and from 
Svalbard to Sinope. This truly transcontinental secu-
rity space must be approached by the United States, 
Russia, and NATO as a positive-sum policy and strate-
gy game, instead of zero-sum competition. Cooperative 
security is an empty vessel without active collaborative 
security procedures and institutions to support it—as 
recent arms control experience has shown. Movement 
from cooperative into collaborative security will re-
quire persistent policymakers who are determined to 
overcome bureaucratic inertia in Washington, Mos-
cow, and Brussels. 

The second level of analysis involves the neces-
sary transformation in foreign policy orientations on 
the part of the United States, NATO, and Russia. The 
United States needs to discard its recent excursions 
into unilateralism, preemptive military doctrines, and 
omnivorous statements of foreign policy objectives, 
based on an oxymoronic cocktail of liberal interna-
tionalism and neoconservatism. Instead, the United 
States should pursue its traditional policy of being 
an “offshore balancer,” supplemented by preemp-
tive leadership for (multilateral) conflict prevention 
and management, supported by America’s unique 
capabilities for systems integration and global mili-
tary reach. Russia needs to adjust its military DNA to 
a world in which NATO is part of the solution, not 
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the problem, from a Russian perspective: cooperation 
on missile defenses would be a step in this direction. 
NATO needs to adjust its near term goals, away from 
the acquisition of additional territories and dependen-
cies (read: Ukraine and Georgia) and toward a “Great 
Northern Alliance” concept that includes Russia as a 
security partner, if not a member. 

The third level of analysis, derivative of the first 
two, is further Russian-American movement on nu-
clear arms reductions, with the potential for spillover 
into nonproliferation. Will the New START agreement, 
once ratified and brought into force lead necessarily, 
or inevitably, to progress on nuclear nonproliferation 
under the leadership of Moscow and Washington? A 
great deal depends on the priorities placed by each 
side on nonproliferation, compared to other foreign 
policy issues.57 The United States and Russia can do 
little without cooperation from other nuclear weapons 
states, especially the other permanent members of the 
UN Security Council (P-5): the UK, France, and China. 
Iran and North Korea are imminent test cases for the 
viability of the current nuclear nonproliferation re-
gime, but even the most favorable outcomes in these 
cases do not preclude other challenges.58 Regardless 
the trials and tribulations of interstate proliferation, 
nonstate actors, especially terrorists, present addition-
al challenges guaranteeing sleepless nights.
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CHAPTER 10

RUSSIA’S NUCLEAR POSTURE AND THE
THREAT THAT DARE NOT SPEAK ITS NAME1

Jacob W. Kipp

The overwhelming focus of the limited Western 
writings on the contemporary Russian military and its 
nuclear forces is predominantly European. This exists 
in spite of the fact that Russia under Vladimir Putin 
and Dmitri Medvedev has proclaimed itself a Eurasian 
power. Western commentary on the Russo-Georgian 
Conflict of August 2008 highlights this tendency. The 
conflict in this context becomes about Georgia’s desire 
to join the West via membership in the North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization (NATO) and Russia’s military 
response—although aimed at the Georgian govern-
ment under President Mikhail Saakashvilli and the 
Georgian Armed Forces—intended to undermine U.S. 
and NATO interests in Europe.2 The same can be said 
about the Obama administration’s “reset” of U.S.-Rus-
sian relations and the emphasis placed upon reaching 
an agreement on offensive nuclear forces, which are 
a legacy of the militarized Cold War confrontation in 
Europe. Obama’s address in Prague in 2009 spoke of 
the promise of a “global zero” for nuclear weapons, 
but the approach to Russia focused upon strategic of-
fensive nuclear forces to the exclusion of tactical and 
theater nuclear arms. The language of the treaty stress-
es measures to ensure strategic stability between the 
two signatories, even as the global security environ-
ment has moved from bipolar, through unipolar to an 
emerging multipolar system. The recently published 
National Security Strategy does seem to recognize this 



460

multipolar context and speaks of Russia as a regional 
partner along with China, India, and other “increas-
ingly influential nations” such as Brazil, South Africa, 
and Indonesia.3 The document speaks of Russia as a 
partner for the United States in Europe and Asia in 
the context of fighting terrorism and providing stabil-
ity for Afghanistan but not in terms of larger Asian 
security themes, leaving the impression that the White 
House does not envision an Asian dimension to the 
partnership.4 

Indeed, while the post-Cold War world has moved 
from a bipolar system, through a unipolar one, to mul-
tipolarity, the U.S.-Russian security dialogue has been 
remarkably Euro-centric, whether it was about strate-
gic partnership, NATO-Russian cooperation, Russian 
hostility to NATO expansion and out-of-area opera-
tions, or the U.S. deployment of anti-ballistic missile 
(ABM) assets into Central Europe.5 In fact, this silence 
in the West can be put at Moscow’s own door. Only 
this spring, a group of NATO “elders” visited Moscow 
to discuss NATO’s new “Strategic Concept” shortly 
after the publication of Russia’s new Military Doctrine, 
which had once again treated NATO as a “danger and 
threat” because of the actions it had taken on the pe-
riphery of Russia, including NATO expansion.6 Dur-
ing the conversations led by former U.S. Secretary of 
State Madeleine Albright and the Vice Chair of the 
Expert Group, Jeroen van der Veer, the former Chief 
Executive Officer (CEO) of Royal Dutch Shell, the 
“elders” had asked the Russian officials and scholars 
with whom they met about Russian perceptions of the 
growing power and influence of the People’s Repub-
lic of China (PRC). The official and unofficial Russian 
response was a studied silence. The conversation did 
not transcend the issues dividing Russian and NATO 
perspectives on European security.7 
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Russian foreign policy commentary on Chinese-
Russian relations continues to stress the elements of 
partnership comprise the interests of the two states in 
multipolarity to counter American hegemony, even as 
U.S. policy under Obama has stressed international en-
gagement and a “reset” with Russia, and even though 
neither Moscow nor Beijing desired that the Shang-
hai Cooperation Organization (SCO) would become 
an anti-Western military alliance. The only negative 
point made by Aleksandr Lukin in an assessment of 
those bilateral relations was that China would, from 
time to time, encourage Russia to take anti-Western 
actions that China itself would not do.8 Two Canadian 
scholars in a recent review of Sino-Russian relations 
concluded that the “strategic partnership” between 
Moscow and Beijing was based on realpolitik focused 
on countering U.S. influence and the scholars did not 
see any prospect for a deepening relationship in the 
short- or mid-term future because of the continuing 
distrust between China and Russia.9 Western observ-
ers have seen more tension between Russia and China 
in Central Asia. Jeffrey Mankoff and Leland R. Miller 
have written of the bilateral competition between 
China and Russia, thereby affording the United States 
more room to maneuver politically and economically 
in that region.10 

Some Russian authors have raised an alarm over 
an emerging security challenge to Russia’s Far East 
from a Chinese military that already has the marks of a 
military superpower in comparison with Russia’s own 
conventional forces. Aleksandr’ Khramchikhin spoke 
of a Chinese military that combined mass and modern 
technology deployed along Russia’s eastern frontiers 
at a time when it was evident that China no longer had 
to contemplate using military force to regain Taiwan.11 
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For well over 2 decades, Soviet and Russian military 
planners have looked upon tactical nuclear forces as 
the ultimate guarantor of Russian security in the East. 
For the last 15 years, the national political and military 
elite have been agreed that there was no conventional 
military threat from China, because of improved re-
lations. But that situation has been changing rapidly 
over the last several years. Indeed, even as Russia’s 
Ministry of Defense and General Staff prepare to con-
duct a strategic-operational exercise this summer, 
Vostok-2010, there has been remarkable silence on the 
exercise’s scenario.12

The issue of advanced Chinese conventional ca-
pabilities has forced a reconsideration of Moscow’s 
military response. These tensions, in conjunction with 
other emerging military transformations among non-
European nuclear powers, should highlight the dif-
ficulties associated with stability outside of the main 
European framework, which become even more com-
plex in Russia’s Asian frontiers. Nuclear disarmament, 
which does address the military-technical revolution 
associated with advanced conventional weapons, in-
formatization, and network-centric warfare will not 
address the much more complicated role that nuclear 
weapons will be expected to play as an instrument of 
theater deterrence.

In this context, Russia’s nuclear arsenal remains, 
however, a key variable in Eurasian security. At pres-
ent, that arsenal is estimated to be significantly smaller 
than the 40,000 that existed at the end of the Cold War, 
but is certainly in excess of 14,000 weapons, including 
3,113 strategic warheads and 2,079 nonstrategic war-
heads deployed and another 8,000 in storage or wait-
ing to be dismantled as of 2008.13 A significant portion 
of these are stored east of the Urals and form a ma-
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jor component of Russia’s geostrategic posture in the 
non-European strategic axes which include the Cau-
casus, Central Asia, Siberia, the Russian Far East, and 
the Arctic.14 With regard to Asian security, the nuclear 
weapons deployed and stored in the Siberian Federal 
and the Far Eastern Federal Okrugs form the basis of 
Russia’s theater nuclear forces. These forces include 
the nuclear weapons of the Russian Pacific Fleet, Air 
Force, Strategic Rocket Forces, and the Army.15 The 
theater role that these forces will play in case of armed 
conflict with the PRC has been candidly described by 
Aleksandr Khramchikhin.16

At present, the Russian Ministry of Defense and 
the General Staff are in the process of redefining those 
strategic axes, and they are reducing the number of 
military districts from six to four, and they are cre-
ating operational-strategic commands in each. They 
include: the Western, covering Europe with its head-
quarters in St. Petersburg; the Southern, covering the 
Black Sea, Caucasus, and Caspian with its headquar-
ters in Rostov-on-Don; the Central, covering Central 
Asia with its headquarters in Yekaterinburg; and the 
Eastern, covering the Far East and Pacific Ocean with 
its headquarters in Khabarovsk. This concept was 
tested in conjunction with Vostok-2010, a major ex-
ercise in Siberia that the Russian Far East Command 
conducted in late June and early July.17 Since 1999, 
Russia has conducted operational-strategic exercises 
dealing with its western strategic direction on a regu-
lar basis. Those exercises have included the first use of 
nuclear weapons to de-escalate and bring about con-
flict termination in a scenario involving a conventional 
attack upon Russia from the West by coalition forces 
that enjoy tactical-technical qualitative superiority 
over Russian conventional forces. The limited nuclear 
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strikes seemed to have been designed to disrupt com-
mand, control, communications, computers, and intel-
ligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (C4ISR) and 
precision strike capabilities of the aggressor forces in 
order to halt the attack.18 Vostok-2010 was the first to 
address the Eastern strategic direction and has been 
associated with the implementation of the military 
“new look” championed by Minister of Defense Ana-
toly Serdyukov and Chief of the General Staff General 
Nikolai Makarov as part of the transformation of the 
Russian military into a brigade-centric force, capable 
of conducting advanced conventional operations and 
network-centric warfare.19 As one of the Russian re-
formers described the “new look,” it was a gamble on 
the nature of the future war, which the Russian Army 
would face.20 

The motivation behind this shift in direction is not 
military-technological development in the West but 
a deep reappraisal of the security situation in Rus-
sian Siberia and the Far East. In an article devoted to 
Russia’s “Eastern Vector,” General Makhmut Gareev 
pointed to the emergence of NATO as a global secu-
rity organization with a footprint in Central Asia as a 
result of the Afghan War, and he predicted that there 
will be rising tensions between a U.S.-led NATO and 
the PRC. While he focused on NATO’s nonmilitary 
means of exerting influence, particularly on the model 
of the “color revolutions” in Ukraine and Georgia that 
had brought regimes hostile to Russia to power, his 
primary focus was on the unleashing of armed conflict 
in regions where Russia was lacking in combat poten-
tial, especially combat readiness.21 Gareev returned to 
the theme of combat readiness in a follow-on article 
about lessons learned from the Great Patriotic War. 
In addition to citing the surprise attack of Nazi Ger-
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many in 1941, Gareev pointed to the outbreak of local 
fighting between the Soviet Union and the PRC along 
the Amur River in 1969 that forced the mobilization 
of an entire military district. He also noted the risks 
involved when national political leadership did not 
appreciate the military-political situation they were 
addressing when they ordered the use of force. Ga-
reev drew attention to the decision to intervene mili-
tarily in Afghanistan in 1979 and the decision to inter-
vene in Chechnya in 1994. In both Afghanistan and 
Chechnya, the governments blundered into wars that 
they did not want, because they failed to understand 
the implied tasks that followed from the initial order 
and failed in their political guidance to take into ac-
count the real situation on the ground. The relevance 
of these lessons from all four conflicts is the nature of 
the true connection between politics and strategy:

The final and decisive word belongs to the political 
leadership but in the working out of the most impor-
tant military-political decisions, military professionals 
and other specialists must take part, otherwise policy 
will not apply to the real life. And the main point is that 
politicians and diplomats are obliged to create favor-
able conditions for the actions of the Armed Forces.22 

On the issue of “new look,” Gareev endorsed its 
content, i.e., the creation of precision-strike weapons 
and the necessary technological base to support the 
conduct of network-centric warfare. At the same time, 
he called for the working out and implementation of a 
more active and decisive strategy, and operational art, 
and tactics so as to impose upon the enemy those ac-
tions, including contact warfare, which he most seeks 
to avoid. 23 In this regard, combat readiness becomes 
one of the primary concerns of military profession-
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als, since combat potential, when not linked to actual 
combat readiness, can create a false appreciation of the 
military power available. Here the nation’s capacity to 
mobilize additional military power defines its ability 
to manage the escalation of a local conflict toward a 
decision in keeping with national interests.24 

This is supposed to be the exact focus of 
Vostok-2010.25 The “new look” military, which the 
Ministry of Defense has set out to create via a brigade-
based ground force capable of launching precision 
strikes and conducting network-centric warfare fac-
es a particular challenge in Siberia and the Far East, 
where Chinese military modernization has moved the 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) from a mass indus-
trial army built to fight people’s war to that of an army 
seeking to rearm itself as an advanced conventional 
force and to conduct their own version of network-
centric warfare. A year ago, informed Russian defense 
journalists still spoke of the PLA as a mass industrial 
army seeking niche advanced conventional capabili-
ties. Looking at the threat environment that was as-
sumed to exist under Zapad 2009, defense journalist 
Dmitri Litovkin spoke of Russian forces confronting 
three distinct types of military threats: 

…an opponent armed to NATO standards in the Geor-
gian-Russian confrontation over South Ossetia last 
year. In the eastern strategic direction Russian forces 
would likely face a multi-million-man army with a 
traditional approach to the conduct of combat: linear 
deployments with large concentrations of manpower 
and firepower on different axes. In the southern strate-
gic direction, Russian forces expect to confront irregu-
lar forces and sabotage groups fighting a partisan war 
against ’the organs of Federal authority,’ i.e., internal 
troops, the border patrol, and the Russian Federal Se-
curity Service (FSB).26 
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By the spring of 2009, a number of those involved 
in bringing about the “new look” were speaking of 
a PLA that was moving rapidly towards a high-tech 
conventional force with its own understanding of net-
work-centric warfare.27 Moreover, the PLA conducted 
a major exercise, “Stride-2009,” which looked to some 
Russian observers like a rehearsal for military inter-
vention against Central Asia and/or Russia.28

Speaking about the deployment of two newly-
organized brigades along the Russian-Chinese border 
on the Irkutsk-Chita Axis, Lieutenant-General Vladi-
mir Valentinovich Chirkin, the recently appointed 
commander of the Siberian Military District, stated 
that the brigades were deployed there to counter the 
presence of five PLA combined arms armies across the 
border. From 2003 to 2007, Chirkin commanded an 
army in the Siberian military district. On the rationale 
for the deployment, Chirkin stated: “We are obligated 
to keep troops there because on the other side of the 
order are five Chinese armies, and we cannot ignore 
that operational direction.” He added that the Min-
istry of Defense intended to develop an army head-
quarters for command and control of the brigades.29 
In a related report, Chirkin described the PLA forces 
across the border as composed of three divisions and 
10 tank, mechanized, and infantry brigades, which he 
described as not little, but also “not a strike force.” As 
to the role of the new brigades, Chirkin put them as 
part of a deterrent force aimed as friendly reminder to 
the PRC that: “. . . despite the friendly relations with 
China, our army command understands that friend-
ship is possible only with strong countries, that is 
whose (sic) who can quiet a friend down with a con-
ventional or nuclear club.”30 
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The gamble on the nature of future war described 
by Aleksandr’ Kondrat’ev in supporting the develop-
ment of network-centric warfare capabilities, comes 
down to the issue of Russia’s capacity to arm, create, 
train, deploy, and keep combat ready forces capable 
of conducting advanced conventional warfare. In the 
absence of such forces, the deterrence equation is re-
duced to the credibility of the nuclear option for de-
terring conventional attacks. Given the economic and 
demographic realities of Siberia and the Russian Far 
East, Russia seeks by non-military means to preclude 
the emergence of a Chinese military threat. However, 
Russian observes also are aware of the fact that an im-
minent military threat from Beijing can emerge out of 
regional instability, which is beyond Russia’s unilat-
eral means to control.

As the most recent Russian Military Doctrine of 2010 
states, nuclear weapons remain the primary instru-
ment for deterrence against both nuclear and conven-
tional attacks upon Russia and in defense of Russian 
interests, territorial integrity, and sovereignty.31 The 
doctrine does not explicitly state that Russia will use 
nuclear weapons in a preemptive attack against such 
threats, as had been discussed by senior members of 
the Security Council in the fall of 2009, but leaves the 
decision to use such weapons in the hands of the Pres-
ident of the Russian Federation. The context of use, 
however, is defined by the nature of the challenges 
and threats that Russia faces across Eurasia. A second 
classified document, “The Foundations of State Policy 
in the Area of Nuclear Deterrence to 2020,” which was 
issued at the same time as the Military Doctrine, has had 
portions leaked to the mass media. These describe two 
types of threats that could lead to the use of nuclear 
weapons: 1) attacks upon vital economic and political 
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structures, early warning systems, national command 
and control, and nuclear weapons systems, which fits 
a U.S.-led NATO threat involving conventional forces 
cable of conducting global strikes against such targets; 
and 2) during an invasion by an enemy’s ground units 
onto Russian territory if Russia’s Armed Forces are 
incapable of stopping the enemy progress and it pen-
etrates deep into the country through conventional 
means of waging war, which fits more closely with an 
assault by the PLA against the Russian Far East.32

The first concept resembles one popularized by 
General-Major Vladimir Slipchenko in his discussions 
of sixth-generation warfare and no-contact warfare on 
the model of NATO’s campaign against Kosovo, but 
applied on a global scale.33 Slipchenko speculated on 
the use of long-range precision-strike systems for at-
tacks upon enemy economic, administrative, and mili-
tary infrastructure. The second concept, which was not 
contained in the 2000 version of Russian Military Doc-
trine is quite new and reflects what the Russian mili-
tary recognizes is an emerging threat from the PRC. 
In a polemic with Slipchenko in 2005, General Gareev 
discussed such a conflict which would require the 
development of a mass mobilization base to conduct 
a protracted war, which employed precision-strike 
systems, but did not achieve annihilation of the op-
ponent’s forces.34 Both Slipchenko and Gareev agreed 
that nuclear deterrence had become self-deterrence in 
the post-Cold War era.
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FACING WEST AND EAST

For Russia, which inherited the Soviet nuclear ar-
senal, but has faced a serious change in its internation-
al position, the nuclear equation is, in fact, shaped by 
Russia’s status as a regional power in a complex Eur-
asian security environment, where nuclear issues are 
not defined exclusively by the U.S.-Russian strategic 
nuclear equation but by security dynamics involving 
interactions with Russia’s immediate periphery. On 
the one hand, Russia’s security responses have been 
shaped by a post-Soviet decade of sharp internal polit-
ical crises, economic transformation, social instability, 
demographic decline, and the collapse of conventional 
military power. The impact of these developments has 
been uneven across Russia, leading to very distinct se-
curity environments, which have demanded regional 
responses. The initial focus of security concerns for 
both the Soviet Union and the Russian Federation 
was primarily upon European security. This was the 
primary focus of the U.S.-Soviet strategic competition 
and the place where its militarization was most evi-
dent.

The end of the Cold War began with the attempt 
to reform the Soviet system under Mikhail Gorbachev 
by means of perestroika and glasnost and embraced the 
idea of getting time and space for reform by removing 
the ideological roots of East-West confrontation from 
Europe. As presented by Aleksandr Yakovlev, one of 
Gorbachev’s key advisors, the policy involved the re-
moval of the primary driver of East-West conflict, the 
military confrontation between NATO and the War-
saw Treaty Organization (WTO).35 Demilitarization 
of the Cold War in Europe and Soviet military disen-
gagement from international conflicts, especially Af-
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ghanistan, were part of an effort to save a system that 
had lost the capacity to innovate and only survived on 
the basis of bureaucratic inertia and coercion. Reform 
risked both domestic and international complica-
tions.36 In Europe, the first real indicator of successful 
demilitarization was the Intermediate Range Nuclear 
Forces (INF) Treaty of 1987 which abolished entire 
classes of intermediate-range nuclear forces with 
operational-strategic impact on the European the-
ater, followed by moves under the Organization for 
Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) toward 
greater military transparency, and was then consum-
mated by the Conventional Forces in Europe Treaty 
of 1990 which set limits on forward deployed conven-
tional forces in Central Europe and on its flanks from 
the Atlantic to the Urals.37 

Political developments, however, made this se-
curity regime obsolete when the Velvet Revolutions 
of 1989 replaced governments allied with the Soviet 
Union and led to the abolition of the WTO in Decem-
ber 1991. In the meantime, political discontent and ris-
ing nationalism within the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (USSR) undermined Gorbachev’s program 
of gradual reform and led to a confrontation between 
hardliners opposed to further reform and nationalists 
calling for both the abolition of Soviet power and the 
end of the Soviet Union. Boris Yeltsin, elected Presi-
dent of the Russian Socialist Federal Soviet Republic 
(RSFSR) in June 1991, became the spokesman for na-
tional democratic opposition to the existing Soviet or-
der. The attempted coup by hardliners in August 1991 
failed, and Boris Yeltsin emerged as leader of a Russian 
Federation that was willing to see the Soviet Union 
abolished, which occurred on December 31, 1991. In 
a matter of months, the Cold War bilateral interna-
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tional system had shifted to a unipolar order domi-
nated by a U.S.-led Atlantic-European community. 
The Russian Federation found itself dealing with the 
dismemberment of the Soviet Union and the regath-
ering of the Soviet nuclear arsenal under its control 
and preventing the proliferation of nuclear weapons, 
fissionable materials, and nuclear weapons expertise, 
a policy supported by the George H.W. Bush and Bill 
Clinton administrations. Hope of a strategic partner-
ship, which flourished in Washington and Moscow in 
the early 1990s, was cooling by the second half of the 
decade. 

On the other hand, the emergence of the United 
States as the sole superpower put a distinct complica-
tion in Russia’s responses to these regional issues and 
led to efforts to cultivate the creation of a multipolar 
counterbalance to U.S. influence. As framed by For-
eign Minister Evgenii Primakov, the new order was 
supposed to rest on cooperation among Moscow, Bei-
jing, and New Delhi to balance Washington’s global 
influence. Neither New Delhi nor Beijing endorsed a 
policy of trilateral balancing, but Moscow and Beijing 
did move towards a de facto security system with 
the signing of the five-power Treaty on Deepening 
Military Trust in Border Regions in 1996. The agree-
ment, a part of the relaxation of tensions associated 
with the end of the Cold War, was seen in Moscow 
as the foundation for balancing in a relatively benign 
environment in Central Asia and the Far East. Rus-
sia embraced arms sales to the PRC as a desperation 
measure to keep its own military industrial complex 
from complete collapse. In the absence of domestic 
orders, foreign sales kept design bureaus and produc-
tion facilities operational. A case in point was the sale 
of Su-27M fighters to the PRC in 1992, which kept the 
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design bureau in Moscow and the production plant at 
Komsomosk-na-Amur open.38 Russia did not see the 
PRC as an immediate military threat. Consequently, 
it was interested in reducing its own forces deployed 
in the Far East, and was most concerned with averting 
the total collapse of its defense industry. Primakov’s 
vision of a trilateral balancing mechanism among 
Moscow, Beijing, and New Delhi did not depend upon 
arms sales, but it provided geopolitical justification 
for such sales to China and India. Primakov’s vision 
assumed relatively stable and benign relations among 
all three actors would exist.39

 The Putin decade of recovery, which began in 1999 
and still continues under the Medvedev-Putin Tan-
dem, was marked by a significant economic recovery, 
internal stability, state recentralization, and until very 
recently only marginal improvements in conventional 
military power. For much of the decade, favorable oil 
and gas prices allowed Russia to practice Putin’s own 
brand of energy diplomacy across Eurasia by cultivat-
ing supplier-consumer relations with major powers, 
while exercising energy discipline with the states on 
its own periphery.40 The decade began with a fun-
damental shift in the content of the Russian security 
relationship in Asia. The point of departure was the 
disillusionment with Euro-Atlantic engagement after 
NATO expansion and the NATO-conducted air cam-
paign against Yugoslavia and in the face of Russia’s 
vigorous objections to military actions undertaken 
without a mandate from the United Nations Security 
Council (UNSC). At the same time, deteriorating se-
curity in the Caucasus and Central Asia invoked the 
need to create a new security regime to cover Asiatic 
Russia.41 On the one hand, renewed war in Chechnya 
raised the prospect of increased involvement by radi-
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cal Islamic elements there and across the Caucasus. In 
Central Asia, the spread of Islamic radicalism by the 
Taliban out of Afghanistan had called into question 
the existing security structures provided by the Com-
monwealth of Independent States (CIS). Russia, which 
had intervened in the Tajik civil war of 1992-97 and 
helped with the United States to broker a peace settle-
ment there, now found itself faced by a more general 
regional Islamic threat, which had actually helped to 
drive the opposing Tajik factions into cooperation. 
That threat was the spread of jihad from Afghanistan 
into Central Asia. The PRC, which faced its own Is-
lamic separatist threat among the Uyghur population, 
which made up a large percentage of the population 
in Xinjiang, China’s frontier region with Central Asia, 
had its own reasons to support collective security ar-
rangements in the late 1990s. 

In this context, in 2001, Russia joined with four 
other Central Asian states (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan), and China to form the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) with an 
expressed mandate to cooperate against “terrorism, 
separatism, and extremism.”42 In addition to this re-
gional security function, the SCO also became a ve-
hicle for Moscow and Beijing to express their concerns 
over U.S. hegemony in the international system and 
to create a counterweight to NATO as the alliance 
moved more actively into out-of-area operations af-
fecting Central Asia, especially after its intervention 
in Afghanistan and the U.S. development of bases in 
the region, especially Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan. 
The tensions became particularly acute after the U.S. 
intervention in Iraq when it appeared that the United 
States was planning for a long-term presence in both 
Iraq and Afghanistan. The acquisitions of nuclear 
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weapons by India and Pakistan in 1998 had intensi-
fied the India-Pakistan conflict and brought with it the 
possibility of a new “great game” in Central and South 
Asia, played by nuclear armed states and increasing 
tensions among Moscow, Beijing, and New Delhi with 
the United States and NATO—were directly engaged 
in Afghanistan.43 

For most of the decade, Russian official literature 
discussing foreign policy, national security strategy, 
and military doctrine focused upon the United States 
and NATO as the chief sources of challenges and 
threats to Russian national security, with secondary 
attention given to internal sources of instability (ex-
tremism and separatism) and to international terror-
ism. This official position masked what were develop-
ing concerns regarding the security of its own Eastern 
Siberian and Far Eastern domains. Those security con-
cerns are rooted in Russia’s historical experience with 
this distant and relatively isolated territory.

Russian Cossacks pushed into the Far East in 
the mid-17th century, and a network of settlements 
spread. These remotes lands were more connected 
with Moscow by sea than by land, with the Russian 
Navy maintaining a nominal presence to enforce Rus-
sian claims. The integration of these regions into Im-
perial Russia took a quantum leap in the last decade 
of the 19th century with the construction of the Trans-
Siberian railroad under the leadership of the Minister 
of Finances Sergei Witte. Witte saw the railroad as 
the key to the Russian development of Siberia and as 
access to the Chinese market. However, before those 
benefits could be reaped, Russia found itself drawn 
into imperial rivalries over Manchuria and Korea, 
leading to war with Japan and defeat. During the war, 
the railroad became the chief means of Russian strate-
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gic mobility and underscored the need for the devel-
opment of more infrastructure in Eastern Siberia and 
in the Far East. But the tsarist regime collapsed in the 
course of another war, and foreign powers (the United 
States and Japan) found it easy to intervene there dur-
ing the Russian civil war, which followed the Bolshe-
vik seizure of power and the decision to make peace 
with the Central Powers. Bolshevik power was slow 
to consolidate its control in the Far East, which did not 
come until 1922, when the Japanese military withdrew 
and the Far Eastern Republic, which had served as a 
buffer between Soviet territory and the Japanese zone 
of occupation, was abolished. 

Under Joseph Stalin, there was a major effort at de-
veloping the Soviet Far East, which included the mo-
bilization of the Komsomol (young communist) cadre 
to set up new settlements; the creation of vast min-
ing and forestry projects under the Russian People’s 
Commissariat of Internal Affairs (NKVD); and, com-
posing the islands in the Gulag Archipelago. After the 
Japanese occupation of Manchuria in 1931, intensive 
efforts were made to strengthen the defenses of the 
Soviet Far East and the Mongolian People’s Republic, 
an ally of the Soviet Union from its establishment in 
1924. Soviet forces fought limited border engagements 
with the Japanese Kwantung Army in 1938 at Lake 
Khasan , near Vladivostok, and at Khalkhin-Gol in the 
Manchuko-Mongolian border in 1939. During World 
War II, the Soviet Far East was the arrival point for 
lend-lease materials from the United States—shipped 
on Soviet-flagged ships—and served as the staging 
area for the Soviet offensive of August 1945 which an-
nounced Soviet entry into the war against Japan and 
led to the Soviet occupation of Manchuria and North 
Korea and the seizure of the southern Sakhalin and the 
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Kuril islands. In both Manchuria and North Korea, the 
Soviet military presence facilitated the establishment 
of local Communist regimes. In the postwar period, 
the Soviet Far East continued to be a major part of the 
Gulag until Stalin’s death and the dismantling of the 
camp system. 

During the Cold War, the Soviet Far East was the 
staging area for support to North Korean and Chinese 
Communist forces engaged in the Korean War. With 
the emergence of the Sino-Soviet conflict and espe-
cially after the border incidents with China in 1969, 
the Far East became a military bastion and remained 
so until the collapse of the USSR. In the decade that 
followed the collapse of the USSR, the Russian Far 
East experienced demographic decline and economic 
crisis, from which it began a slow recovery. The re-
gion has endured an energy crisis, criminality, and 
corruption. Tensions between Moscow and the Far 
East grew sharp with the global economic downturn 
and the decline in world energy prices, particularly 
when Moscow sought to impose a tariff on imported 
automobiles, which had been a thriving business in 
Vladivostok. In December 2008, local protestors took 
to the streets under the slogan: “Authorities: Raise the 
Standard of Living, not the Tariff.” They were met 
by Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD) riot police sent 
from Moscow to restore order by applying their ba-
tons to the demonstrators’ bodies.44

In part, these crises were a legacy of the collapse 
of the Soviet system, which had treated those regions 
as the forward bastions of its security in the context 
of deteriorating relations with the PRC. Moscow had 
invested heavily in maintaining a military presence 
and infrastructure in the region, including the Baikal-
Amur Main Line (Magistral), which was to provide 
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the transportation infrastructure to give the region 
strategic depth for defense but was never completed. 
With the collapse of the Soviet Union, that military in-
frastructure was allowed to decay, since Moscow had 
no resources to fund it. In the absence of continuing 
investment credits, Moscow granted the regions local 
self-government and looked to economic transforma-
tion on the basis of international trade to revive the 
area. There was much hope expressed in Moscow that 
Japanese capital, Chinese workers, and Russian raw 
materials would make the Russian Far East into a part 
of the dynamic Asia-Pacific economy. Instead, the Far 
East saw a radical decline in population (7.9 million in 
1989) and economic activity, leading to a total popula-
tion in the Far East of 6.7 million by the 2002 census 
and making the region one of the most under-populat-
ed regions in the world in terms of persons per square 
mile. In fact, however, most of the population in the 
Russian Far East is concentrated in a 90-mile belt of 
settlement from Chita in the West to Vladivostok on 
the Pacific with the Trans-Siberian Railroad providing 
the single corridor for transregional transportation 
through it. Russia did move to resolve border disputes 
with the PRC under President Boris Yeltsin, which led 
to a general agreement in 1995 but left the settlement of 
conflicting claims over certain strategic islands in the 
areas of Chita and Khabarovsk unresolved. In 2005, 
these issues were resolved with the transfer of about 
half the disputed territory to China. In spite of the 
fact that islands near Khabarovsk were directly across 
from this major Russian city and defense center, mili-
tary authorities downplayed any military threat to the 
city, although the Border Guards did express concern 
about possible illegal immigration.45 In the general cli-
mate of improved Sino-Russian relations, no military 
threat seemed to exist. 
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There were, of course, all sorts of concerns about il-
legal Chinese settlers coming into the Far East. Viktor 
Ishaev, the Governor of Khabarovsk Krai from 1991 
to 2009, repeatedly raised the issue of Chinese migra-
tion into the region as part of plan for the “peaceful 
capture” of the Russian Far East.46 But unlike under 
Yeltsin, a stronger central government was able to 
keep local problems and perceptions from impacting 
the conduct of bilateral relations. Likewise, pertaining 
to nuclear issues, if the great concern had been region-
alism and the actions of local officials in regard to sup-
porting and protecting existing nuclear infrastructure 
from decay, criminal penetration, and incompetent 
management in the 1990s, when the center was weak 
under Putin, the center reestablished control and co-
opted local political leaders to the center’s interests, 
reducing the risks of crisis between the center and the 
Far Eastern periphery.47 Putin’s strategy, which has 
continued under President Medvedev, was to seek to 
bring about the economic integration of Russia into 
the global economic processes that have turned Asia 
into an engine of globalization. Russia has formally 
engaged with regional organizations such as the Asia-
Pacific Economic Council (APEC), which it joined in 
1998, and fostered a partnership with the Association 
of Southeastern Asian Nations (ASEAN). However, 
Russia has not achieved its goals as of 2010.

In the Far East, Russia’s primary gamble was on the 
prospect of good relations with China. Until to 2009, 
China was consistently described as Russia’s strategic 
partner, the primary engine of Asia’s economic trans-
formation and growing global influence. Russia was 
to serve as a source of advanced military technology 
and raw materials and to provide China with a stable 
rear supporting its international position.48 No men-
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tion of China as a strategic threat came from official 
sources, although commentators might worry about a 
yellow peril of Chinese settlers in the Far East or com-
plain of Chinese goods driving out domestic products 
in local markets. Konstantin Pulikovsky, a former 
general and President Putin’s envoy to the Far Eastern 
Federal Okrug from 2000 to 2009, spoke of Chinese 
investment as vital to the future of the region.49 Rus-
sia’s residual influence in North Korea had declined 
rapidly after the collapse of the Soviet Union as the 
issue of North Korean nuclear weapons development 
emerged. In 2000, President Putin invited Kim Jong Il 
to visit Russia, which he did in the summer of 2000. 
Pulikovsky, who accompanied Kim in his rail trip to 
Moscow, became the Russian official with the closest 
ties to Kim Jong Il and appreciated the importance of 
North Korea to Russia’s own security interests and ap-
preciated China’s strongest influence in Pyongyang.50 
After Kim Jong Il’s visit to Russia in 2000, some spoke 
of the personal ties between Kim and President Putin 
as redefining Russian-North Korean relations, but de-
velopments over the rest of the decade confirmed Chi-
na’s greater access and influence during the Six Party 
Talks over North Korea’s nuclear program. Russia’s 
approach to that ongoing crisis has been to support 
its legitimate security interests in Northeast Asia via 
preserving peace and stability on the Korean Penin-
sula.51 In this capacity, Russia has engaged in the Six 
Party Talks. Russia could and did develop economic 
ties with South Korea over the last 2 decades, while 
it kept its limited influence in North Korea. This bal-
ancing has been evident in Moscow’s approach to the 
crisis set off by the sinking of the South Korean patrol 
corvette, the Cheonan, by an acoustic torpedo, which 
an international investigation carried out by U.S. and 
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Australian experts concluded was fired by North Ko-
rean forces.52 What Moscow wants most to avoid is a 
regional crisis becoming an armed conflict and invit-
ing the intervention of other powers, especially the 
United States and the PRC in support of South and 
North Korea.

Over the last 2 decades, Russia has looked to Japa-
nese investment even in the face of the lack of prog-
ress in resolving the territorial dispute over the Ku-
rile Islands, which had kept Japanese-Soviet and now 
Japanese-Russian relations frozen—the Soviet Union 
and then Russia offered a two of four split of the is-
land chain, with Russia retaining the northern and 
Japan getting the southern islands. Japan demanded 
the return of all four islands, which Russia refused. 
Russian energy diplomacy under Putin favored Chi-
nese interests over Japanese. Realists in Moscow saw 
no major movement in Tokyo’s security regime with 
Washington and simply gave a lower priority to the 
improvement of bilateral political relations even 
though Moscow continued to court Japanese invest-
ment in the Russian Far East. Border incidents and 
disputes over fishing rights led to periodic flare-ups 
but no major crisis, so Moscow was willing to keep its 
policy towards Japan in line with that of Beijing. Mos-
cow supported the Six Party Talks but with the clear 
understanding that Beijing had the best leverage with 
Pyongyang. Moscow supported counterproliferation 
initiatives, but has worried that U.S. impatience and/
or North Korea provocations could lead to war and 
greater instability in northeast Asia and even risk a 
Sino-American confrontation. The Russian concern 
about Sino-American conflict grows in conjunction 
with the two major points of contentions between the 
two powers: Taiwan and the Korean peninsula. The 
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concerns have become greater as the conduct of the 
North Korean regime has become more erratic. 

Strategic nuclear weapons loomed very large in 
the Yeltsin era when the strategic arsenal was expect-
ed to play a major political role in assuring that Russia 
would establish and retaining a strategic partnership 
with the United States and obtain a major say in the 
emerging post-Cold War order in Europe. Since 1999, 
Russia has emphasized the deterrent function of its 
strategic nuclear forces, but has focused its posture on 
conflict management to discourage military interven-
tion in Russia’s periphery. For two decades, the Rus-
sian military has placed the likelihood of nuclear war 
at a very low level and has even seen the possibility of 
a general coalition war at a low probability. That be-
ing said, the Russian government has also recognized 
that its immediate periphery is quite unstable, fraught 
with local conflicts that can turn into local wars, and 
lead to foreign military interventions against the na-
tional interests, territorial integrity, and sovereignty 
of Russia. The question of the “near abroad,” a eu-
phemism for the independent states that emerged on 
Russia’s periphery with the breakup of the USSR, has 
been closely tied to Russian national interests, a Rus-
sian sphere of influence, and the protection of Russian 
minorities living in the successor states. Russian in-
tervention in ethnic conflicts in this region has been 
seen by the West as one of the primary areas of conflict 
with Russia, especially in the aftermath of the Russo-
Georgian War of August 2008.53 For Russian leaders, 
the Russo-Georgian conflict revealed a number of 
problems associated with the command and control 
of modern conventional forces, especially the integra-
tion of air-land combat, which became a driver for the 
Ministry of Defense’s “new look.”54 At the same time, 
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however, Chinese military modernization made the 
gamble on strategic partnership less inviting if China 
was intent upon developing large-scale theater war-
fare capabilities that embrace advanced conventional 
weapons and network-centric operations. The default 
military gamble on nonstrategic nuclear forces to de-
ter a remote Chinese threat became less appealing. 
Thus, in June and July, the Russian Military Defense 
and General Staff conducted Vostok-2010 with the 
intent of assessing Russia’s capacity to mobilize and 
deploy its “new look” conventional forces to defeat 
a military intervention against the Russian Far East, 
and tested both the combat capabilities and combat 
readiness of these forces to deal with that threat.55 The 
outcome of that exercise was a major test for the “new 
look” and began the process of redefining the role of 
theater nuclear forces in the Far East from the perspec-
tive of the necessity toward a true second order re-
sponse, giving Moscow the capacity to manage such 
a conflict toward a political solution that does not put 
into risk the territorial integrity of Russia or its sur-
vival as a sovereign state. Continued progress in this 
direction depends upon Russia’s capacity to rearm its 
forces with advanced conventional capabilities, which 
will depend on the adaptability of its military indus-
trial complex, and on its capacity to escape its relative 
geostrategic isolation in the Far East if relations with 
China should deteriorate. 

Vostok-2010 underscored the existing geostrategic 
isolation of Russia in that region, even as the Ministry 
of Defense and the General Staff evaluated Russia’s 
“new look” military. One conspicuous feature of the 
exercise was the description of opposing forces as 
those of “a hypothetical enemy.” Roger McDermott, 
a prominent Western commentator on the “new look” 
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reforms of the Russian military, offered an excellent 
overview of Vostok-2010 as an operational-strategic 
exercise. McDermott correctly pointed to the role of 
the exercise in testing concepts associated with the 
“new look” reforms of the Russian Armed Forces and 
called attention to the testing of the speed of deploy-
ment of brigades, their combat readiness, and their 
capacity to engage in combined arms combat in an 
air-land battle, and their logistical support to sustain 
combat actions. He also noted that while the scenario 
dealt with a wide range of combat actions, including 
anti-piracy, to counterterrorism, the senior military 
leadership, including Chief of the General Staff Gen-
eral Nikolai Makarov, stated that the opponent was 
hypothetical and was not intended to simulate “any 
one country or bloc.” McDermott, however, conclud-
ed that the actual objective of the exercise was a test of 
the defenses of Siberia and the Far East from attack by 
the PLA of China. McDermott raised the very threat 
about which the Russian political and military elite 
could not speak openly.56 To understand this silence, 
one needs to understand the political-military context 
of this exercise. 

Anyone who has been involved in the construction 
of a scenario for a wargame or exercise knows that the 
creation of the documents for the conduct of such an 
operational-strategic exercise involves the creation of 
a road to war, which brings about conflict between the 
contending sides, usually labeled “red” and “blue” 
in the case of Russian war games—with “blue” being 
the color associated with the aggressor forces against 
which Russian “red” forces defend. In the case of the 
“Vostok-2010,” the Russian forces involved in the ex-
ercise were facing a “hypothetical opponent” (uslovnyi 
protivnik). At a press conference at the start of the exer-
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cise, General Makarov stated that: “First I would note 
that this particular exercise, like last years, is not di-
rected against any concrete nation or military-political 
bloc. It has a strictly defense orientation to maintain 
security and defense of the state’s national interests 
along its Far Eastern borders from a hypothetical en-
emy.”57 

Even a hypothetical opponent has to have some 
military capabilities in order to execute acts of aggres-
sion, which bring about the responses of the “red” 
defenders in the Russian case.58 An operational-stra-
tegic exercise is composed of many distinct tactical 
vignettes, which are used to test the training of the 
forces involved in the exercise. Vostok- 2010 not only 
involved air, ground, and naval forces of the Rus-
sian Ministry of Defense but also included forces of 
the Internal Troops of the MVD, FSB, Border Guards, 
Ministry of Extraordinary Situations, Federal Security 
Service (FSO), and Federal Service for Execution of 
Punishments (FSIN).59 Its scale was quite large in terms 
of troops, equipment, and the number of training areas 
in Siberia and the Far East that were involved. When 
asked about the opponent that drove these vignettes, 
General Makarov replied:

We did not look at any particular country and did not 
look at any particular enemy. We are talking about 
what direction we will create our own operational-
strategic situation in the course of which somewhere 
a group of terrorists or large group of separatists are 
active, which is quite characteristic for low-intensity 
conflicts. For instance we selected such scenarios. But 
by quantity—here a brigade, there a battalion, here a 
small groups of warships. I will say once again, we 
did not attempt to assemble huge forces and means in 
any district. We want to look at the capacity of execut-
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ing tasks with small subunits. We have to understand 
how our troops must act, and most important what 
armaments they will need.60

According to Minister of Defense Dmitri Serdyu-
kov, Vostok-2010 was designed particularly to test the 
deployment of forces and the operational command 
and control of the new brigade-based force structure. 
Vostok-2010 did not pit two opposing armies in lin-
ear combat. Instead, it involved isolated combat and 
noncombat episodes testing various forces. Fighter 
aviation conducted long-range deployments from Eu-
ropean Russia to the Far East, employing in-air refuel-
ing from tanker aircraft. Air defense forces launched 
surface to air (SAM) missile strikes against “enemy 
bombers seeking to attack Khabarovsk.” Special forc-
es cooperated with the camp guards to prevent the 
release of a special prisoner from a labor camp near 
Chita. Combined naval forces, including ships from 
the Pacific, Northern, and Black Sea Fleets, engaged 
enemy surface and subsurface forces at sea and con-
ducted air assault and amphibious landings. Other 
troops beat back an enemy landing on one of the Kuril 
Islands. Motorized rifle and tank brigades in the Sibe-
rian Military District engaged separatists seeking to 
cut off the Russian Far East and they defeated the en-
emy by combined arms maneuver through the depths 
of the enemy, culminating in forcing the Onon River 
and imposing upon the enemy retreat and the assump-
tion of a tactical defense. In Primorye (the Maritime 
Province), Russian forces simulated the flight of refu-
gees from North Korea. At the same time, President 
Medvedev used his visit to the Far East in conjunction 
with the exercise to praise the evident progress made 
in the “new look” and to underscore the government’s 
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commitment to make Russia into an integrated part of 
the Asia-Pacific world. Observing the naval exercise, 
Medvedev took time to decorate sailors from the Mar-
shal Shaposhnikov, who had taken part in the recapture 
of the tanker Moscow University and the liberation of 
its crew. 

Russian commentators have concluded that, in 
spite of all the extensive press coverage of the exer-
cise, the government failed to articulate one message 
and stay on point. The military, including the Minister 
of Defense and the Chief of the General Staff were set 
upon emphasizing the progress made in creating the 
“new look” Armed Forces and to disarm critics who 
have charged that the Serdyukov reforms had broken 
the military.61 On the other hand, the political leader-
ship in the person of President Medvedev had as its 
primary message Russia’s economic drive for regional 
integration as a vital national objective. Medvedev 
emphasized the Asia-Pacific region’s continued eco-
nomic growth even during the current global econom-
ic crisis, and spoke of Russia’s integration with the 
entire Asia-Pacific region and not just the PRC, and 
he even listed integration of the Brazil-Russia-India-
China (BRIC) bloc as a national objective.62 

Aleksandr’ Sadchikov described Medvedev’s 
policy as “the fourth campaign to the East,” recalling 
three earlier campaigns: Russia’s rivalry with England 
and France for position in the Far East in the middle of 
the 19th century; the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05; 
and, the “socialist expansion under the Soviet Union,” 
which culminated in the territorial gains achieved as 
a result of the August 1945 war against Japan. Sad-
chikov made reference to the political forecast made 
by Vyacheslav Nikonov about the advantages to Rus-
sia in leaning to the east to escape the pressure of the 
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American superpower. In 2002, Nikonov had written 
of a China already transforming itself economically 
and strategically focusing on the unification of Tai-
wan with the PRC as its primary strategic objective. 
Nikonov projected a relatively slow transformation of 
the Chinese military over the next 25 years, making 
the East in the form of the PRC relatively low risk in 
terms of security. Sadchikov characterizes the fourth 
campaign to the East as an adaptation of Beijing’s 
strategy to Russian circumstances: “In its time, China 
formulated its own strategy: lean on the north, stabi-
lize the west, and expand to the south and east. Ac-
cording to Nikonov, Moscow’s present strategy must 
be lean on the west, stabilize the south, and go east.”63 
With the military addressing a separatist threat that 
obtains armed assistance from abroad and the politi-
cal leadership committed to going East, one must still 
ask what were the underlying threats driving the Gen-
eral Staff’s accumulation of vignettes.

Looking at the various episodes that made up the 
scenario for Vostok-2010, one could conclude that go-
ing east has its own peculiar risks for Russia. The refu-
gee scenario for North Korea highlights the instability 
of that regime and the likelihood of conflict develop-
ing out of its disintegration or from its desperate acts 
to sustain its position. Fear that a U.S.-Chinese con-
flict in the wake of the collapse of North Korea would 
impose difficult strategic choices upon Moscow has 
been a regular theme for press commentary concern-
ing Korea. The sharp exchange between Moscow and 
Tokyo over the exercise in the disputed Kuril Islands 
highlights the troubled state of Russo-Japanese rela-
tions and brings into the strategic calculation the U.S.-
Japanese Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security.64 
Just as President Medvedev was visiting the nuclear 
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cruiser Petr Velikii to observe a mock naval battle and 
amphibious landing, naval officers there informed the 
media that the tactical problem of the exercise was the 
destruction of “an American squadron” and that the 
probable enemy was unchanged. Commenting on the 
meteorological conditions at the time of this naval ex-
ercise, which involved heavy mist and low visibility, 
the author described Vostok-2010 as “covered in fog,” 
a categorization which would fit the confused military 
and political signals being sent.65 Finally, the air and 
ground exercises near Chita and Khabarovsk make 
no sense except as responses to some force threaten-
ing the territorial integrity of Eastern Siberia and the 
Far East. The only forces with the military potential to 
carryout air and ground attacks that deep into Rus-
sian territory are the PLA in support of the so-called 
separatists identified in the scenario. Reflecting on 
the vignettes that made up Vostok-2010, Aleskandr’ 
Khramchikhin concluded that the hypothetical oppo-
nent in these ground and air operations was, indeed, 
Russia’s probable opponent, the PLA. And he stated 
in his assessment of the exercise that: “The probable 
opponent will defeat us in a serious conflict.”66 

The one branch of the Russian military not involved 
in direct combat operations during Vostok-2010 was 
the Strategic Rocket Forces, which carried out no op-
erational launches. Their only role was the defense of 
their bases from attacks by terrorists. However, ac-
cording to press reports, the exercise did end with a 
tactical nuclear strike. As Khramchikhin noted, such 
a strike was hardly in keeping with a fight against 
separatists and bandits.67 This seems to suggest that 
conventional forces could not handle such a challenge 
to the territorial integrity of the Russian state in so 
vulnerable a region as the Far East. However, the sce-



490

nario had left open the intervention of a powerful hy-
pothetical opponent in support of the separatists after 
their defeat on the Onon. 

CONCLUSION

Short of a diplomatic revolution to end Russia’s 
international isolation in the Far East, we can expect 
the continuation of a Janus-like policy of looking to 
economic integration with the rest of the Asia-Pacific 
world, while exercising against these unnamed hypo-
thetical opponents. Russia’s Vostok-2010 exercise did 
not define the role of theater nuclear forces in the Far 
East—whether they will be the response of necessity 
or become a true second order response—giving Mos-
cow the capacity to manage such a conflict toward a 
political solution that does not put into risk the territo-
rial integrity of Russia or its survival as sovereign state. 
Much will depend upon Russia’s capacity to rearm its 
forces with advanced conventional capabilities, which 
will depend on the adaptability of its military indus-
trial complex and on its capacity to escape its relative 
geostrategic isolation in the Far East if relations with 
China should deteriorate. 

In recent articles, Aleksandr’ Khramchikhin raised 
two issues that make this problem particularly difficult. 
First, he did a strategic assessment of the threats faced 
by Russia on all strategic axes and then examined the 
military capabilities available to deal with them. He 
noted conventional military deficiencies in the west, 
the south, and north, but said that Russia’s defenses 
in the east were clearly the weakest of all. In this, he 
included the defenses covering Sakhalin and the Ku-
ril Islands, but focused on the Sino-Russian border in 
Siberian and the Far East. There he described Russia 
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as effectively defenseless against Chinese aggression. 
Against a massive array of PLA conventional, ground, 
and air forces, the Siberian and Far Eastern military 
districts contain only one tank, eight motorized rifle, 
two air assault, three missile, four artillery, two rocket-
artillery, one covering, and four air defense brigades, 
and about 300 combat aircraft with their bases located 
close to the border. China has much greater capacity 
to reinforce its units in the theater by rail movement, 
while Russia must face the fact that the trans-Siberian 
railroad is vulnerable to air interdiction in Siberia and 
direct attack in the Far East.68 The second point con-
cerned the conduct of Russian policy in the context of 
military weakness, where Russia invites confronta-
tions with the United States even as it faces threats on 
other axes, on which its very weakness provokes the 
emergence of new threats.69 

The new tenor of relations between Moscow and 
Beijing was evident at the recent SCO summit in Tash-
kent, where Moscow and Beijing discretely jockeyed 
for position. Moscow has put greater emphasis on se-
curity in Central Asia and has revived military coop-
eration with Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and 
Uzbekistan there under the Collective Security Treaty 
Organization (CSTO), just as joint military exercises 
under the SCO have declined since 2007. China has 
emphasized economic penetration via investment 
and follows a coherent long-range policy of regional 
integration with China’s economy. James Nixey of 
Chatham House commented on the recent summit 
that Russia now recognizes China as a major security 
concern but is unwilling to say so openly.70 Moreover, 
the threat is not just to Central Asia. Tensions between 
Russia and China have mounted over the Russian Far 
East. Press reports, citing sources in the Russian Bor-
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der Guards, speak of Chinese efforts to dredge the 
Ussuri near Khabarovsk and change the navigational 
flow to China’s advantage in order to get additional 
territory ceded to China.71

Such incidents are not the real challenge to Rus-
sian sovereignty over its Far Eastern territories. The 
real challenge is to be found in the very contradic-
tory claims about the Far East coming out of Moscow, 
where some see the region as the economic engine and 
source of raw materials to pull Russia into the 21st 
century, while others see the region as already being 
lost and as a de facto part of the Chinese economy. 
Dr. Viktor Larin, Director of the Institute of History, 
Archeology, and Ethnography of the Peoples of the 
Far East, took these conflicting opinions as the point of 
departure for a major analytical report on “The Asia-
Pacific Region in the Early 21st Century: Challenges, 
Threats, and Chances of Pacific-Ocean Russia.” Col-
leagues saw this piece as an intellectual provocation 
and an invitation for reflection on the current situation. 
Larin is skeptical about the government’s declarations 
about investment in the region and questions its will-
ingness to sustain such investments in the region’s 
oil, gas, and transportation infrastructure. He notes 
that there is nothing inevitable about a Russian pres-
ence in the Far East. Other European colonial powers 
have failed to keep their Asian empires. Why should 
Russia be any different? Over the last 2 decades, gov-
ernment programs and foreign investments have not 
led to improvements in the lives of the local popula-
tion—Larin cites oil and gas development in Sakhalin 
as an example. Russia is still really on the margins of 
the emerging Asia-Pacific economy. The center talks 
about investment in the Far East because it fears that 
it will lose the region. Moscow is motivated by exter-
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nal threats, but the real problem is that the remain-
ing population in the region has no stake in its future 
with Russia. Looking back 15 years, Russians spoke of 
a “yellow peril” from Chinese immigration, but that 
is not the case today. The real Chinese presence to-
day is in pervasive economic penetration into Russia’s 
Far Eastern and Siberian markets for consumer goods 
and food stuffs. Russia missed the train for European 
economic integration and is likely to miss the Asian 
train as well. If Moscow does not stop thinking of the 
Far East as a colony to be milked and start thinking 
about it as a fully-integrated part of the Russian and 
Asian-Pacific economies, it will, at some time in the 
not-too-distant future, face the real threat of separat-
ism. The Soviet answer of treating the Far East as a 
military bastion has no prospect of success.72

These developments may fundamentally shift the 
geostrategic context of President Obama’s global zero 
initiative on nuclear weapons. For the last 2 decades, 
Russia’s nuclear arsenal in Asia was first seen inter-
nationally as a problem of management and control 
as it declined in size and operational readiness. Op-
erationally, even in its reduced capacity, it was for 
Russia the only military option open in case of attack 
in a region effectively denuded of conventional mili-
tary power. China’s relative military inferiority made 
that prospect remote. Both Moscow and Beijing could 
look to strategic partnership without the prospect of 
an emerging military threat. Chinese military mod-
ernization has in the last year changed that perception 
in Moscow. Now, with the emergence of a potential 
conventional threat from its former strategic partner, 
Russia is in the process of evaluating whether its re-
formed conventional forces might achieve s viable de-
terrence in case of attack from a modernized Chinese 
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military. In the absence of such a capability, Russia 
will be forced to gamble even more on theater nuclear 
forces and be even less willing to consider reductions 
in its nonstrategic nuclear forces. In the context of an 
increasing military confrontation on the Korean pen-
insula and periodic tensions between Washington 
and Beijing over Taiwan, Russia’s increased fear of 
China’s growing power and its military response adds 
one further complication to Eurasian security for all 
parties and makes Asian nuclear force reductions an 
even more complex problem for Washington to man-
age. Recent Russian statements on global zero have 
made it clear that Moscow expects the process to be 
long, out to 2045 and to involve multilateral discus-
sions about nonstrategic nuclear weapons among all 
nuclear powers as part of a matrix of global security.73 

There is now more evidence of a debate within 
the Russian national security elite on China’s role in 
Russian national security. Recently, Sergei Kazen-
nov, geopolitics expert with the Russian Academy 
of Sciences, and Vladimir Kumachev, with the Rus-
sian Government’s Institute of National Security and 
Strategic Research, took issue with Khramchikhin’s 
pessimistic reading of Russia’s military capacity to re-
sist China. They did not disagree with his analysis of 
Chinese military progress or his assessment of the bal-
ance of conventional forces, but said that Russia had 
sufficient nuclear-armed missile forces to engage in 
both counterforce and countervalue targeting against 
China.74 In fact, they accused Khramchikhin of hyping 
a hypothetical conflict between Russia and the PRC, 
when such a conflict was not even a remote possibil-
ity. The authors did drag out the well-worn threat of 
a Sino-U.S. conspiracy to divide Russia in something 
like the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of 1939. They ac-
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cused Khramchikhin of “playing with soldiers” when 
the real pieces were in clear view in “secret little box-
es,” a thinly veiled reference to nuclear weapons as 
the weapon of immediate resort in the absence of con-
ventional defense capabilities. Rehashing “massive re-
taliation” for the 21st century, the authors found their 
way out by pointing to Russia as a key supplier of crit-
ical raw materials to the world and therefore an eco-
nomic guarantee that no one would want to disrupt a 
good thing. Khramchikhin did not depict China as an 
aggressor. What he pointed to was Russia’s relative 
geopolitical isolation in a region, where he sees rising 
tensions. Kazennov and Kumachev’s final words were 
that a “master pattern maker” could cover any thread-
bare parts of the geopolitical fabric with material (in 
this case nuclear weapons and energy exports) from 
another area to secure Russia’s national security well 
into the future.

These developments may fundamentally shift the 
geostrategic context of President Obama’s global zero 
initiative on nuclear weapons. For the last 2 decades, 
Russia’s nuclear arsenal in Asia was first seen inter-
nationally as a problem of management and control 
as it declined in size and operational readiness. Op-
erationally, even in its reduced capacity, it was for 
Russia the only military option open in case of attack 
in a region effectively denuded of conventional mili-
tary power. China’s relative military inferiority made 
that prospect remote. Both Moscow and Beijing could 
look to strategic partnership without the prospect of 
an emerging military threat. Chinese military mod-
ernization has in the last year changed that perception 
in Moscow. Now, with the emergence of a potential 
conventional threat from its former strategic partner, 
Russia is in the process of evaluating whether its re-
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formed conventional forces might achieve s viable de-
terrence in case of attack from a modernized Chinese 
military. In the absence of such a capability, Russia 
will be forced to gamble even more on theater nuclear 
forces and be even less willing to consider reductions 
in its nonstrategic nuclear forces. In the context of an 
increasing military confrontation on the Korean pen-
insula and periodic tensions between Washington and 
Beijing over Taiwan, Russia’s new posture adds one 
further complication to Eurasian security for all par-
ties and makes Asian nuclear force reductions an even 
more complex problem for Washington to manage.
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