OFF TO A BAD
START

——  Keith Payne

ibility of our forces for deterrence is dependent on their flexibility to pro-

vide a spectrum of deterrent options, and their resilience to adjust in a
timely way to changes in the threat environment. The U.S. need for flexible
and resilient strategic forces to deter enemies and assure allies credibly has
been recognized for decades, and is the reason that Democratic and Republi-
can administrations since the 1960s rejected the old “assured destruction” stan-
dard popularized by former Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara in his day.

Serious students of strategic forces and deterrence know that the cred-

McNamara’s horrific yet rigid and finite threat of nuclear “assured destruc-
tion” was discarded specifically because it alone was deemed to be an incredible
deterrent threat vis-a-vis many of the severe threats we and our allies faced,
including limited nuclear threats. The basic U.S. and allied concern was that
a U.S. “assured destruction” deterrent would leave the United States and allies
vulnerable to attack because opponents would not actually believe that the
United States would employ an “assured destruction” deterrent in response to
any but the most severe nuclear attack on the U.S. homeland. Thus U.S. and
allied governments agreed on the need for greater flexibility through multiple
more limited deterrent options to help provide credible U.S. deterrence strate-
gies to a spectrum of possible attacks.

Virtually all major nuclear policy documents made public since the 1960s
have emphasized this need for flexibility and multiple strategic force options.!
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Strategic force flexibility is particu-
larly important today for credible
deterrence because the contempo-
rary threat environment can shift rap-
idly and in surprising ways. In one
crisis we may need one set of strategic
capabilities to deter credibly, while in
another, a different set of strategic
capabilities may be necessary; assur-
ing allies credibly may necessitate still
different types of strategic forces; and
when an attack cannot be deterred, an
altogether different set of forces may
be necessary to defend against it.

The material question is whether
the treaty is compatible with

the continued force flexibility
and resilience essential to the
credibility of U.S. deterrence
strategies over the long term.

If we want a credible deter-
rent to a spectrum of severe attacks,
including for example, nuclear and
biological attacks on our allies, our
deterrence forces must have the quan-
tity and diversity necessary to be flex-
ible and resilient. The 2009 report by
the bipartisan Strategic Posture Com-
mission, entitled America’s Strategic
Posture, emphasizes this contempo-
rary U.S. requirement given the cur-
rent, fluid threat environment.?

Understanding this require-
ment is the necessary starting point
for any review of New START, the
arms reduction agreement recently
finalized by the White House and
Kremlin. Indeed, at New START’s
lower force levels, the need for flex-
ibility and resilience in our remain-
ing forces becomes increasingly
important. The material question is
whether the treaty is compatible with
the continued force flexibility and
resilience essential to the credibility
of U.S. deterrence strategies over

the long term. Under New START,
would the combination of U.S. reduc-
tions and possible Russian force
deployments (with or without Rus-
sian cheating) threaten the neces-
sary flexibility and resilience of our
forces? After all, we cannot allow our
enthusiasm for quantitative nuclear
reductions to undermine our abil-
ity to credibly deter war and assure
American allies. As the late Herman
Kahn often observed, “The objective
of nuclear-weapons policy should not
be solely to decrease the number of
weapons in the world, but to make the
world safer—which is not necessarily
the same thing.”®

Drawing down American
capabilities

New START raises some con-
cerns in this regard. For example, a
recent Administration report on ver-
ification emphasizes that “any” Rus-
sian cheating “would have little effect
on the assured second-strike capabil-
ities of U.S. strategic forces...” This
claim is ominous because it suggests
that the Obama administration has
resurrected “assured destruction”-
type capabilities as the standard of
adequacy for U.S. strategic forces,
and on that limited basis has deter-
mined that “any” Russian cheating
could have no serious effect on our
ability to deter or assure.” This flies
in the face of every Republican and
Democratic administration since
the 1960s and their proper conclu-
sion that U.S. “assured destruction”
capabilities alone are inadequate
because they require little or none
of the flexibility and resilience so
important for credible deterrence
and assurance. Assured destruction
is a conveniently finite, undemand-
ing force standard; it imposes few
requirements on U.S. offensive capa-
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bilities and none on U.S. defenses,
but it also undermines U.S. deter-
rence and assurance missions. The
Administration’s celebratory claims
about New START verification that
appear tied to some version of this
old Cold War-type of measure are far
more troubling than reassuring.

In addition, the treaty would
limit U.S. strategic force flexibility
and resilience because it requires
sizeable reductions in the number
of U.S. strategic nuclear launchers,
and would limit some types of stra-
tegic conventional forces for prompt
global strike (PGS). Administration
officials have said, “The treaty does
not constrain our ability to develop
and deploy non-nuclear prompt global
strike capabilities.”® But in fact,
New START would restrict deploy-
ment of any U.S. conventional PGS
options based on existing ICBMs
or sea-launched ballistic missiles.
These would be limited under New
START’s ceiling of 700 deployed
launchers.” And, we would have to
reduce our strategic nuclear force
launchers further below 700 on a 1:1
basis for each of these conventional
PGS systems deployed. Such a substi-
tution in general, it should be noted,
has understandably been rejected for
deterrence purposes by senior U.S.
military leaders.®

Administration officials, though,
have said that limiting these conven-
tional PGS options in this fashion is
acceptable based on the assumption
that only a small number of such sys-
tems will be needed.” Unfortunately,
there can be no certainty behind that
assumption given the many different
and now-unknown threats that will
arise in New START’s 10-15 year time
frame. Perhaps the option of deploy-
ing many such conventional PGS sys-
tems will be critical for deterrence,
assurance or defense. Yet, under

New START, we would be mightily
constrained from doing so because of
the treaty’s limits and its required 1:1
trade-off with our nuclear forces.

Stretched to the limit

In addition, New START’s force
limits do not allow “more [capability]
than is needed” for deterrence under
current planning.’® Leaving little or
no such margin may be risky when
force flexibility and diversity is nec-
essary to deter and assure credibly
across a range of threats.

Senior U.S. military leaders
have noted in open testimony that
New START would indeed allow
sufficient U.S. strategic force flexibil-
ity.'! However, the analysis behind
this important conclusion report-
edly was predicated on three key
assumptions: 1) U.S. planning guid-
ance for strategic forces would
remain the same; 2) there would
be no requests for an increase in
forces; and 3) Russia would be com-
pliant with New START.!?

But would the treaty allow suffi-
cient U.S. flexibility and resilience if
one or all of those optimistic starting
assumptions do not hold, as is plausi-
ble? For example, what if Russia again
decides to violate its treaty commit-
ments? What if relations with China
and Russia return to a crisis pitch,
and they express more severe nuclear
threats to our allies or to us? What if
Iranian deployment of nuclear weap-
ons and missiles throws the entire
Middle East into an unprecedented
security crisis? What if the apparent
nuclear nexus of Burma, Iran, North
Korea and Syria poses unprecedented
threats to our allies or our forces
abroad?”® U.S. planning and force
requirements might have to change
with any and all of these unwanted
developments that could arise during
New START’s tenure. What new
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quantitative or qualitative strategic
force requirements might arise as a
result for credible deterrence, assur-
ance or defense, and would New
START preserve the necessary U.S.
force flexibility and resilience to
meet those requirements? These are
fundamental questions regarding the
treaty and international security.

New START neither requires real
Russian reductions nor does it
provide hard limits on a renewed
buildup of Russian strategic
nuclear forces.

More simply, will the U.S., at
least, develop and deploy the diverse
strategic force structure that remains
possible wunder the treaty and could
help preserve U.S. force flexibility
and resilience at lower levels? The
traditional U.S. triad of bombers,
ICBMs, and sea-based missiles—
now buttressed by missile defenses
and the potential for new non-nuclear
PGS capabilities—can be extremely
valuable in this regard because the
diversity of offensive and defensive
options helps provide the necessary
basis for adjusting to a multitude of
different threats and circumstances.

The Obama administration has
expressed its intention to support the
triad, missile defense deployment,
and conventional PGS, but at this
point it has made no apparent com-
mitment to advanced conventional
PGS deployment or to modernizing
the aging ICBM and bomber legs of
the triad, including the air-launched
cruise missile. This fosters concern
that the Administration’s enthusiasm
for force reductions may now come
at the expense of the long-standing
requirements for force diversity,
flexibility, and resilience, and take

refuge in a return to old “assured
destruction”-type thinking. If our
strategic forces are to be reduced fur-
ther, we also must take care to ensure
that they also are modernized with
the specific goal of maximizing their
flexibility and resilience at lower
numbers—whether through tradi-
tional means or as a result of innova-
tions. Past administrations have so
balanced reductions with necessary
modernization programs, but thisis a
tall order to which the Obama admin-
istration has not yet committed.

For example, bombers have
great inherent flexibility and resil-
ience, and the weapons counting
rules for bombers under New START
are extremely permissive. Yet, while
Russia has decided to build a new
strategic bomber and apparently
has a new long-range air-launched
nuclear cruise missile near deploy-
ment,’* the Obama administration
plans to cut U.S. nuclear-capable
bombers by more than one-third
under New START and has made
no commitment to replace the ven-
erable B-52 or to build a new air-
launched cruise missile.”® Similarly,
the Administration has announced
that it will deMIRV U.S. ICBMs and
reduce the number of U.S. ICBM
launchers by at least 30 under New
START,"® while Russia is deploying
new MIRVed mobile ICBMs, and has
decided to move ahead with a new
heavy MIRVed ICBM as is now per-
mitted under New START.

Over time, this New START-
inspired combination of U.S. ICBM
reductions and permitted Russian
MIRVed heavy ICBMs could again
challenge the survivability of U.S.
ICBMs, bombers, and missile-
carrying submarines not on patrol—
a situation long recognized as highly
“destabilizing.” And if the survivabil-
ity of these U.S. forces is at risk, so
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too will be much of the triad’s flexibil-
ity and the corresponding credibility
of U.S. forces to deter and assure.
The Administration will need
to make some hard commitments
to U.S. force modernization if we
are to move forward with flexible
and resilient offensive and defensive
capabilities at lower force levels.
How much confidence can we have
that the Administration will take the
necessary strategic modernization
steps given its highest nuclear pri-
ority of nonproliferation and move-
ment toward a nuclear-free world, its
commitment to further negotiations
with Moscow, and its presumption
against any new nuclear warheads?"”
A solid U.S. commitment to bomber
and cruise missile modernization,
Minuteman ICBM life extension and
ultimate replacement, and missile
defenses of all ranges likewise could
help provide this confidence. Indeed,
credible assurances and the neces-
sary strategic modernization budgets
should be the corresponding sine qua
non of any acceptance of New START.

Disproportionate

burden

Concern about New START’s
impact on U.S. force flexibility and
resilience—however = modest or
significant—might be eased if the
treaty’s ceilings on Russian forces
actually would reduce the threats we
might face. But, according to numer-
ous Russian open source accounts,
New START’s ceilings are of little
real consequence for Russia because
Russia’s aged Cold War strategic
launchers already have been reduced
below New STARTs ceilings, and will
decline further with or without the
treaty—while Russia’s comprehen-
sive post-Cold War nuclear modern-
ization programs are moving forward
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slowly. Alexei Arbatov, the former
Deputy Chairman of the Duma
Defense Committee, notes that “[t]he
new treaty is an agreement on reduc-
ing the American and not the Russian
[strategic nuclear forces]. In fact, the
latter will be reduced in any case
because of the mass removal from the
order of battle of obsolete arms and
the one-at-a-time introduction of new
systems.”!® Prior to the New START
negotiations, Russian open sources
already projected that by 2012 Rus-
sian strategic nuclear forces could
have as few as 406 launchers and
fewer than 1,500 accountable war-
heads—well below New START ceil-
ings using its counting rules.’ The
point was made most succinctly by
Dr. Sergei Rogov, Director of the USA
and Canada Institute in Moscow: “We
will not have to reduce anything pre-
maturely. In effect, the ceilings estab-
lished by the new START Treaty do
not force us to reduce currently avail-
able strategic offensive forces... Only
the United States will have to con-
duct reductions...”?° Russian defense
expert Mikhail Barabanov again
makes the same point: “The truth is,
Russia’s nuclear arsenal is already at
or even below the new ceilings. At
the time of the signing of the treaty,
Russia had a total of just 640 strategic
delivery vehicles—only 571 of them
deployed... It therefore becomes
evident that Russia needs no actual
reductions to comply. If anything, it
may need to bring some of its num-
bers up to the new limits, not down.”?!

In other words, New START’s
common ceilings essentially appear
to require wunilateral reductions by
the United States. Russian officials
and analysts have long celebrated
this situation, while some U.S. offi-
cials and treaty proponents have
acknowledged it only recently.? In
this context, it is difficult to take seri-
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ously the notion that the treaty’s sup-
posed reductions for Russia justify its
prospective limitations on U.S. flex-
ibility and resilience.

Nor does the treaty provide solid
barriers against the re-emergence of
Russian strategic forces. New START
neither requires real Russian reduc-
tions nor does it provide hard limits on
a renewed buildup of Russian strategic
nuclear forces. That is because New
START contains sufficient loopholes
and permissive counting rules to allow
Russia to deploy far beyond the trea-
ty’s 1,550 strategic nuclear warheads
ceiling within the terms of the treaty if
Russia finds the financial resources to
do so. In fact, according to a report by
RIA Novosti, the official news agency
of the Russian Federation, Russia
could deploy 2,100 strategic actual
nuclear weapons under the treaty—
well above the putative 1,550 warhead
ceiling.?® There are avenues that would
allow Russia to deploy many more than
even that number and remain within
the confines of the treaty.

This may be significant over time
because Russia’s highest defense
procurement priority is the compre-
hensive modernization of its strategic
nuclear forces.?* According to Russian
open sources, Russia has a new stra-
tegic air-launched nuclear cruise mis-
sile near deployment, is MIRVing its
new mobile ICBMs (the RS-24), and
has committed to deploy at least one
new strategic bomber, a new 5,000
km-range submarine-launched cruise
missile, and a new heavy ICBM. There
also has been interest expressed
in the Russian press in a new rail-
mobile ICBM and a new air-launched
ICBM—neither of which, according
to some Russian public commentary,
would necessarily have to be counted
under the treaty’s force ceilings.

At the moment, aging forces
and Russia’s production and finan-
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cial problems are causing reductions
in Russia’s force numbers precipi-
tously—with or without New START.
But, Russia has committed to the
comprehensive modernization of its
strategic forces; if and when it has
the necessary financial and produc-
tion capacity to realize this goal, New
START will not prevent Russia from
deploying new forces well beyond the
treaty’s specified ceilings within the
terms of the treaty.

New START and missile

defense

Senior administration officials
have said about missile defense that
“[tIhere are no constraints of any kind
in the New START Treaty,”? and that
“[tlhe treaty does nothing to con-
strain missile defenses... there is no
limit or constraint on what the United
States can do with its missile defense
systems.”?0 But such statements are
simply false; New START contains
both explicit and implicit limitations
on U.S. missile defense options. Judg-
ments may differ regarding their
significance, but there should be
no further denials that New START
includes them.

For example, Article 5, para-
graph 3, of the treaty prohibits
the United States from converting
ICBM or sea-based missile launch-
ers for missile defense purposes.
The Administration has said that
this is not a significant limit on U.S.
defenses because the United States
has no plans for such conversions.?’
Yet, missile agency directors exam-
ined such options in the past and
have said publicly they found them
technically credible and of interest.
New START—a treaty that is sup-
posed to have no restrictions on mis-
sile defense—would now preclude
this option from the possible plans of
future administrations.
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U.S. missile defense options may
need to be protected, particularly
given Russia’s long-standing goal
to veto American missile defenses,
and the Administration’s apparent
commitment to further negotiations
with the Kremlin. Here, Congress
can play a key role; the Senate could
direct the President to make more
clear to Russia that the United States
recognizes no treaty limits on mis-
sile defense beyond those in Article
5, paragraph 3, and that the U.S.
will not agree to any further negoti-
ated limits of any kind on its missile
defense options.

In addition, New START estab-
lishes the Bilateral Consultative
Commission (BCC) and gives it
broad authority to “agree upon such
additional measures as may be nec-
essary to improve the viability and
effectiveness of the Treaty.”?® Missile
defense is part of the subject matter
of the treaty and its protocol, and
the BCC is authorized specifically
to discuss the unique distinguishing
features of missile defense launchers
and interceptors and make “viability
and effectiveness” changes in the
treaty. These could be done in secret
and without Senate advice and con-
sent.?? Such institutions are not sup-
posed to make substantive changes
in the terms of treaties. But, START
I's Joint Compliance and Inspection
Commission (JCIC) served with a
more limited scope, and appears to
have made significant changes in
START’s terms without Senate con-
sultation. This past precedent is not
comforting.

The Senate might find it particu-
larly valuable to insist on continuous
and complete visibility into the ongo-
ing workings of the BCC. This could
be particularly helpful to ensure that
no new limits on missile defense
emerge, without Senate advice and
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consent, from the BCC’s potentially
secret proceedings.

In sum, strategic force flexibility
and resilience are key contributors to
the credibility of our deterrence strat-
egies and assurance commitments to
allies. This was true in the past and
is even more so today. New START
warrants our concern and close scru-
tiny because its reductions and limi-
tations will constrain flexibility and
resilience, even to include limitations
on U.S. conventional PGS and missile
defense options. The most important
question regarding New START is
whether U.S. forces in the future will
retain sufficient flexibility and resil-
ience to be credible for deterrence
and assurance in conditions that are
less optimistic than those assumed
by the Administration in its New
START analyses. Three key con-
siderations in this regard are: 1) the
treaty’s ceilings appear not to require
real Russian nuclear force reductions
in the near term, and its loopholes
and extreme permissiveness would
not prevent the resurgence of Russian
strategic capabilities over time—the
beginning of which already is visible;
2) enthusiasm for further reductions
should not be permitted to inspire a
retreat to old “assured destruction”-
type planning measures that were
inadequate during the Cold War and
are more so today; and, 3) the Obama
administration has not committed
to the modernization of U.S. strate-
gic forces necessary to ensure their
continued viability, flexibility, and
resilience at lower force levels. Such
a commitment is critical with or with-
out New START, but in its absence
moving forward with New START
could further undermine U.S. and
allied security.
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