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Arms Control Amnesia 
The new talks with Moscow could put the U.S. nuclear deterrent in jeopardy. Here are the facts. 
 

By KEITH B. PAYNE  
 
Three hours after arriving at the Kremlin yesterday, President Barack Obama signed a preliminary 
agreement on a new nuclear arms-control treaty with Russian President Dmitry Medvedev. The 
agreement -- a clear road map for a new Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) -- commits the 
U.S. and Russia to cut their nuclear weapons to the lowest levels since the early years of the Cold War. 

Mr. Obama praised the agreement as a step forward, away from the "suspicion and rivalry of the past," 
while Mr. Medvedev hailed it as a "reasonable compromise." In fact, given the range of force levels it 
permits, this agreement has the potential to compromise U.S. security -- depending on what happens 
next. 

In the first place, locking in specific reductions for U.S. forces prior to the conclusion of the ongoing 
Nuclear Posture Review is putting the cart before the horse. The Obama administration's team at the 
Pentagon is currently examining U.S. strategic force requirements. Before specific limits are set on 
U.S. forces, it should complete the review. Strategic requirements should drive force numbers; arms-
control numbers should not dictate strategy. 

Second, the new agreement not only calls for reductions in the number of nuclear warheads (to 
between 1,500 and 1,675), but for cuts in the number of strategic force launchers. Under the 1991 
START I Treaty, each side was limited to 1,600 launchers. Yesterday's agreement calls for each side 
to be limited to between 500 and 1,100 launchers each. 

According to open Russian sources, it was Russia that pushed for the lower limit of 500 launchers in 
negotiations. In the weeks leading up to this summit, it also has been openly stated that Moscow would 
like the number of deployed intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), submarine-launched missiles 

(SLBMS), and strategic bombers to be reduced 
"several times" below the current limit of 1,600. 
Moving toward very low numbers of launchers 
is a smart position for Russia, but not for the 
U.S. 

Why? Because the number of deployed Russian 
strategic ICBMs, SLBMs, and bombers will 
drop dramatically simply as a result of their 
aging. In other words, a large number of 
Russian launchers will be removed from service 
with or without a new arms-control agreement. 
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The Obama administration will undoubtedly come under heavy pressure to move to the low end of the 
500-1,100 limit on launchers in order to match Russian reductions. But it need not and should not do 
so. Based solely on open Russian sources, by 2017-2018 Russia will likely have fewer than half of the 
approximately 680 operational launchers it has today. With a gross domestic product less than that of 
California, Russia is confronting the dilemma of how to maintain parity with the U.S. while retiring its 
many aged strategic forces. 

Mr. Medvedev's solution is to negotiate, inviting the U.S. to make real cuts, while Russia eliminates 
nothing that it wouldn't retire in any event. 

This isn't just my conclusion -- it's the conclusion of many Russian officials and commentators. 
Russian Gen. Nikolay Solovtsov, commander of the Strategic Missile Troops, was recently quoted by 
Moscow Interfax-AVN Online as saying that "not a single Russian launcher" with "remaining service 
life" will be withdrawn under a new agreement. Noted Russian journalist Pavel Felgengauer observed 
in Novaya Gazeta that Russian leaders "have demanded of the Americans unilateral concessions on all 
points, offering practically nothing in exchange." Precisely. 

Beyond the bad negotiating principle of giving up something for nothing, there will be serious 
downsides if the U.S. actually reduces its strategic launchers as much as Moscow wishes. The 
bipartisan Congressional Strategic Posture Commission -- headed by former secretaries of defense 
William J. Perry and James R. Schlesinger -- concluded that the U.S. could make reductions "if this 
were done while also preserving the resilience and survivability of U.S. forces." Having very low 
numbers of launchers would make the U.S. more vulnerable to destabilizing first-strike dangers, and 
would reduce or eliminate the U.S. ability to adapt its nuclear deterrent to an increasingly diverse set 
of post-Cold War nuclear and biological weapons threats. 

Accepting low launcher numbers would also encourage placing more warheads on the remaining 
ICBMs -- i.e., "MIRVing," or adding multiple independently targeted warheads on a single missile. 
This is what the Russians openly say they are planning to do. Yet the U.S. has long sought to move 
away from MIRVed ICBMs as part of START, because heavy MIRVing can make each ICBM a more 
tempting target. One measure of U.S. success will be in resisting the Russian claim that severely 
reducing launcher numbers is somehow necessary and "stabilizing." It would be neither. 

Third, the new agreement appears to defer the matter of so-called tactical nuclear weapons. Russia has 
some 4,000 tactical nuclear weapons and many thousands more in reserve; U.S. officials have said that 
Russia has an astounding 10 to 1 numerical advantage. These weapons are of greatest concern with 
regard to the potential for nuclear war, and they should be our focus for arms reduction. The Perry-
Schlesinger commission report identified Russian tactical nuclear weapons as an "urgent" problem. 
Yet at this point, they appear to be off the table. 

The administration may hope to negotiate reductions in tactical nuclear weapons later. But Russia has 
rejected this in the past, and nothing seems to have changed. As Gen. Vladimir Dvorkin of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences said recently in Moscow Interfax-AVN Online, "A treaty on the limitation and 
reduction of tactical nuclear weapons looks absolutely unrealistic." If the U.S. hopes to address this 
real problem, it must maintain negotiating leverage in the form of strategic launchers and weapons. 

Fourth, Mr. Medvedev was quoted recently in RIA Novosti as saying that strategic reductions are 
possible only if the U.S. alleviates Russian concerns about "U.S. plans to create a global missile 
defense." There will surely be domestic and international pressure on the U.S. to limit missile defense 



to facilitate Russian reductions under the new treaty. But the U.S. need for missile defense has little to 
do with Russia. And the value of missile defense could not be clearer given recent North Korean 
belligerence. The Russians are demanding this linkage, at least in part to kill our missile defense site in 
Europe intended to defend against Iranian missiles. Another measure of U.S. success will be to avoid 
such linkages. 

In short, Russian leaders hope to control or eliminate many elements of U.S. military power in 
exchange for strategic force reductions they will have to make anyway. U.S. leaders should not agree 
to pay Russia many times over for essentially an empty box. 

Finally, Russian violations of its existing arms-control commitments must be addressed along with any 
new commitments. According to an August 2005 State Department report, Russia has violated START 
verification and other arms-control commitments in multiple ways. One significant violation has even 
been discussed openly in Russian publications -- the testing of the SS-27 ICBM with MIRVs in direct 
violation of START I. 

President Obama should recall Winston Churchill's warning: "Be careful above all things not to let go 
of the atomic weapon until you are sure and more than sure that other means of preserving peace are in 
your hands." There is no need for the U.S. to accept Russian demands for missile-defense linkage, or 
deep reductions in the number of our ICBMs, SLBMs and bombers, to realize much lower numbers of 
Russian strategic systems. There is also no basis for expecting Russian goodwill if we do so. 

 

Mr. Payne, a professor of defense and strategic studies at Missouri State University, is a member of the Perry-
Schlesinger Commission, which was established by Congress to assess U.S. nuclear weapons capabilities. This 
op-ed is adapted from testimony given before the House Committee on Foreign Affairs on June 24.  
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