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U.S. vs. Russian Strategic Force Modernization

We say our nuclear deterrent is our highest priority; Russia says the same thing and really means
it. Since the end of the Cold War, the Russian government has announced about 25 strategic
nuclear modernization programs which are mainly new systems carrying new nuclear warheads.
In January 2017, Russian Defense Minister General of the Army Sergei Shoigu stated that
development of the strategic nuclear force was Russia’s first priority, noting that Russia will
“...continue a massive program of nuclear rearmament, deploying modern ICBMs on land and
sea, [and] modernizing the strategic bomber force.”[1]Russia sees its great-power status based on
its nuclear capability which probably exceeds that of the rest of the world combined.

Putin’s recent claim of 79% modernization of Russia’s nuclear Triad seems exaggerated.
However, Russia has modernized over two-thirds of its Triad since the process began in

1997[2] and will modernize the rest before we modernize any of our strategic delivery vehicles
in a significant way. Moreover, Russia is expanding its nuclear force. Serious U.S.
modernization will not begin for almost another decade in the best case scenario.

The threat posed by Russian nuclear ambitions was recognized in the 2018 Nuclear Posture
Review report which states, “While Russia initially followed America’s lead and made similarly
sharp reductions in its strategic nuclear forces, it retained large numbers of non-strategic nuclear
weapons. Today, Russia is modernizing these weapons as well as its other strategic systems.
Even more troubling has been Russia’s adoption of military strategies and capabilities that rely
on nuclear escalation for their success. These developments, coupled with Russia’s seizure of
Crimea and nuclear threats against our allies, mark Moscow’s decided return to Great Power
competition.”[3] It continued, “In addition to modernizing ‘legacy’ Soviet nuclear systems,
Russia is developing and deploying new nuclear warheads and launchers. These efforts include
multiple upgrades for every leg of the Russian nuclear triad of strategic bombers, sea-based
missiles, and land-based missiles. Russia is also developing at least two new intercontinental
range systems, a hypersonic glide vehicle, and a new intercontinental, nuclear-armed, nuclear-
powered, undersea autonomous torpedo.”[4]

Putin’s State of the Nation Speech and Russia’s New Superweapons

On March 1, 2018, President Putin delivered in front of the Russia Duma his most rabid speech
on nuclear weapons. The themes were familiar, but he has never before stated them in such an
extreme form. Distinguished Russian journalist Alexander Golts said he and every expert he
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talked to was “shocked” by the speech and, “This is the start of a new Cold War....This is an
effort to scare the West.”[5]

Putin started by staking a claim to all the states of the former Soviet Union and bemoaning their
loss. According to Putin, they belong to Russia because Russia “... was known as the Soviet
Union or Soviet Russia abroad...”[6] Perhaps not the most salient legal argument we have heard
from Russia. He alternated between portraying Russia as a victim (making ridiculous claims
about U.S. missile defense and the failure of the West to “listen” to Russia) and making extreme
forms of standard Russian nuclear threats — nuclear superweapons and of nuclear targeting. Putin
depicted nuclear attacks on the United States so blatantly that even the State Department
complained and accused him of violating arms control agreements. Putin bragged about five new
Russian nuclear systems. Noted British Russia expert Roger McDermott observed, Putin
“...offered a vision of the Russian Armed Forces more akin to a parody of Dr. Strangelove.”!?
Putin delivered a virtual ultimatum to the West saying, “Russia still has the greatest nuclear
potential in the world, but nobody listened to us. Listen now.”[8] Well known Russian journalist
Pavel Felgenhauer summed up his speech: “Putin called on the West to admit defeat, sit down
and negotiate an end of sanctions and a new world order that will grant Russia an ‘equal status.’
Russia is not aggressive, according to Putin, but it demands what it believes it is due—otherwise,
its doomsday nuclear superweapons are ready.”’[9] A week later he wrote that Putin’s demand
that “...the West ‘negotiate’...sounded more like a demand of strategic surrender.”[10]

Make no mistake about the intended target of this speech — it was the U.S. As Maxim
Trudolyubov, a Senior Fellow with the Kennan Institute, observed, “...Interestingly, both state-
run [Russian] news media and independent outlets agreed that the speech was mainly targeted

at Washington.”[11] What Putin wants is Russian imperialism accepted at the point of his new
nuclear weapons and the threat of genocidal nuclear warfare. Alexander Golts once compared
Putin to a cross between Count Otto VVon Bismarck and a St. Petersburg street thug. | believe this
is accurate, but | would add that Bismarck if he were alive today, would not likely behave the
same way he did during the 19" Century because the risk is too great.

Putin’s superweapons include: [12]

o The new Sarmat heavy ICBM whose capabilities he said “are much higher” than the Cold
War’s Soviet SS-18 because it will carry “a broad range of powerful nuclear warheads”
and the Sarmat “has practically no range restrictions.”[13] It will be Russia’s main
counterforce weapon. The Sarmat is reported in the Russian press as capable of carrying
10 warheads of 800-knots or 15 warheads of 350-knots.[14] In light of reported Russian
development of variable yield missile warheads,[15] it is also likely to have a low-yield
option.

e A nuclear-powered cruise missile carrying a nuclear warhead which Putin said had
“almost an unlimited range...” This weapon is the most insane. Every time it is
successfully tested it will result in a nuclear reactor meltdown radiation release. A failed
launch could be much worse.

e Anultra-fast and deep diving nuclear-powered drone submarine which “would carry
massive nuclear ordnance.” This weapon has similar safety problems as the nuclear-
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powered cruise missile. Worse, it is a weapon of genocide. If it were used, there would be
no way to limit its damage. It is reported in the Russian press to carry a 100-megaton
weapon and possibly a cobalt bomb, a “doomsday” weapon never built during the Cold
War.[16] A single Russian submarine armed with these weapons would release more
radiation than the entire U.S. strategic force even if we used it in the most destructive
manner.[17]

e A “high-precision hypersonic aircraft missile system” which is capable of “delivering
nuclear and conventional warheads in a range of over 2,000-km,” which is now
operational. The Chief of the Russian Aerospace Force called it an “aeroballistic
missile.”[18]

e The Avangard hypersonic nuclear boost-glide vehicle which Putin characterizes as, “A
real technological breakthrough” which “has been successfully tested.” TASS says it has a
two-megaton warhead.[19]

These are real programs. This has been confirmed by the Pentagon and the Vice Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff during the Obama administration, Admiral James A. Winnefeld Jr. Most of

them had previously been announced or reported in the Russian press. Worse still, they represent
only about 20% of the announced Russian nuclear modernization program.

Putin Attacks U.S. Missile Defense

Putin attacked U.S. missile defense efforts asserting, “If we do not do something, eventually this
will result in the complete devaluation of Russia’s nuclear potential. Meaning that all of our
missiles could simply be intercepted.”[20] This is absurd. The scope of U.S. missile defense is
not of a size that could threaten today’s Russian forces or even Soviet legacy forces. Missile
defense penetration against the U.S. is not a problem for Russia as nearly all Russian senior
officials have said at one time or other.[21] The five systems that Putin talked about appear
mainly designed for nuclear warfighting through short time of flight, evasion of early warning
capabilities, much higher accuracy and a diverse nuclear warhead capability. Three of them are
nuclear, and two of them are dual capable. These weapons are not mainly about missile defense
penetration. Russia does not need them against largely non-existent Western strategic air
defenses. The nuclear-capable Kinzhal air-launched hypersonic missile has less penetration
capability against Aegis Ashore than existing Russian cruise missiles because Aegis Ashore is
not designed against Russia and, hence, has no self-defense capability against air attack. State-
run Sputnik News reported Kinzhal is “...able to destroy large, moving sea-based targets such
as aircraft carriers, destroyers and cruisers, Russian Deputy Defense Minister Yuri Borisov has
confirmed.”[22] This probably is its main function although it can also attack land targets very
effectively.

Certainly, Putin is exaggerating to some degree and being deceptive. Deputy Prime Minister
Dimitri Rogozin’s claim that the Sarmat ICBM will be deployed very soon is not true. They have
just conducted the first test with first stage ignition.[23]When the Russians talk about “mass
production,” what they generally mean is what we would call limited rate production. The bad
news is that the comparable U.S. number is always zero rate production.
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More New Russian Strategic Nuclear Weapons
In addition to the new nuclear systems that Putin talked about, the Russian Ministry of Defense
(MoD), and in a few cases defense contractors, have announced:[24]

o Four strategic ballistic missile submarines. The Borey is operational and the Borey A, on
sea trials, will become operational in 2019.[25] The Borey B and the Husky are under
development. All these submarines are getting progressively quieter, making their
detection more difficult.

e There are four or five new or improved SLBMs. The Bulava-30, the improved Sineva and
the further improved Liner are now operational. An improved Bulava-30 is under
development as is an unnamed new liquid-fueled SLBM for the Husky. All of these are
heavily MIRVed.

e At least four new ICBMs. Already operational are the SS-27 Mod 1 and the SS-27 Mod
2/Yars, and the Yars-S. The Russians have not revealed the new capabilities of the Yars-
S. A new version of the Yars, reportedly with maneuvering warheads, began testing in
2017.[26] The RS-26, an intermediate-range missile pretending to be an ICBM to evade
the INF Treaty, and a rail-mobile ICBM, have been placed on hold pending a decision in
2027.[27]

e Four new or improved bombers. These include improved Tu-160M1 and Tu-95MS
legacy bombers which are already operational. The further improved Tu-160M2 and the
new Pak DA stealth bomber are under development.

e The nuclear-capable Kh-101 and Kh-102 nuclear-armed ultra-long-range stealth air-
launched cruise missiles are operational and the high-supersonic reportedly nuclear
capable Kh-32 air-launched long-range cruise missile is under testing.

In late 2010, Russia’s Defense Minister Anatoliy Serdyukov announced Russia was going to
increase its nuclear forces.[28] In December 2017, Bill Gertz reported, “Russia is aggressively
building up its nuclear forces and is expected to deploy a total force of 8,000 warheads by 2026
along with modernizing deep underground bunkers, according to Pentagon officials. The 8,000
warheads will include both large strategic warheads and thousands of new low-yield and very
low-yield warheads to circumvent arms treaty limits and support Moscow’s new doctrine of
using nuclear arms early in any conflict.”[29] This is quite plausible.

Russian Non-Strategic (Tactical) Nuclear Weapons

Russia is violating the INF Treaty. There are two different missiles (the SC-8/9M729 and the
ground-launched version of the Kalibr, the 3M14) described in U.S. government unclassified
publications as having ranges that violate the INF Treaty and two or three other missiles, the
Bastion and two versions of the R-500, are described in the Russia press, including the State
media, as having ranges that violate the INF Treaty.[30]

Russia has thousands of tactical or non-strategic nuclear weapons. According to General Paul
Selva, Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Russia is “...developing new nonstrategic
nuclear weapons...”[31] Russian press reports indicate that Russia has retained virtually every
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type of Cold War tactical nuclear weapon capability.[32] The NPR confirms this: “These [non-
strategic nuclear weapons] include air-to-surface missiles, short-range ballistic missiles, gravity
bombs, and depth charges for medium-range bombers, tactical bombers, and naval aviation, as
well as anti-ship, anti-submarine, and anti-aircraft missiles and torpedoes for surface ships and
submarines, a nuclear ground-launched cruise missile in violation of the 1987 INF Treaty, and
Moscow’s antiballistic missile system.”[33] It also noted Russia has nuclear Close Range
Ballistic Missiles. Russian press reports say Russia has retained nuclear artillery and atomic
demolition munitions.[34]

During the Cold War, we had thousands of tactical nuclear weapons in Europe to deter an attack.
They are now mainly gone and dismantled.[35] At long last, the 2018 NPR has begun to address
the enormous deterrence asymmetry.

Russia has reportedly introduced low-yield, precision low-yield and low-collateral damage
nuclear weapons in large numbers. A now declassified CIA report from 2000 states, “Moscow’s
military doctrine on the use of nuclear weapons has been evolving and probably has served as the
justification for the development of very low-yield, high-precision nuclear

weapons.”[36] Russian press reports, including the state media, say that low-sub-kiloton
warheads are now deployed on Russian SLBMs, and there are reports of dial-a-yield on the
missile warheads on Russian ICBMs.[37] Dr. Phil Karber, President of the Potomac Foundation,
says half of Russia’s 5,000 tactical nuclear weapons are new low-yield weapons.[38] Russia has
been developing new types of low-yield/low collateral damage nuclear weapons to implement
nuclear “de-escalation” of a conflict.

In addition to the strategic nuclear and non-strategic nuclear forces, Russian is building what it
calls “aerospace defense.” Aerospace Defense involves defenses against missiles, air-breathing
craft and satellites. This includes the S-500 which will be deployed in vast numbers and will be
able to intercept ICBMs and SLBMs.[39] Now Russia is talking about a massive program
involving blast shelter construction for the general population and, reportedly, a large program of
command bunker construction is reportedly also underway.[40]

Russian Military Doctrine and the First Use of Nuclear Weapons

Putin developed Russia’s nuclear strategy which allows for the first use of nuclear weapons in
conventional war when he was Secretary of the Russian National Security Council Staff.[41] In
2009, Secretary of the Russian National Security Council Nikolai Patrushev said that Russian
nuclear doctrine allows for the first use of nuclear weapons in “regional or even a local” war and
noted, “In situations critical to national security, options including a preventative nuclear strike
on the aggressor are not excluded.”[42] Starting in 1999, Russia began “de-escalating” wars by
the simulated first use of nuclear weapons in large theater war exercises which has continued to
this day.[43] In April 2018, NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg affirmed, “Russia...has
invested heavily in new, military equipment, modernised their forces, which are exercising more
including with nuclear forces, integrating exercises with nuclear capabilities with conventional
capabilities...”[44]

According to Stoltenberg, Russia has been “blurring of the line” between nuclear and
conventional warfare which “lowers the threshold for Russia’s use of nuclear weapons.”[45] The
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Russian nuclear use threshold is apparently far lower than the public affairs version that links it
to the threat to the very existence of the state. Russia announced that it classified its real nuclear
doctrine in 2009.[46] In September 2014, the Russian General who developed the current version
of Russia’s nuclear doctrine, General of the Army (Ret.) Yuri Baluyevskiy said the
“...conditions for pre-emptive nuclear strikes...is contained in classified policy
documents.”[47] In February 2015, llya Kramnik, the long-time military correspondent for an
official Russian news agency, RIA Novosti, wrote that the 2010 revision of Russia’s military
doctrine, still in effect, “further lowered” the threshold of “combat use” of nuclear weapons.[48]
In June 2015, U.S. Deputy Secretary of Defense Robert Work and then-Vice Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral James Winnefeld observed, “Russian military doctrine includes
what some have called an ‘escalate to de-escalate’ strategy—a strategy that purportedly seeks to
de-escalate a conventional conflict through coercive threats, including limited nuclear use,” a
policy they categorized as “playing with fire.”[49] In 2017, then-DIA Director Lt. General
Vincent Stewart said Russia has built nuclear de-escalation “...into their operational concept,
we’ve seen them exercise that idea...”[50]

Since 2007, Russia has made numerous overt nuclear threats, including since 2014 nuclear
threats relating to Ukraine and the Baltics.[51] All of the Strategic Missile Force Commanders
since 2007 have made the standard nuclear missile targeting threat.[52] In 2008, General of the
Army Yuri Baluyevsky, then-Chief of the General Staff, stated that “for the protection of Russia
and its allies, if necessary, the Armed Forces will be used, including preventively and with the
use of nuclear weapons.”[53] In March 2015, Russia’s Ambassador to Denmark Mikhail Vanin
declared, “I don’t think that Danes fully understand the consequence if Denmark joins the
American-led missile defence shield. If they do, then Danish warships will be targets for Russian
nuclear missiles.”[54] In November 2016, President VIadimir Putin made a classic Russian
nuclear missile targeting threat, his fifth[55]: “We have to take countermeasures, targeting the
facilities that we perceive as a threat with our missile systems.”[56] In March 2018, the Russian
Foreign Ministry made an implied nuclear threat over a U.K. demarche involving the attempted
murder of a UK spy using a prohibited nerve agent.[57]

In March 2018, Chief of the General Staff General of the Army Valeriy Gerasimov threatened to
attack U.S. forces in Syria: “If lives of the Russian officers are threatened, the Armed Forces of
the Russian Federation will retaliate against missile and launch systems.”[58] This formulation is
an adoption of a previously used pre-emptive nuclear strike threats. Soon after, Russia was
threatening to attack U.S. forces attacking Syrian chemical weapons facilities.[59]

In March 2018, Alexander Velez-Green of the Harvard Belfer Center wrote, “Military Thought
has published at least 18 articles in support of preemption from 2007 to 2017.”[60] Military
Thought is the journal of the Russian General Staff. One would be hard-pressed to find a single
significant Western publication, much less a Defense Ministry publication, that published
advocacy of a pre-emptive NATO attack on Russia. Why does this happen in Russia? In 2015,
Vladimir Putin told a meeting of Western economists that, “Fifty years ago, I learnt one rule in
the streets of Leningrad: if the fight is inevitable, be the first to strike.”[61] No action officer put
this into the speech. This is Russian policy.

Conclusion
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Putin is preparing for a major war with the U.S. and NATO. He clearly hopes the West will
capitulate without one. Unless he is deterred, he may start one. Minimum Deterrence will likely
fail to deter Putin. In the weeks after Putin’s Duma speech, there were repeated war threats from
the Russian government. Fortunately, Putin back down -- this time.

The most likely route to a nuclear war is Putin’s repeat of the tactics used against Ukraine
applied to a NATO state, followed by the launch of a blitz invasion supposedly to protect ethnic
Russians, threats by Putin of a nuclear response if NATO fights back, followed by a small
nuclear “de-escalation” attack only if he has to do so in order to win. This is apparently what
Russia practiced in the large theater exercise, Zapad 2017.[62] If the inside the beltway arms
control enthusiast establishment manages to kill the U.S. modernization programs, this may well
happen.
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