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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.”[1] This is quite plausible. Existing Russian programs can support the deployment
of 8,000 or more nuclear weapons with an emphasis on either strategic or non-strategic (tactical)
nuclear weapons or both.

Russia has a nuclear weapons production complex that is clearly able to produce and sustain a
stockpile of 8,000 or more nuclear weapons. Russia can produce 1,000 nuclear “pits” a year
which translates into the ability to produce 1,000 complete new nuclear weapons per

year.[2] Also, it has mothballed the ability to produce 2,500 more.[3] With a weapons life of 10-
20 years, according to former Russian Atomic Energy Minister Viktor Mikhaylov,[4] 1,000 pits
a year permits a force of 10,000-20,000 nuclear weapons.

The Russian Government has announced over twenty strategic nuclear modernization
programs.[5] Even more significant in terms of how many nuclear weapons Russia is planning to
build is the very large number of warheads that will be carried on each type of new or
modernized strategic missiles. Most notable is the new Sarmat heavy ICBM which will carry,
according to TASS, “at least 15 warheads.”[6] The new version of the Soviet legacy SS-N-23, the
Sineva, reportedly can carry double the number of warheads for which the SS-N-23 was limited
to under the START Treaty.[7] Not satisfied with this, Russia went on to develop, test and
deploy a second new version of the SS-N-23, the Liner (sometimes translated as Layner) which,
according to Russian press reports, can carry 10 warheads.[8] The new Bulava-30 SLBM was
declared to carry six warheads under the START Treaty, but reports are quite common in Russia
that it, and the new RS-24 Yars ICBM, will carry ten warheads.[9] (This would likely require a
new smaller RV). Russia has gone in exactly the opposite direction as the U.S. which has
downloaded its strategic missiles. It is simply impossible for Russia to deploy uniformly
anywhere near these warhead numbers under any arms control regime, which suggests Russia is
planning to deploy many nuclear warheads outside of arms control constraints by cheating or
breakout.


https://www.realcleardefense.com/articles/2018/01/26/will_russia_build_8000_nuclear_weapons_by_2026_112963.html%23_edn1
https://www.realcleardefense.com/articles/2018/01/26/will_russia_build_8000_nuclear_weapons_by_2026_112963.html%23_edn2
https://www.realcleardefense.com/articles/2018/01/26/will_russia_build_8000_nuclear_weapons_by_2026_112963.html%23_edn3
https://www.realcleardefense.com/articles/2018/01/26/will_russia_build_8000_nuclear_weapons_by_2026_112963.html%23_edn4
https://www.realcleardefense.com/articles/2018/01/26/will_russia_build_8000_nuclear_weapons_by_2026_112963.html%23_edn5
https://www.realcleardefense.com/articles/2018/01/26/will_russia_build_8000_nuclear_weapons_by_2026_112963.html%23_edn6
https://www.realcleardefense.com/articles/2018/01/26/will_russia_build_8000_nuclear_weapons_by_2026_112963.html%23_edn7
https://www.realcleardefense.com/articles/2018/01/26/will_russia_build_8000_nuclear_weapons_by_2026_112963.html%23_edn8
https://www.realcleardefense.com/articles/2018/01/26/will_russia_build_8000_nuclear_weapons_by_2026_112963.html%23_edn9

In December 2017, TASS quoted well connected Russian journalist Colonel (ret.) Viktor Litovkin
as saying that Russia “...has five hundred strategic missiles carrying over 1,800 nuclear
warheads,” which is 239 more warheads and about seventy more deployed missiles than Russia
claims it had in September 2017.[10] An excellent 2015 study by James R. Howe concluded that
Russia had the potential to deploy 2,664-5,890 warheads on its ballistic missiles.[11] These are
not worst-case numbers. The large throw-weight of some Russian missiles could permit very
large numbers of small nuclear warheads to be carried. For example, in 2010, ITAR-

TASS reported the Russian SS-18 heavy ICBM “can deliver up to 36 warheads...”[12] The new
Sarmat ICBM will have more throw-weight (10,000-kg)[13] than the SS-18. Howe’s estimate is
based on official disclosures and Russian press reports concerning its plans for the new or
modernized strategic missiles. In December 2017, he estimated that Russia would have 8,000
nuclear weapons in six years, a mix of high-yield, medium-yield, and low-yield nuclear
warheads.[14]

Russia’s legacy Soviet heavy bomber force can carry about 850 nuclear warheads.[15] In 2022,
Russia will be in the early stages of producing 50 new Tu-160M2 bombers at a rate of several
per year.[16] In 2026, Russia will certainly be in the process of adding new strategic ballistic
missiles. Russia will have finished the Borey A program and will be building new Borey B class
ballistic missile submarines (reported 10C to be in 2026) and will later produce the new Husky
class ballistic missiles submarines (construction start reported to be in 2023-2024) and PAK D
stealth bombers (first flight reported to be in 2023).[17] There are also likely to be new programs
that have not yet been disclosed. Hence, the number of deployed strategic nuclear weapons will
almost certainly go well over 3,000 and continue to increase even if Russia does not deploy the
maximum reported warhead loads on each of its missile types. While Russian 10C dates are
often delayed, this will not change any of the trends outlined above.

The Russian Federation clearly has thousands of non-strategic weapons.[18] In 2011, the U.S.
Defense Department estimated Russia had between 2,000-4,000 tactical nuclear
weapons.[19]Russia claims to have reduced its tactical nuclear weapons inventory by 75% from
Cold War levels.[20] Similar or identical claims were made in the review conferences for the
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) for about 15 years. This is significant because the P-5
states (the U.S.,

Russia, China, France and Great Britain) bend over backward to detail their nuclear weapons
cuts during the NPT review conferences, yet Russian claims about non-strategic nuclear weapons
reductions remained the same.[21] (Since their number of strategic warheads had increased,
Russia resorted to an apples and oranges comparison of a number of warheads accountable under
the START Treaty and the New START Treaty, despite completely different counting rules.)
Since Alexei Arbatov, a Russian expert and former Vice Chairman of the Duma Defense
Committee, and others (e. g., Graham Allison) have said that the late Cold War Soviet tactical
nuclear arsenal constituted 22,000 tactical nuclear weapons,[22] this would mean Russia has
retained 5,000+ tactical nuclear weapons. Indeed, in 2014, Pravda.ru reported, “Russia,
according to conservative estimates, has 5,000 pieces of different classes of TNW [tactical
nuclear weapons] - from Iskander warheads to torpedo, aerial and artillery warheads!”[23] In
2013, Alexei Arbatov indicated that the Russian arsenal of “nonstrategic nuclear assets (medium-
range aviation, operational-tactical aircraft and missiles) are classified, but unofficial estimates
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range from 2,000 to 3,000 operationally deployed nuclear weapons, a considerable segment of
which can also hit targets in regions adjoining Russia.”[24] “Operationally deployed” is a term
associated with the 2002 Moscow arms control Treaty. It does not count the entire weapons
inventory but only those weapons actually attached to delivery systems or stored at operational
bases. Moreover, Arbatov has never counted Russian non-strategic warheads that he knows
violate arms control commitments.

The Russian tactical nuclear arsenal is amazingly diverse. According to the 2017 Defense
Intelligence Agency report on Russia Military Power, Russian tactical 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. There
may also be warheads remaining for surface-to-air and other aerospace defense missile
systems.”[25] Additional types of tactical nuclear weapons are reported in the Russian press
including nuclear artillery.[26]

Russian press reports of Russian development of precision low-yield nuclear warheads began in
the late 1990s. In 1999, Russia’s First Deputy Atomic Energy Minister Viktor Mikhailov said: “a
‘new generation’ of low-yield nuclear weapons “can really be used in case of any large-scale
military conflict.””[27] A declassified CIA report from August 2000 stated, “Senior Russian
military officers have advocated the use of highly accurate, super-low yield nuclear weapons in
Russian military journals such as Military Thought and Armeyskiy Shornik.”[28] It said,
“Judging from Russian writing since 1995 and Moscow’s evolving nuclear doctrine, new roles
are emerging for very-low-yield nuclear weapons—including weapons with tailored radiation
output....”[29] The report also noted, “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. The range of applications will ultimately be
determined by Russia’s evolving nuclear doctrine, and could include artillery, air-to-air weapons,
ABM weapons, anti-satellite weapons or multiple rocket launchers against tanks or massed
troops....”[30] The 2009 report of the U.S. Strategic Commission stated, “Apparently Russia and
possibly China are conducting low yield tests.”[31] In the last few years, there have been reports
in the Russian press, including the State media, of actual Russian deployment of precision low-
yield nuclear weapons with low sub-kiloton yields, including deployment on Russian submarine-
launched ballistic missiles.[32]

Thus, Bill Gertz’s report that Russia will build up to 8,000 nuclear weapons, including precision
low-yield nuclear weapons by 2026, is quite plausible. Indeed, the number might be considerably
higher. Russia may even be approaching 8,000 warheads today. In light of Russia’s nuclear
doctrine which allows the first use of nuclear weapons in conventional war, this development is
quite dangerous and we are only just beginning to come to grips with this threat.

Dr. Mark B. Schneider is a Senior Analyst with the National Institute for Public Policy. Before
his retirement from the Department of Defense Senior Executive Service, Dr. Schneider served in
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