
Beyond START: Negotiating the 
Next Step in U.S. and Russian  

Strategic Nuclear Arms Reductions
Foreign Policy
at BROOKINGS

Steven Pifer

The Brookings Institution
1775 Massachusetts Ave., NW
Washington, D.C. 20036-21803
www.brookings.edu

May 2009POLICY PAPER  
Number 15



POLICY PAPER
Number 15

May 2009

Beyond START: Negotiating  
the Next Step in U.S. and Russian  

Strategic Nuclear Arms Reductions

Foreign Policy
at BROOKINGS

Steven Pifer



Ta b l e  o f  Co n t e n t s

Fo r e i g n  Po l i c y  a t  B r o o k i n g s                 i i i

Acknowledgments  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  v

Introduction and Summar y  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  1

Strategic Arms and Strategic Arms Control .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  5

Considerations for a Follow-on Treaty .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  9

Elements of a U.S. Proposal  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  17

Endnotes  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  21

About the Author  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  23



Ac k n o w l e d g m e n t s

Fo r e i g n  Po l i c y  a t  B r o o k i n g s                 v

I am extremely grateful to Linton Brooks, Ivo Daalder, Robert Einhorn, Edward Ifft, Michael O’Hanlon, 
Theodore Piccone, Pavel Podvig, Sergey Rogov, Strobe Talbott, and Alexander Vershbow for taking the time 

to review drafts of this policy paper and for the very helpful comments and suggestions that they provided. Of 
course, the views and recommendations contained here are my own.

I would also like to express my appreciation to Gail Chalef and Ian Livingston for their assistance in the paper’s 
production. Finally, I appreciate the support of the Brookings Center on the United States and Europe.



I n t r o d u ct  i o n  a n d  S u m m a r y

Fo r e i g n  Po l i c y  a t  B r o o k i n g s                 1

Moving Beyond START

Meeting in London on April 1, U.S. President Barack 
Obama and Russian President Dmitry Medvedev 
announced agreement to “work out a new, compre-
hensive, legally binding agreement on reducing and 
limiting strategic offensive arms.” They stated their 
intention to conclude this agreement before the Stra-
tegic Arms Reductions Treaty (START) expires in 
December, and noted that the new treaty would “re-
cord levels of reductions in strategic offensive arms 
that will be lower than those in the 2002 Moscow 
Treaty on Strategic Offensive Reductions.”1

The presidents instructed their negotiators to begin 
work immediately and report back by July, when 
President Obama will visit Moscow. U.S. and Rus-
sian negotiators held their first consultative meeting 
in Rome on April 24, and stated that they will hold 
their first round of full negotiations in mid-May.

Presidents Obama and Medvedev agreed to conclude 
a follow-on treaty to START as the first action in a 
step-by-step process of reducing their strategic nucle-
ar arsenals with the ultimate goal of achieving a nu-
clear-free world. This ambitious objective will require 
broadening past U.S.-Russian nuclear arms control 
efforts, for example, to include non-deployed strate-
gic nuclear warheads and tactical nuclear weapons, 
which have not been limited previously. This will be 
a long-term process.

In the immediate term, maintaining a strategic nucle-
ar arms control framework beyond START and con-
cluding a new agreement on strategic reductions can 
enhance U.S. security by promoting nuclear stability, 

strengthening predictability, and setting the stage for 
further reductions. It will restore U.S. credibility and 
leadership in the area of nuclear non-proliferation.  
A robust nuclear arms control dialogue historically 
has had a positive impact on the broader relationship 
between Washington and Moscow.

Replacing START is urgent. START limits each side 
to 1600 strategic nuclear delivery vehicles (SNDVs) 
—heavy bombers, deployed intercontinental ballis-
tic missiles (ICBMs) and their associated launchers, 
and deployed submarine-launched ballistic missiles 
(SLBMs) and their associated launchers—and to 
6000 strategic nuclear warheads on those systems.2  
It expires by its terms on December 5, 2009. The 
2002 Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT), 
which limits each side to 1700-2200 strategic nu-
clear warheads, will remain in effect until 2012, but 
START provides the principal framework for veri-
fiably regulating U.S. and Russian strategic forces.  
SORT does not limit strategic bombers or ballistic 
missiles, has no counting rules, and contains no veri-
fication or monitoring measures.

Negotiating Considerations

Washington will have to weigh a number of consid-
erations in developing a position for negotiations 
with the Russians on a START follow-on treaty to 
reduce and limit both strategic nuclear warheads and 
SNDVs:

  �Levels of Weapons and the Nuclear Posture Review: 
The U.S. government must complete its nuclear 
posture review in order to be able to justify its pro-
posed weapon levels and force structure. While the 
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United States and Russia might be able to agree on 
a reduction to 1000 deployed strategic warheads 
on each side in the not-too-distant future, doing so 
will not be possible this year. They should instead 
negotiate a treaty in 2009 that reduces each side’s 
forces to no more than 1500 deployed strategic 
nuclear warheads on 700 SNDVs.

  �Time:  The negotiators have limited time, as START 
expires on December 5.  In order to allow for Sen-
ate ratification, the follow-on treaty likely must be 
signed by September. Washington and Moscow 
should be prepared to consider some bridging ar-
rangement should they require additional time to 
finalize and ratify the follow-on treaty.

  �Counting Rules: A priority task will be determin-
ing the counting rules for the new agreement. In 
developing the follow-on treaty, the negotiators 
should adopt START-type counting rules that at-
tribute a specific number of warheads to each type 
of strategic ballistic missile and bomber. This will 
facilitate counting and verification.

  �Downloading: For purposes of nuclear stabil-
ity, neither side will want to concentrate its war-
heads on too few missile launchers or submarines. 
The follow-on treaty should include download-
ing provisions to allow the sides to remove war-
heads from ballistic missiles, as START permits 
to a limited extent, and also to allow removal of 
submarine-launched ballistic missiles from missile-
carrying submarines. Downloaded missiles would 
be counted with fewer warheads and downloaded 
submarines with fewer missiles than they are oth-
erwise capable of carrying.

  �Conversion and Conventionally-Armed Systems: The 
follow-on treaty should contain provisions that 
allow the sides to convert some strategic systems 
to conventional-only roles and remove them from 
being accountable under the treaty. A potentially 
difficult issue will be conventional warheads on 
treaty-accountable ballistic missiles.  

  �Constraining Breakout Potential: The follow-on 
treaty will need inspection measures and other 

procedures to prevent the rapid uploading of 
downloaded systems. This can be addressed by 
provisions for inspections of downloaded sys-
tems, for preventing rapid uploading, and for 
verifiably eliminating excess ballistic missiles and 
warheads. 

  �Monitoring and Verification Measures: The sides 
should consider streamlining START’s verifica-
tion measures. However, the follow-on treaty 
will need sufficient monitoring measures to give 
the sides confidence in their ability to verify the 
other’s compliance. In order to complete the treaty 
quickly, the sides should avoid new verification 
provisions where possible, though more intrusive 
measures will be needed in subsequent agreements 
that provide for deeper reductions.    

  �Third-Country Strategic Forces: As U.S. and Russian 
strategic force levels decrease, the strategic forces 
of Britain, France, and China will assume greater 
importance. The United States and Russia should 
be able to reduce their deployed strategic warheads 
to 1500, or even 1000, without taking account 
of third-country forces. However, at some point 
thereafter those forces will have to be addressed, 
either through separate constraints or by multilat-
eralizing the U.S.-Russian strategic nuclear reduc-
tions process.

  �Missile Defense:  As U.S. and Russian strategic forc-
es are reduced, there will be greater pressure to ad-
dress missile defense. This will have to be factored 
in at some point, but the sides should be able to 
cut their forces to 1500, and perhaps 1000, de-
ployed warheads without limits on missile defense 
systems. Bringing constraints on missile defense 
into the negotiation of the START follow-on trea-
ty would likely make it impossible to have a treaty 
concluded and ratified by December.

  �Tactical Nuclear Weapons:  As U.S. and Russian 
strategic nuclear forces are reduced, their tactical 
nuclear weapons will assume greater importance.  
They can be left aside for the immediate negotia-
tion, but will have to be addressed at some future 
point as further strategic reductions are considered.  
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A U.S. Negotiating Position

Given the shortness of time until START’s expiration 
in December, the Obama administration should seek 
a START follow-on treaty that sets a ceiling of 1500 
deployed strategic warheads on 700 SNDVs on each 
side. As a subsequent step, perhaps in 2010, the Unit-
ed States and Russia could pursue deeper reductions.

When negotiating the follow-on treaty, the adminis-
tration should draw heavily on START for counting 
rules and verification measures; seek to include pro-
visions for downloading missiles and missile-carrying 
submarines, with appropriate verification measures 
and constraints on breakout potential; and allow some 
conversion of strategic systems to conventional-only 
roles. While third-country strategic nuclear forces, 
missile defense, and tactical nuclear weapons will 
need to be taken into account at some point in the 
strategic reductions process, U.S. negotiators should 
seek to leave them aside for the immediate negotia-
tion of the START follow-on treaty or address them 
in other channels.

A limit of 1500 deployed warheads on 700 SNDVs 
would allow the United States and Russia to main-
tain survivable and effective strategic nuclear forces, 
though at levels significantly below those today. Un-
der such an agreement, the United States could de-
ploy a force structure with 300 single-warhead Min-
uteman III ICBMs, 168 Trident II SLBMs (with five 
warheads each), and some 50 nuclear-capable heavy 
bombers.

This is largely a modified START framework.  Presi-
dent Obama has called for reductions in “all U.S. and 
Russian nuclear weapons—whether deployed or non-
deployed, whether strategic or nonstrategic.” If he and 
President Medvedev are serious about pursuing even 
deeper reductions, the START framework will have to 
be broadened. Washington and Moscow will have to 
develop new approaches that bring non-deployed stra-
tegic nuclear warheads and tactical nuclear warheads 
into the arms reduction process.  Washington should 
take or propose several measures in parallel with the 
negotiation of a START follow-on treaty:

  �Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty: The U.S. adminis-
tration should seek Senate ratification of the treaty, 
which the Russians previously ratified.

  �A Broad Nuclear Security Approach: With a view to 
the 2010 Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) review 
conference, Washington should suggest to Mos-
cow that they lead in a broad effort that would 
go beyond negotiation of the follow-on treaty to 
include: support for measures to prevent further 
nuclear proliferation; a joint effort to provide 
enrichment services for civil nuclear reactors in 
non-nuclear weapons states; and leadership in 
promoting a fissile materials cut-off treaty.

  �Missile Defense: While not bringing missile defense 
into the START follow-on negotiations, Washing-
ton and Moscow should discuss the relationship 
between offensive and defensive arms, differences 
over the U.S. plan to deploy a missile defense 
system in Central Europe, and possible joint ap-
proaches, including NATO-Russia cooperation, to 
address the challenge posed by new ballistic missile 
threats.  

  �Warhead Numbers: While counting rules can give 
a good tally of deployed strategic warheads, nei-
ther side knows with confidence the other’s num-
ber of non-deployed warheads. At a level of 1500 
deployed strategic warheads, this will not matter 
much. However, in anticipation of deeper reduc-
tions, Washington should propose to Moscow 
discussions on how the sides might better un-
derstand each other’s strategic warhead numbers, 
non-deployed as well as deployed warheads. A 
process of continuing reductions will ultimately 
require a framework that addresses all strategic 
warheads.

  �Tactical Nuclear Weapons: Washington should pro-
pose discussions on measures to increase transpar-
ency regarding tactical nuclear weapons and possi-
ble approaches for dealing with them in the future.  
Those discussions might also address measures to 
assure that tactical nuclear weapons on both sides 
are safely and securely stored.
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Nuclear Deterrence

The primary purpose of U.S. nuclear weapons has 
been deterrence, that is, to make clear to a poten-
tial adversary that the risks and costs of aggression far 
outweigh any gains it might hope to achieve. Dur-
ing the Cold War, the Soviet Union was the primary 
potential adversary; strategic nuclear weapons levels 
on both sides grew to stunningly high levels. At their 
peak, U.S. strategic forces could launch more than 
10,000 warheads.

U.S. nuclear arms have not only deterred attack on 
the United States; they have also provided extended 
deterrence to protect U.S. allies. Nuclear weapons 
played a special role in Europe during the Cold War.  
They were seen as NATO’s equalizer in view of large 
Soviet and Warsaw Pact advantages in numbers of 
tanks, artillery, combat aircraft, and manpower. Ex-
tended deterrence has also been important for Japan, 
which must take account not just of Russia but also 
China’s growing military might and North Korea’s 
nuclear capabilities.  

From the late 1960s on, efforts to control, and later 
to reduce, strategic forces made up a central element 
of the U.S.-Soviet relationship. The numbers of stra-
tegic weapons have decreased markedly since the 
1980s, and nuclear weapons have assumed a lower 
profile in the overall U.S.-Russian relationship.  

Presidents Obama and Medvedev on April 1 endorsed 
a nuclear-free world—zero nuclear weapons—to be 
achieved on a step-by-step basis. Actually getting to 
zero will be a complex task and realistically should 
be seen as a distant goal. It will require addressing  

non-deployed strategic nuclear warheads and tactical 
nuclear weapons plus a verification regime signifi-
cantly more intrusive than anything agreed to date.  
It also likely would have to be accompanied by other 
arms control arrangements, for example, agreements 
limiting conventional arms so that the world would 
not be made “safe” for large-scale conventional con-
flict. In particular, if the numbers of nuclear weapons 
reach very low levels, the risks of covert weapons and 
surprise attack could grow if the process is not man-
aged with extreme care.

For the foreseeable future, strategic nuclear weap-
ons will continue to play an important role in U.S. 
security, but properly structured reductions can en-
hance U.S. security by promoting nuclear stability, 
strengthening predictability, increasing transparency, 
and setting the stage for further cuts. Reductions may 
also produce defense cost savings. The United States 
should aim to maintain a reduced strategic nuclear 
force that is survivable, secure, and effective. Surviv-
ability—the ability of a nuclear force to withstand a 
first strike and still be able deliver a devastating re-
sponse—is a key factor for nuclear deterrence and 
stability.  The force should also be capable of deter-
ring a range of threats and reassure, or extend deter-
rence, to American allies in Europe and Asia.

START and SORT

Two treaties currently govern U.S. and Russian 
strategic nuclear force levels:  START and SORT.  
START—the Strategic Arms Reductions Treaty—and 
its protocols, annexes, and other associated docu-
ments comprise many hundreds of pages.3 The treaty, 
signed by Presidents George H. W. Bush and Mikhail 
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Gorbachev in 1991, was modified by the 1992 Lis-
bon Protocol to take account of the break-up of the 
Soviet Union. The protocol became necessary because 
the Soviet Union’s collapse left Soviet strategic nuclear 
forces in Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine.  
Under the terms of the protocol, Belarus, Kazakhstan, 
and Ukraine eliminated the strategic nuclear systems 
on their territories during the 1990s, and most Soviet 
limits were applied just to Russian strategic forces.

START limits the United States and Russia each to 
no more than 1600 strategic nuclear delivery vehi-
cles—heavy bombers, ICBM launchers, and SLBM 
launchers—and no more than 6000 warheads on 
those bombers and missiles. START contains several 
sublimits as well. For example, ICBMs and SLBMs 
may carry no more than 4900 of the 6000 warheads

The bulk of START’s text comprises counting rules, 
measures for eliminating strategic arms, inspections 
and inspection procedures of various types, and pro-
cedures for notifications regarding treaty numbers 
and changes in treaty-limited items (e.g., elimination 
of missile silos or heavy bombers). A telemetry proto-
col bans most encryption of telemetry to allow each 
side to monitor the other’s tests. These monitoring 
and verification measures are critical to each side’s 
ability to monitor and confirm the other’s compli-
ance with the treaty.

In January 1993, Presidents George H. W. Bush and 
Boris Yeltsin signed the START II Treaty. START II 
would have reduced each side to no more than 3000-
3500 warheads on their heavy bombers, ICBMs, and 
SLBMs. In March 1997, Presidents Bill Clinton and 
Yeltsin issued a joint statement establishing a START 
III limit of no more than 2000-2500 warheads on 
each side. The Senate ratified START II in 1996, 
but the Russian Duma (parliament) resisted. It rati-
fied START II only in 2000, conditioning entry into 
force on a U.S.-Russian agreement on missile de-
fense; that agreement did not win Senate approval.  
The Russians announced that they would no longer 
be bound by the terms of START II in 2002, follow-
ing the Bush administration’s withdrawal from the 
Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty.4 The sides never 
concluded negotiations on START III.

The second treaty currently in force is SORT, the 
Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty, also known 
as the Moscow treaty. Signed in the Russian capital 
by Presidents George W. Bush and Vladimir Putin in 
May 2002 and ratified by both sides in 2003, SORT 
limits each side to no more than 1700-2200 strate-
gic nuclear warheads. In contrast to START, SORT 
does not limit the number of strategic heavy bomb-
ers, ICBMs, or SLBMs. SORT is barely two pages in 
length.5 It provides no counting rules, contains no 
verification and monitoring measures, and does not 
define “strategic nuclear warhead.”6 The treaty states 
that each side will reduce to no more than 1700-
2200 strategic nuclear warheads by December 31, 
2012—the day the treaty expires.

Following the conclusion of SORT (and having 
withdrawn from the ABM Treaty), the Bush admin-
istration did not seriously pursue further reductions 
in strategic nuclear forces. Administration officials 
—who originally sought to avoid a legally binding 
treaty and instead proposed recording the 1700-
2200 warhead limit only as statements of national 
policy—dismissed formal arms control as an anach-
ronism and as likely to delay the strategic force re-
ductions they sought to make, because of the time 
needed for prolonged negotiations. In general, the 
Bush administration preferred maximum flexibility 
in determining U.S. force structure to limitation 
and predictability.

U.S. and Russian nuclear arms are regulated by one 
other agreement: the treaty on intermediate-range 
nuclear force (INF) missiles. Signed in 1987, the INF 
treaty banned all U.S. and Soviet ground-launched 
ballistic and cruise missiles with ranges between 500 
and 5500 kilometers. The Russian government has 
proposed to multilateralize this treaty, and some Rus-
sian commentators have suggested that, absent ap-
plying the ban to all countries, Moscow might recon-
sider its adherence.  

Faced with the pending expiration of START, U.S.-
Russian discussions in 2008 addressed the question 
of what might come next. The Bush administration 
preferred to avoid a legally binding treaty and origi-
nally suggested just transparency measures on stra-
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tegic forces. It later offered to continue to limit op-
erationally deployed strategic warheads. The Russians 
rejected limiting only deployed strategic warheads; 
the U.S. proposal did not constrain non-deployed 
warheads in the responsive force or limit strategic 
missiles or bombers. Moscow did not regard that as 
an acceptable approach, believing it could allow the 
United States the possibility to rapidly deploy extra 
warheads on unconstrained missiles and bombers 
and thereby increase its strategic forces well beyond 
the limit on deployed warheads.7

While unhappy with the Bush administration pro-
posal, the Russians did express interest in further stra-
tegic reductions. Russian strategic forces are both ag-
ing and shrinking in number, as older systems reach 
the end of their service life. Interestingly, despite the 
2004-2008 surge in revenues into the Russian gov-
ernment’s coffers due to high energy prices, Moscow 
has made relatively modest investments in new stra-
tegic systems, though the Russians have begun to de-
vote greater resources to their strategic forces.     

In contrast to its predecessor, the Obama administra-
tion attaches priority to arms control and reductions 
and the contribution they can make to U.S. security.  
The administration is ready to pursue deeper cuts. It 
appears willing to accept a framework that will re-
duce and limit heavy bombers and strategic ballistic 
missiles as well as warheads.

The Obama administration also appears to recognize 
that a U.S.-Russian arms control dialogue can have a 
positive impact on the broader bilateral relationship.  
The Russians value the process, if for no other reason 
than it validates Russia as a nuclear superpower on 
par with the United States.

President Ronald Reagan made arms control a cen-
tral element of his broader U.S.-Soviet agenda in 
the 1980s, using Moscow’s interest in arms control 
to carve out diplomatic space to pursue other issues.  
As Presidents Reagan and Gorbachev signed the INF 
treaty and made progress in negotiating START, par-
allel talks won exit permission for Soviet dissidents 
and produced more helpful Soviet positions on re-
gional problems. Presidents George H. W. Bush and 

Clinton likewise gave arms control a special place in 
their dealings with their Soviet and Russian counter-
parts. Arms control progress, including the signing of 
START, contributed to a more positive relationship, 
in which Moscow adopted positions of interest to the 
United States on questions such as German reunifica-
tion, the 1990-91 Gulf crisis, and Bosnia.

Current U.S. and Russian Strategic 
Nuclear Forces

The United States and Russia have traditionally 
maintained a triad of strategic forces: heavy bomb-
ers, intercontinental ballistic missiles, and submarine-
launched ballistic missiles. Each leg of the triad has 
advantages: bombers can be launched but have long 
flight times and can be recalled; ICBMs generally 
have larger payloads, fast reaction times, and have 
been more accurate (though SLBM accuracy has im-
proved markedly); and SLBMs on submarines at sea 
have the advantage of survivability, due to their abil-
ity to lurk hidden under the world’s oceans. Given a 
strong air force tradition and easy access to the sea, the 
United States has tended to place a greater portion of 
its weapons on bombers and SLBMs. Russia has his-
torically placed greater stress on its ICBM force.

In keeping with arms control agreements and uni-
lateral policy decisions, both the United States and 
Russia have reduced their strategic nuclear forces 
substantially over the past 15 years. U.S. strategic 
nuclear forces currently consist of some 900 heavy 
bombers and strategic ballistic missiles: 450 silo-
based Minuteman III ICBMs, 336 Trident II SLBMs 
on 14 ballistic missile-carrying submarines, and 95 
B-52H bombers and 20 B-2 bombers.8 The U.S. mil-
itary plans to operate the Trident program into the 
2020s and 2030s, and Minuteman IIIs (which have 
been extensively refurbished) until 2030. The U.S. 
Air Force would like to develop a new bomber, with 
possible introduction in 2018.

The START-accountable number for U.S. strategic 
forces is higher. The most recent START data ex-
change showed the United States with 1198 ICBMs, 
SLBMs, and heavy bombers, attributed as carrying 
5576 warheads.9 These break down as follows:
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  �550 Minuteman III ICBMs attributed with 
1250 warheads

  �96 Trident I SLBMs attributed with 576 war-
heads

  �336 Trident II SLBMs attributed with 2688 
warheads

  �56 B-1 bombers attributed with 56 warheads 
(bombs)

  �19 B-2 bombers attributed with 19 warheads 
(bombs)

  �94 B-52 bombers attributed with 940 war-
heads (cruise missiles)

  �47 B-52 bombers attributed with 47 warheads 
(bombs)

This count includes systems that no longer have a nu-
clear role but have not been eliminated according to 
START rules. They thus remain accountable under 
the treaty.  These include, for example, retired B-52 
bombers; B-1 bombers, which have been converted 
to carry conventional weapons only; and 96 Trident I 
SLBMs on four Trident submarines which have been 
modified to carry conventionally-armed cruise mis-
siles instead.

Secretary of Defense Robert Gates has said that the 
United States would reach SORT’s 2200 strategic 
warhead limit in 2010, though a February 2009 
report asserted that U.S. strategic forces already de-
ploy no more than 2200 warheads.10 As noted above, 
however, the number of attributed warheads is sig-
nificantly higher using START counting rules.

Russian strategic nuclear forces currently consist of 
some 700 heavy bombers and strategic ballistic mis-
siles: 426 silo-based and mobile ICBMs of four dif-
ferent types, 228 SLBM launchers on 14 missile-car-
rying submarines of four different classes (though one 
of these has yet to be commissioned, and two may be 
undergoing decommissioning), 64 Tu-95 Bear and 

15 TU-160 Blackjack bombers.11  Given that Russian 
ICBMs and SLBMs are well into—and in some cases 
exceed—their service life, the Russians are building 
a new SLBM (the Bulava) and new ICBM (the SS-
27), as well as a new class of ballistic missile-carrying 
submarine.  

As with the United States, the START-accountable 
Russian strategic force is larger. According to the 
most recent data exchange, Russia has 814 ICBMs, 
SLBMs, and heavy bombers, attributed as carrying 
3909 warheads.12 These break down as follows:

  �180 SS-25 ICBMs attributed with 180 war-
heads

  �65 SS-25 variant (SS-27) ICBMs attributed 
with 65 warheads

  �120 SS-19 ICBMs attributed with 720 war-
heads

  �104 SS-18 ICBMs attributed with 1040 war-
heads

  �96 SS-N-18 SLBMs attributed with 288 war-
heads

  �40 SS-N-20 SLBMs attributed with 400 war-
heads

  �96 SS-N-23 SLBMs attributed with 384 war-
heads

  �36 RSM-56 SLBMs attributed with 216 war-
heads

  �14 Blackjack bombers attributed with 112 
warheads (cruise missiles)

  �63 Bear bombers attributed with 504 war-
heads (cruise missiles)

This number includes SLBMs attributed to mis-
sile-carrying submarines that are being decommis-
sioned but have not yet been eliminated according 
to START rules. Moscow has not yet said whether it 
has reached the SORT limit of 1700-2200 strategic 
nuclear warheads.  
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Presidents Obama and Medvedev in London made 
clear that negotiating a follow-on agreement to 

START tops their bilateral agenda for 2009. Craft-
ing a U.S. negotiating position and then coming to 
terms with the Russians on a new treaty will involve 
a number of considerations. 

Levels of Weapons and the Nuclear 
Posture Review

One of the key questions for the U.S. negotiating po-
sition will be the levels for limiting strategic warheads 
and strategic nuclear delivery vehicles. From the cur-
rent SORT level of 1700-2200 strategic warheads, 
one possible goal would be to reduce to no more than 
1000 deployed strategic warheads on each side.  This 
could allow for SNDVs to be reduced significantly 
below START’s limit of 1600, to 500-600 on each 
side. This, however, is too ambitious an objective for 
the 2009 negotiation of a START follow-on treaty 
for reasons noted below.

Congress in 2007 mandated that the executive 
branch carry out a nuclear posture review “in order 
to clarify United States nuclear deterrence policy and 
strategy.” Among other things, the review will exam-
ine “the role of nuclear forces in United States mili-
tary strategy, planning, and programming,” “the lev-
els and composition of the nuclear delivery systems 
that will be required for implementing the United 
States national and military strategy,” and “the active 
and inactive nuclear weapons stockpile that will be 
required.”13 The primary work on the review, which is 
currently underway but may not be completed until 
fall, is done by the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Office 
of the Secretary of Defense. In contrast to the past, 

the Departments of State and Energy are playing a 
greater role in the nuclear posture review process. 
This reflects the Obama administration’s view that 
U.S. nuclear policy and force levels should take ac-
count of nuclear non-proliferation, arms control, and 
broader security objectives.

The nuclear posture review is important for deter-
mining the levels of warheads and SNDVs to which 
the United States can reduce; these numbers cannot 
come out of thin air. One of the key questions that 
the chairman of the joint chiefs and the commander 
of U.S. Strategic Command will have to answer dur-
ing ratification hearings for any new strategic arms 
treaty will be whether the number of weapons al-
lowed by the treaty is sufficient to execute U.S. nu-
clear policy.14  

Given the shortness of time until December and the 
need to complete the current nuclear posture review, 
it would be unrealistic for the administration to set 
a goal of achieving a treaty in 2009 cutting strate-
gic warheads to 1000. U.S. negotiators should aim 
instead for a less ambitious START follow-on treaty 
that reduces each side to no more than 1500 deployed 
strategic warheads on 700 heavy bombers, ICBMs, 
and SLBMs. While not as dramatic as 1000, a ceiling 
of 1500 nevertheless would represent a 30 percent 
reduction from SORT’s upper limit of 2200. A limit 
of 1500 also is close to the 1700-2200 level validated 
by the 2001 nuclear posture review. The treaty could 
put in place the framework for further strategic re-
ductions, perhaps to be negotiated in 2010.

The negotiators might also consider subceilings with-
in the overall limit of 1500 deployed warheads, as in 
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START. They might agree, for example, to a subceil-
ing on ballistic missile warheads or a subceiling that 
constrained the percentage of total warheads on any 
one element of the triad. The negotiators will have 
to consider the advantages of subceilings as opposed 
to the simplicity of a single overall limit that allows 
each side complete freedom to mix, that is, to choose 
how it distributes its allowed warheads on its ICBMs, 
SLBMs, and heavy bombers.

Time

U.S. and Russian negotiators have limited time. Un-
less Washington and Moscow agree to extend START 
for an additional five years—something the Russians 
have said they are not prepared to do—the treaty 
will expire on December 5. Given the need to have 
a follow-on agreement ratified by both the Senate 
and Russian Duma, a follow-on treaty probably will 
have to be completed and signed by September. In-
deed, Senator Richard Lugar, the ranking Republican 
on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, issued 
a statement on April 1 saying that any new treaty 
would have to be signed in early August in order to 
allow time for ratification.15 

The timeline is daunting given how long it has taken to 
complete previous strategic agreements. Early START 
negotiations were suspended in 1983 when the Sovi-
ets walked out in protest against the deployment of 
U.S. intermediate-range nuclear missiles in Europe.  
START negotiations resumed in earnest in spring 
1985, but the treaty was only completed and signed in 
July 1991. Negotiating SORT took a relatively short 
amount of time, spread over six months.  It is, how-
ever, a far less meaningful and substantial agreement.

Fortunately, much of the START experience, par-
ticularly with monitoring and verification rules, can 
be carried over into a new agreement with minimal 
adjustment. However, it may still be difficult to con-
clude an agreement reducing each side to 1500 war-
heads in time to have it ratified by December 5. If this 
becomes apparent and it looks like three-six months’ 
more time might be needed, Washington and Mos-
cow will need to consider a bridging arrangement.  
(The Russians likely would not agree to an overly 

long period, and it would be useful to maintain time 
pressure to complete the negotiations.) 

One example of a bridging arrangement would be 
for each side to announce that it would continue to 
observe START’s provisions as a matter of national 
policy for three-six months. There is precedent for 
this: the Reagan administration observed the terms 
of the signed but unratified Strategic Arms Limita-
tion Treaty II (SALT II) until 1986 as a matter of 
unilateral national policy. The Soviet Union had a 
similar policy. (One issue for the Russian side would 
be whether the military would require a legal basis in 
the absence of START for continuing data exchanges 
and inspections. This involves release of information 
that the Russian government considers classified.) 

Counting Rules

One of the principal tasks for the negotiation will 
be to determine the counting rule regime for the 
START follow-on treaty. While U.S. strategic forces 
may be at or nearing the SORT limit of 2200 war-
heads, applying the START counting rules to the 
numbers of heavy bombers and strategic missiles in 
the U.S. strategic arsenal yields a warhead count of 
more than 5500.  

START’s counting rules attribute a specific number 
of warheads to each type of SNDV. For ICBMs and 
SLBMs, the counting rule was originally based on 
the maximum number of warheads for which a mis-
sile of a particular type had been flight-tested. For 
example, under START, each Trident II missile was 
counted as carrying eight warheads. A Trident sub-
marine, with 24 SLBM tubes with Trident II SLBMs 
attributed with eight warheads each, thus counts as 
carrying 192 warheads against the overall START 
warhead limit of 6000. On the Russian side, each 
SS-18 ICBM counts as carrying ten warheads. The 
75 deployed SS-18 ICBMs therefore were attributed 
with 750 warheads against Russia’s START aggregate 
limit of 6000 warheads.

SORT has no counting rules. It implies an actual 
loading count rather than the maximum attributed 
number, but only the United States knows exactly 
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how many warheads are on its ICBMs and SLBMs, 
just as only Russia knows the number on its strategic 
ballistic missiles. SORT by itself offers no way for the 
Russians to confirm the number of warheads on any 
U.S. missile, nor for American inspectors to confirm 
the number of warheads on any Russian missile.  

Given that the sides will want confidence in their 
ability to monitor the other’s compliance with war-
head limits, U.S. and Russian negotiators will most 
likely need START-type counting rules for the fol-
low-on treaty.  Each type of SNDV should be attrib-
uted with a specific number of warheads for count-
ing purposes.  The sides might agree, for example, to 
attribute each Trident II with five warheads (see the 
downloading discussion below), relying on START 
verification procedures to allow Russian inspectors to 
confirm that Trident II missiles are deployed with no 
more than that number. While there may be some in-
terest in counting actual warhead loads (which could 
vary from missile to missile), it is difficult to see how 
such a counting rule could be monitored without ex-
tremely intrusive verification measures.  

Downloading

Related to the counting rule issue will be the ques-
tion of downloading, that is, removing warheads from 
missiles and perhaps removing missiles from missile-
carrying submarines. In order to maintain a survivable 
force, both the United States and Russia will want to 
spread out their warheads. Neither, for example, will 
want to deploy too many warheads on one missile-
carrying submarine. This is the nuclear stability ver-
sion of not putting too many eggs in one basket.  

The problem is most evident with regard to the 
Trident submarine fleet. Under START counting 
rules, 336 Trident II missiles (attributed with eight 
warheads each) on 14 Trident submarines by them-
selves count as 2688 warheads—well above the 2200 
limit below which Presidents Obama and Medvedev 
have pledged to reduce. For operational and stabil-
ity purposes, the U.S. Navy may not wish to reduce 
the number of ballistic missile-carrying submarines 
below 14. Hence the U.S. need for downloading as 
reductions are implemented.

START allows for downloading missiles by type and 
attributing a lower number of warheads to those mis-
siles, albeit under a complex set of limitations. For 
example, some Minuteman III ICBMs are already 
counted as having been downloaded and carrying 
a single warhead, and some Trident II SLBMs have 
been downloaded as well.16 START’s verification 
rules allow Russian inspectors to spot-check missiles 
and confirm that they carry no more than the de-
clared number of warheads.

The negotiators should adopt provisions to permit 
downloading ICBMs and SLBMs in the START fol-
low-on treaty. The negotiators might agree, for exam-
ple, that Trident II missiles could be downloaded and 
counted with five warheads each. START verification 
measures would permit Russian inspectors to spot-
check individual Trident II missiles and confirm they 
carry no more than the agreed number of warheads.  
(Similar procedures could be applied to downloaded 
Russian ballistic missiles.) Even at five warheads per 
Trident II, however, the 14 Trident submarines car-
rying SLBMs would be counted as carrying 1760 
warheads.17

If the START follow-on treaty limits each side to no 
more than 1500 warheads, U.S. negotiators should 
seek provisions to allow downloading U.S. and Rus-
sian missile-carrying submarines.  For example, each 
Trident submarine could be counted as carrying no 
more than 12 Trident II missiles (instead of its ca-
pacity of 24). Relatively simple monitoring provi-
sions could allow Russian inspectors to spot-check 
this: Russian inspectors visiting a Trident base could 
choose a submarine at random and ask that 12 mis-
sile tubes be opened to confirm that they were empty.  
(The “empty” tubes likely would contain some bal-
last, but that would be clearly distinguishable from 
a missile.) Counting each Trident II as carrying five 
warheads and each Trident submarine as carrying 12 
Trident II missiles would mean the 14 submarines 
would be attributed with 840 warheads.

Whatever the particular numbers, downloading will 
be a key element for the United States in a START 
follow-on agreement if that agreement is to limit each 
side to a number of warheads less than 2200. The  
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Russians, however, will be less interested in down-
loading, as Russian SLBMs carry fewer warheads 
than Trident II SLBMs, and most Russian subma-
rines have only 16 missile tubes in contrast to 24 on 
the Trident.  

Conversion and Conventionally-Armed 
Systems

Dealing with heavy bombers, missile-carrying sub-
marines, and strategic ballistic missiles converted to 
conventional-only roles will pose one of the most 
difficult issues for the negotiators. The United States 
likely will want significant relief in this area, probably 
more so than Russia. The Russians, moreover, may 
seek limits that will constrain U.S. conventional as 
well as strategic nuclear capabilities.

START II (which never entered into force) would 
have allowed each side to convert up to 100 heavy 
bombers to conventional-only roles, which would not 
count against the SNDV limit.18 The United States 
has converted its B-1 bomber fleet to conventional-
only roles, though they still count as strategic bomb-
ers under START I counting rules. U.S. negotiators 
should seek a variant of the START II rule to allow 
for some number of conventional bombers outside of 
the follow-on treaty’s SNDV and warhead limits. The 
follow-on treaty could contain a numerical limit on 
conventional-role only bombers, as did START II.

Four of the original 18 Trident submarines have 
been modified to carry conventionally-armed Toma-
hawk land-attack cruise missiles (TLAMs) instead 
of SLBMs. Each of the four submarines has been re-
fitted so that 22 of its missile tubes hold a canister 
launcher containing seven TLAMs; the remaining 
two tubes have been modified to support special op-
erations forces.19 Since START requires that SLBM 
launchers be eliminated by completely removing 
them from the submarine, which has not happened, 
these submarines continue to count under START.  
Washington will likely seek provisions allowing this 
conversion so that these submarines are not counted 
as carrying SLBMs, with inspection procedures that 
allow Russian inspectors to confirm that the convert-
ed submarines do not carry SLBMs.

If Moscow is not interested in similar relief, the Rus-
sians could try to limit conventional-only Trident 
submarines as strategic systems or propose other 
measures for such submarines. For example, Moscow 
might propose that such submarines be restricted to 
certain patrol areas (away from Russia) and that the 
United States provide information on those areas.  
The U.S. Navy traditionally has not been interested 
in such ideas. 

Conventionally-armed strategic ballistic missiles pose 
a more difficult challenge. The Bush administration 
developed a plan to arm two Trident II SLBMs on 
each of 12 Trident submarines with conventional war-
heads in order to have a prompt global conventional 
strike capability.20 As a matter of general practice, the 
United States will not want conventionally-armed 
systems to be counted as strategic nuclear arms. But 
developing verification measures to demonstrate that 
such conventionally-armed SLBMs are not uncount-
ed nuclear systems will not be an easy task, unless 
the United States is prepared to accept very intrusive 
monitoring measures. With a higher ceiling on stra-
tegic nuclear warheads and a small number of con-
ventionally-armed Trident II SLBMs, counting those 
conventional warheads as nuclear warheads may not 
pose a big problem. However, a precedent would be 
set that could prove difficult to live with if strategic 
nuclear warhead levels later were cut more drastically.

The problem may be further complicated if the Rus-
sians regard SLBMs outfitted with highly accurate 
conventional warheads as posing a “strategic” threat 
to targets such as ICBM silos. Should the Obama ad-
ministration wish to protect a conventional Trident 
option outside of limits on strategic nuclear arms, 
this could pose one of the most difficult issues for the 
negotiators. 

Constraining Breakout Potential

Closely linked to the downloading question is the is-
sue of constraining breakout potential, that is the abil-
ity of one side or the other to deploy strategic nuclear 
warheads and missiles beyond the limits contained 
in the follow-on treaty, for example, by uploading 
downloaded systems—returning removed warheads 
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to missiles or removed missiles to submarines. This 
problem is particularly acute if downloaded missiles 
or submarines can be uploaded quickly. Part of the 
solution could be the elimination of excess warheads.

For eliminating warheads removed from downloaded 
missiles, the sides can draw on the experience of the 
INF treaty. It provided that the front sections of INF 
ballistic missiles, following removal of the nuclear 
warhead device and guidance elements, would be 
crushed or flattened.21 U.S. and Russian negotiations 
can develop similar procedures to apply to strategic 
warhead bodies. Such procedures, with provisions 
for inspection, will give the inspecting side a good 
count of the number of warheads eliminated, which 
will increase confidence in compliance with the fol-
low-on treaty. Those procedures will not, however, 
provide certainty regarding the number of remain-
ing warheads, as neither side likely knows precisely 
how many warheads the other built, and there may 
be questions about the possibility for surreptitious 
production of new warheads.  

Another way to cap breakout potential would be to 
include a provision in the follow-on treaty, as START 
did, that limits the aggregate number of downloaded 
warheads. Yet another approach would be to redesign 
and build a new “bus” or platform for downloaded 
missiles; the new platform would be capable only of 
carrying a reduced number. This option, however, 
could prove expensive.

The problem of constraining breakout potential is 
simpler to address with regard to SLBMs and mis-
sile-carrying submarines. Several steps can be taken 
regarding the empty missile tubes to preclude rapid 
reloading. First, for ballast purposes, a concrete or 
some other weight would likely be placed in empty 
tubes (to compensate for the loss of the removed mis-
sile’s weight). Such a weight would be visibly differ-
ent from an SLBM. It could be fixed in the missile 
tube in such a way that removing it would be dif-
ficult and require time and special equipment. Sec-
ond, other obstructions could be inserted into the 
tube that would require time and special equipment 
to return the tube to launch-capable status, or other 
ways could be found to render the tube incapable of 

launching a missile. On U.S. Trident submarines, the 
steam generators which propel the SLBM from the 
missile tube could be removed from empty tubes, 
making the tube incapable of launching an SLBM.  
Russian inspectors could be allowed to verify the re-
moval.22  

An alternative approach would be to allow the oth-
er side’s inspectors to examine empty missile tubes, 
confirm they are empty, and then observe the deck 
hatches to the tubes being welded shut. The draw-
back to this approach is that it would not permit easy 
subsequent confirmation that the tube was empty 
without allowing inspectors to enter the submarine.  
If they were allowed internal access, inspectors could 
confirm that tubes were empty (for example, the mis-
sile tubes on Trident submarines have portals that can 
be opened to allow access to the inside of the tube 
from the missile compartment.) 

The negotiators might develop a provision to limit 
the number of non-deployed SLBMs (that is, SLBMs 
that are not deployed in submarine missile tubes).  
Each side will want some non-deployed SLBMs, 
for use as spares and for reliability and training test 
launches. An excessively large number of non-de-
ployed SLBMs, however, could give rise to concern 
that SLBMs were being retained for possible rede-
ployment to downloaded submarines.  

Take the example of the Trident force. The U.S. 
Navy plans to continue procurement of the Trident 
II through 2013, when it will have bought a total 
of 561 Trident II missiles to equip 14 Trident sub-
marines and four British submarines (the United 
Kingdom uses the Trident II as well), and to have 
spares and extra missiles for reliability and training 
launches. The U.S. Navy normally keeps 12 Trident 
submarines in operational status (at any time, two 
are usually undergoing overhaul and thus do not 
carry missiles). The Navy thus requires 288 missiles 
for the operational submarines.23 The total number 
of Trident II missiles could be cut significantly if 
Trident submarines were downloaded to carry only 
12 missiles each. If the treaty limited each Trident 
submarine to no more than 12 SLBMs instead of its 
capacity of 24, at least 144 Trident II missiles (12 
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submarines x 12 SLBMs) would not be needed. This 
would allow earlier than planned termination of the 
Trident II procurement program, with significant 
cost savings. 

If necessary, the sides could also agree to eliminate ex-
cess SLBMs in a verifiable manner. Although START 
required elimination of ICBM and SLBM launch-
ers—silos and missile tubes on submarines—not of 
ICBMs and SLBMs, the United States and Russia 
have extensive experience monitoring elimination of 
missiles under the INF treaty.  

Monitoring and Verification Measures

Monitoring and verification measures include data 
exchanges, notifications, inspections of various kinds, 
and other measures. Their purpose is to give each side 
the ability to monitor with confidence the other’s 
compliance with the terms of the agreement, while 
protecting information that each military considers 
to be sensitive.  

Among its verification provisions, START provides 
for more than a dozen different kinds of inspections 
and exhibitions, as well as providing for monitoring 
by national technical means, data exchanges, notifi-
cations, and a ban on most missile telemetry encryp-
tion. Over the past 20 years, the United States and 
Russia have gained considerable experience with in-
spections under the START and INF treaties. For ex-
ample, as of September 2008, U.S. officials had con-
ducted 621 START inspections in Russia, Belarus, 
Kazakhstan, and Ukraine, while Russian officials had 
made 437 START inspections on U.S. territory.24

The Russian military reportedly wishes to streamline 
START’s verification provisions, eliminating some 
measures which it considers no longer necessary or 
overly burdensome. It may be that the U.S. military 
also would like to shed some of the verification pro-
visions. This should be a subject for the follow-on 
negotiation. It is in the interest of both sides to make 
treaty implementation as simple as possible, provided 
that the verification measures suffice to give each side 
confidence that it can monitor the other’s compli-
ance with treaty limitations. That said, if the sides are  

serious about pursuing even deeper reductions, more 
intrusive verification measures will be necessary later.

Third-Countr y Strategic Nuclear 
Forces

In addition to the United States and Russia, three 
other countries have strategic nuclear forces: Britain, 
France, and China. (Other countries, such as India 
and Pakistan, have nuclear weapons and interme-
diate-range delivery systems, but they do not have 
ICBMs, SLBMs, or heavy bombers.)

Britain operates four missile-carrying submarines, 
each of which can carry 16 Trident II missiles, though 
only three submarines normally carry missiles at any 
one time. Trident IIs on British submarines carry sig-
nificantly fewer than eight warheads. British Prime 
Minister Gordon Brown recently stated that the Brit-
ish strategic force deploys 160 warheads and that 
Britain stood ready to enter a broader negotiation on 
reducing strategic nuclear arms.25  

President Nicolas Sarkozy has said that France will 
maintain fewer than 300 nuclear weapons in its arse-
nal.  The bulk of these are on SLBMs (France has three 
missile-carrying submarines, with a fourth under 
construction). France also has some 50 Mirage-2000 
aircraft with a strategic nuclear strike role.26

China has 37-49 single-warhead ICBMs and is build-
ing a modern missile-carrying submarine. China is 
modernizing its ICBM force and also has a number 
of intermediate-range missiles and aircraft. The esti-
mated total number of warheads on these strategic 
and intermediate-range systems is some 175.27

Strategic nuclear arms control agreements thus far 
have been bilateral accords between the United States 
and the Soviet Union or Russia, with the exception 
of the Lisbon Protocol that applied the START limits 
to Belarus, Kazakhstan, and Ukraine as well as Rus-
sia. U.S. negotiators staunchly resisted Soviet efforts 
to take account of British and French nuclear forces 
in the past. However, the lower the level for U.S. and 
Russian strategic warheads, the greater the relative 
weight of British, French, and Chinese forces.  
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As President Obama said in Prague on April 5, as the 
nuclear reductions process proceeds, the United States 
“will seek to include all nuclear weapons states in this 
endeavor.”28 That said, the United States and Russia 
should be able to reduce to 1500, or even 1000, de-
ployed warheads on each side without having to get 
into the complex subject of addressing limits on third-
country strategic forces. At some point below 1000 
warheads, however, account of third-country forces 
will have to be made.29 This could be done by apply-
ing separate constraints to those countries’ forces or 
by multilateralizing the U.S.-Russian strategic nuclear 
negotiations process. This should be an issue for the 
future, not for the U.S.-Russian negotiation in the 
coming months on the START follow-on treaty. 

Missile Defense

U.S. and Russian strategic offensive ballistic missile 
forces and missile defense are related, in that effective 
strategic missile defenses deployed by one country 
could diminish the other’s strategic offensive capabil-
ity. The first U.S.-Soviet agreement limiting strategic 
forces, the 1972 Interim Agreement on Strategic Of-
fensive Forces, was accompanied by the ABM Treaty, 
which limited anti-ballistic missile systems. The rea-
soning for pairing the two agreements and constrain-
ing missile defenses was concern that, in a crisis, one 
side might have a greater incentive to strike first, 
believing its missile defense systems could cope with 
a degraded retaliatory strike. Restrictions on missile 
defenses were seen as reducing incentives for building 
more offensive ballistic missiles.

Despite the attention and resources given to Presi-
dent Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative in the early 
1980s and efforts since then, effective defense against 
strategic offensive missiles remains a very challenging 
proposition.30 The START and SORT agreements 
were signed in 1991 and 2002 without reference to 
limits on missile defense. Indeed, SORT was signed 
five months after the Bush administration gave notice 
of its intention to withdraw from the ABM Treaty.

However, as U.S. and Russian strategic offensive 
forces are reduced, missile defense will assume greater 
relevance. Missile defense—particularly the Bush ad-

ministration plan to deploy ten missile interceptors 
and a missile defense radar in Poland and the Czech 
Republic—has been a major problem on the U.S.-
Russian agenda. Presidents Obama and Medvedev on 
April 1 acknowledged their differences on this issue; 
they also agreed that the relationship between offen-
sive and defensive arms would be discussed.31

There is a point below which one side or the other 
will not be prepared to reduce its strategic forces 
without somehow dealing with the missile defense 
question. Russian Duma member (and former Dep-
uty Defense Minister) Andrey Kokoshin believes the 
sides are already at that point. He has called for tak-
ing U.S. missile defenses into account in the new ne-
gotiations, stating “Today, when the matter involves 
more significant limitations and reductions of offen-
sive arms, the ABM factor becomes more weighty 
and prominent.”32 Other Russian analysts have sug-
gested that the sides could each reduce to 1500 stra-
tegic warheads without addressing missile defense, 
but deeper reductions below that would require some 
constraints in the missile defense area.  

Given the short time until December, it would be 
best to keep missile defense limits out of START fol-
low-on negotiation. Were the U.S. and Russian nego-
tiators to have to tackle missile defense as well as the 
issues associated with the follow-on treaty, it would 
be impossible to have a new agreement in time. It 
should be possible to reduce U.S. and Russian strate-
gic forces to 1500, and perhaps even 1000, warheads 
without agreeing beforehand or in parallel on con-
straints on missile defense. But this issue, as that of 
third-country strategic forces, will at some point have 
to be addressed if further reductions are to be negoti-
ated in U.S. and Russian strategic forces.

Tactical Nuclear Weapons

In addition to strategic weapons, the United States 
and Russia each maintain sizeable arsenals of tactical 
nuclear warheads. These normally have smaller ex-
plosive yields than strategic nuclear warheads, but the 
primary distinction between the two is the range of 
their delivery systems. One other concern is related 
to the safety and security of tactical nuclear warheads:  
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they are generally more susceptible to theft or seizure 
by terrorists than strategic warheads.33 Ensuring that 
tactical weapons are closely protected is in the inter-
ests of both sides.

Although the United States and Russia have reduced 
their tactical nuclear arsenals, the numbers on both 
sides remain classified and difficult to know with pre-
cision. A Congressional Research Service paper places 
the U.S. tactical nuclear arsenal at about 1100 weap-
ons, while estimating the Russian arsenal at 3000-
8000 weapons.34 Other estimates vary, but all give 
Russia a significant numerical advantage.

For the United States, the end of the Cold War, col-
lapse of the Soviet Union, and development of new 
U.S. conventional force capabilities have been major 
factors in reducing the U.S. tactical nuclear stock-
pile. While the United States in the 1970s deployed 
as many as 7000 tactical nuclear weapons in Europe 
as part of NATO’s effort to offset Soviet and Warsaw 
Pact conventional force advantages, the number to-
day is believed to be several hundred nuclear bombs.35  

Russia, however, has since the collapse of the Soviet 
Union increased its stress on tactical nuclear weap-
ons. The Russian army has shrunk dramatically over 
the past 18 years, has lacked funding to modernize 
its equipment, and faces future manpower shortages 
as the country’s demographic decline drastically re-
duces the number of draft-age males. As Moscow 

has watched U.S. conventional capabilities grow and 
worries about the rise of a large Chinese army with 
increasingly modern equipment, Russian military 
strategists have placed greater emphasis on tactical 
nuclear weapons for Russia’s defense. Essentially, they 
are adopting the earlier NATO strategy of using tacti-
cal nuclear weapons as an equalizer for conventional 
force shortcomings.

In view of the increasing importance of tactical nu-
clear weapons for Russia and the large imbalance in 
numbers, negotiating reductions in and limits on 
tactical nuclear weapons will prove difficult. The 
primary U.S. bargaining chip would be a readiness 
to withdraw its nuclear weapons from Europe and 
agree that U.S. and Russian tactical nuclear weapons 
would not be deployed outside of national territory.  
Given the important role that nuclear weapons have 
played in NATO’s deterrent posture, such a proposal 
could only be put forward after close consultations 
within the Alliance.

As with third-country strategic forces and missile de-
fense, the lower the number of U.S. and Russian stra-
tegic forces, the more relevance the question of U.S. 
and Russian tactical nuclear weapons will assume.  
Ultimately, nuclear arms reduction negotiations will 
need to cover all nuclear warheads, whether strategic 
or tactical. However, this should not be an issue for 
the negotiation of the immediate follow-on treaty to 
START.
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A U.S. Negotiating Position

In negotiating a follow-on treaty to START in 2009, 
the Obama administration should seek to reduce 
U.S. and Russian strategic forces each to no more 
than 1500 deployed warheads on no more than 700 
strategic bombers, ICBM launchers, and SLBM 
launchers. These limits should allow both the United 
States and Russia to maintain survivable and effective 
strategic forces, but at levels well below the SORT 
maximum of 2200 warheads and START’s limits of 
6000 warheads on 1600 SNDVs. Such an agreement 
would implement Presidents Obama and Medvedev’s 
April 1 statement on reducing nuclear arms and reaf-
firm U.S. and Russian readiness to meet their obliga-
tions under Article VI of the NPT in the run-up to 
the 2010 NPT review conference.36

When signing the follow-on treaty, and in keeping 
with their April 1 joint statement, the presidents 
might pledge to negotiate further cuts, perhaps to a 
level of 1000 warheads, as the next move in a step-
by-step reductions process. The political statement 
would be useful for underscoring U.S. and Russian 
commitment to continue nuclear arms reductions 
and thereby meet their NPT Article VI commit-
ments. This could be an element of a broader U.S.-
Russian nuclear security approach (as described be-
low).

Even with good intentions in both Washington and 
Moscow, concluding and ratifying an agreement 
may take longer than the time between now and 
December 5. If the sides need additional time, they 
should consider a bridging arrangement, for exam-
ple, announcing that each will continue to observe 

all START provisions for three-six months’ time as a 
matter of national policy.  

The follow-on treaty should be legally binding. It 
should draw heavily on START’s provisions, to 
minimize having to reinvent wheels. It should use 
START-like counting rules, i.e., each type of strate-
gic bomber, ICBM, and SLBM should be attributed 
with a specific number of warheads that will be the 
limit for that type. The treaty should use START 
provisions for verifying the number of warheads on a 
missile or bomber, including spot-checks.

The follow-on treaty should permit ICBMs and 
SLBMs to be downloaded. It should also allow each 
type of ballistic missile-carrying submarine to be 
eligible for downloading and attributed with a spe-
cific number of SLBMs less than its capacity. This 
number could be 12 for U.S. Trident submarines 
and eight for Russian Delta class submarines (that 
is, each submarine class could have half of its mis-
sile tubes downloaded). Downloaded missile tubes 
(i.e., tubes not holding missiles) should not count 
under the SNDV limits. The downloading provi-
sions should be accompanied by measures to assure 
the other side that SLBMs have not been placed 
back into downloaded tubes. Such measures could 
include inspections, modifications to prevent rapid 
uploading, and elimination of excess warheads and 
SLBMs.

The simplest way to deal with bombers will be to 
continue the START counting rules, which attribute 
ten warheads to B-52s armed with cruise missiles 
and eight warheads to Blackjack and Bear bombers 
armed with cruise missiles, while counting bombers 
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not armed with cruise missiles as carrying only one 
warhead.37

The follow-on agreement should permit some con-
version of strategic systems to conventional-only 
roles.  For the United States, this will be particularly 
important so that bombers converted to conven-
tional-only roles and the four Trident submarines 
modified to carry conventional cruise missiles are 
not counted in the strategic warhead or SNDV lim-
its. The U.S. side is likely to be more interested in 
this kind of conversion than the Russians. It there-
fore may have to accept more intrusive inspection 
measures than would be the case were both sides 
to want to convert systems and have to implement 
such inspections.

The issue of conventionally-armed Trident II missiles, 
should Washington decide to continue that program, 
will pose a particular challenge. While, as a general 
rule, a strategic nuclear arms agreement should not 
limit conventionally-armed systems, there may be no 
workable verification scheme to distinguish between 
conventionally-armed and nuclear-armed Trident IIs.  
The United States could find itself with no option 
other than to count Trident II missiles as armed with 
nuclear warheads, regardless of whether the warheads 
were nuclear or conventional.

U.S. negotiators should be prepared to review the 
START monitoring provisions and, where possible, 
eliminate or modify procedures to simplify the veri-
fication process. The sides should avoid new verifica-
tion provisions if at all possible, in order not to slow 
up completion of the treaty. However, they will need 
to include sufficient measures in the follow-on treaty 
to allow confidence that the United States and Russia 
can monitor the other’s compliance.  

Missile defense, third-country strategic nuclear forc-
es, and U.S. and Russian tactical nuclear weapons 
should not be subjects for negotiation of a START 
follow-on treaty. With a view to negotiation of an 
agreement subsequent to the follow-on treaty, Wash-
ington should begin to think now about how it will 
handle these issues as it seeks reductions to levels such 
as 1000 strategic warheads or lower.

A Notional U.S. Strategic Force 
Structure

With limits in a follow-on treaty of 1500 strategic 
warheads and 700 SNDVs, the United States might 
deploy a strategic nuclear force along the following 
lines:

  �300 Minuteman III ICBMs downloaded to 
one warhead each—300 warheads

  �168 Trident D-5 SLBMs downloaded to five 
warheads each on 14 submarines (each subma-
rine downloaded to carry 12 SLBMs)—840 
warheads

  �19 B-2 bombers—19 warheads (bombs)
  �34 B-52 nuclear-capable bombers—340 war-

heads (cruise missiles)

The United States could also maintain four Trident 
submarines carrying conventionally-armed cruise 
missiles and a combination of B-1 and B-52 bomb-
ers in a conventional-only role outside of the SNDV 
limit. This force structure would allow the United 
States to continue to maintain a strategic triad but 
would require a significant contraction in the nucle-
ar-capable bomber force. Should the United States be 
prepared to reduce the number of its Trident missile-
carrying submarines to ten or 12, it could maintain a 
larger force of nuclear-capable bombers.  

Parallel Measures

While the focus will understandably be on negotiat-
ing a follow-on treaty to START, the United States 
and Russia should take other steps in parallel with 
those negotiations. These measures would in part lay 
the foundation for deeper future reductions that en-
compass the entire range of nuclear weapons.

Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty.  The U.S. administra-
tion should, as President Obama has said he will, re-
submit the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) 
prohibiting all nuclear testing to the Senate for rati-
fication. Russia has already ratified the CTBT. The 
administration will have to develop strong arguments 
for ratification, which failed in 1999 due to two pri-
mary concerns: questions about the reliability of U.S. 
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warheads over the long term in the absence of testing, 
and concern about the ability to detect any nuclear 
test, even if of very low yield. The administration will 
have to prepare the ground with the Senate carefully 
in order to win ratification. Among other issues, it 
will have to decide how to handle the reliable replace-
ment warhead question.

A Broad Nuclear Security Approach. Washington and 
Moscow should discuss a broad approach to nuclear 
security questions with a view to the 2010 NPT re-
view conference. This is an area on which the two 
capitals can show global leadership. Elements of this 
approach should go beyond U.S. and Russian strate-
gic nuclear reductions to include:

  �U.S.-Russian support for measures to strength-
en the bar against other states acquiring nu-
clear weapons, such as universal adherence to 
the International Atomic Energy Agency’s ad-
ditional protocol;

  �a joint U.S.-Russian effort to make low-en-
riched uranium fuel for civil nuclear power 
reactors available to all non-nuclear weapons 
states that abide by their NPT obligations; and

  �a joint effort to achieve a fissile materials cut-
off treaty that would ban the production of 
new highly-enriched uranium or plutonium 
for nuclear weapons purposes.

This broad approach would reaffirm the basic bargain 
of the NPT: the nuclear-weapons states disarm (or 
move in that direction) and share civil nuclear tech-
nology with the non-nuclear weapons states, which 
for their part agree not to acquire nuclear weapons. 

Missile Defense:  While not bringing missile defense 
into the START follow-on negotiations, Washing-
ton and Moscow should continue discussions on 
missile defense issues. These exchanges should cover 
the broader question of the relationship between of-
fensive and defensive arms, differences over the U.S. 
plan to deploy a missile defense system in Poland and 
the Czech Republic, and possible joint approaches to 
address the challenge posed by new ballistic missile 

threats.  Joint approaches should include ideas for 
NATO-Russia cooperation, given that theater missile 
defense has been identified as a subject for work be-
tween the Alliance and Russia.  

Warhead Numbers. While counting rules can give a 
good tally of deployed strategic warheads, neither side 
knows with confidence the other’s number of non-
deployed warheads. At a level of 1500 deployed stra-
tegic warheads, this will not matter much. However, 
in anticipation of deeper reductions, Washington and 
Moscow should begin side discussions regarding veri-
fying numbers of all strategic nuclear warheads—non-
deployed as well as deployed warheads. The United 
States and Russia will each want to maintain some 
number of spare warheads beyond the deployed war-
head limit, but too large a number will raise concerns 
about breakout potential.  At some point, further stra-
tegic cuts may not be possible unless the sides have 
greater confidence in their knowledge of the other’s 
spare and other non-deployed warhead numbers.

The sides thus should begin to discuss now how 
they can develop a limit that covers all strategic war-
heads. One immediate step would be for both sides 
to declare to the other the number of its deployed 
and non-deployed strategic warheads. While neither 
side now could verify the other’s declared number of 
non-deployed warheads, this would create a baseline 
against which future monitoring measures might be 
applied.38 

Tactical Nuclear Weapons. The United States and 
Russia should begin discussions on how to increase 
transparency regarding tactical nuclear weapons on 
both sides and possible approaches for dealing with 
them in the future. This could begin to prepare a 
basis for a more formal negotiation at a later time, 
bearing in mind that the absence of any limits on 
tactical nuclear weapons will at some point become a 
barrier to future strategic force reductions. In paral-
lel with this, and as part of the development of the 
new NATO strategic concept mandated by Alliance 
leaders at their April 3-4 summit, the United States 
and its NATO allies should discuss the future role of 
and requirements for U.S. tactical nuclear weapons 
in Europe. 
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This is a broad and ambitious agenda. Moving along 
these lines will maintain the U.S.-Russian strategic 
nuclear framework and open the possibility of deeper 
reductions in U.S. and Russian strategic arsenals that 
will improve their mutual security, reduce the costs of 
maintaining strategic forces, and signal their commit-
ment to live up to their commitments under the NPT. 
Beginning discussions now, as opposed to formal  

negotiations, on issues such as non-deployed warhead 
numbers and tactical nuclear weapons could facilitate 
later negotiations of further nuclear arms cuts. Finally, 
embedding their approach to negotiating a follow-on 
treaty to START in a broader nuclear security effort 
offers Washington and Moscow the opportunity to 
take a joint leadership role to press a more aggressive 
effort to constrain nuclear proliferation worldwide.
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