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The United States ought not mourn Russia’s suspension of the New Strategic Arms Reduction 
Treaty (New START). Claims that the treaty was “a key stabilizing force in U.S.-Russian 
relations for more than a decade” are mistaken.1 New START’s demise will not make U.S.-
Russia relations any worse than they already are, thanks to Russia’s aggressive actions, 
including its full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.2 That is because arms races, and 
by extension arms control, are a reflection of politics, as the eminent strategist Colin Gray 
famously postulated.3 His fundamental point is that because arms control reflects overarching 
political relations, arms agreements with foes are unlikely to accomplish much, and agreements 
with friends are likely to be superfluous.  It is also why Russia’s New START suspension does 
not fundamentally alter the relationship between the two countries; nor does it make the 
United States and allies any less secure than when the treaty was intact. 

Arms control has a history of failing to live up to the arms controllers’ high expectations. 
For example, the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty led the Soviet Union to spend increased 
resources on offensive nuclear weapons, contrary to what proponents of the treaty argued 
would happen at the time.4 Reaching an agreement can hardly be considered a success when 
the agreement does not advance U.S. national security interests or puts an adversary in a better 
position to compete. Even arms control that succeeds initially can fail when one side 
unilaterally chooses to cheat. As Colin Gray observed during the Cold War, “The political 
antagonism that generates the objective need for alleviation via arms control—always 
assuming, again fallaciously, that arms control could control—is the very reason why arms 
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control must fail….”5 The 1987 Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty coincided with an 
unprecedented thaw in bilateral relations and successfully eliminated an entire class of ground-
launched nuclear missiles—until Russia blatantly cheated on it, leading the Trump 
Administration to withdraw from the treaty in 2019. The first Strategic Arms Limitation Talks 
(SALT I) in 1972 failed to result in meaningful nuclear reductions, and the follow-on SALT II 
in 1979 did not enter into force due to worsening relations between the two countries. New 
START is no different. 

Today, Russia has shown that it does not care about improving relations with the United 
States and U.S. allies. Russia regularly abuses the arms control process to advance its revisionist 
goals, impedes the United States, and avoids meaningful transparency and predictability. In 
other words, as long as Russia maintains the aggressive, revisionist political goals it currently 
has (and China as well), the lack of meaningful arms control should be no surprise—unless the 
United States was willing to sign an agreement that serves Russian purposes, and not its own.  

Arms control by itself cannot change the political dynamic among countries; it can, 
however, place the United States at a political and military disadvantage if conducted foolishly 
by Washington. By the nature of its political system, the United States cannot ignore arms 
control treaties like Russia can and now does, leading Washington to bear the political costs of 
withdrawing from treaties after years of Russia’s violations. New START’s focus on a relatively 
narrow category of systems obscures the U.S. disadvantage in nuclear production capabilities 
and very long lead times for nuclear weapon system modernization in the post-Cold War era. 
In addition, New START leaves out systems that Russia would not agree to include within its 
limits.  By accepting those terms, the United States essentially disadvantaged itself.  The folly 
of lamentations over New START is reflected in the endless Western claims that it limited the 
total number of strategic nuclear forces to the agreed levels.  It most certainly did not; it limited 
only those systems that it counted—an omission pointed to by critics at the time of its signing 
and since fully exploited by Moscow.6 
 

U.S. Arms Control Practice: Hope Springs Eternal 
 
In some respects, the debate about arms control somewhat resembles the debate about climate 
change. Warmer than usual weather? Climate change is to blame! Colder than usual weather? 
Climate change, of course! Similarly, no matter how badly the Russians abuse the arms control 
process, no matter how many arms control treaties they violate (and they have now violated 
virtually all arms control treaties to which they have ever been a party), no matter how many 
times China refuses to join the arms control process, the arms control community’s answer to 
armament challenges is always the same: some hypothetical arms control agreement that is 
beyond what political relations make possible. The U.S. arms control community’s approach 
fits the definition of insanity attributed to Albert Einstein: “doing the same thing over and over 
and expecting different results.”  

The Obama Administration’s “reset” policy with Russia, of which New START was once 
considered a “crown jewel,”7 came on the heels of Russia’s 2008 invasion of Georgia. At the 
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time, a few Russia experts in the United States and (mostly Central and Eastern) European 
states warned that the Medvedev/Putin regime was not the constructive partner President 
Obama hoped it to be; they warned against the danger of offering disproportionate concessions 
under the “reset” banner, and of losing sight of Russia as a geopolitical adversary. They were 
treated as if discussing Russia’s belligerent actions was the obstacle on the road to better U.S.-
Russia relations, rather than an accurate portrayal of Russia’s belligerent goals and actions that 
are themselves the cause of bitter relations.   

New START suffered from many flaws. These included the United States having to make 
nuclear reductions to be in compliance, while the agreement allowed Russia to increase its 
nuclear forces in some of the treaty defined categories.8 The treaty’s verification protocol was 
severely degraded relative to the first Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, New START’s 
predecessor, making the treaty very difficult to verify reliably.9 Even under the best conditions, 
New START allowed the United States to sample between two and three percent of Russia’s 
forces annually.10 

At the time of the Senate’s consideration of New START, the Obama Administration 
pressed the U.S. Senate to approve New START in its lame duck session after Democrats lost a 
few Senate seats in the midterm elections—effectively short-circuiting the full deliberative 
process. This lame duck session approval was unusual and was not customary in U.S. 
legislative practice.11 The Administration at the time argued that the ongoing loss of on-site 
inspections and insight into Russia’s strategic forces was dangerous and had to be brought to 
an end promptly by the treaty. Yet, inspections were halted in 2020, and Russia refused to 
reinstitute them before suspending the treaty. Yet, the Biden Administration and some arms 
controllers now suggest that Russia’s ending of inspections and subsequent withdrawal is very 
little real cause for consternation. Former State Department officials Rose Gottemoeller and 
Marshall L. Brown, Jr., state that “We do not see that Russian suspension constitutes an 
extraordinary event that jeopardizes US supreme interests.”12 This is a curious response given 
the supposed critical value attributed to the treaty earlier. In a separate piece Gottemoeller 
argues, “Washington should do everything it can to lower the nuclear temperature and return 
New START to full implementation”13—as if doing so is plausible in the current political 
context.  Either the treaty matters and its suspension threatens U.S. security, or it does not (as 
this author argues)—but one cannot have it both ways.  As New START illustrates, there are 
costs in trying to placate an adversary—including leading Putin to despise Western resolve 
and expect that he can get away with ever greater lawlessness.  

Professor Dana Struckman argues that “Washington should not abandon all hope of this 
treaty or future arms control/risk mitigation endeavors.” But hope is a sorely inadequate basis 
for U.S. national security policies. He further argues that “America should continue to adhere 
to the tenets of the Treaty even after its likely expiration.”14 This is what the Administration 
has done until recently, when it announced it would revoke the visas of Russian nuclear 
inspectors, deny pending applications for new monitors, cancel standard clearances for 
Russian aircraft to enter U.S. airspace, and stop sharing information on the status or locations 
of missiles and telemetry data on test launches. 15 Leveraging uncertainty about U.S. capabilities 



 
INFORMATION SERIES 
Issue No. 557 ǀ June 19, 2023 
   

- 4 - 

ought to be seen as an opportunity that could increase the pressure on Russia to return to New 
START rather than an obstacle.  Further, those arguing for staying within the treaty limits 
ignore the negative developments since New START entered into force, including what ADM 
Charles Richard, then-Commander of United States Strategic Command, called China’s 
“breathtaking” nuclear and conventional modernization and Russia’s new nuclear systems 
outside of the treaty framework.16 The New START-influenced U.S. force posture assumed that 
Russia was no longer an adversary, and that “prospects for military confrontation have 
declined dramatically.”17 That assumption clearly was naïve. 
 

Politics Determines Arms Control Prospects—Not Vice Versa 
 
Rose Gottemoeller argues, moreover, that “Cold War history shows that it is not only necessary 
to avoid nuclear threats, but also to control and limit nuclear weapons.”18 This is a breathtaking 
rewrite of history. Throughout the Cold War, brandishing implicit and some explicit nuclear 
threats for deterrence purposes played an indispensable role in keeping the peace in Europe 
vis-à-vis an adversary with much more capable conventional forces, including those nuclear 
threats the Kennedy Administration issued to end the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. Those U.S. 
threats were backed by a vigorous nuclear weapons program and diverse nuclear capabilities 
designed to make them credible in the eyes of adversaries and allies. Gottemoeller argues that 
“Convincing language and the means to communicate it can alone produce results.”19 But, even 
the most charged diplomatic language without U.S. military power behind it cannot prevent a 
determined adversary from pursuing its confrontational course of action, as is demonstrated 
daily by Russia’s war on Ukraine.  The aphorism attributed to Frederick the Great should 
attend all U.S. arms control considerations: “Diplomacy without arms is like music without 
instruments.”   

The Russians cannot make it any clearer to the United States that they are not interested in 
the cooperative relationship which the New START agreement assumes. Even with all the 
loopholes and flaws in New START, Russia still managed to find a way in which it could 
unambiguously be declared in noncompliance with provisions of the treaty.20 Bonnie Jenkins, 
U.S. Undersecretary of State for Arms Control, has stated that “we’re not seeing any evidence 
that Russia is in noncompliance,”21 even though earlier this year, her own bureau issued a 
report stating that “the United States cannot certify the Russian Federation to be in compliance 
with the terms of the New START.”22 The report specifically notes Russia’s denial of U.S. 
inspections as a cause for the specific noncompliance determination and also notes uncertainty 
about whether Russia actually abided by New START’s warhead limits.23  The claim that 
“we’re not seeing any evidence” of Russian noncompliance while acknowledging that Russian 
compliance cannot be determined is the type of verbal sleight of hand that attends discussions 
of New START.  

Following Russia’s suspension of New START, Secretary of State Antony Blinken stated 
that the United States remains “ready to talk about strategic arms limitations at any time with 
Russia irrespective of anything else going on in the world or in our relationship.”24 President 
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Biden called Russia’s withdrawal a “big mistake,” a condemnation that hardly is likely to have 
impressed Russian President Vladimir Putin.25 When is enough, enough? The United States 
could clearly use its manpower and resources on more productive avenues than on futile 
pleading for more arms control—pleading that is likely to lead Russia to further despise U.S. 
will and power. 

The divergence of Russia’s political goals and the traditional objectives of the arms control 
process got the United States into the mess it is in today, which is why it is past time for the 
United States to introduce a measure of realism into its deliberations. The idea that the United 
States ought to talk with Russia about strategic arms limitations “irrespective of anything else 
going on in the world or in our relationship” is manifestly wrong-headed because discussions, 
just like arms control, come with a cost. They provide a false promise that retards steps the 
United States must take to successfully outcompete its determined adversaries in the future; it 
wastes precious attention and energy. 

Russia’s political goals, nuclear force buildup and related aggression are ultimately why 
the suspension of New START is relatively insignificant. The treaty did not prohibit the 
Russians from doing what they wanted to do already, including developing new nuclear 
weapons unaccountable under the treaty, maintaining their massive advantage in tactical 
nuclear weapons, and building up their nuclear arsenal. President Biden stated that “Today, 
my Administration is ready to expeditiously negotiate a new arms control framework to 
replace New START when it expires in 2026. But negotiation requires a willing partner 
operating in good faith.”26 Russia has demonstrated over and over that it is neither a willing 
partner, nor operating in good faith. Negotiations at this juncture would be theater, just like 
efforts to bring Russia back into compliance. 
 

Next Steps 
 
The United States ought to reassess its nuclear posture free of assumptions that informed the 
New START force posture and should take into account China’s rapidly modernizing and 
expanding nuclear forces. U.S. force posture decisions ought to increase the costs to Russia of 
noncompliance, and perhaps require it to divert its resources to monitoring U.S. nuclear forces 
rather than murdering Ukrainians or building nuclear torpedoes. The Biden Administration, 
as evidenced by its 2022 Nuclear Posture Review, takes a business-as-usual approach in today’s 
most unusual situation and includes no new program of record—but does terminate a system 
intended to help offset Russia’s and China’s revisionist intentions buttressed by nuclear and 
conventional build-ups.27 Second, the United States should refrain from negotiating a follow-
on treaty while Russia remains in noncompliance with its existing arms control obligations. 
Until Russia demonstrates the political willingness to be a more constructive partner in this 
realm, the energy and attention devoted to negotiation are not worth the (highly uncertain) 
benefit. Third, given the growing uncertainty surrounding Russia’s actual deployed warhead 
totals in the absence of inspections, the United States should immediately assess its nuclear 
warhead upload potential, identify bottlenecks to uploading promptly, and remedy them. 
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Fourth, any follow-on arms control agreement will require a fundamental rethinking of the 
U.S. arms control practice to date given the negative developments in international security 
since New START entered into force. Such a revision ought to recognize that the arms control 
process and the state of political relations cannot be divorced from each other. It should also 
recognize that actions aimed at strengthening deterrence, including building up missile 
defense, modernizing U.S. nuclear weapons, and increasing the number of deployed nuclear 
warheads and delivery systems can contribute to stability rather than instability.28 
 

Conclusion 
 
Given the arms control community’s desire for negotiating with the Russian Federation 
“irrespective of anything else going on in the world,” one cannot but think of George Kennan’s 
quote, “The evil of these Utopian enthusiasms was not only, or even primarily, the wasted time, 
the misplaced emphasis, the encouragement of false hopes. The evil lay primarily in the fact 
that these enthusiasms distracted our gaze from the real things that were happening.”29 The 
real things happening today are the rise of revisionist nuclear powers that have no interest in 
disarmament, very little interest in arms control, and use their nuclear weapons to challenge 
the status quo and change it according to their worldview. The United States would be foolish 
to ignore these developments in the way it approaches arms control and its own armament, 
particularly when it comes to the most powerful weapons on the planet. 
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