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Introduction 
 
The United States counts over 30 other states around the world as its allies, all of which have 
unique threat perceptions, assurance requirements, capabilities and vulnerabilities. Some 
amount of friction in these alliance relationships is inevitable owing to competing priorities 
and limited resources, but the United States has generally worked diligently to maintain good 
relations with its allies—seeking allies’ cooperation rather than grudging obedience. To help 
secure and maintain these alliances, the United States has extended deterrence threats against 
common adversaries on behalf of its allies. A parallel and closely related goal is to assure allies 
that they can rely on the United States to contribute to their security in return for helping the 
United States advance and defend common interests.  

Allied confidence in the United States, however, is not static and shifts in reaction to 
changes in allies’ domestic politics, the broader security environment, or dissatisfaction with 
U.S. policies. The latter variable is most within U.S. control since Washington is able to consult 
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with allied leaderships regularly to understand their concerns and adjust its policies. Today, it 
is readily apparent that some allies are dissatisfied with the way the United States has 
approached the requirements for extended deterrence and assurance, a dynamic that is most 
clearly seen in the realm of U.S. nuclear weapons policy and capabilities.  

The United States must therefore examine whether, and to what extent, its own policies and 
actions have contributed to the deterioration in alliance relationships, particularly in the related 
areas of extended deterrence and assurance.  When Washington’s policies create unintended 
problems for extended deterrence and assurance, it is Washington that then must seek to 
ameliorate those problems it has created for the alliance and itself.  This is an unfortunate circle 
of Washington engendering alliance problems that it must then acknowledge and address.   

An illuminating case study in this regard is the U.S. on-again and off-again pursuit of 
nuclear-armed sea-launched cruise missiles, specifically the Tomahawk Land Attack Missile 
(TLAM-N) and the Sea-Launched Cruise Missile (SLCM-N). This history illustrates how 
Washington’s policies and actions—mainly stemming from its commitment to reducing the 
number and role of nuclear weapons–have contributed to allies’ increasing doubts regarding 
the credibility of U.S. extended deterrence, and thus increased the potential for nuclear 
proliferation. In short, the United States has often created a vicious cycle by causing allies to 
doubt the credibility of U.S. nuclear deterrence threats and its reliability as a security partner, 
and subsequently proposing “fixes” that fail to address the underlying nature of allied doubts. 

This case study examines the history of TLAM-N and SLCM-N, how their demise has 
promoted allied doubts regarding the credibility of U.S. extended deterrence and assurance, 
and how Washington could move in light of the lessons learned from this history.  
 

TLAM-N: History and Allied Views 
 
The United States began research and development of a nuclear-armed sea-launched cruise 
missile based on the Tomahawk design beginning in the late 1970s, with initial deployment on 
attack submarines and surface ships in 1983.1 As Secretary of Defense, Caspar Weinberger 
explained in his 1986 annual report to Congress, TLAM-Ns, “…which are effective against a 
wide range of land targets, give us a cost-effective means of increasing hard-target capability 
at sea in the near term. Because they are distributed among a large number of ships, nuclear 
SLCMs complicate a potential attacker's planning and improve the overall survivability of the 
force.”2 In addition to holding at risk hard targets and complicating Moscow’s attack planning, 
Secretary Weinberger stated that TLAM-N had three other distinct roles: “contributing to our 
nuclear reserve force; providing a worldwide deterrent presence; and deterring attacks on our 
naval forces by Soviet nuclear antiship missiles (especially those aboard Backfire and Badger 
bombers). U.S. sea-based nuclear forces, along with our land-based forces, support our policy 
of confronting the Soviet leadership with uncertainty and risk should they contemplate a 
nuclear war at sea.”3 

TLAM-N from its inception was strongly linked to extended deterrence and assurance 
missions given its capability to be deployed regionally. In a recently-declassified memorandum 



 
INFORMATION SERIES 
Issue No. 567 ǀ November 15, 2023 
   

- 3 - 

from Secretary Weinberger to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff on TLAM-N, 
Weinberger notes that the missile had “excellent capabilities” as part of the “Designated 
Reserve Force” or “a theater support role worldwide—including Europe.” 4  Later, U.S. officials 
assured European allies that the United States could eliminate its intermediate-range nuclear 
weapons under the 1987 Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty without undermining 
extended deterrence because it would retain TLAM-N.5  Some allies came to see TLAM-N as 
uniquely relevant to extended deterrence and their assurance. 

As the Cold War ended, however, the United States decided to remove TLAM-N from its 
surface combat ships and submarines, keeping the missiles in storage for deployment if needed 
in time of a crisis.6 The Navy also continued to exercise capabilities to return the system to full 
operational status within 30 days as a hedge to potential deterioration in the security 
environment.7 The Obama Administration’s 2010 Nuclear Posture Review Report (NPR), 
however, codified the decision to retire TLAM-N fully, stating that its “deterrence and 
assurance roles” were “redundant” in light of the forward-deployable nature of U.S. bombers 
and dual-capable fighters.8  Yet, forward-deployable U.S. bombers and dual-capable aircraft 
had been available prior to 2010 when great deterrence value had been attributed to TLAM-N.  
Why, according to Washington, had it become redundant and unnecessary for deterrence and 
assurance in 2010?   

President Barack Obama and the 2010 NPR answered this question by referring to the end 
of the Cold War and noting that the elimination of TLAM-N was part of a broader effort that, 
“… recognizes that the greatest threat to U.S. and global security is no longer a nuclear 
exchange between nations, but nuclear terrorism by violent extremists and nuclear 
proliferation to an increasing number of states.  Moreover, it recognizes that our national 
security and that of our allies and partners can be increasingly defended by America’s 
unsurpassed conventional military capabilities and strong missile defenses.”9  The NPR 
elaborated that “for the first time,” and as the “most urgent priority,” Washington placed non-
proliferation as a step toward the elimination of nuclear weapons “atop” its agenda:10  “As a 
critical element of our effort to move toward a world free of nuclear weapons, the United States 
will lead expanded international efforts to rebuild and strengthen the global nuclear non-
proliferation regime—and for the first time, the 2010 NPR places this priority atop the U.S. 
nuclear agenda.”11   

This was an extraordinary, if little noted, policy development.  The 2010 NPR explicitly 
subordinated deterrence and assurance to other policy goals and priorities, i.e., non-
proliferation and movement toward a world free of nuclear weapons.12  Perhaps most 
importantly, reducing the “salience,” “role,” and “number” of nuclear weapons was 
considered key to these highest priority goals.13  Washington’s elimination of TLAM-N was a 
reflection of that perspective and policy prioritization.  

It was clear, however, that U.S. allies in Asia, specifically Japan and South Korea, had 
significant reservations about the retirement of TLAM-N based on the value they attributed to 
it for extended deterrence, and thus their assurance. The 2009 bipartisan Congressionally-
mandated Strategic Posture Commission concluded, “In Asia, extended deterrence relies 
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heavily on the deployment of nuclear cruise missiles on some Los Angeles class attack 
submarines—the Tomahawk Land Attack Missile/Nuclear (TLAM/N)… U.S. allies in Asia are 
not integrated in the same way into nuclear planning and have not been asked to make 
commitments to delivery systems. In our work as a Commission it has become clear to us that 
some U.S. allies in Asia would be very concerned by TLAM/N retirement.”14 In subsequent 
testimony before Congress, Dr. John S. Foster Jr., one of the Commissioners, stated that 
representatives from allied nations that neighbor Russia and China informed the Commission 
that they were “concerned  about whether or not the nuclear umbrella will be credible,” and 
that the U.S. nuclear force posture characteristics they valued most highly for extended 
deterrence and assurance included forces that could be “stealthy,” “transparent,” and “ 
prompt,” as needed.  Dr. Foster added that allies also said that they would like U.S. nuclear 
capabilities “that can penetrate hard targets with minimum collateral damage and low 
yield…”15  TLAM-N missiles aboard submarines, of course, had these characteristics. 

In rollout briefings on the 2010 Nuclear Posture Review, Obama Administration officials 
stressed that there were consultations with allies prior to the decision to retire TLAM-N and 
that further consultations would continue, with the strong implication that U.S. bombers and 
dual-capable fighters would take on an increasing role for extended deterrence and assurance 
in Asia.16 Despite the occasional bomber overflight, however, the United States does not 
forward deploy its bombers or dual-capable aircraft in Asia and, in fact, converted multiple 
nuclear-capable bombers to conventional-only to meet the New START requirements.17  In 
addition, the advanced conventional forces and missile defense that the NPR indicated would 
fulfill extended deterrence requirements in the absence of TLAM-N largely failed to 
materialize—to allied consternation.   

Japanese officials apparently were the most vocal in their concerns about the retirement of 
TLAM-N, specifically requesting an explanation of how Washington would supplement U.S. 
capabilities to fill the deterrence role with TLAM-N’s retirement.18  Published commentary and 
the recollections of U.S. officials agree that U.S. extended deterrence and assurance efforts were 
damaged significantly.19  Washington’s zeal to reduce the role of nuclear weapons and lack of 
mitigating measures to sustain deterrence clearly had the unintended consequence of fanning 
some allies’ skepticism of U.S. credibility, thus undermining assurance; this is a problem of 
Washington’s own making that still needs to be addressed. 

 

SLCM-N: History and Allied Views 
 
The 2018 Nuclear Posture Review introduced the return of a nuclear-armed sea-launched cruise 
missile, now called SLCM-N. The report stated that it would “provide a needed non-strategic 
regional presence, an assured response capability, and an INF-Treaty compliant response to 
Russia’s continuing Treaty violation.”20 Additionally, in recognition of increasing allied unease 
regarding U.S. extended deterrence, the 2018 NPR explicitly connected SLCM-N with the 
“increasing need for flexible and low-yield options to strengthen deterrence and assurance,”—
signaling SLCM-N’s importance for extended deterrence commitments.21 While U.S. allies did 
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not explicitly comment publicly on the missile, there was broad support for the 2018 Nuclear 
Posture Review overall, including Japan’s expressed enthusiasm.22  Senior U.S. civilian and 
military leaders also endorsed SLCM-N as important for extended deterrence and assurance.23 

While the Analysis of Alternatives for SLCM-N dragged on through the end of the Trump 
Administration, the Biden Administration used its 2022 Nuclear Posture Review to announce the 
program’s termination. It stated that, “SLCM-N was no longer necessary given the deterrence 
contribution of the W76-2 [strategic nuclear warhead], uncertainty regarding whether SLCM-
N on its own would provide leverage to negotiate arms control limits on Russia’s NSNW [non-
strategic nuclear weapons], and the estimated cost of SLCM-N in light of other nuclear 
modernization programs and defense priorities.”24 The Biden Administration’s 2022 NPR did 
not comment on the expected reaction of allies to this development, but the administration 
reportedly solicited allied opinions ahead of time.25 The stated justifications for cancelling the 
SLCM-N program appeared shallow on their own terms and were unresponsive to allies’ 
expressed concerns about extended deterrence.   

Rather than address allied concerns, it seems that the Biden Administration, in a repeat of 
the Obama Administration’s decision making regarding TLAM-N, decided to cancel SLCM-N 
as part of its broader effort to signal arms control virtue and lowered U.S. reliance on nuclear 
weapons in U.S. strategy.26  Indeed, the Biden Administration’s 2022 NPR continued to 
promote the goal of “reducing the role of nuclear weapons in U.S. strategy,” and asserted that 
arms control, not deterrence, is the most effective way to prevent nuclear war.27 

While U.S. allies have not commented publicly on SLCM-N’s cancellation, there is an 
abundance of evidence that they are profoundly dissatisfied with the credibility of U.S. 
extended deterrence, and are seeking assurance in the form of public displays of U.S. nuclear 
capabilities. South Korean President Yoon has openly entertained the idea of South Korea 
developing its own nuclear arsenal or asking the United States to bring non-strategic nuclear 
weapons back to the peninsula as a forward-deployed asset.28 After making these declarations 
and meeting with President Biden, South Korea agreed to the “Washington Declaration,” 
which focuses almost exclusively on U.S. nuclear weapons and deterrence. Specifically, it 
states, “Going forward, the United States will further enhance the regular visibility of strategic 
assets to the Korean Peninsula, as evidenced by the upcoming visit of a U.S. nuclear ballistic 
missile submarine to the ROK, and will expand and deepen coordination between our 
militaries.”29 This rare port visit by a U.S. SSBN was recently supplemented by a flyover and 
landing of a nuclear-capable B-52H bomber.30 While these visits undoubtedly are helpful, they 
do not satisfy the force characteristics allies have identified as critical for extended deterrence 
and their assurance—and South Korea’s interest in a more credible basis for extended nuclear 
deterrence appears to be unabated.31 
 

Creating Alliance Problems—Lessons Unlearned 
 
This case study illustrates the uncomfortable truth that Washington appears to have 
undermined some allies’ confidence in extended deterrence credibility, and thus their 
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assurance, by subordinating extended deterrence and assurance requirements to the U.S. 
commitment to lower reliance on nuclear weapons. For allies, TLAM-N and SLCM-N were the 
tangible manifestations of a credible U.S. extended deterrence commitment. For many in 
Washington, however, they were “low-hanging fruit” easily discarded in pursuit of reducing 
the role and number of nuclear weapons. In essence, Washington appears to value virtue 
signaling regarding lowering reliance on nuclear weapons above allied concerns regarding 
extended deterrence and their assurance.  Allies will continue losing confidence in U.S. 
extended deterrence when Washington appears to lack appreciation for the nuclear capabilities 
they view as essential for deterrence. 

Indeed, the TLAM-N/SLCM-N decisions compound U.S. alliance difficulties because, 
within a 12-year timespan, the United States has withdrawn or canceled two capabilities with 
those characteristics valued by allies and intended to strengthen extended deterrence and 
assurance. Most recently, the Biden Administration’s cancellation of SLCM-N comes at a time 
when allies face an increasingly dangerous threat environment.  

Washington’s TLAM-N/SLCM-N decisions have damaged U.S. extended deterrence and 
assurance efforts in several ways. First, U.S. reversals regarding the value of TLAM-N and 
SLCM-N, especially when viewed in succession, convey to allies that the United States is an 
inconsistent, unpredictable security partner that does not prioritize extended deterrence and 
allied assurance highly.  U.S. rhetoric to the contrary ultimately is likely unconvincing—
particularly as allied security comes under increasing nuclear pressure by China, Russia, North 
Korea and, potentially Iran.  

Second, the elimination of TLAM-N and SLCM-N came at times of increasing U.S. concerns 
about opponents’ limited nuclear employment as a coercive tactic to facilitate their 
expansionist aggression.32 TLAM-N and SLCM-N were both well-suited to support deterrence 
in that scenario:  Deployed regionally they could serve as a visible or covert assurance to allies 
depending on the requirements at the time. In their absence, with few proportional options 
(particularly in Asia) to respond to limited adversary nuclear employment, the United States 
is essentially asking allies to trust that U.S. leaders ultimately will be willing to use 
intercontinental strategic nuclear weapons on their behalf at a time when the United States 
itself is highly vulnerable to strategic nuclear attack.  The internal contradiction involved in 
that option is not lost on allies; it is made worse by the relative lack of proportional U.S. regional 
response options.   

Finally, without tangible capabilities that are proportional to threats and readily 
identifiable to adversaries and allies alike, some allies will continue to be skeptical of U.S. 
extended deterrence commitments; periodic visits by strategic systems are unlikely to suffice. 
Allies have grown increasingly fearful as their security environment deteriorates and have thus 
made more explicit references to gaining their own independent nuclear forces. As the former 
Commander of Indo-Pacific Command, and Ambassador to South Korea, Harry Harris, stated 
recently: 
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Our allies don’t trust the United States enough on extended nuclear deterrence. I 
think we’re better now in the past few years than we were before. And that matters 
because when they lose that trust, when they believe that we’re not going to extend 
our nuclear deterrence to them, that’s when they will proliferate and build their 
own nuclear weapons. And you can’t blame them for that. So I think it’s imperative 
that we continue to underscore our commitment to extended nuclear deterrent of 
our allies, that we’ve provided that deterrent too. Japan, and Korea, Australia come 
to mind.33 

By subordinating allied extended deterrence and assurance requirements to the goal of 
reducing reliance on nuclear weapons, the United States has not only undermined its extended 
deterrence and assurance efforts, but its nonproliferation goals as well.  Ironically, U.S. rejection 
of TLAM-N/SLCM-N to advance nonproliferation and nuclear reductions has had the reverse 
effect of increasing some allied considerations of pursuing independent nuclear capabilities.   

This case study illustrates how the United States often hears the concerns of its allies about 
U.S. capabilities, but those concerns are either dismissed as uninformed or considered easily 
addressed with robust words.  However, just as deterrence works in the mind of the adversary, 
allies decide whether or not they are assured.  What the United States believes is sufficient for 
assurance is irrelevant, and robust U.S. rhetoric is likely to be disdained by allies as their threat 
environments worsen.  

The United States can gain insight into allied concerns, and the true solutions to those 
concerns, by listening to allied officials, prioritizing deterrence and allied assurance, and 
working together to execute agreed solutions. In particular, allied confidence is likely only 
repairable with a more consistent U.S. policy of elevating extended deterrence and assurance 
considerations above the continued fruitless pursuit of reciprocal Russian and Chinese nuclear 
reductions and nuclear disarmament. 
 

Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
To extend deterrence credibly and assure allies, the United States should consider a number of 
diplomatic and military measures. First, the United States needs to take great care regarding 
how its decisions on the size and composition of its forces will affect allies’ perceptions of U.S. 
extended deterrence credibility. Given the growing chorus of allied commentators calling for 
independent nuclear weapon programs, the United States should prioritize its nuclear force 
requirements for extending deterrence and assuring allies. This will both strengthen alliances 
and help preserve nonproliferation.  As Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter stated in 2016, “You 
[military members supporting nuclear missions] assure allies that our extended deterrence 
guarantees are credible, enabling many of them to forgo developing nuclear weapons 
themselves, despite the tough strategic environment they find themselves in and the 
technological ease with which they could develop nuclear weapons.”34 
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The 2023 Strategic Posture Commission consulted with multiple allied representatives and 
came to similar conclusions as Secretary Carter’s, namely:  

The United States uses its strategic posture to support Allies by extending to them 
deterrence, including nuclear deterrence, against adversaries. The U.S. strategic 
posture also serves to assure Allies that the United States is a credible security 
partner. As a result, many Allies perceive no need to develop their own nuclear 
weapon capabilities, which is in the U.S. national security interest. Any major 
changes to U.S. strategic posture, policies, or capabilities will, therefore, have great 
effect on Allies’ perceptions and their deterrence and assurance requirements.35 

Another step for helping to restore credibility to extended deterrence is reversing the Biden 
Administration’s decision to cancel SLCM-N. Congress has kept the program on life support 
and there appears to be growing bipartisan backing for SLCM-N. The bipartisan Strategic 
Posture Commission report, for example, notes that forward-deployed systems like SLCM-N 
are directly connected to allied concerns, “Given the geographic distance between the U.S. 
homeland and its Allies overseas and the long lead time for force projection from the U.S. 
homeland, Allies stressed the importance of U.S. military forces being available in theater for 
deterrence and assurance purposes.”36  Indeed, the Commission reported that, “Allies 
repeatedly stressed that the worsening threat environment requires closer and stronger 
cooperation with the United States because the consequences of deterrence failure are so 
severe, and for some Allies, existential.”37 

Third, the United States must improve its understanding of, and responsiveness to, allied 
concerns. As this case study demonstrates, the United States often creates its own problems by 
either failing to heed allies’ concerns or by subordinating them to U.S. arms control goals which 
have proved illusory. When the United States has attempted to make up for the loss of the 
TLAM-N and SLCM-N capabilities, the solutions have been temporary and not responsive to 
the core of allied concerns—potentially inspiring allies to seek their own security arrangements 
and capabilities, including nuclear weapons programs. By increasing meaningful dialogue 
with allies and responding to their concerns, however, the United States can improve the 
credibility of its extended deterrence threats and strengthen allied assurance—all to the benefit 
of U.S. security. 
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