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Introduction  
 

Contemporary U.S. plans for the modernization of nuclear forces are an approximately 15-year-
old legacy of the Obama Administration.  They were established at a time when many U.S. 
officials believed that U.S. relations with Russia and China were relatively benign and would 
remain so, or improve further.  Correspondingly, these plans reflected no sense of urgency and, 
with the exception of a modified B61 bomb, nothing is soon-to-be operational.  How a new 
presidential administration and Congress decide to (or not) adapt the U.S. nuclear posture 
given the unmistakable reality of a much more dangerous than expected contemporary threat 
environment will affect the U.S. nuclear force posture for decades, and, consequently, U.S. 
deterrence strategies and options.   
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The United States and allies face unprecedented threats:  a Sino-Russian entente, a Russo-
North Korean alliance, and emerging Russo-Iranian cooperation.  This represents a grouping 
of authoritarian powers coalescing to overturn the existing liberal global order led by the 
United States.  What decisions and moves must a new president and Congress make in the near 
term to provide credible deterrence given unprecedented looming threats?  The 2023 report of 
the bipartisan Strategic Posture Commission repeatedly called for “urgent” action to address 
these threats.1  That urgency, however, is far from apparent to this point.  The next president 
and Congress must get beyond deeply divided domestic politics to address an unprecedented 
level of threats to the United States and allies.   

A contributor to the need for urgency is the reality that the existing U.S. nuclear rebuilding 
program does not add appreciably to the diversity or numbers of U.S. nuclear capabilities, and 
this may be insufficient to assure at least some allies that the U.S. extended nuclear deterrent 
remains credible. Shigeru Ishiba, leader of Japan’s Liberal Democratic Party, has observed that, 
“Russia and North Korea have formed a military alliance, and nuclear technology is being 
transferred from Russia to North Korea. North Korea is strengthening its nuclear and missile 
capabilities, and if China’s strategic nuclear weapons are added to these dynamics, the US 
extended deterrence in the region will no longer function.”2  As long as allies are a critical element 
of U.S. security—which is likely to be the case for the foreseeable future—U.S. nuclear policy 
and planning must take into account the added requirements for credible extended deterrence 
and the assurance of allies, which are key to alliance cohesion. As a recent study by the 
Norwegian Institute of International Affairs concluded, “Trans-atlantic [sic] cohesion is based 
on extended deterrence, and this is underlined in NATO’s strategic concept and thus agreed 
by all member states.”3   

 

Washington’s Grudging Threat Recognition 
 
Washington’s recognition of seriously worsening international threat conditions following the 
end of the Cold War was glacially slow.  U.S. nuclear forces, correspondingly, reflect a 30-year 
“holiday from history” in which the United States has not prepared realistically for 
contemporary threat levels.  Instead, U.S. nuclear policy has frequently been driven by hubris 
and naive expectations of a cooperative “new world order,” and the forlorn hope that Russia 
and China would embrace Washington’s enthusiasm for reducing the role and number of 
nuclear weapons.4   

For example, the 2001 and 2010 Nuclear Posture Reviews (NPRs) reflected overly optimistic 
expectations of U.S. relations with Russia and China.  The 2010 NPR stated explicitly that as a 
result of “fundamental changes in the international security environment in recent years,” and 
in support of the goal of general nuclear disarmament, it placed highest U.S. policy priority on 
nonproliferation and the denial of nuclear capabilities to terrorist organizations.  It clearly 
mandated a reordering of U.S. nuclear policy priorities and a reduction in the role and number 
of U.S. nuclear forces.   Specifically, after listing a variety of key nuclear policy goals, including 
deterrence, extended deterrence and the assurance of allies, the 2010 NPR stated: “As a critical 
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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.”  (Emphasis added).  Defense Secretary Robert Gates’ cover letter to the 2010 NPR 
explains that, “This NPR places the prevention of nuclear terrorism and proliferation at the top 
of the U.S. policy agenda” and that reducing the “role and numbers of nuclear weapons” via 
U.S. arms control efforts was a key to those ends.5   

Correspondingly, in 2012, a “Nuclear Policy Commission,” chaired by Gen. James 
Cartwright (Ret.), former Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and Commander of U.S. 
Strategic Command, recommended that the United States reduce its total inventory of nuclear 
weapons to 450 “operational” weapons given the “irrelevance” of nuclear weapons “in dealing 
with 21st century threats,” and because “The risk of nuclear confrontation between the United 
States and either Russia or China belongs to the past, not the future….”6  In 2014, a noted 
commentator assured that Russia’s “positions don’t rise to the nuclear threat level.”7  In 2015, 
another noted commentator argued that Russian military operations at the time were “not 
worth a lot of worry,” and that, “The portrayal of Vladimir Putin as a grand chess master, 
shrewdly rebuilding the Russian empire through strength and wiles, is laughable.”8  As late as 
2015, policy recommendations that typically followed such sanguine commentary were that, 
“the United States does not need bold action to shore up its gigantic advantage relative to 
Russia….  It does not need to engage in a costly arms race, given doubts that Russia can live 
up to its own military modernization targets.”  And, “Instead of struggling to cobble together 
a response to Russian hybrid warfare, NATO should do very little in response.”9   

Between late 2014 and mid-2017, over two hundred commentaries were published in the 
national press regarding the Obama Administration’s nuclear modernization initiative.  Three-
fourths of those articles were in strong opposition.10 They generally claimed that these 
programs would prove to be destabilizing, unnecessary, too costly, increase the probability of 
a nuclear accident, and/or encourage nuclear proliferation.  Former Defense Secretary William 
Perry recommended against the Obama Administration’s modernization of the ICBM leg of the 
triad, stating that ICBMs, “aren’t necessary…they’re not needed.  Any reasonable definition of 
deterrence will not require that third leg.”11  He also argued against the administration’s plan 
to develop the new Long-Range Stand Off weapon (LRSO), stating, “Because they can be 
launched without warning and come in both nuclear and conventional variants, cruise missiles 
are a uniquely destabilizing type of weapon. President Obama can lead the world to a stabler 
and safer future by canceling plans for a new U.S. nuclear-capable cruise missile.”12  Note here 
the demonstrably mistaken expectation that other states would emulate unilateral U.S. nuclear 
disarmament moves. 

Nevertheless, the latter years of the Obama Administration saw the return of deterrence as 
DoD’s highest nuclear priority and the administration’s support for a comprehensive 
modernization of U.S. strategic nuclear forces (without adding quantitatively to the arsenal).  
During the second term of the Obama Administration, senior U.S. civilian and military officers 
identified Russia as a serious threat, including Russia’s apparent nuclear first-use regional 



 
INFORMATION SERIES 
Issue No. 601 ǀ October 7, 2024 
   

- 4 - 

strategy.  The divergence from the basic orientation of the 2010 NPR was dramatic.  Then 
Secretary of Defense, the late Ashton Carter, described Russia as a “very, very significant 
threat” and “an antagonist.”13  Then Deputy Defense Secretary Robert Work and Admiral 
James Winnefeld, then Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, observed that Moscow’s 
nuclear escalation strategy “is literally playing with fire.”14 Then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, 
Gen. Joseph Dunford, described Russia as the “top military threat” to the United States.15  
Numerous senior Obama Administration officials and other commentators advanced the 
position that, given the significant aging of each leg of the triad and the long-recognized need 
for flexibility in U.S. capabilities and deterrence threats, recapitalization of the triad had 
become the highest DoD priority.16  Deputy Defense Secretary Work said with no ambiguity 
that, “The choice right now is modernizing or losing deterrent capability in the 2020s and 2030s.  
That’s the stark choice we’re faced with.”17  Similarly, Brian McKeon, then Principal Deputy 
Under Secretary of Defense for Policy, observed:  “The effort to modernize our delivery systems 
and extend the life of our warheads across the Triad and our non-strategic nuclear force will 
require significant resources over the next decade and beyond. But as I noted at the outset, the 
nuclear mission is the highest priority mission in the Department of Defense and we must 
prioritize it accordingly.”18  The Obama Administration ultimately moved from placing highest 
priority on disarmament and non-proliferation, as specified in the 2010 NPR, to prioritizing 
deterrence and the modernization of the strategic triad. 

The 2018 NPR placed priority on deterrence given the growing aggressiveness of Russia 
and China and the expansion of their respective nuclear and conventional capabilities.  It 
correspondingly endorsed continuation of the existing Obama Administration’s basic nuclear 
modernization program, but also initiated two new “supplemental” nuclear systems to 
strengthen extended deterrence, a modified SLBM strategic warhead and a new sea-launched, 
non-strategic cruise missile (SLCM-N).19  The subsequent Biden Administration’s 2022 NPR 
also emphasized the unprecedented growing threats posed by China and Russia and endorsed 
continuation of the strategic nuclear modernization program.  However, it also: walked back a 
long-standing requirement for “hedging” against greater-than-expected-threats and rejected 
the new SLCM-N initiated by the Trump Administration; emphasized continuation of the goal 
of “reducing the role of nuclear weapons in U.S. strategy”; and stated that arms control, not 
deterrence, is the most effective way to prevent nuclear war.20  Understandably then, the Biden 
Administration almost immediately agreed to the extension of an unmodified New START 
Treaty.   

Now, approximately 15 years after the U.S. nuclear modernization program was initiated, 
a world in conflict has returned, Moscow repeatedly issues reckless nuclear threats, and the 
risks of nuclear confrontations with Russia and China, and North Korea (and prospectively 
Iran) appear to have increased dramatically.  As former Defense Secretary Gates has recently 
observed:  “After a 30-year holiday from history, we face an aggressive China and Russia 
(abetted by North Korea and Iran) and the very real prospect of war between nuclear-armed 
great powers.”21  Colin Gray’s generally unwelcomed observation circa 1999 has proven 
prescient.  He ridiculed then-prevalent expectations of a cooperative New World Order and 
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forecast instead, “the strong possibility that world politics two to three decades hence will be 
increasingly organized around the rival poles of U.S. and Chinese power,” and that China then 
“would menace Japan.”  He also fully expected that Russia would again confront the West 
militarily and “immediately would threaten independent Ukraine [and] the Baltics.”22  
Washington’s grudging recognition of the return of “great power competition”—a benign 
euphemism for renewed hostile relations with China and Russia—can be seen in the 2018 and 
2022 NPRs, and in the 2023 Strategic Posture Commission’s report which emphasizes the great 
“urgency” with which Washington now needs to acquire a nuclear deterrence posture suited 
to the realities of contemporary threats.  

The Biden Administration has recently stated that because of the rapidly growing Russian, 
Chinese and North Korean nuclear threats, it may be necessary to increase the number of U.S. 
nuclear weapons.23  Then Assistant Secretary of Defense for Space Policy, Vipin Narang, 
concluded that the current U.S. “force posture and planned modernization program is 
necessary but may well be insufficient” and, “We have begun exploring options to increase 
future launcher capacity or additional deployed warheads—on the land, sea, and air legs—that 
could offer national leadership increased flexibility if executed.”24  He also announced the end 
of the administration’s opposition to the SLCM-N program initiated by the Trump 
Administration.   

Unfortunately, given the decades of deep strategic and non-strategic force reductions and 
the atrophying of the U.S. nuclear infrastructure, under the existing program, the United States 
has a limited near-term capacity to strengthen its nuclear force posture in response to 
unprecedented contemporary threats.  Given these threats, whatever may be the preferred 
nuclear force posture and characteristics for deterrence and allied assurance purposes, the 
reality is that U.S. options for adjustment are limited through the early 2030s by available 
nuclear systems and warheads.   

With the exception of a small number of bombs carried by (low production rate) B-21 
bombers, the only practicable way to increase deployed U.S. nuclear weapons during this 
decade is uploading warheads on existing delivery systems. The cost of doing so would be 
relatively low (transportation and installation.)  If the need is to further increase U.S. targeting 
capabilities/options against combined Russian and Chinese target sets for deterrence 
purposes, additional measures could be taken, although at greater time and cost.  

Consequently, it is critical to understand the difference between the desired force posture 
and what is likely to be practicable in the near-to-midterm (5-10 years), and to identify near-
term actions and decisions that could help adjust the posture to the extent feasible in coming 
years.  In particular, it is important to identify decisions and actions regarding the nuclear force 
posture and infrastructure that the next administration could/should make in the near term to 
help put the United States in an improved position to move toward the desired force posture.   
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Increasing Capability via Uploading 
 

The 2001 NPR stated that the U.S. nuclear triad can be uploaded in “weeks, months and 
years.”25 The Trident submarine force could likely be uploaded in months, while the 
Minuteman ICBM force could take years to upload.  There are some uncertainties and multiple 
possible upload options.  The Trident force could increase from about 968 to 1,626 deployed 
warheads and the Minuteman force could increase from 400 to at least 980 deployed warheads, 
for a deployed strategic ballistic force of 2,606 warheads. (This estimate is based on May 2023 
New START data placing the number of deployed U.S. warheads at about 1,368.)  The upload 
potential for current heavy bomber platforms would be considerable if the United States 
retained numerous nuclear cruise missiles.  However, the 2007 decision to eliminate 80 percent 
of U.S. nuclear air-launched cruise missiles likely reduced the relatively prompt bomber 
upload potential to a small number of nuclear bombs carried by the 19 B-2s and possibly a 
small number of cruise missiles carried by B-52s.26  The 2023 Strategic Posture Commission’s 
report recommended that the United States, “Initiate planning and preparations for a portion 
of the future bomber fleet to be on continuous alert status, in time for the B-21 Full Operational 
Capability (FOC) date.”  This could be done at moderate cost, but would require a near-term 
decision by the next administration.  

The long-term U.S. ability to sustain upload will depend upon how many warheads are life 
extended. The 2022 NPR abandoned the long-standing requirement for “hedging” against 
future threat developments as a requirement.  It only says that “…we retain the capability to 
upload a portion of the ICBM force….”27  However, the next administration has sufficient time 
to make changes to this policy and supporting capabilities necessary to sustain upload over the 
long term. 

The Biden Administration has revealed that, in 2023, the U.S. nuclear stockpile, defined as 
“active” and “inactive” weapons, was 3,748.28  The pertinent report states, “Active warheads 
include strategic and non-strategic weapons maintained in an operational, ready-for-use 
configuration, warheads that must be ready for possible deployment within a short timeframe, 
and logistics spares. They have tritium bottles and other Limited Life Components installed. 
Inactive warheads are maintained at a depot in a non-operational status and have their tritium 
bottles removed.” (Emphasis in the original.) The inactive warheads likely could be made 
active and deployed at modest cost. Reportedly, about 2,000 weapons can be uploaded.29  If 
necessary, it may also be possible to reactivate some of about 2,000 weapons awaiting 
dismantlement.  Decisions, time and funding would be necessary to do the required reliability 
assessment. Ultimately, these warheads would have to be life extended. If more warheads are 
desired, fissile material “pits” from previously dismantled warheads likely could be used to 
build new weapons of the same types, but this is much more expensive than uploading existing 
warheads. When the United States restores limited pit manufacturing capability (apparently 
circa 2032), the stockpile could gradually be increased.   

As noted, the next administration faces immediate decisions with regard to upload options, 
including a decision regarding withdrawal from New START.  The Treaty’s 1,550 deployed, 
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accountable warhead limit (which expires in 2026) now prevents significant upload.  However, 
Russia has been in violation of the Treaty verification regime since 2022 by denying the United 
States its critical inspection rights and data,30 and the Biden Administration has since been 
unable to certify Russian compliance with its numerical limits.  And, in 2023, Moscow illegally 
“suspended” the Treaty.  Consequently, the United States has the legal option of declaring a 
material breach of the Treaty, suspending its obligations and initiating an upload.  

There are several prospective overarching goals for changes to the nuclear force posture.  
For example, given Russia’s and China’s looming entente and respective nuclear force 
buildups—and their apparent respective expansions of prompt, counterforce strategic 
targeting capabilities—it likely is necessary to increase the survivability of U.S. strategic 
nuclear forces.  To do so in the near term, the United States could return to a policy of keeping 
a portion of its heavy bombers on continuous alert; with more time, the B-1 bombers could be 
re-nuclearized.  In addition, some currently-non-deployed U.S. delivery vehicles could be 
deployed. The last released U.S. data (May 2023) indicated that the United States had 662 
deployed and 800 deployed and non-deployed delivery vehicles.31  It may be possible to 
reconstitute some of the delivery vehicles that were removed from accountability under New 
START.  If so, Trident submarines could be reconstituted from 20 to 24 missile launchers. In 
the longer run, additions to the potential of the current modernization program (now limited 
by New START) could be employed to further increase the number of survivable, deployed 
warheads.  

In addition, given the dramatic asymmetry in U.S. non-strategic nuclear capabilities relative 
to those of Russia and China,32 and the potential value of non-strategic forces for extended 
deterrence, it also may be important to put the SLCM-N program on a fast track and initiate 
additional non-strategic programs.  This could include, for example, an interim  
TLAM-N system—possibly putting a W-80 primary into the block 5 version of the TLAM 
missile. Fast tracking SLCM-N and providing an interim TLAM-N would require near-term 
decisions, and likely face resistance from a variety of quarters.  

There are more expensive and robust options that could be exploited with time and 
resources.  Several decisions for initiatives along this line include:33 directing that the B-21 be 
nuclear capable upon IOC (a 2021 Congressional Research Service study stated in this regard 
that, “[B-21] nuclear qualification will also take two years or so after IOC);34 increasing the 
purchase number of B-21s (and associated tankers); deploying Sentinel with MIRVs; and 
increasing the planned buy of Columbia Class SSBNs.  

Finally, for decades, various authoritative studies and reports have recommended 
numerous possible actions to improve the readiness of the U.S. nuclear weapons infrastructure.  
For example, Thomas Scheber and the late Dr. John Harvey, former DoD officials from the 
Obama and Bush Administrations, advised “That establishing a nuclear weapon readiness 
program should be a national priority in order to provide resilience for new and unforeseen 
challenges ahead. The nuclear infrastructure and personnel could be called upon to diagnose 
and fix an unexpected reliability problem in a warhead type, replace older warheads with 
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similar or different warhead types, increase the number of deployed warheads, or design with 
different military capabilities. Currently, it is not ready to respond.”35   

Unfortunately, despite long-standing, bipartisan recognition of the need to rebuild the 
nuclear infrastructure, movement in this direction has been extremely slow and limited.  
Infrastructure modernization programs are underway, but far from complete.  Near-term 
questions that warrant answers and decisions include, for example:  does the United States 
need to prepare to return to some level of nuclear testing—possibly low-yield testing that 
Russia apparently has conducted36—in order to have the capabilities needed for deterrence in 
a new and more dangerous threat context? The next administration and Congress will have an 
opportunity to make decisions that help address infrastructure shortcomings that directly 
affect the U.S. capability to adjust to a new and more dangerous threat context.  

 

Conclusion  
 
A grouping of authoritarian powers, including a Sino-Russian entente, a Russo-North Korean 
alliance, and Russo-Iranian cooperation, is seriously challenging the existing liberal 
international order led by the United States, including via expansionist drives at the expense 
of U.S. allies and partners.  This is a global threat to Western security that includes the potential 
for great power nuclear war, possibly escalating from a regional conflict.  The United States has 
been extremely slow in recognizing the reality of these threats and, correspondingly, has 
largely clung to a nuclear modernization program that dates back almost 15 years—to an era 
when expectations of a cooperative new world order and movement toward nuclear 
disarmament dominated U.S assumptions about the future security environment.  As Yale 
Professor Paul Bracken observed: “All were on board to oppose nuclear arms…  Academics, 
think tanks and intellectuals quickly jumped on the bandwagon.  For a time, it really looked 
like there was going to be an antinuclear turn in U.S. strategy.”37  Harsh realities, however, 
ultimately intruded on such credulous expectations.  How a new president and Congress can 
now work to adjust the U.S. nuclear posture to fit an unprecedentedly dangerous threat context 
will affect the U.S. capacity to deter regional and global war for decades.  White House and 
congressional near-term decisions and actions will either advance U.S. nuclear adjustments to 
help deter multiple, diverse threats, or adhere to limits and plans that may be inadequate given 
increasingly dangerous threat realities. 
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