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In August 2024, it was reported that, “President Joe Biden has approved revisions to a classified 
nuclear strategic document that redirects Washington’s deterrent strategy to focus on China's 
nuclear arsenal expansion for the first time….”1 In 2024, two senior Biden Administration 
officials spoke about the possible need to increase the number of U.S. nuclear weapons. The 
new unclassified Biden Administration nuclear weapons employment guidance report, issued 
in November 2024, stated “…it may be necessary to adapt current U.S. force capability, posture, 
composition, or size in order to be able to fulfill the three stated roles of nuclear weapons.”2 
When issuing this report, the Department of Defense stated, “The Guidance also directs that 
the United States plan to deter multiple nuclear-armed adversaries simultaneously…”3 This is 
an important change but the Biden Administration took no action to implement this policy; 
rather, it left the decision on increasing U.S. nuclear weapons to the incoming Trump 
Administration.4  
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The Biden Administration’s Unclassified Nuclear Weapons Employment Guidance 
Report 
 
To its credit, the Biden Administration report stated that, “The Guidance continues to 
emphasize the need to, first and foremost, hold at risk what adversaries value most. It also 
reiterates the need to maintain counterforce capabilities to reduce potential adversaries’ ability 
to employ nuclear weapons against the United States and its allies and partners, and does not 
rely on a counter-value or minimum-deterrence approach.”5 It continued: 

Updated elements of the Guidance evolved from prior iterations by:  

• Requiring that planning accounts for the new deterrence challenges posed by the 
growth, modernization, and increasing diversity of potential adversaries’ nuclear 
arsenals;  

• Directing that the United States be able to deter Russia, the PRC [China], and the 
DPRK [North Korea] simultaneously in peacetime, crisis, and conflict;  

• Effectuating the 2022 NPR decision to rely on non-nuclear overmatch to deter regional 
aggression by Iran as long as Iran does not possess a nuclear weapon; 

• Requiring the integration of non-nuclear capabilities into U.S. nuclear planning where 
non-nuclear capabilities can support the nuclear deterrence mission;  

• Stressing the importance of managing escalation in U.S. planning for responding to 
limited strategic attack; and  

• Enabling deeper consultation, coordination, and combined planning with NATO and 
Indo-Pacific allies and partners in order to strengthen U.S. extended deterrence 
commitments.  

The United States remains resolved to prevent Iran from developing a nuclear weapon and 
is prepared to use all elements of national power to ensure that outcome.6   

The Biden Administration adopted conclusions similar to the bipartisan Congressional 
Commission on the Strategic Posture of the United States concerning the new nuclear threats 
the United States faces. Its guidance report stated that “…the evidence of growing collaboration 
and collusion between Russia, the PRC, the DPRK, and Iran makes the situation even more 
challenging. There is a possibility of coordinated or opportunistic aggression by a combination 
of adversaries in a crisis or conflict, which requires U.S. strategists to think carefully about 
complex escalation dynamics and deterring multiple adversaries simultaneously, including in 
extended crises or conflicts.”7 However, it took none of the Commission’s report 
recommendations on enhancing U.S. strategic nuclear deterrence capabilities.8 

There has been a large reduction in U.S. nuclear weapons numbers and no modernization 
since 1997. Two of the three best Reagan-era counterforce weapons—the Peacekeeper ICBM 
and the Advanced Cruise Missile—were eliminated without replacement. The Obama 
Administration eliminated the nuclear sea-launched cruise missile (nuclear SLCM) and 
decided on the eventual elimination of all U.S. nuclear bombs that could seriously threaten very 
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hard and very deeply buried bunkers.9 Without these weapons, U.S. nuclear forces cannot 
effectively threaten what President Putin values most—his  life and well-being because of 
Russia’s new, deep underground bunkers.10 The United States does not have sufficient 
deployed nuclear weapons with the right technical characteristics to deter multiple nuclear 
adversaries or, indeed, even to target effectively Russia or China alone.11  

An analysis by the Federation of American Scientists authored by Adam Mount and Hans 
Kristensen denies that the new Biden guidance shifted emphasis from Russia to China and 
points out the limits in the changes it mandates. It states the guidance report does not require 
U.S. forces to simultaneously: 1) “maintain the capability to perform other or all objectives 
against multiple adversaries…”; and 2) “limit damage against multiple peer adversaries…[or] 
restore deterrence in the event that it fails....”12 It notes these objectives necessitate more or 
better capabilities and that the report did not “effectively endorse” the recommendations of the 
U.S. Strategic Posture Commission report concerning meeting China’s nuclear buildup. 

Moreover, they point out, “The language of the employment strategy report does not 
clearly indicate whether U.S. forces are required to perform these more demanding objectives. 
The president could have stated, for example, that U.S. forces are not required to maintain the 
capability to limit damage against multiple adversaries simultaneously.”13 The authors note 
that the guidance “…does not explicitly use the ‘two peer’ description frequently used in the 
public debate by defense officials and others.”14  

Even if one takes the Biden Administration’s description of its new guidance at face value, 
even good changes mandated by it can only partially deal with the rapidly growing multipolar 
nuclear threats. In 2022, then-STRATCOM Commander Admiral Charles Richard observed: 

• “This Ukraine crisis that we’re in right now, this is just the warmup." 

• “The big one is coming. And it isn’t going to be very long before we’re going to get 
tested in ways that we haven't been tested a long time.” 

• “As I assess our level of deterrence against China, the ship is slowly sinking.”15 

The key question that the Trump Administration will face is whether the Biden 
Administration’s changes are actually good ones, or to use Admiral Richard’s metaphor, are 
simply rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic?  

Both the unclassified guidance report and the classified version of the Biden guidance 
should be carefully reviewed by the Trump Administration, even before initiating a full scale 
nuclear posture review. President Trump issued his own nuclear employment guidance report 
in 2020.16 Much of it, even if dated, is significantly better, more comprehensive and informative 
than the Biden version. Some of the new Biden language should be added to it and the bad 
elements rejected.   
 

Deterring Iran 
 
The Biden nuclear employment guidance report states that, “The United States remains 
resolved to prevent Iran from developing a nuclear weapon and is prepared to use all elements 
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of national power to ensure that outcome.”17 However, in  December 2024, White House 
Communications Advisor Rear Admiral (ret.) John Kirby acknowledged that the Biden 
Administration’s effort to prevent Iran from obtaining nuclear weapons “…didn’t work….”18 
Reportedly, “Mohammad-Javad Larijani, a close aide to Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei, made a shocking statement, declaring that Iran could develop military nuclear 
capabilities within just one day.”19 The statement in the nuclear employment guidance report 
that the United States will “…rely on non-nuclear overmatch to deter regional aggression by 
Iran as long as Iran does not possess a nuclear weapon,” appears to be dangerous wishful 
thinking.  
 

Dealing with Belarus 
 
Despite joint nuclear strike exercises, Russian provision of tactical nuclear weapons to Belarus, 
and Belorussian nuclear threats, there is no indication in the unclassified Biden guidance report 
that it directs nuclear deterrence against Belarus.20 In December 2024, President Putin stated 
that Russia may deploy the Oreshnik missile, which Russia had just launched against Ukraine, 
in Belarus in 2025.21 The U.S. Department of Defense stated the Oreshnik was “…an 
experimental intermediate range ballistic missile….based on Russia’s RS-26 Rubezh 
intercontinental ballistic missile model.”22 The Oreshnik is nuclear-capable.23  
 

Arms Control and Nuclear Deterrence 
 
As the bipartisan United States Strategic Posture Commission pointed out “…there is no 
prospect of a meaningful arms control Treaty being negotiated with Russia in the foreseeable 
future…” and that, “Over the past 20 years, Russia has either violated or has failed to comply 
with nearly every major arms control treaty or agreement to which the United States is or was 
a party.”24 It continued, “…given Russia’s history of noncompliance and illegal treaty 
suspensions, and China’s continued intransigence on arms control dialogue, the United States 
cannot develop its strategic posture based on the assumption that arms control agreements are 
imminent or will always be in force.”25 Pranay Vaddi, then-Special Assistant to President Biden 
and Senior Director for Arms Control, Disarmament, and Nonproliferation at the National 
Security Council observed that, “Russia, the PRC and North Korea are all expanding and 
diversifying their nuclear arsenals at a breakneck pace—showing little or no interest in arms 
control.”26 Despite these assessments, the Biden guidance report is unrealistic about the role of 
arms control in nuclear deterrence. The report states that, “Arms control, risk reduction, and 
nuclear nonproliferation play indispensable roles as well.”27 It does not explain why. 

Russia continues to violate the New START Treaty by: 1) denying the United States its 
critical on-site inspection rights, 2) ceasing to provide the legally required notifications, and 3) 
illegally “suspending” its participation in New START.28 Russia made the self-serving claim 
that it is continuing to observe the limitations of the New START Treaty. The U.S. Department 
of State, starting in its 2023 annual report on the New START Treaty, said that it was unable to 
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certify Russian compliance with the numerical limitations of the Treaty.29 Thus, the loss of on-
site inspections is vitally important as long as the United States imposes the substantive New 
START limitations on itself. The new Biden Administration’s nuclear employment guidance 
rewards Russia for violating New START by mandating U.S. compliance with a Treaty Russia 
is violating.  
 

The Lack of a Programmatic Response to Implement the New Guidance 
 
The Biden Administration has done little to respond to the threats it now assesses. In June 2024, 
Pranay Vaddi stated that the United States had responded to the increased threat by: 1) 
pursuing the B61-13 nuclear bomb as a replacement for the “outdated” B83 nuclear bomb, 2) 
seeking to life extend certain Trident submarines, and 3) bolstering U.S. deterrence without 
increasing the number of nuclear weapons.30 

The B61-13 bomb is a useful addition to the U.S. capability but is less capable than the B83 
bomb against very hard and very deeply buried facilities—including the ones that President Putin 
depends on to keep himself alive in a nuclear war.31  

The Trident life extension was an emergency measure to prevent a decline in U.S. capability 
due to a delay in the Columbia class ballistic missile replacement program.32  

In August 2024, then-Acting Assistant Secretary of Defense Dr. Vipin Narang stated that 
the Biden Administration had ended its opposition to the nuclear SLCM program.33 In reality, 
the Navy is continuing to slow-roll it. Its projected availability date is about 17 years after 
President Trump directed the program in the 2018 Nuclear Posture Review. Former Deputy 
Assistant Secretary of Defense Dr. Robert Soofer has stated, “We have a missile, a Tomahawk 
missile, that has been upgraded continuously to the Block V. It’s got the range that we need,” 
and, “I guarantee you that the labs can put a nuclear warhead on that.”34 
 

Combining Nuclear and Conventional Strikes 
 
The Biden Administration’s nuclear employment guidance states that: 

While recognizing that nuclear weapons continue to provide unique deterrence 
effects that no other element of U.S. military power can replace, the Guidance places 
greater emphasis on the use of non-nuclear capabilities to support the nuclear 
deterrence mission, where feasible. Such integration allows the Joint Force to combine 
nuclear and non-nuclear capabilities in complementary ways that leverage the 
individual characteristics of diverse forces.35 

Conventional weapons cannot substitute for nuclear weapons in a combined war plan 
because: 1) there is a gigantic difference in lethality between nuclear and conventional 
weapons, which means that vast numbers of expensive conventional missiles would have to 
be procured; 2) the conventional systems would have to be given nuclear and electromagnetic 
pulse hardening which the Electromagnetic Pulse Commission determined to be impractical 
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for all conventional munitions because of the cost;36 3) because of the threat of GPS jamming 
and other forms of GPS denial, dependence on GPS guidance would be very risky;37 4) 
thousands of expensive conventional weapons would have to be withheld from the 
conventional war plans and somehow maintained in a survivable configuration (probably 
financially impossible) to have a significant deterrent impact against nuclear weapons first use; 
5) since conventional earth penetrators cannot generally destroy targets any deeper than they 
can penetrate,38 which is limited, conventional weapons generally have little effect against very 
hard and very deeply buried targets, and 6) the effectiveness of the conventional strikes would 
be limited as likely would be their deterrent effect. 

It is noteworthy that during the recent Eisenhower carrier strike group deployment to the 
Middle East it reportedly launched 135 Tomahawk Land Attack Missiles against Houthi 
terrorist targets and the carrier’s aircraft dropped 420 air-to-ground weapons.39 Despite these  
attacks, the Houthi terrorists were able to continue their missile attacks.40 

Protracted conventional strikes of the type conducted in a conventional conflict are not 
practical if an adversary is using nuclear weapons against U.S. forces and the U.S. adversaries 
know this. The U.S. inventory of precision conventional weapons is inadequate. Indeed, less 
than three weeks after the nuclear employment guidance had been made public, White House 
National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan stated that U.S. munitions would be exhausted in a 
China conflict “very rapidly.”41 Hence, the threat of conventional attacks is unlikely to have 
any significant deterrent effect against nuclear escalation.  

The cost of conventional capabilities is high. The platforms that carry and deploy the 
conventional missiles (bombers, strike fighters, surface ships and submarines) are much more 
expensive than the missiles themselves. For example, the cost of a Tomahawk Block 5 missile 
is reportedly $1,890,000 per round.42  To increase the capacity of U.S. conventional forces to 
launch non-nuclear missiles as an intended substitute for one-to-three nuclear missiles after a 
nuclear attack on the United States and its allies would cost billions. One-to-three nuclear 
SLCMs would require no additional ships to deploy them and could accomplish the same 
attack and do it more effectively.  

Clearly, President Biden had no intention of increasing defense spending to fund a serious 
effort to substitute conventional for nuclear strike. Moreover, the seriously eroded U.S. military 
production base probably cannot support the increased reliance on conventional weapons that 
the Biden nuclear employment guidance report pretends to direct. In reality, the Biden 
guidance will be all but ignored by the military because it is economically prohibitive. Hence, 
the supposed enhanced reliance on conventional weapons is apparently just a political fig leaf.  
 

Missing Elements in the Nuclear Employment Guidance 
 
There are missing elements in the Biden Administration’s nuclear employment guidance that 
should be restored even on an interim basis. A good starting point would be elements from the 
Reagan Administration’s Nuclear Employment Guidance. These include: 
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• “The most fundamental national security objective is to deter direct attack—
particularly nuclear attack—on the United States and its Allies. Should nuclear attack 
nonetheless occur, the United States and its Allies must prevail.” 

• “The United States must be able to deny the Soviet Union a military victory at any 
level of conflict and for it to seek the earliest termination of hostilities on terms 
favorable to the United States.” 

• There is a need for a “secure reserve force.”43 

The exact Reagan language would need updating because it assumes capabilities that no 
longer exist (e.g., dual capability—combining nuclear and conventional warheads— has been 
nearly eliminated.) However, the concepts that underlie the Reagan guidance are still generally 
relevant. 

Current U.S. nuclear forces cannot possibly win a nuclear war against a peer competitor 
much less two. However, U.S. nuclear employment guidance should not reinforce the current 
“no win” warfare mentality that exists in Washington (and adversary perceptions of it) which 
is resulting in defeat after defeat. U.S. adversaries cannot ignore what it says. As Admiral 
Richard and Robert Peters of the Heritage Foundation have pointed out, “Decisive victory 
ultimately deters a future war by changing the conditions that allowed a revisionist power to 
pursue conflict in the first place….In almost all cases, decisive victory takes the form of a new, 
better status quo post bellum that is based on a new power and political relationship between 
the victor and the vanquished.”44 

The Biden nuclear employment guidance report does not even mention dealing with 
chemical or biological weapons threats and other catastrophic threats. The need to deter these 
threats was a major element in the 2020 Trump nuclear employment guidance report.45 

The concept of a secure nuclear reserve force seems to have fallen out of U.S. planning. Yet, 
it is a key element in dealing with multiple nuclear-armed adversaries. 

The probability that nuclear attacks against the United States will be conducted consistent 
with the law of armed conflict is almost certainly zero. There is a fundamental right under 
international law of “belligerent reprisal.” Indeed, “Belligerent reprisals have been employed 
on the battlefield for centuries and are one of the few available sanctions of the laws of war.”46 
The nuclear-armed dictators must be made to believe that there will be “hell to pay” if they 
launch high-yield nuclear attacks against American cities with genocidal intent.  
 

The Russian Reaction to the New Nuclear Employment Guidance 
 
The Russians appear to be unimpressed by the Biden Administration’s nuclear weapons 
employment guidance report. Russian state media didn’t even bother to attack it.  
 



 
INFORMATION SERIES 
Issue No. 611 ǀ January 7, 2025 
   

- 8 - 

The Biden Administration’s Employment Guidance as a Constraint On President 
Trump 
 
Mount and Kristensen state that, “When Donald Trump again takes custody of the nuclear 
codes in January, he will find no new guardrails on his ability to order use of U.S. nuclear 
weapons.”47 While this appears in part to be a political attack on President Trump, he can 
sweep away any or all Biden executive orders on day one of his new Administration. 
 

Suggested Near-Term Decisions on Nuclear Deterrence 
 
In light of the multiple serious crisis situations the United States now faces, the following 
actions should be taken: 

1) Re-issue the Trump Administration’s 2020 unclassified Nuclear Employment 
Guidance report updated with the better elements of the Biden Administration’s 2024 
unclassified guidance report (e.g., the scope of the nuclear threat and the need to deter 
multiple adversaries simultaneously).  

2) Initiate a detailed review of the new classified Nuclear Weapons Employment 
Guidance, removing any foolish or ideological elements.  

3) Initiate a review of our nuclear intelligence assessments of Russia, North Korea, Iran 
and particularly China. The Intelligence Community is probably underestimating all 
of their nuclear capabilities.  

4) Declare a material breach of the New START Treaty and begin an immediate upload 
of American strategic nuclear forces. In the current crises this may just prevent World 
War III. It would cost very little48 and it is the only thing the United States can do in 
the short-term.  

5) Initiate a comprehensive Nuclear Posture Review. Just the increase in Chinese nuclear 
capability justifies this.  
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