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“I don’t understand why we go to the trouble of negotiating with a potential
adversary with the understanding that the adversary is going to cheat.”
- Dr. John S. Foster!

The contrast between the veracity with which treaty advocates defended the New Strategic
Arms Reduction Treaty (New START) during the Senate’s advice and consent process and their
subsequent silence regarding Russia’s violations of the treaty is striking. The episode calls into
question the Biden Administration’s and particularly the State Department’s assessment of
treaty compliance and is a sad commentary on Russia’s treaty compliance record and
America’s inability to compel Moscow’s adherence to treaty obligations. It also calls into
question the U.S. ability and political willingness to respond to other countries” violations in a
timely manner. Until the government can become more realistic about arms control, more
serious about enforcing compliance and punishing noncompliance, the country would be
better off if it did not pursue arms control at all, despite President Trump’s recent calls for
“denuclearization” among Russia, China, and the United States.2

Russia’s New START Suspension

In February 2023, Russian President Vladimir Putin announced that the Russian Federation
would suspend New START’s implementation.> Upon Russia taking this step, former State
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Department officials that participated in the treaty negotiations Rose Gottemoeller and
Marshall L. Brown, Jr., stated that “We do not see that Russian suspension constitutes an
extraordinary event that jeopardizes US supreme interests.”4 This statement is absurd given
the importance that the Obama Administration attributed to the treaty during the Senate’s
advice and consent process, including ramming New START through the Senate during the
lame-duck session of Congress. Either the treaty is significant, or it is not—it cannot be
significant when being pushed on the Senate, but insignificant upon Russia’s suspension of it.
If the treaties are important, then so are violations.

In retaliation for Russia’s suspension, the United States revoked the visas of Russian
nuclear inspectors, denied pending applications for new monitors, cancelled standard
clearances for Russian aircraft to enter U.S. airspace, and stopped sharing information on the
status or locations of missiles and telemetry data on test launches.> The last step did not matter
at all; New START permitted each party to encrypt telemetry, making the exchange of the
telemetry information pointless. It seems extremely unlikely the Russians cared about the other
steps. The treaty verification regime’s flaws made it unlikely the United States would be able
to detect cheating if the Russians tried to hide it.c As former Arms Control and Disarmament
Agency official Amron Katz once noted wryly about the Soviet Union, “We have never found
anything the Soviets have successfully hidden.””

The fact that the Russians chose to violate New START’s provisions despite the treaty’s
relatively lax verification regime reflects their approach to political relations with
Washington — they are not interested in mutually beneficial cooperation on arms control issues
(or many other issues for that matter). As Colin Gray brilliantly exposed, treaties reflect
political relations; they do not have an independent power to improve them.8 Yet, some of New
START’s advocates argued during the Senate’s deliberations that “The relationship [between
the United States and Russia] has improved substantially since then [the treaty negotiations
started], and New START has been a major driver of that improvement.”?

This was obvious nonsense. In 2007, Putin delivered a speech that today is widely regarded
as a declaration of hostility against the West.1® Russia showed its imperialist ambitions by
invading Georgia in 2008 (and would go on to invade Ukraine in 2014 and again in 2022). In
November 2023, Russia rescinded its ratification of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty.!! To
their credit, even the most ardent arms control supporters would not make the case that
relations between the United States and Russia are faring well these days, but that does not
stop them from misguidedly calling for more arms control as a solution to the problem.?2

From Bad to Worse: The State Department’s Report on New START Compliance
Issues

The State Department’s treatment of New START compliance issues illustrates why those who
negotiate arms control agreements and those who are responsible for assessing their
implementation should not be housed in one government agency. General Kevin Chilton, then-
Commander of U.S. Strategic Command, stated that “any secret Russian deployments of any
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ballistic missiles or warheads in violation of New START treaty provisions would concern me
due to the political significance of deliberate Russian cheating.”13 Yet, the State Department
tends to avoid any focus on Russia’s cheating until compelled to do so by inconvenient realities.
That level of honesty, of course, would cast doubt on its perpetually sanguine arms control
narrative.

The State Department’s 2023 Annual Compliance Report noted that Russia’s denial of U.S.
inspections to monitor compliance constituted a specific violation and that “the United States
cannot certify the Russian Federation to be in compliance with the terms of the New START
Treaty.”14 Despite this report issued by her own bureau, Bonnie Jenkins, then-U.S.
Undersecretary of State for Arms Control, stated that “we’re not seeing any evidence that
Russia is in noncompliance.”?5 Such a claim is wholly misleading if the United States cannot
monitor compliance. Implausibly confident proclamations only delay more substantive actions
the United States should be taking against the Russian Federation, and not only in the arms
control context. Despite arms control advocates” opposition to placing arms control within the
broader context of political relationship, the United States and its allies would be better off if
its responses contributed to Russia’s defeat in Ukraine rather than proceeding as if sustaining
a failed arms control agreement is the priority.16

The State Department’s Report to Congress on the Implementation of the New START Treaty
issued in January 2025 stated that “Russia continued to violate several New START Treaty
provisions in 2024” between January 1, 2024, and December 31, 2024, and that Russia “may
have exceeded the deployed warhead limit by a small number during portions of 2024.”17 The
grudging acknowledgement of “a small number” is obvious gaslighting if the U.S. can no
longer monitor compliance. What would Russia actually have to do for the State Department
to actually announce a significant violation of a treaty when it is not enough for Russia to
violate several of the treaty’s provisions for years and the central limits of the treaty for at least
some of the time?

Regarding Russia’s cheating and the U.S. ability to detect and respond to it, during the
Senate’s deliberations, the State Department stated that “The costs and risks of Russian
cheating or breakout, on the other hand, would likely be very significant. In addition to the
financial and international political costs of such an action, any Russian leader considering
cheating or breakout from the New START treaty would have to consider that the United States
will retain the ability to upload large numbers of additional nuclear warheads on both bombers
and missiles under the New START, which would provide the ability for a timely and very
significant U.S. response.”18

Similarly, then Secretary of Defense Robert Gates stated that “Russia will not be able to
achieve militarily significant cheating or breakout under New START, due to both the New
START verification regime and the inherent survivability and flexibility of the planned U.S.
strategic force structure.”® Yet, that verification regime has not operated for years and the
“planned U.S. force structure” has been delayed. Nevertheless, senior State Department
officials continue to assert that there is little to be concerned about. Contrast former Secretary
Gates’ confident words with reality and the Biden Administration’s lax approach to enforcing
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Russia’s compliance after it extended the treaty with no preconditions in 2021. The Trump
Administration has much to improve upon.

In addition to the verification regime being gone, the rationale for U.S. force posture
reductions under New START assumed that Russia would not cheat and that there would be no
additional demands on U.S. nuclear forces (e.g., China would not massively increase its nuclear
forces as it has been doing over the past several years).20 None of these assumptions holds true,
yet the United States has proceeded in a business-as-usual manner and its nuclear weapon
modernization program is tardy and limited. This is a classic U.S. problem, famously
articulated in Fred 1klé’s 1961 Foreign Affairs article “ After Detection--What?”2! In the article,
Iklé said: “What counts are the political and military consequences of a violation once it has
been detected, since these alone will determine whether or not the violator stands to gain in the
end.” So far, Vladimir Putin likely judges himself to be extraordinarily successful thanks to
willful U.S. folly.

Time to Bring Political Context Back to Arms Control

The Trump Administration ought to impose significant costs on Russia for its New START
cheating and it should devise these steps in a way that undermine Russia’s ability to wage its
aggressive brutal war in Ukraine, not just stay confined within the arms control framework.22
Moscow certainly is sending a broader political message and challenge with their New START
cheating, i.e., it can cheat and misbehave with impunity. That is a belief that must be quashed.
The United States should respond with the broad international context in play. Senator Kit
Bond was prescient when he made the case that “the administration’s New START Treaty has
been oversold and overhyped.”? The Trump Administration would be wise to learn from
history.
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