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Questions and Issues for NATO 
 

Simon LUNN, Royal United Services Institute 

NATO will shortly revisit the question of its nuclear policy and posture as part of the 
ongoing deterrence and defence posture review (DDPR). This assessment of its nuclear 
requirements will be take place against the background of two parallel and potentially 
competing commitments: first, the general support for the goal of reducing and eventually 
eliminating nuclear weapons with the related question of how NATO should contribute to 
this goal; second, the commitment that in considering the role of nuclear weapons the 
priority for NATO members is the maintenance of solidarity and cohesion and the 
consequent determination that decisions on nuclear policy will be taken by the Alliance 
collectively. 

Balancing these two commitments will not be easy. NATO’s new Strategic Concept 
adopted by Alliance leaders in Lisbon supports for the first time the goal of a world 
without nuclear weapons. However, the strength of this commitment varies considerably 
with members’ emphasising different aspects of the relevant language – not unusual for 
NATO communiqués. Several members stress the qualifying phrase that the goal is to 
create “the conditions for a world without nuclear weapons”. They also point to the 
sentence which now buttresses any discussion of NATO’s nuclear policy that “as long as 
there are nuclear weapons in the world, NATO will remain a nuclear alliance”. This was 
one of the five principles agreed at the meeting of NATO Foreign Ministers at Tallinn 
which were proposed by Secretary of State Hilary Clinton as a framework for future 
discussions of the role of nuclear weapons in NATO strategy. 

The Tallinn principles were reflected in both documents adopted in Lisbon – the Strategic 
Concept and the Declaration. Nevertheless a number of questions on NATO’s nuclear 
policy and posture were left unanswered and will need to be addressed by the DDPR and 
the specific reassessment of the requirements of extended nuclear deterrence.  

The DDPR will assess the requirements of the three principal components of NATO 
strategy – conventional forces, nuclear forces and missile defence – as well as the 
capabilities required to deal with new threats such as cyber, terrorism and energy 
security. The review will also take account of disarmament and arms control 
considerations. 

Each of the three principal components has its own dynamic and presents a different 
picture and status of activities: 

� NATO’s conventional forces are under constant review through the regular defence 
planning cycle reinforced with periodic special initiatives such as now the Lisbon 
capabilities initiative. The challenge today is to find the correct balance in a period of 
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declining defence budgets between the traditional demands of the Article 5 
commitment and the wish to deploy forces at strategic distance; 

� Missile defence is very much work in progress both in terms of NATO’s own 
program and the efforts to find a way to cooperate with Russia. Missile defence will 
be a central element in the DDPR because of its multiple implications – for nuclear 
deterrence, for relations with Russia, for Alliance solidarity and for defence budgets; 

� NATO’s nuclear requirements will be the subject of a specific review; 

� The precise role and the longevity of the new Committee on WMD Control and 
Disarmament have yet to be defined. There are suggestions that the new Committee 
could provide a forum for Alliance consultations on the negotiations on sub strategic 
warheads if and when these take place between the U.S and Russia. 

The task of the DDPR will be to knit the various components into a coherent whole. It 
will need to establish the inter- relationships and to identify where changes in one impact 
on the others. What effect will missile defence have on nuclear deterrence and NATO’s 
existing nuclear posture? This was an issue of considerable contention between France 
and Germany before and during the Lisbon Summit and was not resolved. What 
consequences will NATO’s ambition to deploy conventional forces at strategic distance 
have for the nuclear posture? During the Cold War there was a clear link between 
conventional and nuclear forces; the weaker the former the greater the dependence on the 
latter. Today with the emphasis on the political role of nuclear weapons it is not clear 
what relationship exists – if any. 

Drawing the various components together in a coherent whole represents a considerable 
challenge, particularly in view of the different and sometimes divergent views which 
need to be reconciled. This task will fall to the Permanent Representatives who after 
drawing on the work of the relevant subordinate bodies will provide the high level 
political scrutiny and oversight for the final product. 

The precise modalities of the review of NATO’s nuclear requirements are still unclear. It 
is likely that both the NPG and HLG will be involved in the discussions during the so 
called consultation phase until the autumn. Preliminary discussions have already taken 
place in these bodies on “food for thought” papers prepared by national delegations on 
topics such as burden sharing. However it is not yet clear how this initial work will feed 
into the considerations by the NAC. 

Whatever the forum the discussion of NATO’s nuclear posture will have to revisit the 
fundamental questions concerning the requirements of extended nuclear deterrence. Is the 
forward deployment of U.S nuclear warheads in Europe necessary or not? To what extent 
do the rationales laid out in the 1999 Strategic Concept for the presence of these 
warheads – namely for credible deterrence, linkage and burden sharing through the 
widespread participation of Allies – remain valid? 

It is worth noting that between 2007 and 2010 the HLG produced a series of confidential 
reports addressing NATO’s nuclear posture in the 21st century. These reports worked on 
the basis of the guidance in the 1999 Strategic Concept and therefore the requirement for 
sub-strategic nuclear forces based in Europe. Working on this basic assumption the 
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reports examined a range of options, including a multinational NATO wing, and 
concluded that DCA remained the option that best responded to all the requirements. 

The HLG report has been noted by Defence Ministers and is considered shelved pending 
the outcome of the DDPR. Several delegations have commented that they believe its 
conclusions are consistent with the new Strategic Concept. However the status of the 
report and the relevance of the current discussions in the HLG and NPG remain unclear 
as the according to officials the NAC has yet to provide direction on the questions that 
should be addressed. As one senior NATO national official commented the nuclear 
community are setting the questions as well as providing the answers. 

The HLG study largely predated the Obama Administration which on taking office 
launched its own Nuclear Posture Review. This led to a period of uncertainty with many 
Allies wondering whether the new Administration’s commitment to the Prague agenda 
would produce a change in U.S policy on NATO’s nuclear policy. The U.S NPR 
signalled changes, particularly in U.S declaratory policy – which, however, were not 
reflected in NATO’s new Strategic Concept – and on reducing the role of nuclear 
weapons. However on the question of the forward deployed U.S nuclear warheads the 
NPR followed the conventional wisdom on their utility and made any change the subject 
of an Alliance decision. In the event, and to date, U.S policy has been to avoid a 
potentially divisive debate within the Alliance and has made the maintenance of NATO 
cohesion its priority. 

The precise organisation of the review of NATO’s nuclear posture raises the question of 
French participation. France does not participate in either the HLG or NPG which meet at 
27 and is absent therefore from the detailed discussion and consultation on NATO 
nuclear policy. However France does participate in the discussions of general strategic 
guidance in the NATO Council at 28. French officials participated actively in the 
development of the documents for the Lisbon Summit including the language dealing 
with nuclear policy. French officials insisted on retaining the emphasis on the central role 
of nuclear weapons and firmly resisted moves to reduce their salience. They also 
expressed their reluctance to see NATO playing a greater role in disarmament and arm 
control – emphasising that NATO is a defence organisation not a disarmament lobby. 

Under current arrangements French officials will not participate in whatever discussions 
take place at 27 on NATO’s posture requirements but will participate in the more general 
strategic and policy discussions on the DDPR in the NAC – which raises questions 
concerning the separation of policy and posture.  

Whatever the forum that is used for the review of NATO’s nuclear posture its starting 
point will be the relevant guidance in the new Strategic Concept. The new Concept is 
much shorter that it’s predecessor and its treatment of nuclear forces extremely brief. 
There is no mention of linkage neither is there a specific reference to European territory 
in the context of the basing of sub-strategic forces. The new Concept has two specific 
benchmarks which would appear to predetermine the outcome of the review in a certain 
direction. 

First the reference to ensuring “the broadest possible participation in the peace time 
basing of nuclear forces” places a clear emphasis on the need for Allied involvement and 
implicitly on burden and risk sharing. It is possible to interpret the individual words in 
various ways however the most obvious interpretation would be that it is a broad hint in 
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the direction of the existing DCA arrangements. A reassessment could still look at other 
ways of satisfying the rationale, remembering however that any suggestion of reductions 
has to take account of the need for reciprocal action by Russia.  

Those who support the existing arrangements emphasise the significance of the principle 
of risk and burden sharing for the cohesion of NATO and for the health of the 
transatlantic relationship. They point out that the unwillingness of Allies to participate in 
this element of the collective deterrence and defence effort could provoke negative 
reactions in the U.S Congress. They also point to a potentially unfortunate confluence of 
events that a reduction of warheads could occur at a time when the U.S is already 
reducing the level of its conventional forces in Europe. 

The second benchmark in the new Concept is the statement that further reductions will 
require reciprocity from Russia. The Obama Administration has said in response to the 
Senate resolution of ratification of New START that it will make seek to engage Russia 
in negotiations on non strategic nuclear weapons. However to date the Russians have 
been singularly unresponsive on this issue and have created linkages between their 
various areas of concern. These reactions do not give grounds for optimism that progress 
can be expected any time soon. 

The U.S decision to seek to engage the Russians in discussions on sub – strategic systems 
has implications for NATO. The U.S is now considering the various options for the 
inclusion of non strategic systems in future negotiations and in due course will consult 
with its Allies. This means that in defining its posture NATO will need to take account of 
the prospect, however remote, of negotiations. NATO has to decide what posture it needs 
and to what degree this posture is defined by Russian systems and by what emerges from 
negotiations. This in turn suggests the synchronisation of force planning and arms 
control.  

While the two benchmarks will influence considerations on the future posture other 
factors will certainly come into play. Discussions will also focus on the relevance of the 
current DCA arrangements to the new security environment and specifically the 
uncertainty in the Middle East as providing a new rationale for the retention of a NATO 
nuclear capability. In other words can the relevance and contribution of existing 
arrangements be extended to other regions? References to the Japanese and Asian interest 
in current NATO arrangements for extended deterrence play to the same music. 

The potential application to new scenarios raises the question of credibility. In view of 
operational realities concerning the potential employment of DCA and the political 
realities of nuclear decision making does a NATO nuclear capability which consists of 
U.S warheads delivered by Allies aircraft represent a credible option? Of course the 
answer to that lies in the eyes of both the party being deterred and those being reassured. 
Nevertheless the DPPR offers an appropriate moment to reassess the relationship between 
the credibility of the deterrent capability and the other benefits and disadvantages of 
existing arrangements. 

Whatever the outcome of these considerations it would seem that the most compelling 
case for the current arrangements is that they serve NATO’s internal political purposes 
namely burden sharing through widespread participation. Which in turn places the onus 
on the question of whether these benefits could be provided by different means?  
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The benchmarks in the Concept and the commitment that future decisions must be 
collective mean that it is difficult to see any change in existing arrangements any time 
soon. This raises the practical question of the modernisation of the DCA platforms. Are 
the DCA countries willing to sustain the mission through the allocation of new 
expenditure? This in turn raises the question of parliamentary support particularly in the 
Germany and the Netherlands. Are there conditions under which the expenditure needed 
to enable the existing or new aircraft to perform the nuclear mission would be 
forthcoming? If not, this will mean the DCA mission will be performed by platforms of 
decreasing operational validity and credibility. 

For those who would like NATO to make more progress in reducing the role of nuclear 
weapons further movement will depend on changes in approach on the part of three key 
constituencies 

First, the countries who oppose change will need to be satisfied that the conditions are 
“right” for any move away from the current situation. They are not convinced that in 
current circumstances change will provide greater security. Their priority is the protection 
offered by extended nuclear deterrence as an integral part of the Article 5 commitment. 
For them this means for the moment the continued presence of U.S nuclear warheads. 
Additional measures of reassurance through contingency plans and other related activities 
are welcomed but cannot replace existing arrangements. For these members it is not 
“never” but not “now”. 

France is probably the most obdurate of the “no change” camp and despite its non 
participation in NATO nuclear arrangements will make its voice known on the broad 
principles of nuclear policy, and probably the posture itself by making encouraging 
sounds from the sidelines.  

The key factor for the moment is that those countries who want to maintain the existing 
arrangements feel more strongly than those who favour change. The latter do not see the 
issue as sufficiently compelling to cause a divisive debate. Some members would not be 
sorry if the warheads were removed but not at the expense of alliance solidarity, 
particularly in view of the problems currently confronting NATO. Moreover in view of 
the commitment that any move towards further reductions by NATO must be 
accompanied by reciprocal action by Russia no one will want to undermine negotiating 
prospects.  

Second, Russia will need to demonstrate a greater willingness to engage in dialogue on 
sub-strategic systems than it has done until present. Reductions by NATO of sub-
strategic systems are contingent on reciprocal actions on the Russian stockpile. The 
problem is that this is just one of several issues where cooperation with Russia in needed; 
all are related and none promising. Russian cooperation will depend on the broader 
question of U.S – Russia relations and specifically on cooperation on missile defence – 
said by Russian officials to be a litmus test – as well as other areas of difficulty. Yet it 
would appear that the two parties are far apart on their understanding of “joint” which 
does not bode well for cooperation in other areas. While the Administration’s focus on 
achieving greater transparency in sub-strategic systems is an important step to building 
confidence this alone will not bring movement on the broader issue of negotiations any 
time soon.. 
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Third, the U.S as always in the discussions of nuclear policy in NATO will need to set 
the agenda and tone for the discussions of Alliance requirements; maintaining a balance 
between the desire to reduce reliance on nuclear weapons and the need to maintain 
Alliance cohesion. Administration officials are making all the right sounds on engaging 
Russia on its own stockpile and one has to assume that these efforts will be an important 
consideration in NATO’s reassessment of its nuclear posture. It is difficult in a pre 
election year to see the adoption of a position that would undermine Alliance unity.  

The surrounding political context will as always influence developments: the distraction 
of events elsewhere such as Libya or Afghanistan and as a consequence the importance of 
nuclear policy in the hierarchy of NATO priorities; the effects of the Fukushima disaster 
on public attitudes towards all things nuclear; and changes in the domestic circumstances 
of key countries. Among the diversity of views and possibilities the single constant factor 
is the emphasis on Alliance cohesion and “keeping it in the family”. This means that the 
framework of collective policy and decision making and the sensitivities surrounding the 
discussion of nuclear weapons will continue to play a major role. 

During the coming months the task facing the NAC is to develop a DDPR that provides 
strategic coherence by identifying the relations between the individual components; that 
embeds the nuclear posture as a politically sustainable response to the strategic 
environment; and balances the requirements of defence and disarmament in a way that 
preserves cohesion and solidarity. Under the best of circumstances this is an ambitious 
and some would say an overly optimistic goal. However as with all things that concern 
NATO decision making the process itself will make the effort worthwhile. 
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Future Alternatives for NATO Nuclear Policy 
 

Jeffrey LARSEN, Larsen Consulting Group 

For nearly 60 years the North Atlantic Alliance has deployed nuclear weapons as part of 
its deterrence and defense capabilities, and has relied on a policy of deterrence through 
the threatened use of those weapons. The Alliance relies primarily on the United States 
and its weapons as its ultimate security guarantee, those deployed in Europe as well as its 
strategic arsenal at sea and in North America. Yet U.S. policy toward non-strategic 
nuclear weapons is changing as a consequence of the end of the Cold War and a 
confluence of events since 2001; America is less likely to provide leadership regarding 
the future of its non-strategic nuclear weapons in Europe, preferring to allow the Alliance 
to decide the fate of those weapons. In Europe the older member states of NATO are 
dealing with a general malaise regarding all things nuclear. Russia continues to pressure 
the West to remove its remaining weapons stationed in Europe. And NATO itself has, in 
recent years, marginalized the organizational aspects of its staff that deal with nuclear 
policy and planning. These factors obviously will have an impact on the deterrence 
strategy and capabilities of the North Atlantic Alliance.  

There are forcefully expressed arguments on both sides of the debate over whether to 
maintain or eliminate the remaining arsenal of U.S. nuclear weapons assigned to NATO. 
On the one hand, they provide coupling, transatlantic links, military capabilities against 
an uncertain future, and risk and burden sharing. On the other, some allies see benefits to 
further reductions in the remaining arsenal in the cause of global disarmament. Coupling 
may be strong enough through conventional burden sharing and the long history of 
Alliance cooperation to preclude the necessity for continuing the deployment of nuclear 
weapons for those purposes. The contribution of a few hundred invisible weapons to 
coupling, according to this argument, is minimal, so the benefits of removing U.S. 
nuclear weapons may exceed those of retaining them.  

This issue has returned to center stage in NATO debates for the first time in over 20 years 
as the result of several recent high-level events: the May 2010 Foreign Ministers Meeting 
in Tallinn, which led to Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s Five Principles for a nuclear 
alliance; the release of the U.S. Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) in May 2010; the 
November 2010 Lisbon Summit which resulted in NATO’s New Strategic Concept and 
associated Lisbon Documents; and the ongoing Deterrence and Defense Posture Review 
that the Alliance proposes to complete by mid-2012.  

The thesis of this paper is that unless current trends are altered, nuclear weapons may not 
have many years left before they are removed from NATO Europe. The combined effect 
of anti-nuclear attitudes on the part of the host nations, the lack of interest in the mission 
by the U.S. Air Force, and the unwillingness of the European DCA states to seriously 
consider a future for these weapons, or to base fighter aircraft acquisition decisions on 
such a future, may lead to a situation where all sides of the debate come to the conclusion 



PERSPECTIVES ON NATO  NUCLEAR POLICY  
ÉTUDES & DEBATS N° 03/2011 

 

 

 

F O N D A T I O N  pour la R E C H E R C H E  S T R A T É G I Q U E  11 

that it is just easier to remove the remaining U.S. warheads than it is to try to maintain 
this capability. If that happens, Europe must decide what will replace those weapons in its 
security arrangements. Even if, as some observers maintain, the Alliance will likely 
default in its DDPR to the status quo—a continued reliance on existing DCA 
arrangements—the clock will still be ticking. Germany has extended its Tornado fleet as 
DCA delivery platforms until 2020, but the current government is calling for the removal 
of U.S. weapons on its territory before then. After that date? The foreseeable future will 
be upon us. This paper considers nuclear alternatives for the Alliance if and when the 
final removal of U.S. weapons takes place. 

Alternatives  

The interaction among the factors described above will lead the Alliance to adopt one of 
at least 12 identifiable options for its nuclear future. As shown in Figure 1, these range 
from modernization of the force, to a continuation of the status quo, to withdrawal of 
remaining American weapons, to the abdication of a nuclear role for the Alliance. The 
more intriguing insights come from an examination of those options that fall between the 
two extremes, particularly the multitude of possibilities for replacing U.S. weapons if 
they were withdrawn but the Alliance wanted to continue to have a nuclear deterrent of 
some type. 

The Alliance’s nuclear strategy will most likely be determined in the next ten years by 
acquisition decisions in several countries which must determine the choice of follow-on 
fighter aircraft to replace the current DCA fleet. Few officials in the Alliance are willing 
to discuss this future, or even this mission, openly and with candor, preferring to fall back 
on the familiar mantra that nuclear weapons serve a political purpose. It has been 20 
years since that successfully vague explanation was first written in official NATO 
documents, and a generation of political-military leaders has grown to accept it without 
considering the underlying details that make the statement work. 

One can envision a number of potential alternatives to the current nuclear deployment 
patterns and operational planning assumptions in NATO today that would still provide a 
nuclear deterrent umbrella for the Alliance. We will turn to those alternatives in the next 
section. 
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Nominal Spectrum of Options

• What are the options for the Alliance?

Modernization, 

Enhancement
End of NATO’s 

Nuclear Mission

Status Quo Withdrawal of 

US Nuclear Forces

No changesTechnical 

updates

Operational 

changes

(Nominal Alternatives)

 

Modernization and Enhancement 

Modernization and enhancement of NATO’s nuclear forces is an unlikely option, barring 
a return to the Cold War or the rise of a new and overwhelming threat to Europe. 
Nevertheless, it is an option that must be considered in the range of alternative 
possibilities. The Alliance could decide to replace its current U.S. tactical nuclear 
warheads with something newer and more capable, perhaps even on a different delivery 
system, such as an air-launched cruise missile or land-based missile. It could decide to 
replace its current Tornado, F-15, and F-16 fleets with nuclear certified Joint Strike 
Fighters in order to maintain the DCA role into the next generation. As the 2010 Nuclear 
Posture Review stated, the United States is already pursuing this capability in order to 
provide the Alliance with the option of retaining a DCA mission. Similarly, the United 
States has decided to pursue a service life extension program for its arsenal of B61 
bombs—the type currently stored in Europe for use by NATO DCA aircraft.  

Status Quo 

There are three alternatives under this option. Some variant of this alternative is officially 
preferred by every member state. 

Technical Updates. The first sub category involves continued maintenance, upkeep, and 
modest technological improvements that could, if necessary, lead to the first alternative 
of improved capabilities. Even without a commitment to that level of investment, 
however, any decision to continue relying on NATO’s long-standing deterrent forces as 
provided by the United States will require a renewed commitment to investment in 
modernized weapons, delivery systems, maintenance, and security issues, given the age 
of the existing systems in place. The U.S. NPR call for a life-extension program for the 
B-61 bomb is one step in this direction. New rationales that could justify keeping or 
enhancing NATO’s nuclear weapons may include deterring chemical or biological 

Figure 1: 
Nominal Spectrum 
of Options 
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weapons threats from the Middle East and North Africa, and providing force protection 
for deployed NATO forces by offering mobile deterrent capabilities.  

Operational Changes. A second broad category under the status quo would include 
operational changes to the way NATO thinks about its nuclear strategy and how best to 
achieve its twin goals of military deterrence and political inclusion. The Alliance may, for 
example, decide to move all of its nuclear weapons to storage sites in Southern Europe to 
be closer to the most likely near-term threats. Or one or more of the current DCA states 
may decide that it no longer wishes to participate in the Alliance’s nuclear mission, 
focusing instead on “role specific tasking” contributions to Alliance security—much as 
the new East European member states must do now. That could precipitate changes to 
force deployments, DCA responsibilities, or even the inclusion of new states as members 
of the DCA “club,” as long as NATO abides by its “three nos” commitment to Russia. 
Perhaps one day, for example, we may see Polish F-16s on alert at a Belgian base 
prepared to carry American bombs. Short of such a major step, new member states may 
be assigned roles in operations that support nuclear strikes, such as air refueling, combat 
air support, intelligence/surveillance/reconnaissance, or any of the myriad parts that 
would make up a combined strike package. Alternatively, the United States could 
continue to perform its historical role in Europe while all other European DCA states 
gave up that mission. 

No Change. The third option, and the preferred choice over the past decade among most 
member states is to do nothing to change the status quo. “Let sleeping dogs lie” is not a 
policy, but it seems to be the preferred approach by member state governments that 
believe the current approach is the best available choice. One could argue that no decision 
to make upgrades or select a replacement DCA aircraft in the near term will count as a 
decision, too. Nothing will change in the short term. But that leaves the Alliance at the 
whim of procurement decisions, with eventual obsolescence or ambivalence and neglect 
determining the future without a conscious decision by the allies. This is, in fact, the 
alternative preferred by some allies: don’t talk about it, don’t change the direction of 
current procurement plans, and eventually the European nations will fail to replace their 
DCA aircraft with a nuclear capable successor. As a result, the DCA mission will simply 
wither away. Alternatively, without European support for this mission, the United States 
might decide that there is no longer a need for its forces in Europe, and could choose to 
withdraw its weapons unilaterally. Either trend would lead to the withdrawal of the 
remaining U.S. nuclear weapons from Europe. It is important to remember, of course, 
that since three of its members have independent atomic arsenals, as long as NATO 
survives as a political institution it will remain a de facto nuclear alliance. 

US Withdrawal and NATO Abrogation of its Reliance o n a Nuclear 
Deterrent 

This is the most extreme alternative, and one that is particularly unlikely. One of the 
Clinton Principles from Tallinn states that “as long as nuclear weapons exist, NATO will 
remain a nuclear alliance.” This option also has the greatest potential for causing 
irrevocable rifts in the Alliance, or even causing its demise. On the other hand, should the 
Alliance survive such a change, many of the current coupling functions could be retained. 
The NPG, for example, could be kept as a consultative body, perhaps with a new name, 
and become simply a vehicle for the P3 states to announce their decisions regarding 
nuclear weapons and strategy.  
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Alternatives following the Withdrawal of U.S. Nucle ar Weapons 
from Europe  

Many in NATO fear any alternative that involves the removal of U.S. nuclear weapons. 
Doing so in hopes that Russia would follow suit in good faith disarmament is dangerous, 
they argue. Many of the new member states from Central and Eastern Europe see 
American extended deterrence guarantees as the bedrock foundation of Article 5 
commitments, and the most important reason they joined the Alliance. One senior NATO 
official even went so far as to say that the removal of U.S weapons from Europe “would 
be the beginning of the end of the Alliance.”  

On the other hand, others advocate the immediate and complete withdrawal of U.S. 
weapons for the simple reason that the Alliance can no longer answer the foundational 
question over the purpose of those weapons in Europe. Removal would eliminate an 
entire class of weapons, save money, and appease militarists in Russia who point to 
NATO NSNW as proof of the West’s aggressive nature.  

U.S. Withdrawal but Continued NATO Reliance on Some  Form of Nuclear 
Deterrent 

This alternative carries the most possibilities for future nuclear options, as shown in 
Figure 2. Some are obviously less likely than others, but all are possible and therefore 
worthy of consideration. Some of these options were considered by the High Level Group 
or the Group of Experts in studies leading up to the Lisbon Summit.  

Nominal Alternatives

• What are the options if US weapons are removed from Europe?
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Figure 2: Nominal Alternative to the Removal of U.S. Weapons from Europe 
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1. The United States Withdraws its Weapons, but Keeps the Infrastructure in Place in 
Order to Reintroduce Weapons in a Crisis.  

One way to reduce public criticism of the current situation would be to remove all 
remaining U.S. warheads from Europe, and announce the move for public relations 
purposes. But the Alliance would keep the technical and physical infrastructure 
associated with nuclear sharing in place so that the warheads could be reintroduced to the 
theater and mated with their DCA delivery vehicles quickly in a crisis. Given the 
Alliance’s current nuclear response time (measured in weeks or months), and the ability 
to use realistic weapons trainers (practice bombs) to exercise the flight and maintenance 
crews, this type of “virtual nuclear sharing” could technically work.  

The fact that the Alliance has not yet taken this step reflects concerns that political 
pressures might be too great to ever allow the United States to reintroduce such weapons 
to Europe, particularly in a crisis when fears of taking steps that escalate tensions would 
abound. There is also some concern that absent the actual weapons on their soil, the 
European members of the Alliance may lose their interest in the weapons. As one analyst 
put it, “There is a fear at NATO Headquarters and national defense ministries that 
NATO’s nuclear policy may over time fade into irrelevance if the real weapons are 
withdrawn.”  

2. The United States Continues to Supply Warheads for European Allies’ DCA. 

In this alternative the United States would withdraw its nuclear-capable aircraft from the 
European theater, or at least end the U.S. DCA role in a NATO nuclear delivery mission. 
The other NATO states with a DCA responsibility, however, would continue to carry out 
that mission under dual-key arrangements with the United States for U.S. warheads 
stored either in Europe or in the United States. This would resolve many of the U.S. Air 
Force’s concerns about the costs of continuing to support the European DCA mission, as 
well as security concerns at weapons storage areas, and could prove valuable to American 
arguments to the world community about its commitment to the Nuclear Nonproliferation 
Treaty Article VI disarmament measures while still providing a nuclear guarantee to 
NATO. This would also show a continued level of Alliance cohesion and commitment to 
nuclear deterrence, and maintain the linkage between Europe and North America. 
However, while NATO has always planned any nuclear mission to include several 
member states’ aircraft to avoid singularity, it was understood that any mission would 
include one or more American jets in the package. This may make such an option 
difficult to carry out politically, particularly given recent calls by several European states 
for the end of their nuclear sharing commitments. 

3. Create a NATO Nuclear Force.  

This option could be accomplished with the development of a NATO combined air wing 
with DCA responsibilities, modeled along the lines of NATO’s AWACS operation. 
Another possibility would be an internationally manned vessel, either an SSBN with 
submarine-launched ballistic missiles, perhaps one of the old British Trident boats or a 
new submarine; or some other option, such as was considered in the Multilateral Force 
(MLF) concept of the 1960s. MLF, for example, envisioned intermediate-range ballistic 
missiles on a simple vessel such as a barge or surface combatant, manned by a 
multinational crew with representation from at least three European nations at all times. 
This would avoid concerns over singularity, and would ensure a multinational decision to 
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carry out a SACEUR order to launch, with three hands on the trigger (or on the lock). But 
this alternative is also unlikely, given the historical memory of the MLF concept and the 
likely unwillingness of member states to rely on a committee decision regarding nuclear 
strike systems.  

4. Create a European Nuclear Force.  

A European nuclear force could be provided by Britain, by France, by a joint 
commitment by those two nations, or by some type of new collective European nuclear 
force, possibly under EU auspices. France has implied such an arrangement in its offer to 
create a European force relying on French nuclear capabilities. Some EU members (such 
as Ireland or Sweden) would most likely object to nuclear deterrence in principle. France 
appears to be committed to creating a framework for European nuclear deterrence. Of 
course, this alternative raises a lot of questions, not least of which is the appropriate 
organizational venue for debating the issue. The new nuclear force would need a body 
equivalent to NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group as its organizational and consultative 
heart. 

5. Rely on British or French Nuclear Forces.  

The United Kingdom or France could extend their nuclear deterrent umbrella over 
neighboring states, or even all of Europe. This would require a level of trust not yet 
reached even within the European Union. France has offered to extend its nuclear 
deterrent over its European allies, an offer no state has yet accepted. Yet it may be 
extending its deterrent umbrella over states even without their express permission. 
President Chirac recently said that, “The development of the European Security and 
Defence Policy, the growing interweaving of the interests of the European Union 
countries, and the solidarity that now exists between them, make French nuclear 
deterrence, by its very existence, a core element in the security of the European 
continent.” 

6. Rely on the U.S. and UK SSBN Forces.  

Throughout the Cold War the United States dedicated a certain number of SLBMs on its 
Atlantic SSBN fleet to the Supreme Allied Commander Europe in time of war as part of 
the single integrated operational plan. That commitment may still be in place today, as is 
the continuing commitment of Britain’s Trident fleet to NATO assignments. It would 
certainly be fairly simple to make those commitments more public, and to codify them in 
NATO documents as necessary to enhance their deterrent value.  

7. Rely on U.S. Strategic Forces Based in North America.  

This is not a new concept, but one that would seem to provide a simple solution to the 
current situation. But what effect would such a dramatic shift in the Alliance correlation 
of forces have on deterrence credibility in the eyes of NATO’s adversaries? The rationale 
for NSNW based in Europe during the Cold War, after all, was to ensure coupling and a 
seamless web of deterrence based on an escalatory ladder, from conventional forces to 
tactical nuclear weapons to U.S. strategic forces based in North America. This alternative 
would require a new level of reassurance to allies who have grown to expect that middle 
rung of the escalatory ladder to remain in place in Europe. The experience of America’s 
allies in Northeast Asia may be instructive in this regard. South Korea and Japan today 
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are apparently less assured of U.S. extended deterrence guarantees than they were when 
U.S. weapons were physically located in the Pacific theater.  

Conclusion  

Which option is most likely? If current trends continue, with no decision on its future 
taken by the Alliance, the status quo is most likely in the near term, with U.S. withdrawal 
the likely mid-term result of the passage of time and benign neglect. At some point the 
United States will likely decide to end its long-standing deployment of nuclear forces to 
Europe, whether unilaterally or at the request of its allies in the DCA business, or as the 
result of current DCA partners deciding to end their role in that mission. When that point 
is reached, the Alliance will need to select one of the options under the alternative of U.S. 
withdrawal, lest it find itself inextricably drawn into the extreme position of having to 
abrogate its long-standing nuclear deterrent policy.  

It appears that the United States maintains its nuclear weapons in Europe primarily 
because it thinks its European allies want it to continue to do so. The European DCA 
states, on the other hand, remain reluctantly committed to the nuclear mission largely 
because they think the United States expects them to do so. It would appear that both 
sides are talking past one another—or more accurately, not talking to one another. 
Nobody wants to rock the boat. There no longer appears to be a consensus on the need for 
nuclear weapons in the Alliance. 

But the end of NATO’s nuclear capabilities is not foreordained. The allies could decide 
that a potential threat compels them to prevent the current situation from continuing to 
drift toward a non-nuclear future. A nuclear Iran which threatens the Alliance, for 
example, or a revanchist and more aggressive Russia, could change this thesis. All it 
would take is political will and the consensus of the member states that maintaining 
European-based non-strategic nuclear capabilities is critical to the long-term health of the 
Alliance, and to the security of Europe and all the allies. If NATO can make that 
determination, we may yet see another generation of nuclear burden sharing within the 
Alliance.  

That being said, however, an analysis of current trends cannot help but lead one to 
assume that it is unlikely that there will be any American nuclear weapons based on 
European soil by the year 2020. That decision cannot be seen in advance as either good or 
bad; it is just likely. Waves are rocking the boat, and the sleeping dog is stirring. It is high 
time to start thinking about the Alliance’s preferred alternatives. In fact, doing so may be 
instructive in showing the allies that there is no better option than the existing 
arrangement for nuclear sharing. That would be an enlightening discovery, one well 
worth the political challenge of thinking about NATO’s nuclear future.  
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The View from the United States 
 

David YOST, Naval Postgraduate School 

The U.S. debate on NATO nuclear deterrence has been since 1991 a barely visible and 
sometimes behind-the-scenes contest between the traditional view, which is supportive of 
long-standing U.S. and NATO policy, and the diverse views of various proponents of 
change. 

The principle of maintaining a credible NATO nuclear deterrence posture has continued 
to command widespread support. Most of the controversy has concerned how to maintain 
such a posture and, above all, whether nuclear sharing arrangements involving U.S. 
nuclear weapons in Europe should be sustained.  

This essay reviews the point of departure for this debate — the decisions taken by the 
United States government in 1991 — before describing the traditional view and the views 
of advocates of withdrawal of the residual U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe. 

The 1991 Decisions  

The point of departure for the long-standing debate has remained the 1991 U.S. 
Presidential Nuclear Initiatives undertaken at the end of the Cold War. President George 
H. W. Bush in September 1991 announced, among other decisions, that the United States 
would eliminate all of its “nuclear artillery shells and short range ballistic missile 
warheads” and “withdraw all tactical nuclear weapons from its surface ships and attack 
submarines, as well as those nuclear weapons associated with our land-based naval 
aircraft. . . . Many of these land and sea-based warheads will be dismantled and 
destroyed.”1 

The U.S. government sought coordinated unilateral initiatives with Moscow. Soviet 
President Mikhail Gorbachev responded with commitments the following month, and 
Russian President Boris Yeltsin reformulated these commitments in January 1992.2 
While the United States removed all its nuclear weapons in South Korea and most of its 
weapons in Europe, it retained a reduced number of gravity bombs suitable for U.S. and 
Allied dual-capable aircraft in Europe. In President Bush’s words, “We will, of course, 
ensure that we preserve an effective air-delivered nuclear capability in Europe. That is 
essential to NATO’s security.”3  

                                                 
1 George H. W. Bush, “Address to the Nation on Reducing United States and Soviet Nuclear Weapons,” 27 September 
1991, in Weekly Compilation of Presidential Documents, vol. 27, no. 39, 30 September 1991, pp. 1349–1350. 
2 For background on the statements by Gorbachev and Yeltsin, see David S. Yost, “Russia’s Non-Strategic Nuclear 
Forces,” International Affairs, vol. 77, no. 3 (July 2001), pp. 542-543. 
3 George H. W. Bush, “Address to the Nation on Reducing United States and Soviet Nuclear Weapons,” 27 September 
1991, in Weekly Compilation of Presidential Documents, vol. 27, no. 39, 30 September 1991, pp. 1349–1350. 
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Evolving judgments within the Alliance about nuclear requirements and preparations for 
possible arms control negotiations with the Soviet Union regarding short-range nuclear 
forces probably influenced U.S. decisions. In April 1989, May 1990, and May 1991, 
NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group (NPG) endorsed a shift in emphasis away from short-
range systems toward longer-range and more flexible air-delivered capabilities.4 In 
October 1991, the NPG confirmed that the U.S. initiatives would mean the elimination of 
all ground-launched systems and the radical reduction of air-deliverable weapons for the 
U.S. and Alliance nuclear posture in Europe.5 It appears that air-delivered weapons were 
retained because the Allies, including the United States, saw them as most consistent with 
the NPG criteria of “longer ranges,” “greater flexibility,” and “widespread Alliance 
participation.”6  

The Traditional View  

The focus of the muted, often behind-the-scenes, debate in the United States has 
remained the fate of the remaining U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe — whether to keep 
them there in the foreseeable future, pending the outcome of negotiations with Russia, or 
to withdraw them unilaterally. This focus has been narrow and artificial because it leaves 
out declaratory policy and strategic posture issues, nuclear and non-nuclear, pertinent to 
NATO nuclear deterrence. The U.S. weapons in Europe and nuclear sharing have 
nonetheless attracted most of the attention in discussions in recent years. 

The traditional view has supported long-standing official U.S. and NATO policy. This 
policy has called for maintaining the weapons remaining in Europe and the arrangements 
associated with them, including dual-capable aircraft, nuclear-certified crews, secure 
weapon storage sites, programs of cooperation for allies bearing host and delivery 
responsibilities, and communications and consultation means for allies participating in 
the deliberations of the Nuclear Planning Group and subordinate bodies. 

Supporters of these arrangements hold that it is hard to think of better ones that would 
satisfy the need for risk- and responsibility-sharing, with some European Allies having an 
operational role. Moreover, supporters of the established policy hold that the operational 
role provides the Allies bearing host and delivery responsibilities with credibility and 
influence in the policy formation process. It is argued that the Allies would probably lose 
that influence with a termination of the existing NATO arrangements, and greater 
political and strategic responsibilities would be placed on the shoulders of the United 
States.  

Some backers of the established policy also maintain that removing the remaining U.S. 
nuclear weapons from Europe and terminating the nuclear-sharing arrangements would 
have disadvantages such as politically singularizing the United States, and depriving the 
United States of the assistance of Allies that have been willing to help bear the political 
and practical risks and responsibilities of maintaining an Alliance nuclear deterrence 
posture. It is argued that these Allies would lose the sense of participation and policy 

                                                 
4 NATO NPG, Final Communiqué, 19-20 April 1989, par. 6; NATO NPG, Final Communiqué, 9-10 May 1990, par. 5 
and 6; and Defense Planning Committee and NATO NPG, Final Communiqué, 28-29 May 1991, par. 13. 
5 NATO NPG, Final Communiqué, 17-18 October 1991, par. 5 and 6. 
6 For a more detailed discussion, see David S. Yost, “Assurance and US Extended Deterrence in NATO”, 
International Affairs, vol. 85, no. 4 (July 2009), pp. 770-771.  
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influence that is derived from bearing these responsibilities. The NPG and other 
consultation mechanisms might remain, but with a critical difference — the absence of 
nuclear-sharing and of the sense of a jointly sustained posture.  

Moreover, the long-standing judgment of many U.S. officials and experts persists. In 
their view, U.S. nuclear weapons based in Europe send a more potent deterrent message 
about U.S. commitments than reliance solely on U.S. nuclear weapons deployed at sea or 
based in North America. They hold that, with the U.S. nuclear weapons presence in 
Europe, extensive nuclear risk- and responsibility-sharing, and consultative arrangements 
for decision-making, the Alliance has greater confidence in its strength and cohesion than 
it would have without these interrelated attributes — and greater confidence that 
adversaries will recognize NATO’s resolve and capabilities. 

It was in view of such considerations that the U.S. Congressional Commission concluded 
in 2009 that the nuclear-sharing arrangements involving U.S. and Allied dual-capable 
aircraft and U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe should be continued: “A future variant of the 
advanced fighter, the F-35 or Joint Strike Fighter, is intended to be a replacement for the 
current dual-capable aircraft beginning in 2016. NATO allies are committed to the 
modernization of dual-capable aircraft and the United States should proceed in 
partnership with them.”7 

Some proponents of keeping U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe emphasize the purposes of 
assuring the Allies, maintaining alliance cohesion, and promoting nonproliferation, while 
others go beyond that purpose to underscore the utility of the established arrangements 
for America’s own security. In their view, the deployment of U.S. nuclear weapons sends 
a strong signal of an existential U.S. engagement, a “coupling” in which the United States 
has identified its vital security interests with those of its allies. By this logic, this means 
of extending deterrence and reassuring allies contributes to U.S. national security and the 
security of the Alliance as a whole, not only to the security of the European Allies. 
Moreover, some Americans value the current arrangements on the grounds that political 
responsibility for preparedness for nuclear missions is shared by the allies.  

Recent U.S. and NATO Decisions  

The April 2010 Nuclear Posture Review report honored the Congressional Commission’s 
recommendations in that it included the following announcement: 

The Air Force will retain a dual-capable fighter (the capability to deliver both 
conventional and nuclear weapons) as it replaces F-16s with the F-35 Joint Strike 
Fighter. . . . [T]he United States will also conduct a full scope B-61 (nuclear bomb) 
Life Extension Program to ensure its functionality with the F-35 and to include 
making surety – safety, security, and use control – enhancements to maintain 
confidence in the B-61.8 

                                                 
7 America’s Strategic Posture: The Final Report of the Congressional Commission on the Strategic Posture of 
the United States, William J. Perry, Chairman, and James R. Schlesinger, Vice-Chairman (Washington, D.C.: 
United States Institute of Peace Press, 2009), p. 26. 
8 U.S. Department of Defense, Nuclear Posture Review Report (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Defense, 
April 2010), p. 27. 
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The Nuclear Posture Review also reaffirmed the traditional view that nuclear sharing 
arrangements bolster the Alliance’s cohesion and solidarity.9 

Supporters of the traditional view value NATO’s arrangements for nuclear risk- and 
responsibility-sharing so highly that they are not prepared to endorse further cuts in U.S. 
nuclear weapons in Europe without a treaty with Russia providing for asymmetrical 
reductions, with reciprocal transparency and verification measures. The U.S. Senate, in 
its December 2010 resolution of advice and consent to the ratification of the New START 
treaty, stated that “the United States will seek to initiate, following consultation with 
NATO allies but not later than one year after the entry into force of the New START 
Treaty, negotiations with the Russian Federation on an agreement to address the disparity 
between the non-strategic (tactical) nuclear weapons stockpiles of the Russian Federation 
and of the United States and to secure and reduce tactical nuclear weapons in a verifiable 
manner.”10  

Thomas Donilon, the President’s National Security Adviser, indicated in March 2011 that 
the United States intends to work with its “NATO allies to shape an approach to reduce 
the role and number of U.S. tactical nuclear weapons, as Russia takes reciprocal measures 
to reduce its nonstrategic forces and relocates its nonstrategic forces away from NATO's 
borders.”11 

From the traditional perspective, the U.S. and NATO negotiating position would be 
undermined if the Allies undertook further unilateral reductions in the U.S. nuclear 
weapons presence in Europe or chose not to replace or extend the service lives of their 
dual-capable aircraft prior to the entry into force of a binding agreement with Russia 
concerning non-strategic nuclear forces.  

Most proponents of the traditional view, within and outside the government, support the 
pursuit of arms control and disarmament measures affecting U.S. and Russian non-
strategic nuclear forces. Some of the strongest proponents outside government expert 
circles for keeping at least some U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe in the foreseeable future 
also advocate arms control negotiations with Russia to diminish both U.S. and Russian 
holdings of non-strategic nuclear forces. 

The multiple statements by George P. Shultz, William J. Perry, Henry A. Kissinger and 
Sam Nunn since 2007 have been so vaguely worded that they can be seen as compatible 

                                                 
9 “Although the risk of nuclear attack against North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) members is at an 
historic low, the presence of U.S. nuclear weapons – combined with NATO’s unique nuclear sharing 
arrangements under which non-nuclear members participate in nuclear planning and possess specially configured 
aircraft capable of delivering nuclear weapons – contribute to Alliance cohesion and provide reassurance to allies 
and partners who feel exposed to regional threats.” Nuclear Posture Review Report (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
Department of Defense, April 2010), p. 32. 
10 Resolution of advice and consent to ratification agreed to as amended in Senate, 22 December 2010, Treaty 
between the United States of America and the Russian Federation on Measures for the Further Reduction and 
Limitation of Strategic Offensive Arms, signed in Prague on April 8, 2010, with Protocol, available at 
http://thomas. loc.gov/cgi-bin/ntquery/z?trtys:111TD00005: 
11 Donilon added that, “In advance of a new treaty limiting tactical nuclear weapons, we also plan to consult with 
our allies on reciprocal actions that could be taken on the basis of parallel steps by each side. As a first step, we 
would like to increase transparency on a reciprocal basis concerning the numbers, locations, and types of nonstrategic 
forces in Europe.” National Security Adviser Thomas E. Donilon's Remarks at the Carnegie International 
Nuclear Policy Conference, 29 March 2011. 



PERSPECTIVES ON NATO  NUCLEAR POLICY  
ÉTUDES & DEBATS N° 03/2011 

 

 

 

F O N D A T I O N  pour la R E C H E R C H E  S T R A T É G I Q U E  22 

with the traditional view supportive of U.S.-Russian negotiations on non-strategic nuclear 
forces. They wrote in 2011 that “The U.S. and its NATO allies, together with Russia, 
must begin moving away from threatening force postures and deployments including the 
retention of thousands of short-range battlefield nuclear weapons.”12 

While the Obama administration has continued long-standing U.S. support for improving 
contributions to deterrence by missile defense and other non-nuclear capabilities (and 
diminished reliance on nuclear deterrence), it has also upheld the principle that further 
reductions in the U.S. nuclear weapons presence in Europe “must take into account the 
disparity with the greater Russian stockpiles of short-range nuclear weapons.”13  

The U.S. administration supports the general consensus in the Alliance that there should 
be no further unilateral reductions without Russian reciprocity, although the specific 
requirements of that reciprocity have yet to be agreed among the Allies.  

The U.S. Senate’s New START ratification resolution and NATO’s Deterrence and 
Defense Posture Review (DDPR) have opened a new phase of discussion. The United 
States and its NATO Allies will have to reconcile their DDPR conclusions with their 
interest in arms control and confidence-building measures intended to enhance 
transparency, such as data exchanges with Russia.  

The outcomes could constitute “middle options” between simply sustaining the status quo 
and unilateral withdrawal of the remaining U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe. These 
“middle options” might involve negotiated reductions, including an agreed consolidation 
of storage sites on each side, the establishment of a jointly procured NATO wing of dual-
capable aircraft, and/or a reformulation of NATO declaratory policy, among other 
possibilities.  

Another possible factor might be U.S.-Russian agreement on an arms control regime with 
an aggregate warhead ceiling and “freedom to mix” for all types of U.S. and Russian 
nuclear weapons, including non-deployed weapons as well as deployed strategic and non-
strategic weapons. This could lead to reductions or restructuring in the U.S. nuclear 
weapons presence in Europe. For the foreseeable future such an accord appears unlikely 
primarily because of Russian concerns about negotiating away Moscow’s numerical 
advantage in non-strategic weapons and about limiting warheads, which would be hard to 
verify.14 Moreover, some Russian statements have linked possible further nuclear 
reductions to negotiations on missile defense, non-nuclear strategic systems, and space 
capabilities and the resolution of Conventional Armed Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty 
questions.  

                                                 
12 George P. Shultz, William J. Perry, Henry A. Kissinger and Sam Nunn, “Deterrence In The Age Of Nuclear 
Proliferation”, Wall Street Journal, 7 March 2011. This can be regarded as a paraphrase of their call in 2007 for 
“Eliminating short-range nuclear weapons designed to be forward-deployed,” and their appeal in 2008 for a 
dialogue involving NATO and Russia “on consolidating the nuclear weapons designed for forward deployment 
to enhance their security, and as a first step toward careful accounting for them and their eventual elimination.” 
See their articles, “A World Free of Nuclear Weapons,” Wall Street Journal, 4 January 2007; and “Toward a 
Nuclear-Free World,” Wall Street Journal, 15 January 2008. 
13 North Atlantic Council, Active Engagement, Modern Defence: Strategic Concept for the Defence and Security of 
the Members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, 19 November 2010, par. 26, available at http://www.nato.int/ 
cps/en/natolive/official_texts_68580.htm. 
14 From a U.S. perspective, the verification issues associated with limiting warheads have yet to be fully 
resolved. 
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Advocates of Withdrawal  

The American advocates of unilaterally withdrawing the remaining U.S. nuclear weapons 
in Europe fall into four categories: proponents of ambitious arms control and non-
proliferation measures who view the presence of the weapons in Europe as an obstacle to 
their policy objectives; military officers who consider the weapons and associated 
arrangements unnecessary and therefore wasteful of resources; nuclear disarmament 
champions who reject extended nuclear deterrence policies and who wish to get rid of 
these weapons and all other nuclear arms promptly; and selective engagement 
campaigners who want the United States to abandon its extended nuclear deterrence 
commitments to allies on the grounds that they could lead to U.S. involvement in a 
nuclear war.  

The debate, in other words, has involved a multiplicity of views. The discussion has been 
episodic and unstructured. Proponents of the diverse arguments in circulation have at 
times talked past each other, with little systematic attention to the views advanced by 
others.  

Moreover, the dividing lines among groups of arms control supporters are not always 
easy to discern. As long as the negotiations did not take long, some proponents of 
withdrawing the U.S. weapons unilaterally would accept and even applaud negotiated 
reductions as steps in the right direction.  

Two basic issues separate the traditional outlook arms controllers and the more ambitious 
arms controllers and disarmers. First, the more ambitious arms controllers and disarmers 
advocate unilateral withdrawal of the U.S. weapons without making further reductions 
conditional on negotiating an arms control regime with Russia. Second, the traditional 
outlook demonstrates a continuing concern with maintaining credible deterrence, even 
while supporting arms control negotiations and a long-term vision of nuclear 
disarmament. In contrast, the supreme priority of the ambitious arms controllers is 
nuclear disarmament and they manifest little or no interest in deterrence. 

Proponents of arms control and non-proliferation. Some advocates of withdrawing the 
remaining U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe unilaterally hold that it would set a good 
example for Moscow. In their view it would open up prospects for greater transparency 
regarding Russia’s non-strategic nuclear forces and perhaps even lead to reductions in 
these forces because of the reassuring and confidence-building effect it might have on 
Moscow. 

A related but distinct argument is that unilaterally withdrawing the remaining U.S. 
nuclear weapons in Europe would promote nonproliferation by providing a good example 
for prospective proliferants. When confronted with the fact that proliferants such as Iran 
and North Korea are not seeking nuclear weapons because of U.S. weapons in Europe, 
some advocates concede this point but assert that the withdrawal of the U.S. weapons 
would enhance prospects for international cooperation regarding nonproliferation. 

Some advocates of removing all U.S. nuclear weapons from Europe oppose making the 
removal (or reductions) conditional on successful arms control negotiations with Russia. 
Indeed, some maintain that the removal of all U.S. nuclear weapons from Europe should 
be undertaken unilaterally in order to satisfy Russia’s condition for initiating negotiations 
and induce Russia to participate fruitfully in such negotiations. Advocates of a unilateral 
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removal deplore the Alliance’s making further reductions in U.S. nuclear weapons in 
Europe conditional on Russian reciprocity.15 Advocates of unilateral withdrawal may 
reportedly be found within the U.S. government, but are most visible in nongovernmental 
organizations. 

Some military officers. The 2008 Schlesinger report made public the fact that some high-
level military officers at the U.S. European Command (USEUCOM) and in the U.S. Air 
Forces in Europe (USAFE) did not support U.S. and Alliance policy.  

USEUCOM, long the principal advocate for nuclear weapons in Europe, now 
abstains from its advocacy role. It no longer recognizes the political imperative of 
U.S. nuclear weapons within the Alliance. This attitude is held at the senior levels of 
USEUCOM and permeates the staffs. . . . USEUCOM argues that an “over the 
horizon” strategic capability is just as credible. It believes there is no military 
downside to the unilateral withdrawal of nuclear weapons from Europe. This attitude 
fails to comprehend—and therefore undermines—the political value our friends and 
allies place on these weapons, the political costs of withdrawal, and the 
psychological impact of their visible presence as well as the security linkages they 
provide.16 

Some U.S. military officers have regarded the remaining U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe 
as unnecessary, on the grounds that any targets that could be attacked by dual-capable 
aircraft carrying gravity bombs could be struck more rapidly by ICBMs or SLBMs or just 
as effectively by strategic bombers armed with gravity bombs and air-launched cruise 
missiles.  

Some military officers and analysts who take a “target coverage” or “military utility” 
perspective on NATO nuclear deterrence requirements hold that the expense of 
maintaining nuclear-certified crews and aircraft as well as weapon storage sites in Europe 
is unjustified. In their view the training funds and man hours could be better applied to 
non-nuclear missions. The arduous standards enforced in training for nuclear missions are 
deemed burdensome and pointless, in view of what the NATO Allies have described as 
the “extremely remote” prospect of nuclear operations.17  

Since the events in 2007 that led to the formation of the Schlesinger panel and the 
publication of its report, U.S. military leaders have had renewed incentives to recognize 
that U.S. nuclear forces are the President’s weapons and that their duty is to ensure that 
the capability is safe, secure, and effective. Subsequent policy reviews, including the 

                                                 
15 See, for example, Robert S. Norris and Hans M. Kristensen, “US Tactical Nuclear Weapons in Europe, 2011”, 
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, published online 22 December 2010, p. 72; and Miles Pomper, William Potter 
and Nikolai Sokov, ”Reducing Tactical Nuclear Weapons in Europe,” Survival, vol. 52, no. 1 (February–March 
2010), pp. 79, 87-89. 
16 James R. Schlesinger, chairman, Report of the Secretary of Defense Task Force on DoD Nuclear Weapons 
Management, Phase II: Review of the DoD Nuclear Mission (Arlington, VA: Secretary of Defense Task Force 
on DoD Nuclear Weapons Management, December 2008), p. 59; emphasis in the original. 
17 NATO’s 1999 Strategic Concept stated that the “Allies concerned consider” that “The circumstances in which 
any use of nuclear weapons might have to be contemplated by them are . . . extremely remote.” North Atlantic 
Council, Strategic Concept, 24 April 1999, par. 64. The 2010 Strategic Concept also described the prospect of 
nuclear weapons employment as “extremely remote.” North Atlantic Council, Active Engagement, Modern Defence: 
Strategic Concept for the Defence and Security of the Members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, 
19 November 2010, par. 17, available at http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_68580.htm.  
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2010 Nuclear Posture Review, appear to have settled discussion within the U.S. Air Force 
and USEUCOM about the deterrence value of U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe. 

The “target coverage” or “military utility” school of thought regards the essential 
question as one of the U.S. capability to strike particular targets in war by employing 
strategic missiles or bomber aircraft. This school of thought manifests indifference to 
political and strategic conceptions in NATO nuclear policy such as alliance cohesion, 
signaling, and crisis management. Members of this school belittle the value of the Allies 
being able to constitute an Alliance nuclear deterrent, with multiple Allies contributing 
dual-capable aircraft and others providing non-nuclear means in a combined air operation 
intended to signal NATO’s resolve.  

Nuclear disarmament champions. Some American proponents of near-term nuclear 
disarmament see withdrawing the remaining U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe as 
supportive of their agenda. In their view the unilateral removal of the remaining U.S. 
nuclear weapons in Europe would send a powerful signal in support of nonproliferation 
and promote the “global zero” agenda of abolishing nuclear weapons by 2030.18 Indeed, 
some “global zero” advocates have singled out U.S. extended deterrence commitments 
worldwide as an obstacle to the fulfillment of the abolitionist goal.19 For some nuclear 
disarmers, ending reliance on nuclear deterrence, central and extended, is a logical and 
urgent necessity in order to bring about the abolition of nuclear weapons. 

Selective engagement campaigners. The fourth category of U.S. advocates of withdrawal 
consists of commentators, sometimes called isolationists or libertarians, who prescribe a 
more selective approach to security obligations abroad. In their view, extended nuclear 
deterrence commitments amount to dangerous promises to engage in nuclear war on 
behalf of allies overseas. Ted Galen Carpenter has, for example, advocated withdrawing 
from such commitments.20  

Of the four schools of thought in the United States supporting the withdrawal of the U.S. 
nuclear weapons remaining in Europe, the most prominent in the public eye is probably 
that of the more vigorous proponents of arms control and disarmament. Some of them are 
based at influential non-governmental organizations and publish extensively.  

The views of military officers advocating the removal of the U.S. nuclear weapons 
remaining in Europe are generally known only to insiders within the government and the 
armed forces. Some observers judge that officers holding such views have become fewer 
in number and more subdued since the publication of the Schlesinger report in 2008 and 
the adoption and implementation of associated policy recommendations.  

                                                 
18 For background on the “global zero” objective of the phased elimination of all nuclear weapons by 2030, see 
“Getting to Zero,” available at http://www.globalzero.org/en/getting-zero. 
19 For example, according to Barry Blechman, “extended deterrence is a concept that served a vital purpose during the 
Cold War, but whose time has come — and gone.” Barry M. Blechman, “Extended Deterrence: Cutting Edge of 
the Debate on Nuclear Policy,” Policy Forum Online 09-066A, 13 August 2009, available at http://www.nautilus.org/ 
publications/essays/napsnet/forum/2009-2010/09066Blechman.html/.  
20 “Under no circumstances . . . should Washington place this country at risk in purely regional disputes that 
have nuclear dangers. . . . The first task of a prudent U.S. security strategy must be to keep America out of the 
nuclear crossfire.” Ted Galen Carpenter, “Closing the Nuclear Umbrella,” Foreign Affairs, vol. 73, no. 2 
(March/April 1994), p. 13. 
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The champions of near-term nuclear disarmament and the campaigners for more selective 
U.S. engagement in obligations abroad concur for different reasons in their rejection of 
extended nuclear deterrence commitments, including in NATO. These two schools of 
thought do not have strong constituencies at present, but might gain greater support in 
certain circumstances. The position held by champions of near-term nuclear disarmament 
can be regarded as an ambitious extension of that advanced by proponents of arms 
control and disarmament within and outside the U.S. government. Advocates of more 
selective U.S. engagement in obligations abroad can be found in the U.S. armed forces 
and elsewhere in American society. 

Some U.S. proponents of the traditional approach argue that the Obama administration 
should affirm its support for continuity in nuclear sharing with greater conviction rather 
than expecting non-nuclear-weapon-state NATO Allies to form a consensus and take the 
lead in this regard. In the view of these American observers, the non-nuclear-weapon-
state Allies are for the most part not in a domestic or international position to assert what 
the Alliance’s nuclear deterrence posture should be, and placing such political 
responsibility on their shoulders may weaken U.S. credibility and influence and make it 
more difficult to preserve nuclear sharing. 

Conclusion  

NATO’s nuclear sharing arrangements, based on U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe, have 
made possible European Allied operational roles and European Allied involvement in the 
maintenance of an Alliance nuclear deterrent posture. It is generally agreed that the 
removal of U.S. nuclear weapons from Europe would not necessarily mean the end of 
U.S. extended deterrence in NATO or nuclear policy consultations in the Alliance. The 
U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe nonetheless make possible the constitution of an 
Alliance nuclear posture that could be of genuine value for crisis management and 
deterrence. With the removal of U.S. nuclear weapons from Europe and the termination 
of nuclear-sharing the non-nuclear-weapon-state European allies would probably lose 
expertise regarding nuclear deterrence issues, and there would be less of a sense of a 
common deterrence culture within the Alliance. This would have implications for the 
arms control and disarmament policies of the Allies, as well as for deterrence, assurance, 
and alliance cohesion. 

The termination of nuclear-sharing arrangements, an unavoidable consequence of 
removing the remaining U.S. nuclear weapons, could have detrimental effects on 
Alliance cohesion and assurance as well as deterrence. In such circumstances, responsible 
U.S. officials would no doubt make substantial efforts to bridge the gaps left by the 
termination of nuclear-sharing and thereby uphold the structure of extended deterrence. 
There would be strong incentives for the United States and its NATO Allies to devise a 
workable solution even if no U.S. nuclear weapons remained in Europe. For supporters of 
the traditional approach, however, the preferred solution for the foreseeable future is to 
pursue transparency and negotiated constraints on non-strategic nuclear forces with 
Russia and at the same time to sustain key elements of the long-standing nuclear 
deterrence posture. For the traditional approach it is imperative to avoid choices that 
could weaken deterrence, assurance, and Alliance solidarity; leave some Allies feeling 
vulnerable and exposed; and deprive the United States and its NATO Allies of 
arrangements that provide for Allied risk- and responsibility-sharing in operational as 
well as political terms. 
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The potential consequences of “middle options” between sustaining the status quo and 
unilateral withdrawal of the remaining U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe would depend on 
their content and implementation, as well as on the broader international context. Such 
“middle options” might preserve some elements of the traditional approach as it stands 
today, but make amendments in light of possible arms control negotiations with Russia 
and the deliberations in NATO’s Deterrence and Defense Posture Review. For example, a 
U.S.-Russian nuclear arms control regime could furnish an agreed framework for 
reductions in the remaining U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe, with greater transparency 
and improved mutual confidence. In this context the United States might continue to 
furnish solid assurance for its NATO European allies regarding the effectiveness of the 
Alliance’s nuclear deterrence posture in the new environment. Risk- and responsibility-
sharing might be sustained via a jointly procured NATO wing of dual-capable aircraft 
instead of — or in addition to — nationally owned DCA. Nuclear Planning Group 
consultations could continue to involve Allies with operational as well as political 
responsibilities in the Alliance’s nuclear deterrence posture. The “middle options” would 
represent adjustments in the traditional approach and rule out unilateral withdrawal of the 
remaining U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe. 
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The View from Germany 
 

Karl-Heinz KAMP, NATO Defence College 

The nuclear debate in Germany in the last two decades – like in most European non-
nuclear NATO countries – was characterized primarily by the lack thereof. 
Notwithstanding that some US nuclear weapons (since 1991 only B-61 nuclear bombs) 
remained stationed in a number of European countries, the public did hardly take any 
note of these capabilities. By the same token, political decision makers did not touch the 
issue either, leaving alone scrutinizing the reason of such a nuclear posture which had 
been once deployed to reach targets in Eastern Europe, west of the Soviet Union. Nuclear 
discussions – if at all – took place only in very small expert circles. Such a nuclear 
graveyard peace was surprising in a country where once a chancellor had to resign 
because of a comparably small number of nuclear missiles to be stationed. 

A second characteristic of the rudimentary nuclear debate in Germany was that in those 
few cases where nuclear weapons in a NATO context made it into the limelight, the 
reasons were purely domestic – vulgo motivated by party politics. In 1998 the newly 
elected Red-Green government led by Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder surprised its NATO 
allies when foreign Minister Fischer from the Green Party raised the question of NATO’s 
adherence to a nuclear first use strategy. What sounded like a major policy initiative to 
change strategic basics of NATO turned out to be a tempest in the teacup intentionally 
ignited by Fischer in order to domesticate the left and pacifist wing of his party. Although 
NATO did not follow Germany’s request for a “No First Use” declaration, Fisher could 
demonstrate his good will at his party homefront and after a year the entire episode was 
history. It had not further echo in the German public and only rudimentary effects on 
NATO.1 

The German initiative for a withdrawal of US nuclear bombs from the German soil in 
2009 had the same domestic roots. The idea was brought up by foreign minister 
Westerwelle, who represented with his Liberal Party the smaller part of the newly elected 
conservative-liberal coalition under chancellor Angela Merkel. Westerwelle as a 
freshman in foreign policy hoped to sharpen his political profile by raising the arms 
control issue again with which his mentor, the former foreign minister Genscher had 
scored points decades ago. Chancellor Merkel at least rhetorically supported this 
initiative and allowed it to be taken into the coalition agreement of the new government, 
to have at least a few Liberal basics in the common government program (after she had 
fenced off most of the other requests of the smaller coalition partner). Again – like in 
Fischer’s no first use case – the hope was that that the issue would fizzle out, the B-61 

                                                 
1 At the NATO summit in Washington NATO agreed to start a vaguely defined review of the possibilities for 
arms control, verification and security building in light of the reduces salience of nuclear weapons. This review 
did not have any tangible results. 
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could remain where they were and that the nuclear dog that had been awoken would go to 
sleep again.  

Fallout of the B-61 Debate  

Alas, the debate on the withdrawal of American nuclear weapons from Europe differed in 
three important aspects from the 1998 event. First, it occurred in a political environment 
where the idea of nuclear disarmament was no longer confined to the classical anti-
nuclear/pacifist clientele. Instead, with president Obama’s lobbying for total nuclear 
disarmament and the international support he found for what he called “Global Zero”, 
promoting significant nuclear reductions has become internationally acceptable. When 
almost all NATO members at least rhetorically hail the idea of a nuclear free world, the 
withdrawal of all US nuclear weapons from Europe is no longer a pariah-proposal. At the 
same time, the denuclearization idea met with a political climate within the new NATO 
member states where politicians and public where deeply concerned about the credibility 
of NATO and particularly US security commitments. This explains why particularly in 
Central and Eastern Europe the reactions to the German advance where so unreceptive.2 

Second, unlike the expectations of the German government that the allies would regard 
the Westerwelle proposal as a “petitesse” in the complex negotiations process of forming 
a new government, the initiative did some harm to the Germany’s reputation within the 
Alliance. This was not only due to the suggestion itself but also due to the later decisions 
of the German foreign minister to reject NATO’s engagement in Libya and to abstain 
from the respective vote in the UN Security Council. Again, it was a decision that was 
not taken by the Westerwelle alone but was backed by the chancellor – a fact that even 
increased the doubts among the NATO partners of Germany’s future course within the 
Alliance.  

Third, the German proposal, together with the contrasting trends in NATO to hail the 
nuclear free world on the one hand and the strong Eastern European requests for a 
credible US nuclear umbrella on the other, had some concrete consequences. It lead to the 
firm statement of US foreign secretary Hillary Clinton that NATO remains a “nuclear 
alliance” – a wording that was brought into the new Strategic Concept presented at the 
NATO Lisbon summit in November 2010. This assertion, which of course was not fully 
in line with the US president’s euphoria for a nuclear free world, should reassure the new 
NATO allies and should discourage further individual advances of some NATO members 
against the nuclear weapons in Europe. Moreover, the Lisbon summit requested a nuclear 
posture review in order to forge a new consensus in NATO on the core of the nuclear 
question, which is “how to deter whom with what?”. By the time of the next NATO 
summit in May 2012 in the United States, this review process called “Deterrence and 
Defense Posture Review” (DDPR) is supposed to harmonize the complex relations 
between nuclear deterrence, missile defense and conventional weapons. The DDPR is not 
about concrete political decisions but about getting a conceptual agreement on key 
questions like: 

                                                 
2 One can ask though why these countries subscribed to the idea of Global Zero which was presented by 
president Obama in Prague in May 2009 so enthusiastically in the first place. This apparently belongs to the 
many inconsistencies among the public and political elites if it comes to nuclear deterrence issues.  
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� Does a credible “extended deterrence” which means the US nuclear umbrella over 
NATO’s non nuclear members require a physical nuclear presence on European soil? 

� Is the Asian model, in which the United States has expanded its nuclear umbrella 
over Japan, South Korea or Australia without US nuclear weapons being stationed in 
any of these countries, a possible alternative for NATO?  

� To what degree – if at all – can a functioning missile defense over Europe be a 
replacement of US nuclear deterrence capabilities based in Europe? 

� Would an agreement with Russia to remove US and Russian so called sub-strategic 
nuclear weapons from Europe be a solution for NATO’s nuclear arguments? 

Finally, in addition to the DDPR, NATO has agreed in Lisbon upon German pressure to 
found a so called Arms Control Committee. However, it is so far unclear, how this body 
will interact with the DDPR and which concrete tasks it actually has. 

Germany’s Future Policies  

Given the current political situation in Germany one can speculate how the nuclear debate 
in NATO will further evolve. Despite Washington’s clear signal that the nuclear question 
should be discussed and agreed upon among all NATO members – instead of individual 
initiatives – it should not be excluded that Germany bring up its withdrawal request for 
the B-61 bombs again. The reason would be again domestic with its origins in party 
politics. As a result of a major reshuffling within the Liberal Party, Guido Westerwelle 
has lost all its party functions and has announced to concentrate on the position of a 
foreign minister. At the same time, he still seems to believe that an anti-nuclear initiative 
could pay off at the ballots. Thus, Westerwelle could bring up the issue again, either 
using the DDPR or the newly founded Arms Control Committee as a forum. 

It is worth noting though, that launching a political initiative in order to spur a debate 
within NATO is not a bad thing per se. The problem with another German initiative 
against the presence of US nuclear weapons in Europe would be that it is most likely to 
focus only on the withdrawal of the B-61 bombs. The broader context of the cohesion of 
the Alliance, missile defense implications, new nuclear threats in Iran or North Korea or 
the impact of conventional arms control is likely to remain blinded out. So far, the foreign 
minister has only shown an interest in the question of the physical US nuclear presence in 
Germany and not in the broader requirements of extended deterrence in an Alliance of 
nuclear and non nuclear states. The defense minister is not likely to significantly broaden 
the debate either as he is fully occupied with the gargantuan task of reforming the 
German armed forces. The chancellor does not seem to have an interest in enriching the 
debate either – Angela Merkel always tried to keep the discussion at a very low level. 

The result of such a political thrust would be counterproductive again. Just arguing for 
nuclear cuts without embedding them into a broader strategic framework would alienate 
key NATO allies and would render an agreement within the DDPR almost impossible. 

A Better Way Out  

Doubting the utility of B-61 nuclear bombs in Germany and other NATO member states 
is not a sacrilege. They are a leftover of the Cold War and were once directed against 



PERSPECTIVES ON NATO  NUCLEAR POLICY  
ÉTUDES & DEBATS N° 03/2011 

 

 

 

F O N D A T I O N  pour la R E C H E R C H E  S T R A T É G I Q U E  31 

targets that fortunately no longer exist. For today’s potential contingencies in East Asia or 
in the Gulf region, they seem hardly suited. Moreover, the US nuclear umbrella over its 
Asian allies shows that extended deterrence does not necessarily require nuclear forces 
stationed on the soil of the non nuclear ally – albeit that the Asian model cannot be 
simply transferred to the deterrence situation in Europe.  

What the Asian model shows though is that the US allies in East Asia deplore not having 
sufficient information about the American nuclear posture and the strategies with which 
Washington wants to implement the US commitment for the region. They would regard 
the US nuclear umbrella more credible if they would have a say at least with regard to 
concepts and strategies. In late 2010 Washington and Seoul agreed on forming a Nuclear 
Deterrence Policy Committee for that purpose – however, there are complaints from the 
South Korean side claiming that the United States would give a very low profile to these 
talks.  

Apparently, it is not so much the nuclear stationing mode that determines the credibility 
of extended deterrence and the nuclear cohesion of the Atlantic Alliance. Much more 
important seems to be what in NATO is called nuclear sharing – the readiness of the 
nuclear patron to keep the allies informed about nuclear issues and the willingness of the 
allies to contribute to the common deterrence effort. NATO in the past had very 
elaborated sharing agreements focusing on four areas: information sharing, nuclear 
consultations, common nuclear planning and common execution. Even if there were no 
changes in the US nuclear hardware in Europe there various sharing mechanisms would 
have to be overhauled anyway as some of the agreements and procedures are decades old.  

In case the US weapons should be withdrawn from Europe – and there are reasons to do 
so – the need for evolving the nuclear sharing and participation formulas would be even 
more urgent.  

These sharing agreements have to be adapted anyway as they all stem from the Cold War 
period. Thus, if NATO manages to further evolve the system of nuclear sharing it can 
preserve a credible extended nuclear deterrence without US nuclear bombs being 
stationed in Europe. None of the four dimensions of nuclear sharing – information, 
consultation, planning and execution – inevitably require a physical US nuclear presence 
in Europe. It requires though the willingness of the United States to include their allies in 
its nuclear world and also requires an interest of the nuclear allies in nuclear deterrence 
issues that goes beyond the pure interest in the denuclearization of Europe. Only if all 
allies accept that it is not the first and foremost task of nuclear weapons to be disarmed, a 
credible NATO deterrence for the 21st century can be evolved. 
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The View from Turkey 
 

Eric EDELMAN, Center for Strategic  
and Budgetary Assessments 

In the past few years several contentious debates and polemics with Turkey over the 
selection of Anders Fogh Rasmussen as NATO Secretary in General at the 
Strasbourg/Kiel Summit in2009, the contours of NATO Missile Defense at Lisbon in 
November 2010, and most recently the scale and scope of the NATO mission in Libya in 
2011 have raised questions about Turkey’s fundamental orientation and its future role in 
the alliance.1 

As a result, in the wake of the new strategic concept, as NATO considers the nature of its 
nuclear role and missions in the “Deterrence and Defense Policy Review,” (DDPR) one 
cannot afford, as one might have been tempted to in the past, to take the role of Turkey 
for granted. 

Turkey’s approach to NATO and nuclear weapons must be seen as a function of two 
powerful factors a) the country’s long history as a host for US nuclear weapons and its 
role in nuclear risk sharing, and b) the profound domestic changes that Turkey has 
undergone in the past decade which has made public opinion a bigger factor in policy-
making, produced a government with an ambitious foreign policy agenda and raised 
concerns in the US and elsewhere in Europe that the country may be fundamentally 
reorienting its foreign and national security policies based on a series of events:  

� The failure of the Turkish Grand National Assembly to approve passage of the 4th 
Infantry Division through Turkey in the run-up to the Iraq War, 

� The confrontation at Davos with Israeli President Shimon Peres, and 

� The Turkish role in negotiating the Tehran Research Reactor (TRR) deal with Iran 
and subsequent Turkish vote against UN Security Council Resolution 1929 imposing 
additional sanctions on Iran; and  

� The government’s role in sanctioning the Mavi Marmara flotilla to Gaza.2 

Although public opinion has become more of a factor in Turkey’s fractious political 
debate on foreign policy, when it comes to national security decision-making on issues 

                                                 
1 Only the personal intervention of the recently installed US President, Barack Obama, succeeded in overcoming 
Turkish opposition to Rasmussen because of the Danish “cartoon controversy.”  
2 For an early example see Soner Cagaptay, “Is Turkey Leaving the West?” October 26, 2009, Foreign Affairs 
online, at http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/templateC06.php?CID=1367; Cagaptay, “NATO’s Turkey 
Problem,” Wall Street Journal, November 18, 2010; and Cagaptay, “Assessing Turkish Foreign Policy Under 
AKP,” Jane’s Islamic Affairs Analsyt, November 2009, at   
http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/opedsPDFs/4b858ead6bd91.pdf. 
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related to nuclear weapons, deterrence and missile defense the knowledgeable attentive 
elite is extremely small, composed of several senior military officers, diplomats and a 
handful of academics (like Duygu Sezer, Nur Bilge Criss, and Mustafa Kibaroglu all of 
whom are clustered around Ankara’s Bilkent University).3 

The changes in Turkey, however, particularly in the area of civil-military relations make 
it highly uncertain that the debate will be conducted by those with an understanding and 
knowledge of the issues and potential consequences for Turkish security of changes in the 
alliance’s nuclear posture. Moreover, some of the best informed civilians, while 
acknowledging the reluctance of the national security elite to give up their reliance on 
extended deterrence and nuclear sharing, have begun to argue that Turkey should not be a 
follower but a leader in asking for US nuclear weapons to be withdrawn from NATO 
territory including Turkey. In addition, the military – a normally conservative and 
traditionally powerful force in Turkey is losing much of its sway generally as collateral 
effect of internal political changes.4 

Internally, Turkey has now had a decade of one party government and steady economic 
growth with the most recent economic numbers putting Turkey just behind China and 
India among the big emerging economies. The likelihood is that on June 12 AKP will win 
a large victory since Turkish voters tend to cast their ballots retrospectively rendering a 
judgment on the economic management of the government.  

AKP initially rode into office on the back of the “pious bourgeoisie” of Anatolia with a 
coalition that included nationalists, reformers, and fragments of the center right parties of 
the Ozal era. The AKP intended to push for EU membership, clean up corruption, and 
continue the effective management of the economy begun by Kemal Dervis.5 

Over time, however, in the absence of any effective political opposition, AKP has begun 
to consolidate power by placing more and more of its patronage appointees into important 
positions in the bureaucracy – Hakan Fidan as head of MIT. Other institutions offering 
some kind of check and balance in a pluralistic system – media, judiciary, education, 
military are being cowed or have already become subservient.  

In addition, the push for EU membership has stalled, public support has fallen (as 
measured in Eurobarometer polls where it registers between 45-50 % as opposed to 75% 
some 5-7 years ago) and Turkey has launched a foreign policy based on the doctrines of 
“strategic depth” and “zero problems with neighbors” that its main author, Foreign 
Minister Davutoglu, believes will allow Turkey to play the role of a “muslim” or “middle 

                                                 
3 For good background on Turkey’s evolution which highlights the increased role of public opinion in the 
Turkish foreign policy debate see, Ian O. Lesser, “Turkey: “Recessed” Islamic Politics and Convergence with 
the West,” in Angel Rabasa, Cheryl Bernard, Peter Chalk, C. Christine Fair, Theodore Karasik, Rollie Lal, Ian 
Lesser, David Thaler, The Muslim World After 9/11, (Santa Monica, CA: RAND, 2004) pps. 197-198, 204 
4 The arrests and detentions of over 100 active duty and retired military officers in connection with the alleged 
conspiracies underlying the Ergenekon, Sledgehammer and Cage Plan cases would seem to suggest that the 
process of changes instituted to conform with EU requirements has put the Turkish military on its back foot. 
5 For accounts that confirm the role of the rising Islamically-oriented bourgeoisie in Turkey see Sebnem Gumuscu and 
Deniz Sert, “The Power of the Devout Bourgeoisie: The Case of the Justice and Development Party in Turkey, 
Middle Eastern Studies, 45:6, pps. 953-968; and Vali Nasr, The Rise of Islamic Capitalism: Why the New Middle 
Class is the Key to Defeating Extremism, (New York: Free Press, 2009), pps. 232-251 argues that Turkey is a 
model for the region. I am much less optimistic about the AKP and the “devout bourgeoisie’s” commitment to 
democratic norms over the longer run. 
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east superpower.” At the same time the government’s attitudes on foreign policy putting 
more distance between Turkey and the US and the West more generally and orchestrating 
a growing crescendo of anti-Israel feeling has also colored the national discourse. Turks 
as measured in poll data are much more like identify themselves today as Muslims as 
opposed to Turks than was the case a decade ago. As Stephen Larrabee has said in a 
RAND study “in the future, Turkey is likely to be an increasingly less predictable and 
more difficult ally.”6 

Against that backdrop it is clear that Turkish views on NATO’s nuclear mission will play 
out along several interrelated dimensions – the dangers of nuclear proliferation, the 
importance of extended deterrence (and a continued Turkish role as host for nuclear 
weapons), and Turkish attitudes toward missile defense. 

Turkish strategic culture traditionally has focused on overriding importance of “security” 
and “sovereignty” issues for the state and particularly the threat of encirclement by 
enemies both without (Greeks, Armenians, Russians, and occasionally Iranians and 
Syrians) and within – (Kurds, Armenians) or the overlap between the two. The threat 
from within was not fanciful, Turkey fought a tough, nasty counter-insurgency campaign 
against the PKK for fifteen years.7  

Nonetheless, the changing discourse of the AKP government has clearly had an impact 
on perceptions of the threat of proliferation. The Turkish political leadership and public 
(if not the experts in and out of government) views the prospect of a nuclear armed Iran 
as an issue for the Israel and the US, but not Turkey and the alliance. 

The theory and practice of extended deterrence have always been hard. As Bruno Tertrais 
points out in L’Arme Nucléaire, President De Gaulle always doubted the premise of 
extended deterrence – one country being willing to sacrifice itself for others, but Tertrais 
nonetheless argues that the relationship among deterrence, alliances, and proliferation is 
more nuanced and that “alliances can be the instruments of non-proliferation: a country 
believing itself to be protected will be less inclined to develop its own capacity for 
deterrence.” In the case of Turkey there is the enormous paradox that despite a frequently 
unpleasant historical experience with extended deterrence, senior Turkish decision 
makers continue to cling to it and to the US nuclear weapons that are reportedly stationed 
in the country. As Mustafa Kibaroglu has argued “Turkey’s national security strategy 
relies heavily on the extended nuclear deterrence offered by the alliance” and that 
“Turkish government officials and civilian and military bureaucrats want to retain US 
nuclear weapons on Turkey’s soil…”8 

                                                 
6 For an excellent analysis of the domestic context which has created the current drift toward authoritarianism 
see Kemal Koprulu, “Paradigm Shift in Turkey’s Foreign Policy,” Brown Journal of World Affairs, 16:1, pps. 1-
17; see also Ehud Toledano, “AKP’s New Turkey,” in Hillel Fradkin, Eric Brown, and Hassan Mneimneh, 
Current Trends in Islamist Ideology, Vol. 11, Hudson Institute, pps. 40-61; and Nur Bilge Criss, “Dismantling 
Turkey: The Will of the People,” Turkish Studies, 11:1, pps. 45-58; For Davutoglu’s views, see Joshua Walker, 
“Understanding Turkey’s Foreign Policy Through Strategic Depth,” Transatlantic Academy, November 16, 2009, at 
http://www.trans atlanticacademy.org/print/50, accessed May 29, 2011 and Alexander Murinson, “The Strategic 
Depth Doctrine of Turkish Foreign Policy,” Middle Eastern Studies, 42:6, pps. 945-964; F. Stephen Larrabee, 
Turkey as A US Security Partner, (Santa Monica: RAND, 2008) p. vii.  
7 For a review of Turkish strategic culture see Philip Robins, Suits and Uniforms: Turkish Foreign Policy Since 
the Cold War, (London: Hurst and Co., 2003) pps. 161-163, 
8 Bruno Tertrais, L’Arme Nucléaire, (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2008), p. 44; on US nuclear weapons in 
Turkey see Alexandra Bell and Benjamin Loehrke, “The Status of US Nuclear Weapons in Turkey,” Bulletin of 
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Turkey’s experience with nuclear weapons began at the end of the Eisenhower 
Presidency. US officials persuaded their Turkish colleagues to accept the stationing of 
medium range ballistic missiles in 1959 (even though nuclear strategists like Wohlstetter 
and Brodie decried their deployment as provocative and inviting Soviet retaliation). The 
Kennedy Administration reviewed the deployment in 1961 but ultimately agreed that the 
missiles should be deployed. When crisis came, in Cuba one year later, however, the US 
President proved himself quite willing to trade them away to avoid escalation and escape 
the difficult predicament in which he found himself. President Kennedy’s advisors (Nitze, 
Bundy, Ball, Rusk) virtually unanimously opposed a trade for fear of what its impact on 
the alliance would be. National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy told Kennedy “if we 
accept the notion of a trade… our position will come apart very fast.” Under Secretary of 
State George Ball noted, “The Turks feel very strongly about this. We persuaded them 
that this was an essential requirement and they feel it is a matter of prestige.” 

Bundy returned to the fray noting that “in our own terms it would already be clear that we 
trying to sell our allies for our interests. That would be the view in all of NATO. Now it’s 
irrational and it’s crazy, but it’s a terribly powerful fact.” Bundy also reported that the US 
Ambassadors to NATO and Turkey had reported that “if we appear to be trading the 
defense of Turkey for a threat to Cuba, we’ll just have to face a radical decline in the 
effectiveness [of the NATO alliance.]” In the end, Kennedy overrode them all and, in 
effect, agreed to trade the Jupiters in Turkey for the IRBMs and MRBMs in Cuba. 
Kennedy, however, went to great pains to hide from this fact from the American public, 
from Europe, and especially from the Turks. The Jupiters were withdrawn and replaced 
with Polaris submarines in the Eastern Med. Kennedy, of course, had his reasons for 
pursuing the trade – fear about Soviet retaliation in Berlin, Turkey and Italy were among 
them – but it was still a trade at the point of a gun and as a result might very easily have 
undermined extended deterrence.9 

At first, the Turks accepted the outcome calmly and with equanimity. 8 years later, 
however, Turkish President Ismet Inonu complained the Turkish Grand National 
Assembly, “The Americans told us they would remove the missiles because they had 
become outmoded, and that they would replace them with the Polaris. However, we later 
learned that they had made a deal with the USSR. This event showed us that Turkish 
authorities should not let the Americans drag us into an unwanted crisis.” Inonu’s 
dyspepsia was not solely related to the Cuban crisis, in the interim the US had also, in the 
famous Johnson letter of 1964 told the Turks that the “nuclear umbrella” might not apply 
if Turkish intervention in Cyprus triggered a Soviet response. As one scholar has noted, 

                                                                                                                                                         
the Atomic Scientists, 23 November 2009; Mustafa Kibaroglu, “Acceptance and Anxiety: Turkey (Mostly) 
Embraces Obama’s Nuclear Posture,” The Non-Proliferation Review, 18:1, pps. 201-217. 
9 The basic story of the deployments is told in Philip Nash, The Other Missiles of October: Eisenhower, 
Kennedy, and the Jupiters, 1957-1963, (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1997); for the views of 
Wohlstetter, Brodie and Kahn on the deployments see pages 80-86. Turkish scholars have reviewed the story in Nur 
Bilge Criss, “Strategic Nuclear Weapons in Turkey: The Jupiter Affair, 1959-1963, Journal of Strategic Studies, 20:3, 
pps. 97-122; Suleyman Seydi, “Turkish-American Relations and the Cuban Missile Crisis, 1957-1963,” Middle 
Eastern Studies, 46:3, 433-455; a good outline of the bargain that was struck is in Graham Allison and Philip 
Zelikow, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis, second edition, (New York: Addison, 
Wesley, Longman, 1999) pps. 356-367; quotations from Ernest R. May and Philip D. Zelikow, eds., The 
Kennedy Tapes: Inside the White House During the Cuban Missile Crisis, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1997) pps. 500, 537; For DeGaulle’s reaction to the “deal’ see Georges-Henri Soutou, La Guerre Froide, 
1943-1990, (Paris: Librairie Artheme Fayard/Pluriel, 2010) pps. 587-589 
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as a result of these events an embedded a fear of “the unreliability of the Americans” 
became a mainstay of Turkish strategic culture.10 

This short detour into the past history of extended deterrence a la Turque throws into 
sharp relief the fact that despite this history of concern and damaged credibility, the 
default position of the Turkish military and foreign ministry is still to maintain reliance 
on US nuclear weapons and nuclear sharing – a fact that strongly supports Tertrais’ point 
about the power of alliances. 

The debate over Missile Defense has been covered widely in the press. There are several 
elements to the issue. The first, I have already mentioned which is the differing threat 
perceptions of Iran’s nuclear plans. 

The second is the question of how to characterize and organize NATO’s Missile Defense 
effort. First, Turkey has insisted (in keeping with its “zero problems with neighbors 
policy”) that Iran not be named as a source of the missile defense requirement. Second, 
Turkey has, according to some press reports, insisted that no information from the NATO 
MD system should be shared with Israel, and finally, before the Lisbon Summit, PM 
Erdogan, before relenting, argued that Turkey should command the MD system.  

The third part of the Missile Defense issue is whether Turkey will station host a forward-
based x band radar, the TPY-2 as part of the arrangement and whether Turkey will 
purchase its own point defense interceptors (US companies hope to sell Turkey PAC-3, 
while China, Russia, European air/missile defense interceptors may also be competing). 
There is very good reason to believe that the Turks, in deference to Iran, will not host the 
TPY-2 radar. It is also unclear whether the civilian government will allow the Turkish 
military, whose procurement arm is controlled by civilians to purchase advanced air and 
missile defense interceptors.11  

Although the threat perception and missile defense issues are clearly related to one 
another, it is not clear how Turkish decision-makers see the continued relevance of 
NATO nuclear weapons for extended deterrence purposes and what position they will 
take NATO’s DDPR. Although it is worth noting that some senior Turkish officials have 
suggested that if other NATO members push for a withdrawal of nuclear weapons from 
Europe, Turkey would acquiesce12. 

If this state of affairs came to pass what would be the long term consequences of ending 
Turkey’s role in NATO’s nuclear sharing? Three schools of thought seem to be 
emerging: the Turkey proliferation optimists, Turkey proliferation agnostics, and Turkey 
proliferation pessimists. 

                                                 
10 Seydi, “Turkish American Relations and the Cuban Missile Crisis, 1957-1963,” p. 451; Robins, Suits and Uniforms, 
p. 162. 
11 For background see Carol Migdalovitz, Turkey: Selected Foreign Policy Issues and US Views, CRS Report for 
Congress, November 28, 2010, Congressional Research Service, RL34642; and Jim Zanotti, Turkey-US Defense 
Cooperation: Prospects and Challenges, CRS Report for Congress, April 8, 2011, Congressional Research 
Service, R41761. 
12AKP Party officials Ibrahim Kalin (very close to the Prime Minister) and Suat Kiniklioglu, suggested as much 
in conversation with Jeffrey Lewis, see “Official: Ankara Doesn’t Need NATO Nukes” Arms Control Wonk, 8 
December 2009, at http://lewis.armscontrolwonk.com/archive/2561/official-ankara-would-not-insist-on-nato-
nukes. 
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Mustafa Kibaroglu has written several assessments of this issue from various points of 
view. As a descriptive matter he has outlined Turkish reluctance to part with the 
appurtenances of extended deterrence (despite the unpleasant historical experiences 
described above). As a normative matter he asserts that extended deterrence can be 
maintained even without the presence of nuclear weapons in Europe (and Turkey) given 
appropriate policies of assurance by the US and NATO that British, French and US 
nuclear weapons would still be available to provide extended deterrence even in without 
forward deployed weapons in Europe. He argues that it will strengthen Turkey’s position 
in the Middle East, increase the prospects for a Nuclear Free Weapons Zone in the region 
and need not lead Turkey to rethink its commitment to the NPT.13 

Turkey proliferation agnostics, and here I have Leon Fuerth and Henri Barkey in mind, 
point out that Turkey might be tempted to pursue its own nuclear capability but would be 
constrained by concerns about its relations with the US, the EU, and NATO. Both take 
the danger as real and believe it could unfold over time but seem to be content that over 
the medium term the impediments would be too severe for Turkey to rapidly move down 
the path of pursuing an independent nuclear deterrent.14 

Finally, you have the proliferation pessimists. George Robertson, Frank Miller and Kori 
Schake have made the case that a precipitate withdrawal of US nuclear weapons from 
Europe would probably instigate Turkey to pursue its own deterrent. David Yost and 
Michael Ruhle have also sounded important cautionary notes on what would be lost – a 
common security culture in the alliance as well as insight into and influence on US policy 
on nuclear matters by alliance members. In addition, withdrawal of US weapons in 
Europe and the nuclear sharing that flowed from their presence might lead to a 
renationalization of nuclear weapons among NATO members and engender a potential 
backlash in the US against extending a nuclear umbrella to allies unwilling to share in 
nuclear risks.15 

For the pessimists the end of forward based US nuclear weapons in Europe (in a context 
in which Iran had gone nuclear) would lead almost inexorably to a proliferation cascade. 
In conversations with US congressional staff members, senior politicians made clear that 

                                                 
13 Mustafa Kibaroglu, “Isn’t It Time To Say Farewell To Nukes in Turkey,” European Security, 14:4, pps. 443-
457; Mustafa Kibaroglu, ‘A Turkish Nuclear Turnaround,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 63:6, p. 64; 
Kibaroglu, “Reassessing the Role of US Nuclear Weapons in Turkey,” Arms Control Today, June 2010, pps. 8-
13; Kibaroglu, “Turkey and Shared Responsibilities,” in Shared Responsibilities for Nuclear Disarmament: A 
Global Debate, (Cambridge, MA: American Academy of Arts and Sciences, 2010) pp. 24-27; Kibaroglu, “The 
Future of Extended Deterrence: The Case of Turkey,” in Bruno Tertrais, ed., Perspectives on Extended 
Deterrence, Recherches & Documents, No. 3/2010, (Paris: Fondation pour la Recherche Strategique, 2010) pps. 
87-95; and Kibaroglu, “”Turkey, NATO and Nuclear Sharing: Prospects After NATO’s Lisbon Summit,” 
Nuclear Policy Paper No. 5, April 2011, Arms Control Association/British-American Security Information 
Council/Institute for Peace Research and Security Policy at the University of Hamburg.  
14 Leon Fuerth, “Turkey: Nuclear Choices Amongst Dangerous Neighbors,” in Kurt M. Campbell, Robert J. Einhorn, 
and Mitchell B. Reiss, eds., The Nuclear Tipping Point: Why States Reconsider Their Nuclear Choices, 
(Washington: Brookings Institution, 2004, pps. 145-174; Henri J. Barkey, “Turkey’s Perspectives on Nuclear 
Weapons and Disarmament,” in Barry Blechman, ed, Unblocking the Road to Zero: Perspectives of Advanced 
Nuclear Nations, Stimson Center Nuclear Security Series, Vol. VI, May 2009 
15 Franklin Miller, George Robertson, and Kori Schake, “Germany Opens Pandora’s Box,” Center for European 
Reform, Briefing Note, February 2010; David S. Yost, “Assurance and US Extended Deterrence in NATO,” 
International Affairs, 85:4, pps. 755-780; Michael Ruhle, “NATO and Extended Deterrence in a Multinuclear 
World,” Comparative Strategy, 28:1, pps. 10-16 
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an Iranian nuclear weapon alone would be sufficient to get them to rethink Turkey’s NPT 
obligations. “Turkey would lose its importance in the region if Iran has nuclear weapons 
and Turkey does not.’’ Another politician said it would be ‘‘compulsory’’ for Turkey to 
obtain nuclear weapons in such a scenario. However, when staff subsequently asked 
whether a U.S. nuclear umbrella and robust security commitment would be sufficient to 
dissuade Turkey from pursuing nuclear weapons, all three individuals agreed that it 
would.” In a prospective world with the NPT in ruins, with a Persian bomb, and a 
potential Saudi Sunni Arab nuclear capability would Turkey, sitting as it does on one of 
Samuel Huntington’s civilizational fault-lines, be able to resist the temptation of pursuing 
a Turkish bomb? In the absence of a credible NATO nuclear guarantee with forward 
deployed weapons to symbolize its seriousness, the pessimists think the answer to that 
question is no.16 

 

 

                                                 
16 Chain Reaction: Avoiding a Nuclear Arms Race in the Middle East, Report to the Committee on Foreign 
Relations, United States Senate, February 2008.  
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The View from Central and Eastern Europe 
 

Tomas VALASEK, Center for European Reform 

There is no single ‘new member-state’ view on deterrence. But the Central European 
countries do share certain priorities, such as the desire to keep NATO focused on 
territorial defence. These set them apart from ‘older’ alliance members, though other 
factors – such as proximity to Russia – enter into the equation and drive the Central 
Europeans to somewhat varying conclusions about deterrence.  

This paper will discuss the commonalities and differences among the new NATO 
countries as they relate to the current review in NATO. The scope of the allies' debate 
continues to evolve. At the time of this writing (May 2011), it is clear that the deterrence 
review will discuss the role of US tactical nuclear weapons (TNW) stationed in Europe. It 
will also probably discuss missile defence, and it may touch on conventional force 
posture (though allies differ on whether this is advisable). So rather than offering a 
central European perspective on the review as such – not knowing whether it will or will 
not contain all the above elements – this paper is structured to cover three individual 
domains: nuclear weapons, missile defence, and conventional posture.  

It is based on half a dozen interviews with senior defence officials in the region including 
former defence ministers and permanent representatives to NATO. It also draws on 
conclusions of two symposia on deterrence held in Estonia in 2011.1 But irrespective of 
the amount of research, no analysis of such modest length can possibly do justice to the 
differences and nuances in views among the new allies. The reader will need to forgive a 
certain amount of simplification. 

New, but different?  

While differences among Central Europeans on elements of deterrence are as big as those 
between new and old members, the new allies do make several common assumptions. 
They concern the role of the US in European security, the risks posed by Russia and the 
centrality of territorial defence to NATO’s missions.  

1. As far as Central Europe is concerned, NATO's main purpose is to guarantee 
territorial integrity of its member-states. This is not to say that other missions are 
unimportant: on per capita basis, Poland and Estonia were among the top troop-
contributing countries to Afghanistan. But they are important because they keep 
other allies – mainly the US – interested in NATO and committed to Article V. The 
Central Europeans went to Afghanistan because it was important for solidarity 

                                                 
1 BASIC and ICDS roundtable on 'NATO’s Nuclear Deterrence Posture and Baltic Security', Tallin, March 15th 
2011; and the Defense Threat Reduction Agency and NATO Nuclear Policy Planning Directorate symposium, 
also in Tallin, May 4th – 6th 2011.  
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among allies, and in expectation for future help with their top worry: a deterioration 
of relations with Russia (more on which below). The new members' focus – their 
participation in Afghanistan notwithstanding – has remained on keeping NATO 
strong to deter an attack on allied territory. To the Balts in particular, deterrence is an 
existential issue, and they will want to see real capacity – conventional and nuclear – 
underpinning it.  

2. Russia remains the new member’s top security concern: they are in the alliance 
primarily because they believe that they live in a dangerous part of the world, where, 
without NATO’s security guarantees, a conflict with Russia could yet end in their 
sovereignty taken away. There are differences in views among Central Europeans on 
the severity and immediacy of the danger: few see the possibility of a large-scale war 
with Russia and some see no military danger at all; Warsaw has even enjoyed a mini-
reset with Moscow (see ‘Conclusions’ for more). But arguably, the most 
representative view in Central Europe holds that there remains a possibility of a 
small conflict with Moscow, most likely revolving around Russian minorities in 
Estonia and Latvia. The bottom line is that Russia continues to cause enough residual 
concern for enough Central Europeans for the governments to seek assurances that 
NATO has the resolve and the wherewithal to deter it. Russia is also seen as a bigger 
threat than any other ones – including non-state terrorism and potentially WMD-
armed states such as Iran.  

3. Lastly, the United States, for reasons of history and military might, is seen as the 
linchpin country without which NATO's Article V commitment is simply not 
credible. This is not just because of the size of the US conventional and nuclear 
arsenal but also because of the widely shared assumption in Central Europe that 
Washington is more willing than, say, Rome or London to send soldiers to die for 
Tallin or Warsaw. This assumption may yet be tested by the coming generational 
change in Washington: as US defence secretary Robert Gates warned, the next 
generation of US politicians will not have grown up with the Cold War as their 
formative experience, and will therefore be less reflexively Atlanticist than the 
current one.2 But for now the Central European governments see US engagement in 
Europe as a sine qua non for their defences. Even Poland, which in recent years has 
talked up the importance of the EU’s common security and defence policy has at the 
same time worked hard to secure US military presence on its territory. Privately, 
Polish officials say that they think that the bases are necessary for self-defence 
because they assure them of US support should Poland ever be attacked.3 

This belief in the centrality of US engagement in Europe has held true despite the 
dissatisfaction among a part of the region’s elites with President Barack Obama. This 
sentiment needs to be properly understood: while the US under Obama is seen as less 
committed to Central Europe than under George W Bush, the US is still seen as better 
than all alternatives. And views in the region of president Obama have evolved, too. 
Under his stewardship, the US held more military exercises in the Baltic than ever before; 
Washington also successfully pressured other sceptical allies to expand NATO 
contingency planning to cover the Baltic states. In practical, if not always in rhetorical 

                                                 
2 Robert Gates, speech to the Security and Defence Agenda, Brussels, June 10th 2011. 
3 Unless otherwise attributed, quotations come from personal interviews conducted between March and June 2011.  
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terms, the US under president Obama has been a good ally to the new member states, and 
this has not gone unappreciated.  

From nagging concerns to nukes and missiles  

How do these – admittedly simplified – assumptions inform the Central Europeans' views 
on the various aspects of the deterrence review: the continued role of US tactical weapons 
in Europe, the need for NATO-wide missile defences, and the strength and posture of 
NATO’s conventional forces? 

On tactical nuclear weapons (TNW), the Central Europeans fall essentially in two camps. 
There are those who think that the arsenal is an essential glue that binds US security to 
that of Europe, and must be preserved in its current posture “even if the bombs are rusty 
and otherwise useless”, to quote one senior Central European official. Other governments 
in the region agree on the need for Europeans to share in US nuclear plans and decisions 
concerning Europe, but are less wedded to the arsenal’s current posture. A deputy foreign 
minister from one such country says that NATO must preserve some way for the US 
nuclear weapons to be credibly linked to the defence of Europe, but this does not 
necessarily need to involve forward-deployed gravity bombs.4 

This new flexibility comes in part from the simple realisation that the current arsenal is 
likely to lose remaining military utility, barring considerable (and unlikely) new 
investments. But there is another explanation for the apparent softening of the stance in 
Central Europe on the current TNW posture: some Central European governments are 
reluctant to openly alienate Germany, one of the most vocal proponents of the withdrawal 
of US TNW from Europe. More than one senior Central European official described his 
country’s foreign policy as one of “being as close as possible to Germany” – a stance 
which, in turn, can be attributed to the dependency of Central European economies on 
German orders and investment, and to the desire to prevent Russia from driving a wedge 
between the Central European capitals and Berlin. Where Germany goes, increasingly the 
Central Europeans go – this is mostly true on economic issues but there has been a spill-
over effect into military debates as well.  

Poland has taken a more transactional view on TNW. This was nicely expressed in the 
Polish-Dutch-German-Norwegian paper on the subject,5 whose main message was, in 
effect, that NATO ought to use any reductions in its nuclear arsenal as a leverage to 
compel Russia to disclose more information about its own tactical nuclear holdings, and 
to reduce the number of these weapons. In principle this stance suggests an open mind on 
whether TNW are needed at all. In practice, however, things look different: Russia has 
been extremely reluctant to allow for the possibility of mutually reciprocal reductions. By 
linking NATO's reductions to Russia's, the seemingly flexible Poland has taken a de facto 
stance in favour of keeping NATO's arsenal: orthodoxy disguised as flexibility? 

                                                 
4 The numbers and types of US nuclear weapons in Europe are classified but trusted open sources say that the 
arsenal consists of gravity bombs based on six bases in five countries: Belgium, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands 
and Turkey (see: Robert S. Norris and Hans M. Kristensen, ‘US tactical nuclear weapons in Europe, 2011’, 
Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, December 2010) 
5 ‘Non-paper on increasing transparency and confidence with regard to tactical nuclear weapons in Europe’, 
submitted to NATO foreign ministers by Germany, the Netherlands, Norway and Poland, April 15th 2011.  
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Missile defences in Central Europe are being seen almost completely through the prism 
of possible US bases in the region. The absence or presence of threat from Iran has little 
impact on missile defence debates in Central Europe – in fact, even some of the 
proponents such as the current Polish government have at times openly questioned 
whether Iran or anyone else poses a threat to the alliance. Those like Poland and 
Romania, who are to host US installations, are in favour of a NATO-wide umbrella 
because they see in the presence of US troops a security guarantee above and beyond 
Article V. The Czech Republic has undergone a conversion to similar point of view: it 
was an early supporter of the original, Bush-era system and was due to host a radar under 
the previous architecture. Unlike Warsaw, whose main concern was to secure US 
facilities in Poland, Prague supported the system out of concern that if missile defences 
were to exist in the US but not in Europe, the US would feel more secure than Europe 
behind its shield, and thus less willing to come to Europe’s aid. But the Obama-era 
switch to ‘phased adaptive approach’ architecture left the Czechs without a sizeable 
facility on their territory and feeling aggrieved. They are now negotiating with 
Washington the presence of some US facility – not necessarily missile defence-related6 – 
thus in effect having adopted a stance similar to Warsaw’s.  

Elsewhere in places such as Slovakia or Hungary there is less enthusiasm for the system 
and some concern. The countries are nervous about the costs involved, and also about the 
fact that the US is de facto creating two-tiered security guarantees: while most Central 
Europeans – like the rest of NATO – are protected by the alliance’s Article V clause, 
Poland and Romania are getting an upgrade to ‘Article V+’ in the form of US bases on 
their territory. Warsaw’s and Bucharest’s desire for such facilities could be seen as vote 
of non-confidence in Article V, which other Central Europeans consider sacrosanct. 
There is, however, little open criticism; partly because of solidarity with those in the 
region who are slated to host elements of NATO missile defences and mostly because 
capitals are reluctant to go against what has become official NATO policy.  

Regarding conventional posture, two opposed schools of thought exist in Central Europe. 
One says that NATO must absolutely open the question of NATO’s conventional ability 
to deter, on the grounds that all trends point to a reduction in US nuclear presence in 
Europe, so the alliance should compensate by buttressing its conventional defences. 
Ideally, the allies would increase their conventional strength but new members recognise 
this is unlikely to happen in today’s financial environment. So some as former Latvian 
defence minister Imants Liegis have argued that western allies should maintain their 
current numbers and redeploy them eastwards, to new NATO countries. 

The opposing view holds that a discussion of conventional posture in the midst of the 
worst financial crisis in a century could be damaging. With defence budgets falling 
anywhere, there is little chance that substantial new facilities will come to Central 
Europe. Proponents point out that things on the conventional front have been good 
recently: the US started holding new military exercises in the Baltic and NATO has 
agreed to expand contingency plans to include the Baltic states. Theirs is essentially a 
‘let's not rock the boat’ argument: if you open conventional posture to debate today, 
NATO may end up with less nuclear as well as less conventional capability in and near 
Central Europe.  

                                                 
6 ‘Protiraketova obrana: Nechceme od USA ‘cenu utechy’, rika Vondra’, CTK, June 8th 2011.  
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Conclusion  

The disagreement between these two schools of thought revolves around means, not ends. 
The Central Europeans agree in principle that NATO’s conventional presence in the 
region should be boosted – possibly with addition of missile defence bases – and some 
form of nuclear sharing preserved. They remain vigilant about West European and US 
commitment to their defence and point out that when the Poles, the Balts and other 
Central Europeans acceded to NATO, they were given general guarantees on the size of 
the reinforcement that old allies would make available to protect the new allies. The US 
pledged – with SACEUR at the table – to dedicate two to three divisions to the task, and 
to upgrade or build airfields, bridges, gas depots and other infrastructure needed to 
receive and host the reinforcements. But allies did not follow through on those promises, 
and no such dedicated forces were built or exist today, much to the new member-states' 
dismay.7 

The sentiment endures, though not without changes. Attitudes on Russia have evolved: 
while Warsaw’s reset with Moscow started largely as a tactical measure (to help Poland 
win credibility in Europe) the resulting thaw has made the Poles somewhat less worried 
about Russia.8 Central Europeans also spend a lot less on defence these days than they 
used to: with some exceptions such as Poland and Estonia, they have cut defence 
spending even more dramatically than west European countries. This is in part because 
the crisis hit some economies in the region such as Latvia’s harder than those of most EU 
countries. But many governments have cut defence more than other areas of spending. 
This suggests that they feel little imminent threat – and makes it more difficult for the 
new member-states to demand that US and West European militaries boost their presence 
in the region. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7 For more see Ronald Asmus, Stefan Czmur, Chris Donnelly, Aivis Ronis, Tomas Valasek and Klaus Wittmann, 
‘NATO, new allies and reassurance’, CER policy brief, May 2010.  
8 For a more detailed discussion see Tomas Valasek, ‘The ‘new’ Poland and its neighbours’, CER Insight, November 
29th 2011.  
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The View from Italy and Spain 
 

David GARCIA CANTALAPIEDRA, Complutense University 

The Challenging Dynamics of the International Syste m and 
Problems for Strategies and Policy 47. 

The structure of the International System, developments and dynamics and the NATO 
Allies policies facing this situation, have severely impacted on the future of NATO 
Deterrence Policy: for instance, the trends to a more anarchic international system, prone 
to use force or threat of force in international politics; a framework of international 
financial and economic crisis, and a different distribution of power and capabilities 
globally and at transatlantic level, moving the centre of gravity of global affairs from 
Atlantic to Asia-Pacific. In this general context, there are also a set of issues related to 
Deterrence, WMD and conventional weapons that will surely influence on the present 
and future conception of NATO policies and roles. Thus, the NATO Lisbon summit 
launched a Deterrence and Defense Posture Review (DDPR) seeking to establish, among 
others issues, the appropriate mix of conventional, nuclear and missile defense forces for 
the Alliance48.  

Moreover, despite a general context of economic crisis, favouring tight defense budgets 
and policies of reduced defense procurement, a more competitive and conflictive 
international system, above all in some regional scenarios, will probably and 
paradoxically, create, among other developments, pressures and incentives for arms races 
and trends for nuclear forces building-ups and modernization. This will set up a situation 
not favouring a general environment of disarmament and non proliferation policies, and 
even in an Alliance’s “nuclear disarmament-friendly” posture49, enhancing high-tech 
conventional weapons modernization and superiority by NATO countries could 
encourage other states to seek “asymmetrical” responses and capabilities: for instance, 

                                                 
47 This point is based on my presentation “Deterrence, China, Space: NATO’s Last Frontier?” . Panel 
Perspectives from Next Generations. May 6, 2011. Seminar “Adapting NATO’s Deterrence Posture: the 
Alliance’s New Strategic Concept and Its Implications for Nuclear Policy, Non Proliferation, Arms Control and 
Disarmament”. US DTRA-NATO Nuclear Policy Planning Directorate-Estonian Ministry of Defense.Tallin, 4-
6 May 2011.  

48 For a review of the issues to be addressed by the DDPR See Yost, David. "Adapting NATO's Deterrence Posture: 
The Alliance's New Strategic Concept and Implications for Nuclear Policy, Non-Proliferation, Arms Control, 
and Disarmament". Workshop report. Tallin, 4-6 May 2011.   
http://www.ndc.nato.int/news/current_news.php?icode=299 
49 Among others documents see Remarks by President Barack Obama In Prague,Czech Republic, April 5, 2009. 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the_press_office/Remarks-By-President-Barack-Obama-In-Prague-As-Delivered/; 
Strategic Concept For the Defence and Security of The Members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, 
adopted by Heads of State and Government in Lisbon, Active Engagement, Modern Defence, par. 17, 19, 26; non-
paper from Norway, Poland, Germany, and the Netherlands, supported by Belgium, the Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Iceland, Luxemburg and Slovenia. 11 April 2011.   
http://www.fas.org/programs/ssp/nukes/nuclearweapons/nato-nonpaper 041411.pdf  
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increasing confidence on conventional based capabilities in the US NPR 2010 and plans 
to modernizing US long range conventional strike capabilities (new SSN Virginia class 
submarine, next generation bomber, new joint cruise missile or even the conventional 
Prompt Global Strike plan). Thus, differences in the content and use of Deterrence by 
several actors will also increase the problematic of communication in crisis; space 
systems will create a deterrence of their own while competing with other forms of 
deterrence (nuclear and conventional). In any case, there are developments in some states 
as the Popular Republic of China and India toward the creation of nuclear triads and 
possible changes in doctrines that will allow real first strike capabilities; trends in the 
general or perceived security environment for states as Iran, Pakistan or Israel that rise 
the role of nuclear forces to face security threats, or the creation of policies to balance 
conventional weakness with increasing confidence in tactical nuclear weapons as the 
Russia’s case50.  

These developments toward this renovated confidence in nuclear forces will also create 
an increasing complex crisis environment in a process of a “robotization” of the 
battlefields, which probably reduce incentives for the limitation of escalation: small, 
highly accurate and lethal weapons may encourage offensive uses; deterrence would be 
weakened if strategic forces could be attacked by non-nuclear means such as stealthy, 
precision guided weapons or miniaturized systems covertly infiltrated in advance of an 
attack; autonomous systems of confronting powers operating at close mutual range at sea 
or in space would need to detect and react quickly to any attack, creating potentials for 
accidental war and uncontrolled escalation.  

Spain and Italy: similarities and differences as NA TO allies and 
Mediterranean powers.  

Taking into account these current and possible strategic and military trends, some NATO 
allies have responded differently to these challenges. Spain and Italy, as NATO 
Mediterranean powers face very distinctively these problems because of their own vital 
national interests and as NNWS (Non-Nuclear Weapons State) and Nuclear Weapons 
“host state” respectively. Domestically, with Romania (56%), Italy (53%), and Spain 
(52%)51 are the European countries that are the most intense supporters of closer ties with 
the United States (but only pluralities of EU respondents (42%), and Americans (45%) 
agreed that the partnership in security and diplomatic affairs between the United States 
and the EU should become closer). But Spain, even having an increase in the support for 
NATO, is the European society least favourable to the Alliance.52  

Spain has to deal with a very specific domestic landscape. That historical background, the 
low profile of foreign and defense issues in domestic politics, and certain surviving trends 

                                                 
50 Moreover, from Russia’s point of view, given the disappointing lack of progress over missile defense in recent 
months, and with Presidential elections on the horizon in both Russia and the United States, Russia will have no 
incentives to agree on any nuclear arms control deals for some time. See Lindborg, Chris. “NATO deterrence 
and defense, and divisions over tactical nuclear weapons”. June 8-9 Brussels. http://www.basicint.org/news/2011/nato-
deterrence-and-defense-and-divisions- over-tactical-nuclear-weapons-june-8-9-brussels  
51 See Transatlantic Trends 2010. German Marshall Fund, the Compagnia di San Paolo, with additional support 
from Fundação Luso-Americana, Fundación BBVA, and the Tipping Point Foundation p. 18. 
52 See Transatlantic Trends 2008. German Marshall Fund, the Compagnia di San Paolo, with additional support 
from Fundação Luso-Americana, Fundación BBVA, and the Tipping Point Foundation p.13. 
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to opacity and secrecy in this realm could explain the continuing reluctance of Spanish 
Governments to open public discussions on security and nuclear issues53. However, Italy 
has shown a high degree of consistency throughout almost five decades of relatively 
unstable government on nuclear policy. Nuclear weapons have been seen as instrumental 
to achieving a series of related domestic and international objectives: international 
prestige and status, participation in the ‘circles of power’, and strengthening Italy’s 
relationship. Domestically their deployment was used in the early years to ensure the 
Italian Communist Party remained in opposition54.  

NATO nuclear deterrence and the Spanish Paradox: vi tal interests and 
Spanish security goals vs. Alliance commitments and  future 
requirements. 

The Strategic Defense Review of 2002 (2002 SDR)55 and the NDD 2000 were the 
responses to the changing international environment after the end of the Cold War. 
However, scarce resources and the real defense and security requirements of Spain and its 
armed forces will probably create difficulties in the path to adaptation to the new security 
environment, the enhancement of Spanish capabilities to operate jointly with NATO and 
European Allies and the requirements of the 2010 NATO Strategic Concept. Moreover, 
the new Socialist governments since 2004 have put more emphasis on seeing this process 
as a mechanism for a progressive “Europeanization” of security and defense. But, 
paradoxically, Spain has been trying to strengthen its posture internationally and 
reinforcing its position in the Balearic Islands-Gibraltar Strait-Canary Islands Axis 
through the renewal of the US-Spain Defense and Cooperation Agreement of 1988, 
modified in 2002.56 At the same time, Spain introduced ambiguity as a deterrence 
mechanism through article 11.2 of the US-Spain Defense Agreement. This article left to 
the Spanish government the decision to install, store or introduce nuclear weapons or 
other non-conventional weapons in Spanish territory.57 Successive Spanish governments, 
after Spanish military integration in NATO, seek a closer relationship with the United 
States, reversing a policy of reducing Spanish dependence, carried out ever since the 
Franco years. Even Spanish Prime Minister Zapatero located for the first time for a 
Socialist government transatlantic relations second only after Europe in Spanish foreign 
policy priorities58. This was probably due to new assessments of strategic requirements 

                                                 
53 For the historical and political domestic background of the Spanish Security policy see Garcia Cantalapiedra, 
David. “Spain, Burden-Sharing, and NATO Deterrence Policy”. Strategic Insights, Volume VIII, Issue 4 (September 
2009). Center for Contemporary Conflicts. Naval Postgraduate School; this article also further develops some of 
the arguments presented in this analysis. 
54 See Leopoldo Nuti, La Sfida Nucleare, La politica estera italiana e le armi atomiche 1945-1991, Il Mulino, 
2007 
55 Strategic Defense Review. Ministerio de Defensa. Secretaría General Técnica, 2003. Madrid. http://www.mde.es/ 
descarga/RED_Ingles_vol_1.pdf 
56 The Spanish government mainly offered during the review of the 1988 US-Spain Defense and Cooperation 
Agreement in 2002 the enlargement of the Rota Naval Station and the use of Moron Air base and to allow US 
Navy and US Air Force information services to operate in Spain under the supervision of national authorities. 
This last point was developed by an agreement between Spain and the United States in April 2007. 
57 Article 11.2 repeats word for word Article 4 of the 1988 US-Spain Defense Agreement. This article does not 
take into account the second point of the 1986 NATO referendum. 
58 See Spanish Prime Minister Jose Luis Rodriguez Zapatero. “En interés de España: una política exterior 
comprometida”. Address at the Museo del Prado. June 16, 2008. p. 9. ARI. Real Instituto Elcano. June, 17, 2008. 
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after the 9/11 but also because a perceived lost of weight in international affairs and 
within the European Union. It appears that the Spanish government valued the viability of 
NATO collective defense to assure Spanish vital interests (for instance, territorial 
sovereignty in Ceuta and Melilla), and, in this vein, regarded NATO nuclear deterrence 
strategy as useful to Spanish security and defense interests, taking into account their 
efforts to reinforce the Spanish position through a renewed US-Spain Defense 
Agreement.  

The 2008 National Defense Directive and the 2009 Defense Policy Directive establish the 
threats to Spanish security: terrorism, organized crime and the proliferation of weapons of 
mass destruction. Both also include a set of security risks as failed, weak or fragile States 
and regional conflicts; the fight for access to basic resources; climate change, disasters, 
and cyberspace. However, Spain has more pressing and perceived threats as immigration 
and terrorism in a problematic framework of economic crisis and scarce resources, and a 
set of main problems rests in the lack of a National Security Strategy and a clear national 
security decision making structure and procedures. This has made difficult to really 
define vital and strategic interests and planning. In this vein, the 2009 Defense Policy 
Directive was intended to set up this process, and finally last 30 of May was presented 
the strategy document elaborated by a team directed by Javier Solana, former NATO 
Secretary-General and former EU High Representative for Foreign Policy59. Among other 
proposals, the strategy establishes the creation of a National Security Council, a decision 
making interagency procedures, and an assessment on future scenarios and threats. Still, 
the document reinforces the threats assessment seen above and the strategic goals of the 
2008 NDD and 2009 DPD related to the Canary Islands-Gibraltar Strait-Balearic Islands 
Axis and even the unilateral defense of Ceuta and Melilla. Spanish security interests, 
domestic politics and social and historical context described above hardly allow 
establishing other policy alternatives. Finally, apart from the article 11.2 of the US-Spain 
Defense Agreement, it can be found some developments about nuclear deterrence, 
nuclear weapons and missile defense in the Spanish security strategy in which Spain 
support the efforts for a missile defense system, and “assume the NATO doctrine on how 
to harmonize a minimum nuclear deterrence with disarmament commitments”.60 

Thus, Spain maintains its NATO commitments, including its support for NATO nuclear 
deterrence policy (including its membership in the Nuclear Planning Group) and 
deployments and operations in the Mediterranean, Bosnia and Afghanistan. From the last 
NDD, DPD and National Security Strategy can be drawn a Spanish position favouring, in 
the current Alliance debate on Deterrence and Defense Posture Review, a possible 
nuclear weapons disarmament regarding US tactical nuclear weapons in Europe61, and a 
definition of Alliance’s deterrence and defense policies that complement and reinforce 

                                                 
59 In December 2009 the Spanish Council of Ministers instructed Javier Solana, the creation of a Spanish 
Security Strategy (ESS), a document which, in essence, set the main priorities of our country to the risks and 
threats in the security field, for much of the second decade of the century. On June 24, after the 2010 NATO 
Strategic Concept, finally the Spanish Security Strategy has been approved by Spanish Government. It can be 
reached at   
http://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/RecursosInteres/Nacional/EstrategiaEspanolaSeguridad_junio2011.pdf 
60 See Spanish Security Strategy, p. 61-63, especially p. 62. 
61 See in this regard the opening of this debate by October 2009 coalition agreement of the CDU-CSU/FDP 
government in Germany, regarding to the removal of US nuclear weapons. 
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the objectives regarding arms control, disarmament and non-proliferation62. In this vein, 
Spain would clearly favour a reduced reliance in nuclear weapons for Deterrence in the 
appropriate mix of nuclear and conventional capabilities and missile defense63. But the 
pursuit of an expeditionary capacity reduces further the scarce resources of the Spanish 
military forces for defending Spanish vital interests (above all, in terms of territorial 
integrity)64. For instance, the Balearic Islands-Gibraltar Strait-Canary Islands Axis is a 
Spanish vital defense objective, including Ceuta and Melilla in North Africa; but Spain 
has limited resources to fully cover this area, maintaining meanwhile a sustained effort to 
conduct a force transformation process. Spain may be reducing its presence in an area of 
vital interests in order to address NATO burden-sharing issues while there may not be 
real sensitivity within the Atlantic Alliance about the importance of protecting these 
Spanish interests. To certain point, Spain has interests and priorities different from those 
of the North Atlantic Council in Brussels65. 

Italy’s Ambiguity on the future of NATO nuclear Det errence. 

For Italy, participation in NATO implies a whole set of interests: NATO continues to 
offer privileged access to the United States; it is also the key guarantor of stability in an 
area which is absolutely fundamental for Italian security such as the Balkans: this was 
vital when the crises NATO mostly focused on were in the Balkans, which is in Italy’s 
immediate vicinity; NATO membership is a strong asset in Italy's relations with two key 
partners, Russia and Turkey. Finally, it offers standardization of Italian armed forces and 
upgrading military capabilities. These are mainly the political and strategic considerations 
for NATO’s relevance to Italy's security interests. NATO also provides a protection from 
security threats: terrorism, WMD proliferation, piracy, cyber security maritime security 
threats and regional crises66. From the nuclear deterrence’s point of view, Italy aims to 
preserve a credible deterrent capability in NATO and maintaining its responsibilities 
towards allies, reaffirming that the government understands this issue is susceptible to 
have ramifications on Alliance’s solidarity and cohesion.67 Addressing the North Atlantic 
Council, the President of the Republic Giorgio Napolitano stated that “while deterrence 
still plays a fundamental role in preventing nuclear wars, NATO should consider how to 

                                                 
62 North Atlantic Council. Active Engagement, Modern Defense: Strategic Concept for the Defense and Security 
of the Members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. November 19, 2010. par. 26. 
63 In this vein, there is a future carrier project, the Carlos III R-21, similar in design to the new French Carriers. 
Spanish Navy has defensive and offensive capacity that serves national defense and multilateral operations 
through the Principe de Asturias carrier group, 4-6 Aegis Frigates F-100 with missile defense capability, and the 
future S-80 attack submarines, both armed with conventional Tomahawk cruise missiles with land attack 
capabilities. Moreover, the Spanish Air Force has also obtained cruise missile capacity, buying 100 German-
designed Taurus cruise missiles for the F-18 and the Eurofighter EF-2000 Typhoon.  
64 However, Spain has limited expeditionary capabilities, with no attack helicopters and no long-range strategic 
sea and airlift. The Spanish Armed Forces are waiting for Tiger attack helicopters, the Strategic Airlift Airbus A-
400 and a Strategic Projection Ship, the Juan Carlos I (L-61), a strategic lift ship, similar to the US LHD Wasp 
class, which could be also used as a carrier (30 planes and helicopters) thanks to a ski-jump. 
65 For example, one might note the absence of NATO collective defense in the case of Ceuta and Melilla (both of 
these Spanish cities are in North Africa, outside of the area covered by the North Atlantic Treaty). 
66 For a review of the Italian position before the 2010 NATO Strategic Concept, see Alcaro, Ricardo. “The 
Italian Government and. NATO's New Strategic Concept”. Istituto Affari Internazionali. Documenti IAI 1012. 
http://www.iai.it/pdf/DocIAI/iai1012.pdf 
67 Alcaro, p. 3. 
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contribute to the nuclear-free world goal of President Obama's Prague speech”68. Small, 
well-thought, concrete and concerted steps can go a long way in creating momentum 
toward the final goal. But at the same time, for the Italian government, the value of US 
tactical nuclear weapons has been in representing Alliance cohesion and in the coupling 
of U.S. commitments to Europe: “the risk and responsibility sharing is fundamental to 
Italian authorities and to the understanding they have of Alliance cohesion”69. In this 
respect, NATO has long been considered the first security provider, followed by the EU, 
with a kind of guarantee for territorial integrity than the Italian armed forces would ever 
be able to provide alone70. Then Italy has a strong interest in keeping NATO strong and 
united, with responsibilities shared amongst allies. This burden sharing has a long 
history, and Italian authorities fear that by removing the nuclear element this guarantee 
may somehow be weakened. The Italian government is also against any significant 
change, at least in the short term, in the deployment of US tactical or sub-strategic 
nuclear weapons in Europe, not least because it thinks that they continue to provide some 
leverage on Russia, but locking U.S. TNW into negotiations with Russia presents a 
certain degree of complications, first and foremost because Russia sees few incentives to 
negotiate its TNW away. Italy was concerned about Germany and the Benelux countries’ 
intentions on this issue71. What the government in Rome fears was not that Germany may 
decide to remove the bombs from its territory at once, as it trusts that Berlin would not 
act unilaterally. The Italian leadership was worried that the German government could 
fail to take a decision on the upgrading of the delivery systems which would extend their 
life beyond 2020, already happened with the DCA Tornado. This might produce pressure 
to move the arms to other NATO member states. Even though there is currently an 
understanding that NATO's tactical nuclear weapons should not be transferred to other 
members, this could change. Since the only allies possibly willing to accept those 
weapons are in Eastern Europe, where countries once under Soviet rule continue to feel 
threatened by Russia, a development of this sort would risk provoking a serious 
escalation with the Kremlin. Italy is very conservative on this specific issue and as such is 
in tune with the report, with the exception of the line which hints at the possibility of the 
geographical redistribution of tactical nuclear weapons (if this means redistribution inside 
Europe and not return to the US)72. 

Some conclusions  

Both countries, although due to different reasons, see transatlantic solidarity, Alliance 
cohesion and bilateral relations with the United States as vital interests and main goals in 
their foreign and security policy. Although the Spanish government has put emphasis 
since 2004 on supporting the enhancement of Spanish capabilities to operate jointly with 
NATO and European Allies as a mechanism for a progressive “Europeanization” of 

                                                 
68 Spagnuolo, Laura. “Italy's Tactical Nuclear Weapons”. BASIC., May 20, 2011. p. 5.  
69 Spagnuolo, p. 6. 
70 In this regard see Garcia Cantalapiedra, David. “La Política de Seguridad y Defensa, y la seguridad Nacional 
de los Estados Miembros de la Unión: un Jano problemático”. Cuadernos Constitucionales. Nº 41, 2004. p. 81-
96. 
71 Non-paper from Norway, Poland, Germany, and the Netherlands, supported by Belgium, the Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Iceland, Luxemburg and Slovenia. 11 April 2011. http://www.fas.org/programs/ssp/nukes/nuclearweapons/ 
nato-nonpaper041411.pdf  
72 Alcaro, p. 7. 



PERSPECTIVES ON NATO  NUCLEAR POLICY  
ÉTUDES & DEBATS N° 03/2011 

 

 
  

 

F O N D A T I O N  pour la R E C H E R C H E  S T R A T É G I Q U E  51 

security and defense, according to the NDD 2008, “The Atlantic Alliance is still the basis 
of the collective defence of its members. Therefore, the final objective of a European 
defence developed by the European Union itself should be designed as a reinforcement of 
transatlantic relations. But, the security of Spain is also linked to the security of the 
Mediterranean area, and for this reason it is crucial to have the Mediterranean become an 
area of peace, stability and shared prosperity”73. This posture currently would highlight 
the problems for Spain in an intra-NATO bargaining context about the future role of 
NATO nuclear deterrence and the composition of the “appropriate mix of nuclear, 
conventional capabilities and missile defense” for NATO deterrence requirements. Spain, 
although supporting the debate on DDPR, would probably not rise the issue, maintaining 
a second row position, not choosing side if this would mean a split in the Alliance. Spain 
will support deterrence by means other than nuclear weapons, or by all means in NATO 
putting greater emphasis on the means other than nuclear weapons. After the approbation 
of the Spanish National Security Strategy, this position has been reinforced because the 
document establishes the support of a zero nuclear position, (following US policy) 
although from a realist point of view, recognizing the difficulties to achieve that situation, 
even through non proliferation and disarmament policies, due to different developments 
in regional scenarios. Here lays the Spanish paradox: Spain might not find enough 
benefits in burden-sharing in NATO nuclear deterrence policy in the future if there is no 
response for Spanish vital interests. Spain would try to sustain its burden-sharing 
responsibilities in NATO but might be unable to defend its vital interests.  

Transatlantic solidarity, Alliance cohesion and Russia are the main considerations 
preoccupying Italian policy makers when it comes to TNW policy and explain Italy’s 
particularly cautious approach. Whilst recognizing that TNW today have no military 
value, Italy appreciates their political dimensions and, in more utilitarian terms, believes 
they should be used in negotiation with Russia. At the same time however, Italy, as 
Spain, has expressed commitment to the Zero nuclear vision, supporting disarmament 
process, and in this vein, would support the reduction of TNW on the European territory 
with the view of their final elimination. But Italy is caught in a fundamental ambiguity: 
“'whilst in official statements Italy is in favour of removal, the emphasis that has been put 
by Italian officials on the need for a collegial decision inside NATO, indicates a very 
serious ambiguity insofar as submitting any initiative to a will (within NATO) that 
simply is not there. This means de facto to be against removing TNW."74 Italy may in the 
end decide to accommodate U.S. preferences, as Italian governments have traditionally 
made, reflecting a bipartisan consensus on the primacy of Italy’s relationship with 
Washington. 

 

                                                 
73 NDD 2008, p. 5. 
74 More cautious on this point a senior MFA official who captured Italy’s position in one sentence by saying that 
Italy is “neither in favor nor against [the removal of TNW]” adding that “any fundamental shift will depend on 
the U.S.” Spagnuolo, p. 7. 


