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At the end of the week, National Security Advi-
sor Jim Jones, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
Admiral Mike Mullen, and Undersecretary of State
for Arms Control and International Security Affairs
Ellen Tauscher will travel to Moscow to try to con-
clude negotiations for the successor to the Strategic
Arms Reduction Treaty (START). 

Unfortunately, it is clear that the successor
treaty—now two months overdue—will not ade-
quately address verification, nuclear modernization,
and the missile defense needs of the United States
and will compromise U.S. national security. Presi-
dent Barack Obama’s haste to conclude the treaty
and make progress on the “road to zero” (a world
without nuclear weapons) is damaging the arms
control process. The U.S. needs a different strategy.

Uncharted Waters. The U.S. is now in
uncharted waters. The Obama Administration
failed to meet its deadline to complete the START
follow-on treaty by December 5. This resulted
from a far too ambitious agenda and an unrealistic
deadline. A better agenda would have included the
negotiation of a protocol on verification and trans-
parency to the 2002 Strategic Offensive Reductions
Treaty, or the Moscow Treaty, which remains in
force until 2012. Instead, the Administration
focused the first half of last year on negotiating a
“joint understanding” for reductions in each side’s
strategic arsenal. 

Before START expired on December 5, Moscow
and Washington issued a short statement saying
that in order to “support strategic stability,” the U.S.

and the Russian Federation pledge to “work
together in the spirit of the START Treaty.” Yet
because the treaty and its verification and transpar-
ency provisions have expired, this pledge has no
legal standing. 

The situation is particularly troublesome consid-
ering the U.S. Senate’s “advice and consent” role in
the making of treaties and that it could be months
before a successor treaty is ratified. For instance, it
took 429 days to ratify the 1991 START agreement
after it was submitted to the Senate. Any attempt by
the Administration to honor selective provisions of
the treaty would be to uphold a provision where no
legal obligation exists. This would also circumvent
the role of the U.S. Senate. 

By focusing intently on the reduction in each
nation’s strategic arsenal, the U.S. has lost some
negotiating ground on the issue of verification. For
example, when the treaty expired the U.S. had to
abandon a monitoring station for Russian weapons
at the entry and exit portals in Votkinsk, Russia. By
agreeing to leave this station, the U.S. will be unable
to monitor the production of Russia’s highly desta-
bilizing RS-24 mobile multi-warhead interconti-
nental ballistic missile (ICBMs). Open sources
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indicate that this missile will be the mainstay of Rus-
sian strategic forces by 2016.1 

Additionally, Undersecretary Tauscher has stated
that Russia has not accepted a U.S. proposal for
exchanging technical data on offensive-missile tests.
Sharing such data under START encouraged confi-
dence on both sides and reduced uncertainty over
the capabilities of each nation’s nuclear weapons.
With the expulsion from the Votkinsk monitoring
plant, the Russians appear to be using the START
follow-on treaty as a means to codify a lower stan-
dard of verification.2

Lawmakers are concerned about potential con-
cessions that might be linked directly or indirectly
to the new treaty. According to the Russian press,
Kremlin sources are saying that Moscow feels it has
the upper hand in the negotiations because the fol-
low-on treaty is perceived as more important to the
U.S. than Russia.3 The Obama Administration’s
haste to get to zero and concessions to cancel the
Bush-era missile defense site in Europe and exclude
non-strategic weapons from the new treaty appears
to have fueled this perception. Washington’s actions
have emboldened Moscow’s negotiating position.
There are also concerns among lawmakers that the
U.S. will make further concessions.

Nuclear Modernization. On December 16, 41
U.S. Senators voiced their concerns and signed a
letter saying they will oppose the new treaty if it
does not include specific plans for U.S. nuclear
modernization as stipulated in the National Defense
Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2010. The letter
stated: “We don’t believe further reductions can be

in the national security interest of the U.S. in the
absence of a significant program to modernize our
nuclear deterrent.”4 The high number of Senators
opposing the Administration’s concessions calls into
question whether this successor agreement is capa-
ble of garnering the 67-vote supermajority neces-
sary for treaty ratification. 

Some arms control advocates insist that the U.S.
has a robust nuclear modernization program. This
claim is simply inaccurate. Indeed, many Americans
likely believe that the U.S. nuclear arsenal is in top
shape and is not an issue of concern for U.S.
national security. Unfortunately, the truth is that
America’s nuclear infrastructure is rapidly aging, in
deep atrophy, and struggling to maintain its reliabil-
ity and effectiveness. The U.S. is not producing new
nuclear weapons, and its ICBM force is shrinking
and not being modernized. In contrast, Russia and
China are engaged in a major modernization effort. 

Recent statements by Russian President Vladimir
Putin have revealed just how serious Russia is about
nuclear modernization.5 For instance, he linked the
new treaty with missile defense and stated that Rus-
sia must develop new offensive weapons to defeat
U.S. defenses. This comment was not surprising
considering that under Putin, Russia has been
actively modernizing its nuclear arsenal and boost-
ing the role of nuclear weapons in national strategy
and doctrine. 

Russia’s nuclear doctrine stipulates a strong com-
mitment to nuclear modernization, a lower-use
threshold, reliance on first strike, and deployment
of thousands of tactical nuclear weapons prohibited
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by prior U.S.–Russia agreements. It is also signif-
icant that behind this doctrine is a dark threat
perception of the U.S. and NATO. Moreover, of par-
ticular concern is Russia’s commitment to first use
in local conflicts as announced by Russia’s National
Security Council secretary, General Nikolay Patrushev.6

The danger in the current negotiations is that the
new START agreement will not address these issues
in Russia’s nuclear posture adequately, effectively
codifying an adversarial stance toward the U.S. and
its allies. 

START Successor Recommendations. To safe-
guard U.S. interests, the Obama Administration should:

• Move Moscow away from a nuclear posture
based on ability to threaten or intimidate the U.S. 

and its allies and toward a fundamentally more
defensive posture.7

• Submit a plan for the modernization of the
U.S. nuclear weapons complex and arsenal—
a plan that is sufficient to sustain an effective
nuclear arsenal. 

• Ensure that the new treaty is adequately verifi-
able. There is absolutely no rationale for rushing
to sign the treaty if the verification mechanisms
fall by the wayside. 

These are the prerequisites for an acceptable
treaty and the foundation for a new U.S. strategy.
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