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► Despite strong and profound current divisions, in the wake of new sanctions imposed on the 

Russian Federation by an ever more openly conflicting Congress with President Trump, both the 

United States and the Russian Federation are preparing to resume dialogue on strategic stability. 

Secretary of State Tillerson and Russian Foreign Minister Lavrov seem to agree, at least in principle, 

on the need to confront together major nuclear issues. Like other times in the past, such talks will be 

an important opportunity to overcome the difficulties characterizing the bilateral relationship in the 

last ten years. 

The status of the strategic Russian-American nuclear dimension 

 

Strategic nuclear relations between the Russian Federation and the United States rely 

essentially on four pillars. At last one of these four pillars was put into practice before the Cold War 

became a memory as a consequence of the Soviet Union's decision to consent to Germany's 

reunification within NATO in July 1991. The first of these four pillars is the Intermediate Range Missile 

Treaty (INF) signed in December 1987 by then President Reagan and by the latest secretary general 

of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, Gorbachev. That treaty led to the elimination of every 

ballistic and ground based cruise missile, equipped with a nuclear or with a conventional war head, 

having a range of between five hundred and five thousand and five hundred kilometers by 1991.  

The other three pillars of this very peculiar relationship are the Open Skies Treaty of 1992 (OST), 

the Treaty of Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) and the New Strategic Weapon 

Reduction Treaty (START 2010). 

Recently, the Obama administration accused the Russian Federation of directly violating the 

INF experimenting and deploying a new ground based cruise missile (GLCM). The Russian 

Federation has rejected any charges, arguing instead that the United States is in breach of that 

agreement. Although strong and widespread are doubts about the effectiveness of a treaty that 

excludes any intermediate missiles launched from the sea or from the air, respect for this and for 

any other treaty is an important goal for itself. From this point of view, it is very interesting to stress 

how, according the United States, the Russian Federation began experimenting cruise missile that 

did not conform to this treaty already in 2008, that is several years before that Ukrainian crisis that 

culminated in the Crimea annexation. 

The Obama administration has developed a response to the alleged violation of the INF by the 

Russian Federation, but the Congress has always pushed for a much more incisive action. Since 

2011, the Obama administration has tried to bring the Russian Federation back into compliance with 

the INF treaty by imposing a package of economic measures. At the same time, the Obama 

administration has also projected an increase in the availability of anti cruise missiles defense 

systems and an enhancement of the national and allied depth attack capabilities. By doing so, while 

officially intent on preserving the INF, the Obama administration has, however, offered a number of 

options that are not in line with that treaty, betray a certain disposition on the part of the United States 

of overcoming such treaty. For the Obama administration the violation of the INF by the Russian 

Federation constitutes an aggressive behavior that prevents the United States from focusing 

exclusively on the fate of INF. The National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2018 (NDAA 

2018) authorize the founding of a series of programs designed to develop a new mobile cruise missile 

with a range that is clearly incompatible with the requirements of the INF treaty. The bill, as endorsed 

by the House, also includes a provision according to which if the Russian Federation violates the 
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INF, fifteen months after the bill final approval the prohibitions established by that treaty will no longer 

be binding on the United States. 

As with START 2010, the issue posed by the future of INF is fueling a heated debate. Many, 

both inside and outside the federal government believe that the Russian Federation, far from 

returning to full compliance with the treaty, might respond to the U.S. plan for a new GLCM 

denouncing the INF. Next, it could deploy new ground based intermediate range missiles much faster 

than the United States could ever do. At least as much as it is known, the development of a new 

GLCM does not respond to a particular strategic demand by the Department of Defense, also 

because the United States has a large number of air and sea weapons systems capable of 

threatening every kind targets. In addition, NATO has long renounced the deployment of GLCM 

within its territory. Pushing the Atlantic Alliance back in that direction could turn out to be a truly 

divisive policy, which would benefit only the Russian Federation. However, the possibility that the 

US withdraw from the INF on the basis of a bill issued by the Congress has raised hard doubts about 

the constitutionality of such a decision. 

Signed in 1992 and entered into force ten years later, in 2002, the OS treaty aims to increase 

confidence and transparency on the military activities of all the countries involved, enabling unarmed 

air reconnaissance flights across the territory of its participants in order to allow a full collection of 

information. According to this treaty, all parties have the same number of yearly flights and must 

share the information collected this way to all other member countries. 

According to some republican lawmakers, the reconnaissance flights carried out by the 

Russians on U.S. territory, although provided for by the treaty, are now the equivalent of a real 

espionage mission, giving the high quality level achieved by deployed detection instruments. As a 

result, the NDAA 2018 annuls any U.S. reconnaissance flights scheduled under the OS treaty for 

the next five years, pending Defense Department and Intelligence Community revision of the treaty 

terms. Counter intuitively, the NDDA 2018 is also intended to block funding for the Defense 

Department's acquisition of more effective and timely reconnaissance tools by the United States. 

Yet, the OS treaty has contributed significantly to the security and stability of the entire 

transatlantic community. So far, U.S. and other Atlantic Alliance countries flights over Ukraine and 

Western Russia, all through the Ukrainian crisis, allowed the gathering of politically valuable 

information. However, what appears to be less and less in the interest of an increasingly large 

number of U.S. congressmen is the sharing of such data with other member countries. Sharing that 

information is now believed detrimental to U.S. national security. 

The United States contributes nearly a quarter of the annual CTBTO budget. Adopted by the 

United Nations for more than twenty years now, the CTBT has not yet come into force due to the 

lack of the minimum number of ratifications provided for in the text of the treaty itself. In April 2017, 

at the G-7 Summit, secretary of State Tillerson joined other foreign ministers in support of nowadays 

validity of CTBTO. It is no by mistake that the Trump administration budget request for the 2018 

fiscal year establishes the volume of the U.S. financial contribution to the CTBTO at approximately 

the same level as that of the Obama administration. However, the NDAA 2018 prohibits funding for 

the CTBTO and asks the Congress to declare that the recent United Nations Security Council 

resolution 2310 of 2016, reaffirming the importance of CTBT ratification, does not oblige the United 

States to refrain from any action contrary to the object and purpose of that treaty. 

The support provided by the Trump administration to CTBTO is explained by the capability 

provided by this organization to detect information. Such capabilities complement U.S. intelligence 

capabilities for detecting and estimating any nuclear test. Any reduction in U.S. funding would have 

a negative impact on CTBTO's ability to operate and maintain its many nuclear monitoring stations 

active around the globe. The CTBTO is perceived as a relatively neutral source of information.  
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As such, it is believed that it can help in mobilizing the international community against any country 

involved in experimenting with new nuclear weapons. The Congress decision should not lead to a 

general reduction in funding for CTBTO, but it is believed that it might end up pushing several 

member states to retain data acquired by the monitoring stations located within their territory, thus 

compromising the capabilities of the organization to detect new nuclear tests. 

In arguing that the United States is not required to comply with the obligations of the CTBTO, 

Congress seems to go far beyond the Trump administration's chosen position, signaling to other 

CTBTO signatories that the U.S. might soon renounce its commitment to a global and verifiable ban 

on nuclear tests, perhaps because interested in the experimentation of new nuclear weapons. 

START 2010 requires the United States and the Russian Federation to reduce by 2018 the 

number of strategic nuclear forces deployed by each of these two countries to no more than one 

thousand and five hundred and fifty warheads and seven hundreds delivery systems, including 

ground based intercontinental ballistic missiles, intercontinental ballistic missiles based on 

submarines and long range strategic bombers. In addition, START 2010 provides valuable tools for 

controlling both signatories military equipment, something that helps a lot any strategic planning 

process, greatly increasing the level of reciprocal predictability. In accordance with START 2010, the 

two countries are free from any security obligations from 2021 unless, as provided for in the Treaty, 

they do not decide for a five year extension. 

So far both parties are implementing the agreement and there are no reasons to believe they 

do not intend to continue doing so. The Russian Federation has already shown its interest in 

launching the new talks with the United States needed to extend START 2010, but Trump's 

administration has still not really responded to these openings. However, in the January phone call 

with the president of the Russian Federation Putin, president Trump quickly rejected the idea of an 

extension. Apparently, president Trump first interrupted the phone call to ask for information on the 

treaty then said it was against that agreement. 

Not long before, former undersecretary of State for international security and non proliferation 

Countryman had raised the possibility of extending the treaty with his Russian counterpart, deputy 

foreign minister Ryabkov. In any case, Countryman was suddenly removed from that position just at 

the end of January as he was on his way to a conference on nuclear weapons to be held in Rome. 

In addition, the NDAA 2018 banned the use of any financial resources to extend START 2010 as 

long as the Russian Federation did not return to the full comply of INF. 

Both before and after his inauguration, president Trump expressed contradictorily about the 

future of U.S. nuclear arsenal. In his words he denounced START 2010, which he called "Start Up" 

in a presidential debate last October and incorrectly stating that the agreement allowed the Russian 

Federation to produce new nuclear warheads while forbidding the United States to do the same. 

Shortly after his election victory, President Trump later explained that the United States should 

expand its nuclear capabilities into a new arms race. However, in another interview shortly before 

the inauguration, President Trump forecasted new and deep cuts in bilateral nuclear arsenals, 

possibly linking them to a diminution of sanctioning pressure on the Russian Federation. 

Although START 2010, in a striking difference with similar treaty of the past, has been ratified 

by the Senate, and has always had the approval of the U.S. military system, including the last seven 

commanders of the U.S. nuclear forces, it has never really satisfied those radical members of the 

republican party that most bear a political resemblance to the new president. On the other hand, the 

reasons given in favor of the extension of START 2010 are many and, of course, are not explained 

exclusively in strategic merit. The progressive deterioration of relations between the United States 

and the Russian Federation makes START 2010 much more important today than it was at the time 

of its signing.  
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Consequently, strong controversy has fueled the opportunity to connect its extension to the return of 

the Russian Federation to compliance with INF. In the absence of a START 2010 extension, both 

strategic nuclear forces will no longer have any limits for the first time since the early Seventies. 

 

Analysis, assessments, and forecasts 

Nuclear arms control has not notably surfaced as an important issue in the first year of the 

Trump administration, and this is no surprise. As a result, the most probable outcome in this field is 

the perpetuation of present treaties. For what concerns multilateral nuclear agreements, the prospect 

of new important steps ahead seems quite low. From all exterior manifestation, the Trump 

administration is not likely to look for new development on the Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban 

Treaty, signed by the United States but never ratified. Even more unlikely is the possibility of a 

diplomatic agreement aimed at halting the production of the fissile material needed to build nuclear 

weapons. In addition, the Trump administration has always been very unambiguous in its disregard 

for the Nuclear Weapons Ban Treaty, which is now open for signatures after being agreed last 

summer at the United Nations. 

In this age of great difficulty in relations between the Russian Federation and the United States, 

cooperation in the field of armaments control has not fallen down, as in the case of START 2010. 

However, it is equally true that there is currently no dialogue on what these two countries can ever 

do to reduce the risk posed by nuclear weapons. Given that president Trump has repeatedly said 

that all nuclear arsenals should be significantly reduced, but at the same time he has also promised 

to strengthen and expand U.S. nuclear capabilities, it remains to be seen how the United States will 

face this issue in the near future. Meanwhile, the Trump Administration has launched a new review 

of the size and policy of use of the U.S. nuclear arsenal, which should result in a new important 

strategic document by the end of the year. 

The Obama administration has engaged the United States on an expensive upgrading project 

of some of its nuclear capabilities. It is an effort that will last for many years to come. At least for the 

moment, it seems that the Trump administration is in addition taking into consideration the increase 

of the numbers of nuclear warheads and delivery systems further more than established by earlier 

plans. However, the nuclear posture review in progress since the first half of the year may bring 

surprises. Every president since the end of the Second World War has left his mark on the U.S. 

nuclear forces. In the last Nuclear Posture Review, released almost eight years ago, the Obama 

administration came very close to issue a no first use pledge. In other words, the Obama 

administration almost made official policy of the United States that nuclear weapons would be 

employed only in reaction to a nuclear attack but not in asymmetric scenarios, like in response of a 

conventional attack or in case of use of biological or chemical weapons. No wonder that the 2010 

Nuclear Posture Review is best known for the importance given on the prospect that deterrence 

could be fulfilling also without nuclear weapons. It is very improbable that president Trump will 

continue in the direction undertaken by his direct predecessor. What is to be expected by the Trump 

administration is that the new U.S. nuclear posture will mark a sound come back to the prominence 

on nuclear weapons. 

 

 

 


