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The US withdrawal from the INF treaty and its impacts on Europe 

and the Atlantic Alliance 

 

On 2 August 2019, the US decision announced on 1 February to quit the Intermediate-Range 

Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF treaty), became effective. Signed by the then US President Ronald 

Reagan and the then Secretary general of the Soviet communist party, Mikhail Gorbachev, on 8 

December 1987, and entered into force on 1 June 1988, the treaty bound the parties to destroy all 

their land-based cruise and ballistic missiles with a range between 500 and 5,500 kilometres (300 

to 3,400 miles) by 1 June 1991. In quantitative terms, the treaty has led to the destruction of 2,692 

short- and intermediate-range missiles in three years: 1,846 Soviet and 846 American. The treaty 

was an epochal event also from a symbolic point of view. For the first time, an international 

agreement led to the elimination of a whole category of weapons capable of carrying nuclear 

warheads. In the last years of the Cold War, intermediate range missiles deployed in Europe had 

become a symbol of the US-USSR nuclear confrontation. For this reason, too, European countries 

deeply resented the US decision, despite the justifications provided for it and despite the structural 

limits that marred the treaty itself even at the time of its signing. 

 European doubts started surfacing in October 2018, when the first rumours about the 

US intention started circulating. At that time, it was the German government to voice its fears about 

the potential impact of a decision labelled as «regrettable» and «posing difficult questions for us 

[Germans] and for Europe»1. However, Berlin’s position was not generally accepted. Since some 

time, the eastern NATO allies were expressing their worries about supposed Russian violations of 

the treaty, while, soon after the US announcement, Great Britain expressed its support to 

Washington’s decision pointing out the need to «hammering home a clear message that Russia 

needs to respect the treaty obligation that it signed»2. Russia, on its side, had already assumed 

quite an ambiguous position on the treaty. In 2005, its authorities put forth a possible unilateral 

withdrawal; later, they proposed to the White House (which refused) a joint revocation. Moscow 

also proposed the idea to expand the treaty’s scope at global level, inviting other countries to join 

it; however, since PRC’s opposition to this development is well known, this move has generally 

been regarded as propaganda more than as a real proposal. 

Moscow’s compliance to the INF treaty’s provisions is the main bone of contention. Since 

mid-2000s, rumours have grown about the Russian efforts to circumvent the treaty limits (that 

inhibit the parties from possessing, producing, or flight testing GLCMs with a range capability of 

500 to 5,500 km, or from possessing or producing launchers of such missiles) by developing a new 

weapon system (SSC-8 according to NATO, aka Novator 9M729) that Moscow deems, instead, 

compliant to the provisions. Washington raised the issue for the first time in January 2014, 

providing intelligence data on Russian tests conducted since 2008; at the same time, it informed its 

NATO allies3 that, since July 2018, repeatedly stated their support of the US position. After the 

official announcement of the US withdrawal from the INF treaty, for example, NATO issued a press 

point explicitly supporting the US decision, blaming on Moscow «the sole responsibility for the 

demise of the Treaty» and affirming that, while not intending to start the re-nuclearization of 

                                                           
1  Foreign Minister Maas on the US announcement that it is withdrawing from the INF Treaty, 21 Oct. 2018, 

https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/newsroom/news/maas-inf-treaty/2151874 
2  UK backs Trump withdrawal from Russia nuclear treaty, “The Guardian”, 21 Oct. 2018, 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2018/oct/21/uk-backs-trumps-nuclear-treaty-withdrawal-blames-russia-for-
breakdown 

3  Missile Defense Project, SSC-8 (9M729), Center for Strategic and International Studies Missile Threat Project, 

Washington, DC, 4 Sept. 2019, https://missilethreat.csis.org/missile/ssc-8-novator-9m729. 



Euro/Atlantica (USA-NATO-Partners) 

Osservatorio Strategico 2019– Year XXI issue IV 9 

European security, the Alliance «will respond in a measured and responsible way to the significant 

risks posed by Russia’s SSC-8 system» adopting «a package of measures to ensure NATO’s 

deterrence and defence remains credible and effective»4. 

In several quarters the risk has been remarked that these events could be just the first steps 

of a new nuclear escalation affecting Europe and – potentially – the world. UN Secretary General 

António Guterres, for example, took this stand on the eve of the US withdrawal from the treaty; a 

treaty the Guterres himself, in the same occasion, defined «an invaluable brake on nuclear war»5. 

The main fear is that Washington and Moscow decisions could led on the one hand to a new US-

Russia competition (also with the revamping of old projects put temporarily on the shelf, like the US 

seems willing to do), and fuelled, on the other, nuclear proliferation in theatres until now perceived 

as (relatively) secure, like Asia. Despite the INF treaty formally bound only its contracting parties, it 

was common opinion, in fact, that it projected its shadow also beyond the European borders, 

acting as a moderating force for all the actors who – lacking it – would have freely developed their 

nuclear capabilities. Opposing this vision, those who support the US decision to withdraw from the 

treaty, point out the fact that its existence never prevented, e.g., PRC from proliferating and that – 

quite the contrary – the treaty itself allowed PRC to exploit the constraints that it imposed to the US 

to fill at least part of the gap existing with Washington6. 

In this perspective, it does not surprise the fact that Beijing harshly reacted to the idea that 

new US IRBMs could be deployed in the Asia-Pacific, as US Defence Secretary, Mark Esper, put 

forth soon after the official end of the INF treaty7. However, there are some doubts about the fact 

that this could be a real strategic change. It has been noted that the return of the US intermediate-

range nuclear missiles in the Asia-Pacific theatre will only slightly affect the regional balance, due 

to the disparity of the different forces, the limits of the Chinese nuclear capabilities and the fact that 

hat the US already can deploy in the region the other components of their “triad”8. In the same 

way, in Europe too, it will take some time before the White House decisions could evolve into real 

initiatives. The deployment of a new generation of intermediate-range nuclear missiles depends, 

first of all, from the consent of the European allies and from their willingness to host the launchers 

on their territories; a willingness that cannot be taken for granted due to whet seems their lack of 

activism, the technical problem that the Aegis Ashore anti-missile system is facing and – first of all 

– to what seems to be the «deep-seated reluctance» of the Old Continent «to accept that nuclear 

issues are back on the [international] agenda at all»9. 

                                                           
4  Press point by NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg on the INF Treaty, Brussels, 2 Aug. 2019, 

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_168183.htm?selectedLocale=en. For NATO statements on the INF issue 
see NATO and the INF Treaty, 2 Aug. 2019, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_166100.htm. 

5  J. Borger - D. Sabbagh, Lapse of US-Russia arms treaty will heighten missile threat, says UN, “The Guardian”, 1 
Aug. 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/aug/01/inf-treaty-us-russia-arms-control-to-end. 

6  L. Seligman - R. Gramer, What Does the Demise of the INF Treaty Mean for Nuclear Arms Control?, “Foreign Policy”, 

2 Aug. 2019, https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/08/02/what-does-the-demise-of-the-i-n-f-treaty-mean-for-nuclear-arms-
control-intermediate-nuclear-forces-new-start-strategic-arms-limitation-nonproliferation-trump-russia-arms-control-
explained. 

7  M. Martina, China warns of countermeasures if U.S. puts missiles on its 'doorstep', “Reuters”, 6 Aug. 2019, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-usa-defence/china-warns-of-countermeasures-if-u-s-puts-missiles-on-its-
doorstep-idUSKCN1UW044; A Yuhas, China Warns U.S. Against Sending Missiles to Asia Amid Fears of an Arms 
Race, “The New York Times”, 6 Aug. 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/06/world/asia/china-us-nuclear-
missiles.html. 

8  W. Riqiang, China’s Calculus After the INF Treaty, IPI Global Observatory, International Peace Institute, New York et 
al., 2019, https://theglobalobservatory.org/2019/05/chinas-calculus-after-inf-treaty. 

9  On the (few) European reaction to the US withdrawal from the INF treaty see N. Witney, Nothing to see here: Europe 
and the INF treaty, European Council on Foreign Relations, 5 Aug. 2019, 

https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_nothing_to_see_here_europe_and_the_inf_treaty; as a benchmark see M. 
Lafont Rapnouil - T. Varma - N. Witney, Eyes tight shut: European attitudes towards nuclear deterrence, ECFR Flash 
Scorecard, European Council on Foreign Relations, December 2018, 
https://www.ecfr.eu/specials/scorecard/eyes_tight_shut_european_attitudes_towards_nuclear_deterrence; on the 
technical problems hampering the implementation of the Aegis Ashore system cfr. M. Peck, Europe Is Getting 

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/opinions_168183.htm?selectedLocale=en
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-usa-defence/china-warns-of-countermeasures-if-u-s-puts-missiles-on-its-doorstep-idUSKCN1UW044
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-usa-defence/china-warns-of-countermeasures-if-u-s-puts-missiles-on-its-doorstep-idUSKCN1UW044
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In fact, the end of the INF treaty will probably impact also of the other instruments forming 

the current nuclear control regime, such as the “New START” treaty that the Obama administration 

signed in 2010 to fix a cap to the US and Russian strategic forces10. The US administration has not 

yet expressed its official position on the future of the treaty (which expires in February 2021) but, 

according to some rumours, its renewal under the current form would be improbable11. However, 

Washington’s will to “engage” the PRC seems doomed to fail in this field too, once again due to the 

imbalance existing between the two countries’ respective stockpiles, which would penalize the 

Chinese position. Technological development is another element that plays against the “simple” 

renewal of the “New STRAT”, fuelling, on the one hand, the US fear of Russian activism in the 

missile sector, on the other the Russian fear for US activism in the anti-missile systems sector12. 

Despite the Senate’s willingness to simply extend the treaty’s lifespan, the US Ambassador in 

Moscow, Jon Huntsman, on behalf of the administration, has already labelled the “New START” as 

an old and weak agreement, also putting forward the proposal of negotiating – after its expiry -- 

«something altogether new» and more ambitious13. 

The most immediate consequence has been a brand new frozen of US-Russia relations.           

In the past months, Moscow’s attitude towards the renewal of the “New STRAT” has passed from a 

substantial openness to an increasing closure, due to what it has presented as the tightening of the 

US posture14. To a certain extent, these are just diplomatic skirmishes; the same former National 

Security Adviser, John Bolton, once noted that the treaty will expire only in 2021 (possibly after the 

swearing in of a new President), so «we have plenty of time» to reach the final decision15. On the 

other hand, the end of the treaty (or its renewal into a different form) would allow the parties to re-

launch several projects in fields ranging from hypersonic weapons and the related platforms to 

missiles (such as the US LRSO - Long Range Stand-Off Weapon, developed by Lockheed Martin 

and Raytheon), to the above mentioned anti-missile systems, such as the Ground-Based Strategic 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
America's Anti-Missile Aegis Ashore System but..., “The National Interest”, 28 July 2019, 
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/europe-getting-americas-anti-missile-aegis-ashore-system-69302. 

10  The New STRAT treaty (signed on 8 April 2010 and ratified between December 2010 and January 2011) aimed at 
drastically reducing the US and Russia nuclear stockpiles, giving them seven years to reach the target. The treaty 
limits each side to no more than 800 deployed and nondeployed land-based intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) 
and submarine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM) launchers and deployed and nondeployed heavy bombers equipped 
to carry nuclear armaments. Within this total, each side can retain no more than 700 deployed ICBMs, deployed 
SLBMs, and deployed heavy bombers equipped to carry nuclear armaments. The treaty also limits each side to no 
more than 1,550 deployed warheads, with one warhead for each deployed heavy bomber. All these targets have 
been reached by 5 February 2018. According to the provisions, the treaty remains in force until February 2021, a 
deadline that can be extended – with the agreement of the parties – until 2026. On all these aspects see A.M. Woolf, 
The New START Treaty: Central Limits and Hey Provisions, CRS- Congressional Research Service, Washington, 
DC, 5 Apr. 2019. 

11  Seligman - Gramer, What Does the Demise of the INF Treaty Mean…, cit.; Pillars of nuclear arms control are 
teetering, “Financial Times”, 31 July 2019, https://www.ft.com/content/f040fb68-afca-11e9-8030-530adfa879c2; S. 
Erlanger, Are We Headed for Another Expensive Nuclear Arms Race? Could Be, “The New York Times”, 8 Aug. 
2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/08/world/europe/arms-race-russia-china.html. 

12 The Window to Extend New START Is Closing, and Fast, “Stratfor”, 20 Mar. 2019, 
https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/window-extend-new-start-closing-and-fast; on the US anti-missile strategy see A 
Missile Defense Review to Intensify an Arms Race, “Stratfor”, 6 Feb. 2019, 
https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/missile-defense-review-intensify-arms-race. 

13  A Osborn, Future of last nuclear pact between Russia and U.S. uncertain: U.S. envoy, “Reuters”, 14 Aug. 2019, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-russia-arms/future-of-last-nuclear-pact-between-russia-and-u-s-uncertain-u-s-
envoy-idUSKCN1V41R0; on the Senate’s favour to a renewal of the “New START” see, e.g., J. Borger, US Senate 
pushes Trump to safeguard last Russian nuclear arms control treaty, “The Guardian”, 18 Aug. 2019, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/aug/01/us-senate-pushes-trump-to-safeguard-last-russian-nuclear-arms-
control-treaty. 

14  See, e.g., Putin Says Russia Prepared To Drop Arms Control Treaty If U.S. Not Interested In Renewal, “Radio Free 
Europe/Radio Liberty”, 6 June 2019, https://www.rferl.org/a/putin-says-russia-prepared-to-drop-arms-control-treaty-if-
u-s-not-interested-in-renewal/29984790.html. 

15  Quoted in A Mehta, One nuclear treaty is dead. Is New START next?, “Defense News”, 23 Oct. 2018, 

https://www.defensenews.com/pentagon/2018/10/23/one-nuclear-treaty-is-dead-is-new-start-next. 

https://www.ft.com/content/f040fb68-afca-11e9-8030-530adfa879c2
https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/window-extend-new-start-closing-and-fast
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-russia-arms/future-of-last-nuclear-pact-between-russia-and-u-s-uncertain-u-s-envoy-idUSKCN1V41R0
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-russia-arms/future-of-last-nuclear-pact-between-russia-and-u-s-uncertain-u-s-envoy-idUSKCN1V41R0
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Deterrent (GBSD), developed by Boeing and Northrop Grumman; a set of initiatives that would 

allow the US to reduce the vulnerabilities that some observers have emphasized regarding the 

strength of their national scientific and technological bases, and the reliability, technological edge 

and operational readiness of their nuclear forces16.  

As stated above, the US decision to leave the INF treaty has had a seemingly divisive effect 

on Europe but, in the end, the Old Continent has de facto accepted their withdrawal with no special 

reaction. However, the fact that NATO – beyond ensuring that its nuclear deterrent «remains safe, 

secure and effective» -- has chosen to adopt a wide set of measures in the fields of exercises, 

intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance, air and missile defences, and conventional capabilities17 

cannot be without impact. Strengthening the Alliance’s military presence in Central and Eastern 

Europe risks fuelling the contrast with Russia, which already sees in the Aegis Ashore system and 

in its alleged dual use conventional/nuclear capabilities the true reason of the failure of the INF 

treaty. The flight tests that the US DoD has already announced regarding three new missiles 

scheduled for deployment in 2021-2518 are another element that risks fuelling the process, not only 

for the fact that these missiles could be easily converted from conventional to nuclear. As it has 

been noted: «in 21st-century military logic, the boundaries between hypothetical conventional and 

nuclear conflict scenarios are fluid […] in combination with other standoff missiles, the latest 

generation of conventional high-precision weapons pose a growing threat to secured second-strike 

capability – a real worry, particularly for Russia»19. 

This too explains Russia’s strategy of “flexing the muscles”; a strategy expressed, e.g., in 

President Putin’s declarations of 1st March 2018 about the future deployment of the Hypersonic 

Glide Vehicle (HGV) Avangard, of the ALBM Kinzhal, of the Undersea Autonomous Nuclear 

Delivery Vehicle Poseidon, and of the nuclear-propelled cruise missile Burevestnik. Even if, 

according to the US intelligence, the last two will hardly be operational before 2027, the short-to-

medium term deployment of the Avangard and Kinzhal systems could, in fact, impact on both the 

negotiation form the renewal of the “New STRAT” and the cohesion of the European front. Today, 

NATO European members seem deeply divided on the nuclear issue and on deterrence, due also 

to the decision of the Trump administration not to exert – in this field as well as in others – a true 

leading role. In this framework, it is not an hazard – in Moscow’s perspective – betting on the fact 

that a stronger perception of the Russian threat could, in the end, consolidate this state of things, 

strengthening the trend toward the re-nationalization of the security and defence policies and 

deepening the cleavage between US and Europe and, within the latter, between countries more 

sensitive and less sensitive to the Russian choices. 

 

                                                           
16 Cfr., ad es., U.S. Nuclear Weapons Capability, The Heritage Foundation, Washington DC, 4 Oct. 2018, 

https://www.heritage.org/military-strength/assessment-us-military-power/us-nuclear-weapons-capability. 
17 Press point by NATO Secretary General…. 
18 The tests should regard a ground launched version of the Tomahawk (BGM-109) with a range of some 1,000 

kilometres that could be deployed by early 2021, and two new ballistic missiles: the first one, with a range around 500 
kilometres (but, according to some rumours, it could be even longer, due also to the fact that the US are no more 
bound by the provisions of the INF treaty), that should replace the ATACMS (MGM-140 Army Tactical Missile 
System) maybe by 2023; the second one, a ballistic missile with a range of 3,000/4,000 kilometres, that, however, will 
not be ready for deployment before 2025. 

19 U. Kühn, The End of the INF Treaty: What Does it Mean for Europe?, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 
Washington, DC, 31 July 2019, https://carnegieendowment.org/2019/07/31/end-of-inf-treaty-what-does-it-mean-for-
europe-pub-79648. 


