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Abstract 

The election of President Barack H. Obama at the White House saw the United States 
committing to the achievement of a world without nuclear weapons. However, this goal seems to be hard 
to attain, particularly in light of the policies surrounding the deployment of the American B-61 tactical 
nuclear bombs on European soil. Their presence in Europe and the Life Extension Program instituted for 
their modernization have impacted the already delicate relationship between NATO and Russia, and the 
internal dynamics of the Alliance itself. The unilateral and multilateral steps taken by the United States 
and NATO respectively do not seem to suggest a real intention to dismantle or transfer the bombs. 
Indeed, the Allies request the reciprocal dismantlement of the Russian tactical arsenals as the necessary 
condition for the removal of the B-61 bombs. Nevertheless, the Kremlin insists that any alteration of the 
Russian arsenal be preceded by the total transfer of the bombs to American territory. The result is a 
diplomatic impasse the solution of which is difficult to predict.  
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I. Introduction  

The debate over the fate of nuclear weapons in Europe requires a 
deeper understanding of the current situation that sees five European countries 
serving as hosts for U.S. B-61 nuclear bombs (Belgium, Germany, Italy, the 
Netherlands, and Turkey). The most recent estimates seem to suggest that the 
total number of bombs currently on European soil oscillates around the 200 
units, the majority of which are stored at the Aviano and Incirlik Air Bases, in 
Italy and Turkey respectively.1 Despite the fact that the bombs that are 
currently deployed represent only a small percentage of the amount that was 
present at the time of the fall of the Soviet Union, their deployment has 
provoked a great deal of concern not only among the highest Russian officials,2 
but also within the Alliance itself. Although for differing reasons, some 
Member States have communicated their opposition to the deployment and 
modernization of the U.S. bombs; these voices of dissent are all the more 
important in light of the firm support provided by the other member states, 
thereby reducing the Alliance’s internal cohesion in a delicate issue-area such 
as nuclear weapons.  

One of the most delicate and perhaps contradictory issues has been the 
bomb modernization program, the so-called Life Extension Program (LEP), 
instituted by U.S. President Obama at the beginning of his administration. 
Instead of aiming at a complete removal of the tactical bombs from European 
soil, the LEP seeks to improve the bombs and lengthen their life-span by at 
least 30 years.3 The contradiction is provided by the fact that President Obama 
himself, soon after his election, publicly declared his intention to strive towards 
a world without nuclear weapons. According to him, this would be a goal 
towards which the U.S. would have taken real and concrete steps.4 

                                                           
1 The estimates suggest that there are around 50 bombs at each air base. See Hans M. 
Kristensen. “Non-strategic nuclear weapons.” (May, 2012).  
2 It is believed that in 1991 the U.S. possessed around 8,000 B-61 bombs, of which 2,480 
deployed on European soil. See Pomper et al. “Reducing and regulating tactical (nonstrategic) 
nuclear weapons in Europe.” The James Martin Center for Nonproliferation Studies 
(December, 2009). See also Hans M. Kristensen. “B61-12: NNSA’s Gold-Plated Nuclear Bomb 
Project.” (26 July, 2012).  
3 Arms Control Association. “U.S. Modernization Programs.”  
4 The White House. “Remarks by President Barack H. Obama.” 
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Figure 1: U.S. tactical nuclear weapons, 2012 

 
Country Air Base Custodian/Unit Platform Deployment Remarks 

    WS3 
WSVs 

Weapons  

Belgium Kleine Brogel 701st MUNSS Belgian   F-16s 
(10th Wing 
Tactical) 

11 10-20  

Germany Büchel 702nd MUNSS German 
Tornados (33rd 

Fighter 
Bomber 

Squadron 

11 10-20  

 Spangdahlem 52nd Fighter 
Wing 

U.S. F-16s 0 0 Possible secondary 
strike role for weapons 
stored at Incirlik AB. 

  52nd Munitions 
Maintenance 

Group 

N/A 0 0 Provides support to 
MUNSSs and Belgian, 
Dutch, German, and 

Italian air forces for the 
NATO nuclear strike 

mission. 
Italy Aviano 31st Fighter 

Wing 
U.S. F-16s 18 50 Weapons probably 

reduced to match size 
in other host countries. 

 Ghedi torre 704th MUNSS Italian 
Tornados (6th 
Fighter Wing) 

11 10-20  

Netherlands Volkel 703rd MUNSS Dutch      F-16s 
(1st Figther 

Wing) 

11 10-20  

Turkey Akinci  Turkish   F-16s 
(4th Wing) 

6 0 Vaults possibly in 
caretaker status; wing 

might have lost nuclear 
mission. 

 Balikesir  Turkish   F-16s 
(9th Wing) 

6 0 Vaults possibly in 
caretaker status; 

weapons stored at 
Incirlik AB. 

 Incirlik 39th Air Base 
Wing 

Rotating U.S. 
aircraft from 

other wings as 
needed 

25 60-70 No permanent Fighter 
Wing and no aircraft 
“generation” at the 

base. 

 
Source: Hans M. Kristensen, 2012.  
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In addition to creating dissent within the North Atlantic Alliance, the 

U.S. LEP has also deteriorated the already delicate relationship between NATO 
and Russia. In several occasions, the Kremlin has declared that the bombs’ 
presence on European soil, but also the missile defense programs and the 
constant expansion of the Alliance to the East, may be perceived as threats to 
the national security of the Russian Federation.5 The continuous statements by 
the Alliance and by the Obama Administration stating otherwise do not seem to 
be received successfully by Russian officials, who keep on pressing for a total 
removal of the American bombs.  

This paper focuses on the delicate NATO-Russia relationship with 
regard to the issue of the tactical nuclear weapons. More precisely, the article 
seeks to provide a detailed analysis of the forces that have shaped the current 
situation, with a special attention to the effect that the process has had on the 
diplomatic relationship between Brussels and Moscow.   

 

II. Prague 2009: A world without nuclear weapons 

The international community welcomed the election of Barack Obama 
with expectations for radical change in the foreign policy of the United States. 
The policies of Bush Jr., while not entirely isolationist, had provoked a certain 
degree of skepticism with regard to the country’s willingness to lead the 
international system. Moreover, the Bush Administration had raised several 
doubts as to the nature itself of American hegemony: it was not entirely clear 
whether the U.S. wished to remain a “benevolent” hegemon any longer.6 Thus, 
Obama’s campaign was led with the specific intent to bring about a pivotal 
change in the country’s foreign policy.  

It is not surprising, then, that the months following the election saw 
President Obama busy leading an intense diplomatic activity. The newly-
elected President made it a firm commitment to communicate to the 
international community the pillars that would characterize his foreign policy 
in the four years to come. Issues involving the role of nuclear weapons and 
their proliferation were also carefully discussed. In April 2009, in a speech that 

                                                           
5 Russian Federation. “The Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation.” 
6 G. John Ikenberry. America senza rivali? (Il Mulino: 2002), in particular chapter 1.  
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is almost unanimously seen as a historic one due to its location, but especially 
due to its content, President Obama declared to the citizens of Prague that his 
administration would “seek the peace and security of a world without nuclear 
weapons.”7 Though aware that this goal would require several years for its 
attainment, Obama promised that the United States would “put an end to Cold 
War thinking, [by] reduc[ing] the role of nuclear weapons in our national 
security strategy, and urge others to do the same.”8 However, the President 
was clear in his warning that “as long as these weapons exist, the United States 
will maintain a safe, secure and effective arsenal to deter any adversary, and 
guarantee that defense to our allies.”9 In spite of this final warning, the Prague 
speech was probably the main reason behind Obama’s receipt of the Nobel 
Peace Prize only eleven months after his election. According to the Nobel Prize 
Committee, President Obama was to be awarded “for his extraordinary efforts 
to strengthen international diplomacy and cooperation between peoples.”10 

Therefore, it is important to note that, from the very beginning, the U.S. 
administration complemented its prospects for a nuclear-free world with a 
political pragmatism aimed at recognizing the irrefutable realities of the 
international community: namely, the continued presence and availability of 
such weapons. This pragmatism is what currently characterizes NATO’s 
official stance on the issue of the weapons’ presence in Europe. This is 
primarily due to the fact that, despite both the U.S. and NATO wish to achieve 
the total elimination of nuclear weapons, the international system comprises of 
states that do not seem to share this view. Among these, it is important to note 
the nuclear states that have not signed the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of 
Nuclear Weapons (NPT): these are India, Pakistan, and possibly Israel, all 
states who, for geopolitical reasons, would see the abandonment of the atom as 
a dangerous eventuality. In addition to these, there are states such as Iran and 
North Korea, who in different ways, pose serious threats to the prospects of 
global non-proliferation. On one hand, Iran, although a party to the Treaty, 
seems to be violating its terms by upholding a policy of uranium enrichment 
whose peaceful purposes have not been ascertained. On the other, North Korea 

                                                           
7 White House. See fn. 4.  
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid.  
10 The Nobel Peace Prize. http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/2009/#.   
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has entirely withdrawn from the Treaty and has developed its own nuclear 
arsenal that poses a serious threat in the entire Pacific region.  

However, the Russian view on total disarmament is perhaps even more 
important and requires careful consideration. Russia is currently the largest 
nuclear power (though only when it comes to size, and not technological 
advancement, of its arsenal), and its attitude towards non-proliferation in 
general, and towards the future of the B-61 bombs in particular, is especially 
important and complex. It must be noted that Russia has not categorically 
opposed the Prague principles; but it persists in setting as an unequivocal 
prerequisite for any alteration of its arsenal the total removal of U.S. tactical 
bombs from European territories.  

Thus, in an international system where the nuclear option is seen 
through the lenses of such a heterogeneous set of national interests, President 
Obama’s warning does not seem to be entirely inadequate. However, almost 
four years later and after multiple global crises, the prospects for a global zero 
have not produced much change. This fact notwithstanding, an evolutionary 
process has taken place. The Prague speech has produced a series of events that 
have taken place both at the bilateral level between the U.S. ad Russia, and at 
the multilateral level between Moscow and the North Atlantic Alliance. 
Although the B-61 bombs are still in Europe and are most probably going to be 
modernized, the steps taken at the international level have all, in one way or 
another, included a discussion of their status and future deployment.  

 
 
 

III. The 2010 Nuclear Posture Review 

The Obama Administration has taken two essential steps with regard to 
the future of the B-61 tactical bombs: the publication of its 2010 Nuclear 
Posture Review (NPR), and the signing and ratification of the NEW START 
(Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty) with the Russian Federation at the end of 
that same year.  

According to the U.S. Department of Defense, the “Nuclear Posture 
Review is a legislatively-mandated review that establishes U.S. nuclear policy, 
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strategy, capabilities and force posture for the next five to ten years.”11 The 
2010 NPR is the third review since the end of the Cold War: the two earlier 
reviews were published in 1994 and 2002 by Presidents Clinton and Bush Jr. 
respectively. The 2010 version, however, is unique in that it provides a 
stronger focus on the country’s nuclear policies.12  

Its publication was preceded by very high expectations with regard to 
the future of U.S. nuclear policy. Ambassador Susan Burk, in reply to several 
questions by journalists at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 
assured her interviewers and the general public opinion that “the NPR [would] 
meet the President’s commitment to reduce the role of nuclear weapons in our 
security and further strengthen the nonproliferation regime as a whole.”13  

Indeed, once published, the NPR presented itself with a series of 
important and innovative traits. It was the first review to be made publicly 
available in a document format at the same time of its publication; the report 
proved very detailed and comprehensive. Moreover, this was the first review to 
mention explicitly the elimination of nuclear weapons from the world stage. 
The executive summary of the document states that the “2010 Nuclear Posture 
Review outlines the Administration’s approach to promoting the President’s 
agenda for reducing nuclear dangers and pursuing the goal of a world without 
nuclear weapons.”14 

Nevertheless, the strategy comprised of several objectives, many of 
which went beyond the Prague agenda. As already made clear by Obama’s 
speech, several pragmatic goals were added to the primary one of a global zero, 
as attested by the five points that underpin the posture: 

1. Preventing nuclear proliferation and nuclear terrorism; 
2. Reducing the role of U.S. nuclear weapons in U.S. national 

security strategy; 
3. Maintaining strategic deterrence and stability at reduced nuclear 

force levels; 

                                                           
11 United States Department of Defense. “Nuclear Posture Review Report.” 
12 This is different from earlier practice, since the other reviews focused more on military, 
rather than nuclear policies. For a perfect example, compare the 2002 NPR to the current 
version. A semi-reconstructed version of the 2002 document is available on the website of the 
Federation of American Scientists.  
13 United States Department of State. “Toward a Successful NPT Review Conference.” 
14 Nuclear Posture Review Report, p. iii.  
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4. Strengthening regional deterrence and reassuring U.S. allies and 
partners;  and 

5. Sustaining a safe, secure, and effective nuclear arsenal.15 

These objectives were supported by a series of strategies that, although 
on one hand were useful for the reduction of the role of nuclear weapons in 
U.S. national security, on the other made the primary goal more difficult to 
achieve. Indeed, the Obama Administration decided to seek the prevention of 
nuclear proliferation through a strategy of deterrence by preserving its nuclear 
capabilities. The only step forward with regard to the 2002 NPR was the 
narrowing down of the arsenals’ scope: while the prior reviews had assigned 
U.S. nuclear arsenals a much wider deterrent task against all weapons of mass 
destruction, the 2010 version opted for a deterrence aimed solely against 
nuclear attacks.16  

The NPR thus sought to assign U.S. nuclear arsenals the “essentialist” 
role of “making deterrence of nuclear attack on the United States or our allies 
[their] sole purpose.”17 This last point is particularly important because it 
directly connects the NPR to the B-61 bombs deployed in Europe. The 
document contains an entire separate section devoted to a discussion of the 
strategy regarding the bombs’ future. This is primarily due to the fact that these 
weapons are seen as the link that connects the U.S. to its allies within NATO. 
The strategy, however, does not include any proposal for a reduction or 
removal of the B-61s. By contrast, the section notes that “Russia maintains a 
much larger force of non-strategic nuclear weapons, a significant number of 
which are deployed near the territories of several North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) countries and are therefore a concern to NATO.”18 
Instead, what the strategy provided for, was a delegation of any type of 
discussion involving the bombs to other forums, namely the bilateral and 
multilateral ones.  

Indeed, the Obama Administration chose to take its first step by moving 
the discussion to the NATO context. As the report states, “[t]he United States 
will consult with [their] allies regarding the future basing of nuclear weapons 

                                                           
15 Ibid., p. iii.  
16 For a more details analysis, see Hans M. Kristensen. “The Nuclear Posture Review.” (8 
April, 2010).  
17 Nuclear Posture Review Report, p. 17.  
18 Ibid., p. 27.  
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in Europe, and is committed to making consensus decisions through NATO 
processes.”19 This lack of a proposal for dismantlement is then supplemented 
with a series of provisions aimed at the modernization of both the bombs and 
of the fighter jets used for their transportation.20 The Administration has in fact 
made it known that the U.S. Air Force will maintain airplanes capable of 
launching/dropping both conventional and nuclear weapons, and that the 
standard F-16 fighter jets will be replaced by the new Joint Strike Fighter F-
35.21 Thus, one of the Life Extension Program’s primary goals is to ensure the 
compatibility between the new fighter jets and the modernized bombs. 22   

The second step was represented by the choice to delegate the 
discussion to the bilateral dialogue with the Russian Federation. The NPR 
states, that “[n]on-strategic nuclear weapons, together with the non-deployed 
nuclear weapons of both sides, should be included in any future reduction 
agreements between the United States and Russia.”23 The final result is an 
NPR that, despite its mentioning of the problems with regard to the tactical B-
61 bombs, did not provide an actual solution, and actually postponed it to an 
unspecified date. The international community was thus required to wait for 
either the renewal of the START Treaty, with the hope of a better bilateral 
understanding between Moscow and Washington, or the development of a 
more detailed nuclear policy within NATO. The Obama Administration sent an 
important message with the NPR’s publication, although more than a year after 
Prague’s speech the fate of the tactical nuclear weapons in Europe remained 
uncertain.  

 
 
 

 

                                                           
19 Ibid., p. 27.  
20 It should be remembered that all variants of the B-61 bomb are of gravity bombs: that is, 
they are to be “dropped” by a fighter jet, and cannot be launched from ground or sea locations.  
21 Nuclear Posture Review Report, p. 27.  
22 For an excellent overview of the new jets’ production and distribution, see Jeremiah Gertler. 
“F-35 Joint Strike Fighter (JSF) program.” Congressional Research Service, RL30563. 16 
February, 2012. http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/weapons/RL30563.pdf. See also Angelo Motola 
and Silvia Corti. “Il caccia multiruolo F-35.” Istituto di ricerche internazionali Archivio 
Disarmo.  
23 Nuclear Posture Review Report, p. 27.  
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IV. The B-61 bombs and the NEW START 

 
On April 8, 2010, in the old castle of Prague, Presidents Obama and 

Medvedev signed the long-awaited New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty 
(NEW START). The new treaty sought to update and replace the expired 
START I, signed in July 1991, and which had been in force since December 
1994. The Treaty’s renewal may be seen as the second step, and therefore as 
the second chance for the Obama Administration to uphold its commitment to 
the reduction and elimination of nuclear weapons. Although the START 
treaties only regulate the use of strategic arsenals (in fact, one of the key 
characteristics of the B-61 bombs is their official status of non-regulated 
weapons), it is important to assess whether the bilateral negotiations had any 
impact on the dialogue involving the non-strategic stockpile of both countries.  
 Within the U.S. domestic context, the Treaty’s negotiations provoked a 
substantial amount of expectations and its signature was the source of 
numerous debates. According to the Washington Post, the weeks preceding the 
signature saw an intense political debate involving both sides of the U.S. 
political spectrum. The internal discussion was centered on two fundamental 
issues: the procedures for the verification of Russian arsenals and the missile 
defense projects. The Republican senators who held most reservations 
preferred not to express their opinions openly, although a few anonymous 
statements were made available. Indeed, as it was later reported, Republicans 
believed that the essential prerequisite for the Treaty’s ratification was the 
inclusion of reliable and detailed provisions specifying the procedures for the 
verification of size and location of the Russian arsenals.24  
 For obvious reasons, this domestic debate was not immediately relevant 
for the discussion of the B-61 bombs, since the requests for stricter verification 
procedures involved only strategic arsenals.25 Nevertheless, the U.S. domestic 
attitude toward the Russian arsenals may be extended to the stance taken with 

                                                           
24 Mary Beth Sheridan and Michael D. Shear. “U.S., Russia Agree to Nuclear Arms Control 
Treaty.” The Washington Post. http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2010/03/26/AR2010032601943.html. 27 March, 2010.  
25 As of May 2012, the estimates suggest that the Russian strategic arsenal includes around 
1,800 units, to be added to the ca. 3,700 units kept in reserve. For a detailed overview, see 
“Status of World Nuclear Forces.” Federation of American Scientists. 
http://www.fas.org/programs/ssp/nukes/nuclearweapons/nukestatus.html.   7 May, 2012.  
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regard to the deployment of the tactical bombs. This is primarily due to the 
intrinsic nature of the U.S. political system. The checks and balances that 
characterize the American political environment are such that the Obama 
Administration is compelled to take decisions involving the national security 
through constant negotiations with the U.S. Congress, but also with other 
political actors, whose positions do not necessarily reflect the President’s 
beliefs. Thus, this general lack of trust toward Russia and its government 
officials may easily present itself in other instances, such as the tactical bombs’ 
deployment. This is more so, particularly in light of the Republican tendency to 
cast a veil of skepticism and hesitation toward most of the many policies 
pertaining to the relationship with Moscow.  
 The current situation supports this last point. The diplomatic dialogue 
concerning the B-61 bombs is at a standstill. Both NATO and Russian 
exponents require as the necessary condition for any alteration of their 
respective arsenals the prior removal of the opposite side’s stockpile. As 
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton herself stated at the Foreign Ministries’ 
Summit in Tallinn, Estonia in April 2010, in any talks over “future reductions, 
the aim should be to seek Russian agreement to relocate these weapons away 
from NATO territory and to include tactical nuclear weapons in the next round 
of arms control discussions between the United States and Russia.”26 Secretary 
Clinton’s declaration, in addition to being the U.S. official position on the 
matter, is also one of the few points of agreement that the NATO members 
managed to achieve at the Tallinn Summit.  
 It should not appear as surprising, then, that the debate over the signing 
and ratification of the NEW START touched upon issues such as the credibility 
and the transparency of the Russian commitments. Indeed, these seem to be the 
key dynamics that have thus far shaped the B-61 discussion, not only at the 
bilateral level between Moscow and Washington, but also at the more intricate 
multilateral NATO level.  
 
 
 

                                                           
26 Quoted in T. Sauer and B. van der Zwaan. (2012). “US tactical nuclear weapons in Europe 
after NATO’s Lisbon Summit: Why their withdrawal is desirable and feasible.” International 
Relations, 26 (1), pp. 78—99, p. 82.  
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V. The multilateral dialogue: The North Atlantic Alliance 

 
With the publication of its New Strategic Concept in late 2010, NATO 

sought to reshape its international role and redefine its strategies by proposing 
a more advanced and efficient defense model.27 One of the main objectives of 
the strategy, and this is perhaps the most novel aspect of the document, is the 
proposal for the attainment of a world without nuclear weapons.28 However, 
the ambitions of this proposal are attenuated by the same kind of pragmatism 
that characterized President Obama’s Prague speech. Indeed, the essence of the 
Alliance’s nuclear strategy is summarized in paragraph 17 of the document, 
stating that: 
 
Deterrence, based on an appropriate mix of nuclear and conventional 
capabilities, remains a core element of our overall strategy. The circumstances 
in which any use of nuclear weapons might have to be contemplated are 
extremely remote. [However, a]s long as nuclear weapons exist, NATO will 
remain a nuclear alliance.29  
 
The 2010 U.S. NPR had moved the attention of the international community to 
the Strategic Concept, hinting to the possibility of a potential update of the 
agreements concerning the tactical bombs deployed in Europe. By transferring 
the responsibility to NATO, the Obama Administration had implicitly admitted 
that the 200 bombs currently stationed in Europe may have been seen as 
NATO’s own nuclear arsenal, thus requiring a decision taken through a 
consensus among all 28 members of the Alliance.30  

                                                           
27 The New Strategic Concept, adopted in Lisbon on 19-20 November, 2010, is aptly titled 
“Active engagement, modern defence.” The official English version document is available at 
http://www.nato.int/strategic-concept/pdf/Strat_Concept_web_en.pdf. For an interesting and 
detailed analysis of the document, see Angelo Motola. “Il nuovo Concetto Strategico della 
Nato nell’attuale contesto politico e di sicurezza internazionale.” 
28 North Atlantic Treaty Organization. “Active engagement, modern defence: Strategic Concept 
for the defence and security of the members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization,” p. 5.  
29 Ibid., par. 17.  
30 It should be noted that the five member states that currently host the B-61 bombs are also 
simultaneously members of the nuclear sharing program that includes an additional 10 
member states. In times of war, the program enables the armed forces of the 15 member states 
involved to take over the control and operation of U.S. nuclear capabilities based in Europe. 
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However, the road to an agreement has not been of the easiest, for the 
B-61 issue is not seen homogeneously within the Alliance. As some 
commentators have pointed out, a consensus has been difficult to achieve 
because 14 out of the 18 members support the removal of the weapons, 10 
states have not expressed a preference, and three member states (France, 
Lithuania, and Hungary) are categorically opposed to any kind of removal or 
dismantlement.31 The only point of agreement within the Alliance seems to be 
the wish to obtain more transparency from the Russians with regard to their 
arsenals. The Strategic Concept declares that “[i]n any future reductions, our 
aim should be to seek Russian agreement to increase transparency on its 
nuclear weapons in Europe and relocate these weapons away from the 
territory of NATO members. Any further steps must take into account the 
disparity with the greater Russian stockpiles of short-range nuclear 
weapons.”32 

The Dutch study cited above is an important resource in that it is based 
on information that was made directly available by the member state permanent 
representations at NATO headquarters in Brussels.33 Thus, in addition to being 
a reliable source, the study provides a useful insight into the internal dynamics 
of the Alliance, enabling a better understanding of the reasons behind the 
current impasse. Due to its being carried out and completed during the adoption 
of the new Strategic Concept in November 2010,34 the study may also be seen 
as an illustration of the dynamics behind the Concept itself; a Concept that, in 
order to accommodate the differing positions of the 28 member states, does not 
contain any detailed information with regard to the bombs, with the sole 
exception of the request for Russian transparency. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Thus, it could be said that these capabilities constitute a NATO nuclear arsenal, at least in 
times of war.  
31 Lithuania’s position is slightly more complex, in that the officials in Vilnius have made it 
public that their opposition is rooted in their wish for a reciprocal Russian removal: that is, they 
see a threat in Russia’s tactical stockpile, and as soon as Moscow agrees to dismantle its 
weapons, Lithuania will not oppose the removal of the U.S. bombs. For a detailed analysis, see 
Susi Snyder and Wilbert van der Zeijden. “Withdrawal issues: What NATO countries say about 
the future of tactical nuclear weapons in Europe.” 
32 North Atlantic Treaty Organization. “Active engagement, modern defence,” par. 26.  
33 See Susi Snyder and Wilbert van der Zeijden, p. 2.  
34 According to the study’s authors, the interviews with the permanent representatives were 
carried out between July and December 2010. See ibid., p. 4.   
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 The dynamics behind a new Strategic Concept that, to a certain extent, 
did not live up to the international community’s expectations regarding tactical 
weapons, may also be traced through the parliamentary debates that took place 
within the Alliance. The NATO Parliamentary Assembly (NPA) is an 
important and useful source of information as to the different currents and 
positions that shape the Alliance’s policies. Comprising 257 representatives 
from the 28 member states, the Assembly is an institution that since 1955 has 
been working separately and independently from NATO, without performing 
any type of supervision over the Alliance’s work. Its primary function is to 
“provid[e] an additional platform for parliaments to influence decision-making 
in areas relevant to NATO both at the national and international levels.”35  
 Although all NATO’s political decisions are taken within the North 
Atlantic Council (NAC), the parliamentary debates are useful because they 
provide a more comprehensive overview of the potential paths the Alliance 
might take. The delicate relationship with Russia is discussed on a regular 
basis, particularly when the topics concern the reduction, dismantlement, or 
relocation of conventional and nuclear arsenals (both strategic and non-
strategic). The Assembly has been following closely the developments of 
tactical nuclear weapons policy, of both Russia and NATO itself. At its plenary 
meeting of November 2009 held in Edinburgh, the NPA reached a consensus 
on the need for a redefinition of the relations with Russia on this matter.36 An 
important detail that emerges from this and other later meetings is the 
Assembly’s tendency to respond to Russian requests for prior removal by 
referring to the U.S. B-61s as “the Alliance’s weapons – US warheads 
supported by European assets – which ma[kes] repatriation far less clear-cut 
than the Russian proposal would suggest.”37  
 Obviously, a stance of this kind makes the situation even harder to 
unlock. If NATO perceives the 200 bombs to be part of its own arsenal, 

                                                           
35 NATO Parliamentary Assembly. “About the NATO Parliamentary Assembly.” 
http://www.nato-pa.int/Default.asp?SHORTCUT=1.  
36 NATO Parliamentary Assembly. ”179 PC 09 E bis – Resetting Relations with Russia.” 
(Raynell Andreychuk – Canada – General Rapporteur). Edinburgh, 13-17 November, 2009.  
37 NATO Parliamentary Assembly. “Saturday 13 and Sunday 14 November 2010 – Summary of 
the Meeting of the Defence and Security Committee,” n. 55. Warsaw, 13-14 November, 2010. 
http://www.nato-
pa.int/default.asp?CAT2=2026&CAT1=21&CAT0=2&COM=2316&MOD=0&SMD=0&SSM
D=0&STA=&ID=0&PAR=0&PRINT=1.   
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Russian requests are even less likely to be agreed upon. This is primarily due to 
the fact that such a view would require a more complex multilateral decision, 
rather than a more direct unilateral one by the U.S. If this view were to persist, 
the efforts aimed at a solution would be void unless Russia decided to act 
unilaterally and withdrew its tactical arsenal. 
 Given the unlikelihood of such a move by Russia, if NATO’s officials 
settle on this position the options for a solution would cease to exist. In 
addition to the difficulty of achieving a multilateral consensus (especially in 
light of the views of the three opposing member states), the bombs would 
legitimately become NATO’s nuclear arsenal because there is currently no 
international treaty regulating tactical weapons: that is, there is currently no 
juridical obstacle to such a scenario. Russian requests would then become 
futile, especially because Moscow’s main argument thus far has been that the 
bombs, as U.S. bombs, should return to American soil, just as at the end of the 
Cold War Russia transferred all its tactical weapons within its borders.  
 Although, as it was mentioned earlier, the views expressed by the 
Assembly do not necessarily reflect the views of the Alliance itself, (recall that 
at least half the member states support a change of the status quo)38 the NPA 
members see Russia as the main obstacle to the removal or dismantlement of 
the bombs. As the debates seem to suggest, Moscow’s decision to increase its 
tactical arsenals in order to compensate for its disparity with NATO’s 
conventional forces has raised several preoccupations, especially regarding the 
transparency over the numbers and locations of the arsenals.   
 According to the Assembly, Russia may opt for a program that would 
supplement the currently deployable 2,000 warheads with additional units to be 
deployed and operated in the Kaliningrad region, at the heart of NATO 
territories.39 As a consequence, the NPA recommends that the North Atlantic 
Council take this into careful consideration before arriving at a decision 
regarding the removal of the bombs. The Assembly’s recommendations for the 
NAC are based on three alternatives:   

                                                           
38 See Snyder and van der Zeijden (2011).  
39 NATO Parliamentary Assembly. “212 DSCFC 10 E rev 1 – U.S. Non-strategic Nuclear 
Weapons in Europe: A Fundamental NATO Debate.” (Raymond Knops – Netherlands –
Rapporteur). Warsaw, 12-16 November, 2010.  
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1. The first suggests the adoption of the “principle of parity,” advocated by 
former NATO Secretary General Lord Robertson, according to which both 
Moscow and Brussels should recognize that they share the same security 
goals, and that disarmament and transparency are two goals that must be 
achieved simultaneously.  

2. Similarly, the second recommendation hints at a disarmament undergone by 
both sides, but according to a percentage logic, whereby both sides would 
dismantle the same percentage of their arsenals. This alternative would 
signify a greater absolute reduction for the Russian stockpile.  

3. The third alternative puts forward an approach of “geographical reciprocity”; 
namely, the agreement would consist in the U.S. transferring its bombs to 
U.S. soil, and Russia moving its arsenal deeper into Asia, beyond the Ural 
Mountains.40 According to the Assembly, this option could make use of the 
principles of the Treaty on Conventional Armed Forces in Europe by 
eliminating the tactical weapons from the entire European territory between 
the Atlantic and the Urals.41 

In addition to these proposals, the Parliamentary Assembly includes a 
set of recommendations derived from the interesting position taken by one of 
the speakers at the Warsaw session, the Polish Lukasz Kulesa.42 According to 
Kulesa, tactical nuclear bombs are not necessary. Starting from the premise that 
NATO has to continue being a nuclear Alliance, this goal can still be achieved 
by making use of its sole strategic arsenal, that which is provided by the U.S. 
and the United Kingdom.43 By maintaining its strategic arsenal, NATO would 

                                                           
40 However, this last option would encounter Japanese opposition, since any Russian transfer to 
the East is seen by Tokyo as a threat to Japanese national security. See Sauer and van der 
Zwaan (2012).  
41 NATO Parliamentary Assembly. “212 DSCFC 10 E rev 1 – U.S. Non-strategic Nuclear 
Weapons in Europe: A Fundamental NATO Debate.” In particular points n. 69-73.  
42 Lukasz Kulesa. “Reduce US nukes in Europe to zero, and keep NATO strong (and nuclear). 
A view from Poland.” The Polish Institute of International Affairs, PISM Strategic Files n. 7. 
May 2009.  
43 In principle, France could possibly join this NATO arsenal, but the position taken by Paris 
with regard to its nuclear capabilities is rather complex. By not being part of NATO’s Nuclear 
Planning Group, France upholds the total independence of its nuclear arsenal. Nevertheless, 
Kulesa is probably right in suggesting that in the unlikely event of a nuclear attack against an 
Alliance member, Paris would not hesitate in joining London and Washington in a concerted 
(nuclear) response; otherwise, Kulesa argues, the “West” as a geopolitical construct would 
collapse. See Kulesa, p. 3.  
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simultaneously maintain its image as a credible Alliance and would uphold its 
role as the guarantor of the security of its members, particularly its central-
European ones.44 

Moreover, requiring Russian reciprocity as a necessary condition for 
removal is a strategic mistake. Although at first sight the “reciprocity option” 
may appear as the most adequate, “the fundamental decisions concerning the 
future of US nuclear weapons in Europe can and should be taken by NATO 
unilaterally.”45 This is simply due to the fact that “Russia would treat an offer 
to negotiate the issue of non-strategic weapons as a validation of its belief that 
NATO perceives these weapons to be part of a confrontational posture against 
Russia,”46 an interpretation that Washington and Brussels have long denied. In 
addition to this, Kulesa continues, it is not unlikely that a negotiation offer 
would provide Russia with room to demand additional concessions in other key 
strategies of the Alliance, such as its enlargement, its relationship with Georgia 
and Ukraine, and its plans for a missile defense. Providing Moscow with the 
political leverage to influence decisions as important and delicate as these may 
not be an optimal strategy. Instead, by maintaining its strategic arsenal and 
unilaterally withdrawing its tactical weapons, NATO would put Russia in the 
difficult position of having to explain its citizens “why the ‘aggressive’ 
Alliance is voluntarily giving up part of its nuclear potential.”47  

At this point, however, NATO’s official position remains the one that is 
contained in its Strategic Concept, even though the numerous parliamentary 
debates and the multiple studies that have been carried out, have contributed to 
a livening of the debate within the Alliance. There are two official justifications 
that NATO provides for its decision to uphold the status quo: the deterrent 
function that the B-61 bombs perform, and their role as holders of the 
Alliance’s cohesion. It should be noted, though, that U.S. General James 
Cartwright, then Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, challenged the 
first of the two justifications. Following the adoption of the U.S. 2010 NPR, he 
was asked: “In terms of nuclear weapons in Europe, is there a military mission 
performed by these aircraft-delivered weapons that cannot be performed by 

                                                           
44 Ibid., p. 3.  
45 Ibid., p. 4.  
46 Ibid., p. 4.  
47 Ibid., p. 4.  
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either U.S. strategic forces or U.S. conventional forces?” His reply was a 
straightforward “No.”48  

Indeed, from a military point of view, the bombs do not seem to have 
much utility. According to some, the B-61 bombs have a low operational 
response potential and a high vulnerability to surprise attacks;49 in addition, 
because they were designed for a potential conflict in central Europe, the 
aircrafts that usually transport them do not have the sufficient operational 
autonomy to perform a proper deterrent role at the regional and inter-regional 
levels.50 Furthermore, the new fighter jets F-35 require a substantial amount of 
time before being ready for use.51 

These points notwithstanding, the military obsolescence does not seem 
to damage the essentially political function that the bombs perform. What was 
declared in the 1999 Strategic Concept has not changed over the past years: 
“ [t]he fundamental purpose of the nuclear forces of the Allies is political: to 
preserve peace and to prevent coercion and any kind of war. They will 
continue to fulfil an essential role by ensuring uncertainty in the mind of any 
aggressor about the nature of the Allies’ response to military aggression.”52 At 
least for now, then, NATO appears to be committed to maintaining this 
resource, perhaps militarily questionable, but whose political importance is 
unequivocal. 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
48 Quoted in Hans M. Kristensen. “Non-strategic nuclear weapons,“ p. 31.  
49 See Stefano Silvestri. “Nato, Attenzione al Due di Briscola! La Crisi Olandese Scuote 
l’Alleanza.” Affari Internazionali. 22 February, 2010.  
50 It should be remembered that the fighter jets F-16 that are currently used for the 
transportation of the tactical bombs have an autonomy of about 3,900 km. The distance 
between Eindhoven (at ca. 50 km from the Belgian Air Base of Kleine Brogel) and Teheran or 
Kandahar is of about 4,000 and 5,700 respectively, it is clear that an aircraft with a more 
extended operational autonomy would be more suitable.  
51 See Hans M. Kristensen. “US nuclear weapons in Europe: A review of post-Cold War policy, 
force levels, and war planning.” National Resources Defense Council. February 2005.  
52 North Atlantic Treaty Organization. “The Alliance’s Strategic Concept. Approved by the 
Heads of State and Government participating in the meeting of the North Atlantic Council in 
Washington D.C.” 24 April, 1999. 
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natolive/official_texts_27433.htm.  
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VI. The stance of Russia 

 
Moscow’s position has thus far been rather clear: the B-61 bombs are a 

threat to its national security and the Allies’ requests for reciprocal removal 
cannot be accommodated. An analysis of the 2010 Russian Military Doctrine 
may help gain a better understanding of this position.  
 Published in February 2010, the new Military Doctrine replaced its 
preceding version of 2000. The document roused the expectations of the 
international community, particularly with regard to the nuclear strategy the 
Kremlin was going to adopt. The general expectation was that Moscow would 
increase the strategic role of its nuclear arsenals, also because this is what had 
transpired in the few months preceding the Doctrine’s publication. According 
to the James Martin Center for Nonproliferation Studies, the then Secretary of 
the Russian Security Council Nikolai Patrushev had declared in an October 
2009 interview that the new Doctrine would have increased the importance of 
Russia’s nuclear capabilities. Patrushev revealed that Russia would extend the 
use of its nuclear forces from global wars to more regional and local conflicts: 
this signified a much more likely use of its nuclear capabilities.53 This 
statement had provoked a certain degree of tension within the Atlantic 
Alliance, particularly in light of the Obama Administration’s new proposals for 
a better cooperation between Russia and the West.54 
 Patrushev’s statements focused the Allies’ attention on a potential 
alteration of the role of Russia’s tactical weapons. According to Nikolai Sokov, 
one of the leading experts on Russia’s conventional and nuclear capabilities, 
the 2000 Military Doctrine had revealed that at the beginning of the last decade 
Russia saw itself as a rather vulnerable member of the international system.55 
For the Kremlin, “the enlargement of NATO [had] significantly increased the 
perceived value of tactical nuclear weapons, and arguing against them is 

                                                           
53 Nikolai Sokov. “The New 2010 Russian Military Doctrine: The Nuclear Angle.” The James 
Martin Center for Nonproliferation Studies. 5 February, 2010. 
http://cns.miis.edu/stories/100205_russian_nuclear_doctrine.htm#fn1.  
54 Ibid.  
55 Nikolai Sokov. Russian strategic modernization: The past and future. (Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2000). Quoted in David S. Yost. “Russia’s non-strategic nuclear forces.” 
International Affairs, Vol. 77, No. 3 (July 2001), pp. 531—551, p. 532.  
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‘politically incorrect.’” 56 At the eve of the new Doctrine’s publication, the 
question was whether Moscow would uphold this view of opt for a new 
strategy.57 
 However, surprising both Russian and international officials, the new 
Doctrine restricted the sphere of action of Russian nuclear arsenals: while the 
scenarios for their operation remained unchanged (both regional and global 
conflicts were left as the potential catalysts), nuclear weapons would be 
activated only “when the very existence of the state is under threat.”58 Instead, 
the previous Doctrine had included in the danger scenarios also those 
“situations [deemed] critical to the national security of the Russian 
Federation.”59 
 This doctrinal change had a noticeable effect on Western perceptions of 
Russia’s nuclear intentions.60 The new Doctrine and the signing of the NEW 
START gave a positive impression of President Medvedev’s policies during 
the year 2010. However, the Doctrine contained certain aspects that raised 
some doubts and provoked some reactions. As a matter of fact, the document 
states that the major external military threats are:  

a. the desire to endow the force potential of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) with global functions carried out in violation of 
the norms of international law and to move the military infrastructure of 
NATO member countries closer to the borders of the Russian 
Federation, including by expanding the bloc; 

b. the deployment (buildup) of troop contingents of foreign states (groups 
of states) on the territories of states contiguous with the Russian 
Federation and its allies and also in adjacent waters; 

                                                           
56 Ibid., p. 532.  
57 This concern was even more relevant with regard to the second Military Doctrine, in light of 
the recent and substantial enlargement that the Alliance had undergone. Indeed, it should be 
remembered that between 2004 and 2009 NATO welcomed six new Eastern members: 
Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania first, and then Albania and Croatia.  
58 The Russian Federation. “The Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation.” Par. 22. 
Approved with presidential decree of 5 February, 2010. Available in its official English version 
on http://www.carnegieendowment.org/files/2010russia_military_doctrine.pdf.  
59 The Russian Federation. “The Russian Federation Military Doctrine.” Par. 8. Made available 
by Arms Control Association. “Russia’s Military Doctrine.” 
http://www.armscontrol.org/act/2000_05/dc3ma00.   May 2000.  
60 See Nikolai Sokov. “The New, 2010 Russian Military Doctrine: The Nuclear Angle.” 
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c. the creation and deployment of strategic missile defence systems 
undermining global stability and violating the established correlation of 
forces in the nuclear-missile sphere, and also the militarization of outer 
space and the deployment of strategic nonnuclear precision weapon 
systems.61   

These points highlight Russia’s tendency to present an ambivalent foreign and 
nuclear policy whose purpose seems to be, on one hand the desire to reconcile 
its relationship with the West, but on the other the will to communicate its 
strong skepticism of NATO and its policies. The Doctrine’s identification of 
NATO as a potential threat was not perceived positively within the Alliance. In 
an interview released on the day after the publication, Secretary General 
Anders Fogh Rasmussen strongly criticized NATO’s negative picture depicted 
by the Kremlin: according to Rasmussen, the Doctrine’s statements ignored the 
fact that the Alliance’s enlargement was aimed at improving, and not 
worsening, NATO-Russia relations.62 The Russian reply to Secretary 
Rasmussen’s statement was that the message had been misunderstood, namely, 
that the threat was not posed by NATO itself, but by its out-of-area operations 
which, according to Moscow, are conducted in violation of international law.63  
 Although, in maintaining a key role for its nuclear capabilities, the 
Doctrine does not make a distinction between strategic and tactical arsenals, 
the policies regarding the latter are easily deducible. In March of 2009, while 
discussing the role of Russian nuclear submarines in the Arctic, the First 
Deputy of the Navy General Staff Vice Admiral Oleg Burtsev declared that 
Russia’s tactical nuclear weapons were going to have a greater role in the 
country’s foreign policy. According to his statement, they were the weapons of 
the future, because, thanks to their lower power, they enable the achievement 
of military goals while reducing the risks associated with such operations.64 

                                                           
61 The Russian Federation. ”The Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation.” Par. 8.  
62 Roger McDermott. “New Russian Military Doctrine Opposes NATO Enlargement.” 
European Dialogue. http://eurodialogue.org/osce/New-Russian-Military-Doctrine-Opposes-
NATO-Enlargement.    
63 See Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. “Text of Newly-Approved Russian Military 
Doctrine.” http://www.carnegieendowment.org/2010/02/05/text-of-newly-approved-russian-
military-doctrine/l8t.  
64 Interview of 23 March, 2009 by the Russian newspaper Gazeta. The original Russian article 
is available at http://www.gazeta.ru/politics/2009/03/23_kz_2962688.shtml.  
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 In addition to their perceived lower risk, tactical arsenals could be 
assigned another potential role: namely, a de-escalation function. Proposed by 
Russia’s military strategists, this function is best summarized as following: 
 
Rather than describing the use of nuclear weapons as a form of ‘escalation,’ 
the customary metaphor in NATO countries, Russian military theorists suggest 
that Moscow’s use of NSNF, [nonstrategic nuclear forces], could bring about 
‘de-escalation’—that is, that limited use of nuclear weapons could convince 
the adversary that he should reconsider his plans and accept an end to the 
conflict without further combat.65 

 
Thus, to a certain extent, Russia’s military circles see the country’s 

tactical nuclear arsenal as a very useful resource that may help assert 
Moscow’s foreign policy at a much lower cost and risk. Tactical weapons are 
therefore assigned a real, tangible, though not destructive, deterrent role.66  
 In addition to this, and closely related, Moscow’s tactical arsenals are 
also seen as performing a simply practical function. Indeed, they “could be 
used in the course of military operations... to compensate for enemy superiority 
on individual strategic (operational) axes without crossing the ‘threshold of 
activation’ of strategic nuclear weapons, the massive use of which is fraught 
with mutual destruction of opposing sides and even with the disappearance of 
mankind.”67 
 It should be noted, however, that the importance Russians assign to their 
tactical arsenals may have much deeper roots than a military strategy may 
suggest. In fact, as General Leonid Ivashov notes, today there may not be any 
alternative to a nuclear Russia, where both tactical and strategic arsenals are 
seen as the supporting pillars of the country’s deterrent stance against the 

                                                           
65 This military theory was first put forward by Major General Levshin and Colonels Nedelin 
and Sosnovskiy. For greater details see David S. Yost. ”Russia’s non-strategic nuclear forces,” 
p. 535.  
66 U.S. military circles seem to be aware of this strategy, as shown by the fact that the U.S. Air 
Force considers a possible de-escalation one of the most important issues of the “European 
theater”. See James T. Quinlivan and Olga Oliker. “Nuclear deterrence in Europe: Russian 
approaches to a new environment and implications for the United States.” RAND Project Air 
Force, 2011. 
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2011/RAND_MG1075.sum.pdf.   
67 David S. Yost. “Russia’s non-strategic nuclear forces,” p. 536.  
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United States and their Allies.68 The General adds that tactical and strategic 
arsenals define the status itself of today’s Russia as a great power that must 
maintain itself at the same level of the U.S. and China.69  
 By 1) entailing a lower destructive risk, 2) performing a de-escalating 
and more practical function, and 3) representing Russia’s status and prestige, it 
is evident that tactical arsenals are rather well-entrenched in the country’s 
foreign and security policy. Moreover, what seems to be a common 
denominator across all these functions is the country’s conviction that NATO 
represents a real and tangible threat to the Federation’s security, a threat that 
first became apparent with the Alliance’s intervention in the ex-Yugoslavia. 
According to then-Minister of Defense Igor Sergeyev, 
 
The fullest and most graphic of these threats to Russia’s national security 
manifested itself in the course of NATO’s expansion to the East and their 
aggression against Yugoslavia... From a military-political point of view, this 
was signified, in essence, the beginning of a new era of not just military, but 
also general history.70 
 

Although the Minister’s statement dates back to 1999, the dynamics 
that have thus far underpinned Russia’s foreign policy seem to have remained 
unaltered. At the time of writing (October, 2012), Russia continues to send 
messages regarding its nuclear intentions that are not very reassuring. On 19 
October, 2012, two strategic bombers TU-160 and TU-195 launched four 
cruise missiles that successfully hit their targets in the northern Komi region. In 
addition, an RS-12M Topol ballistic missile was launched from northern 
Russia hitting its target in the Kamchatka peninsula, in the country’s 
easternmost region; and again, a nuclear submarine launched an 
intercontinental missile from the Sea of Okhotsk in eastern Russia hitting its 
target in the western Arkhangelsk, performing a flight of more than 5,000 km 

                                                           
68 Leonid G. Ivashov. “Podozritel�naya speshka v sokrashchenii yadernykh vooruzheniy.” 
Nezavisimaia Gazeta. http://www.ng.ru/politics/2009-07-06/3_kartblansh.html. 6 July, 2009.  
69 Ibid.  
70 Igor Sergeyev. “The main factors which determine Russia’s military—technical policy on the 
eve of the 21st century.” Krasnaya Zvezda. 9 December, 1999. Reported in David S. Yost. 
“Russia’s non-strategic nuclear forces,” p. 533.  
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over the entire country.71 These exercises, defined by the Kremlin as the 
“ largest nuclear command maneuvers in recent history,”72 are part of a series 
of tests for a full-scale nuclear war, something Russia has been rehearsing 
regularly since NATO’s attack on Yugoslavia in 1999.73 

 
 
Figure 2: Russian tactical force locations, 2012 

 

 
Source: Hans M. Kristensen, 2012. 

  
Returning to the internal NATO debate analyzed in chapter V, it is easy 

to understand that such a strong Russian insistence on the importance of its 
tactical arsenals entails important implications for the status of U.S. tactical 
bombs in Europe. If Moscow’s position were limited to the current political 
exponents, it would suffice to wait until the country’s political control passed 

                                                           
71 Alexander Golts. “Mutual Absurd Destruction.” The Moscow Times. 
http://www.themoscowtimes.com/opinion/article/mutually-absurd-destruction/470249.html. 23 
October, 2012.  
72 Ibid.  
73 Ibid.  
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to other officials, thus hoping for more successful negotiations at a later time. 
However, the belief that the nuclear arsenals represent the prestige itself of the 
Russian nation, makes any change of position hard to imagine. This is 
primarily due to the fact that such a stance, with such a wide and heterogeneous 
support, would define the nuclear strategy of any political exponent, regardless 
of party affiliation or time of negotiation. The result is a lack of Russian 
flexibility that turns U.S. and NATO reciprocity requests into an ineffective 
endeavor. In a recent interview, Russia’s Minister for Foreign Affairs Sergey 
Lavrov has been explicit in this regard: “Moscow [will be] ready to discuss a 
mutual reduction of tactical nuclear armaments only after the withdrawal of 
US tactical nuclear weapons from Europe and dismantlement of their 
infrastructure. Unlike the Russian tactical weapons, such US armaments are 
based beyond US territory; [t]o start any talks on the issue, positions should be 
equalized first.”74 Russia’s inflexible position, coupled with NATO’s 
skepticism towards Moscow and its belief in the importance of its nuclear 
identity until nuclear weapons exist, create an obstacle for the general 
nonproliferation goals that is clearly not easy to overcome.   
 

VII. Future developments of the Life Extension Program 

Besides having to negotiate with Russia’s and a few NATO members’ 
oppositions, the Obama Administration must face the increasing domestic 
hostility towards the bombs’ modernization program. The bombs that are 
currently deployed in Europe belong to three different variants: B61-3, B61-4, 
and B61-10. The LEP aims to consolidate these versions into one single model, 
the B61-12. The project seeks to implement changes that are similar to those 
that have already been successfully applied to the B61-7s and B61-11s, 
transported by Stealth Bombers B-2 Spirit.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
74 Interview of 19 April, 2012, reported by RT.com. “Tactical Nuclear Arms Reduction After 
‘US witdraws’ Such Nukes from Europe.” http://rt.com/news/line/2012-04-19/#id29821.  
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Figure 3: The Life Extension Program 
 

 
  

The LEP for the European variants should have begun during FY 2012. 
The program seeks to provide the bombs with new firing, arming, and safety 
components, updated radar components, permissive action link components 
and equipment, upgraded radar supplies, thermal batteries, join test assemblies, 
weapon trainers, and test and handling gear. The program also seeks to upgrade 
the B-61 bombs in order to guarantee their compatibility with the new F-35 
Joint Strike Fighter. The estimates suggest that the first units will be completed 
by FY 2019, and that the program will terminate between FYs 2022 and 2023; 
once renovation will be completed, the bombs should have a new life-span of 
at least 30 years.75 
 The program was to see its launch this year, but its oversight by 
government agencies and independent bodies had begun much earlier. 
Following the LEP’s official presentation in 2008, the U.S. Government 
Accountability Office (GAO), the government agency dealing with oversight 
over the executive’s budget and expenditures, was commissioned a study on 
the progress of the program. The study sought to: 1) ensure that the Department 
of Defense and the National Nuclear Safety Administration (NNSA) have 

                                                           
75 Information provided by Arms Control Association. “U.S. Nuclear Modernization 
Programs.”  
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taken into consideration the time limits of the modernization program; 2) and 
ensure that the program will not decrease U.S. commitments to NATO.76 The 
final report of the investigation was published in May of 2011. The document 
did not question the fact that the bombs need to undergo a modernization 
process, but found that the preliminary tests seemed to require more time than 
was initially envisioned, thus delaying the start of the program by at least one 
year. Moreover, the GAO found that there may be problems with the 
production of certain components, with achieving a sufficiently satisfying 
quality of the finished product, and with the coordination between the NNSA 
and the U.S. Air Force.77 The GAO adds that the DOD and the NNSA “have 
not yet prepared a long-term risk management plan to avoid operational gaps 
and ensure that the United States will be able to maintain the capability to 
support its NATO commitments if the B61 life extension program is delayed or 
canceled.”78 This skepticism with regard to the completion time was due to the 
entity of the modernization program, which, unlike the B61-7s and the B61-
11s, would include most of the internal structure of the bombs.  
 However, the most intense critiques of the program are aimed at the high 
costs for its maintenance. In the beginning, the NNSA had requested from 
Congress four billion dollars for FY 2011;79 but the estimates were too low, 
and in July of 2012, the Senate Appropriations Committee was asked an 
increase of four billion dollars, reaching a total of eight million dollars 
requested.80 This amount does not seem to be definitive, since, according to the 
Arms Control Association, in August 2012 the estimates had reached ten 
billion dollars.81  

                                                           
76 U.S. Government Accountability Office. “Nuclear Weapons: DOD and NNSA need to better 
manage scope of future refurbishments and risks to maintaining U.S. commitments to NATO.” 
(GAO-11-387). http://www.gao.gov/assets/320/317883.pdf. 2 May, 2011. 
77 Ibid., pp. 29-30.  
78 Ibid., “What GAO found.” 
79 National Nuclear Security Administration. “FY 2011 stockpile stewardship and management 
plan summary.” May, 2010. 
http://www.fas.org/programs/ssp/nukes/nuclearweapons/SSMP2011_summary.pdf.  
80 United States Committee on Appropriations. “Hearing on Nuclear Weapons Stockpile.” 25 
July, 2012. 
http://www.appropriations.senate.gov/webcasts.cfm?method=webcasts.view&id=3323b75b-
a942-4a04-81cf-9fa0bd2975b4.  
81 Arms Control Association. “U.S. Nuclear Modernization Programs.” 
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 Faced by such a substantial and sudden increase in the program’s costs, 
and by the intensification of the global financial crisis, U.S. public opinion has 
been rather active in voicing its concerns. According to Hans M. Kristensen, 
the most recent estimates do not include some of the most costly components 
of the program, including: a new guided tail kit assembly that the Air Force has 
requested in order to increase the accuracy of the B-61 bombs, the cost of 
which approaches one billion dollars; and the costs of equipping the new F-35s 
with the tools for carrying the new bombs, which should cost an additional 340 
million dollars.82  
 
 
Figure 4: Project of a B61-12 bomb and an F-35 Joint Strike Fighter in 
flight 

 

 
Source: Hans M. Kristensen, 2012. 

  
In February of 2012, the Project on Government Oversight (POGO), an 

NGO that constantly monitors the U.S. government’s expenditures, wrote a 
personal letter, which was later made public, to Secretary of Defense Leon E. 
Panetta. Titled “U.S. taxpayers shouldn’t bear the cost of B61 bombs deployed 
in Europe,” the letter argues that, “[g]iven the magnitude of U.S. fiscal 
concerns, continuing to spend billions of dollars on weapons whose military 
efficacy is questionable at best and whose security is not assured is not 

                                                           
82 Hans M. Kristensen. “B61-12: NNSA’s Gold-Plated Nuclear Bomb Project.” 
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justifiable.”83 Besides mentioning the military obsolescence of the bombs, the 
POGO letter also touches upon an issue that, in this specific instance, was only 
cursorily mentioned at the international level, although very important for the 
U.S. public: namely, the sharing of costs among NATO Allies. Indeed, 
according to the NGO,  
 
The NATO Alliance was built on the concept of burden-sharing among the 
members. Since its inception, the U.S. has borne the lion’s share of the military 
costs. If U.S. and European leaders really believe these nuclear weapons can 
be useful as a deterrent or that they remain essential to maintaining the 
political ties that bind the Alliance, the European members must agree to bear 
an increased share of the costs for these weapons. The U.S. should not be 
responsible for continuing to pay the majority of the cost to maintain a nuclear 
weapons capability in European countries, particularly given our nation’s 
financial constraints.84 
  

The U.S. Congress voiced its concerns, too, by proposing a cut in the 
funding requested by the NNSA. For FY 2012, the agency had asked for 223.5 
million dollars in order to launch the program; however, the Senate 
Appropriations Committee has refused to grant the request, and provided only 
180 million dollars, thus cutting by more than 43 million dollars the funding 
for the program’s first year.85 Additionally, the House Appropriations 
Committee has also urged the NNSA not to spend more than 50% of its 
requested budget, at least until it will have published a detailed report 
specifying the costs and benefits of the program.86 
 The most recent development is the Senate’s proposal to completely 
freeze the funding for the program until the NNSA will have published a 
detailed report documenting the current situation of the LEP. According to the 

                                                           
83 Project on Government Oversight. “POGO to Panetta: US Taxpayers Shouldn’t Bear the 
Cost of B61 Bombs Deployed in Europe.” 1 February, 2012. http://www.pogo.org/pogo-
files/letters/nuclear-security-safety/nss-dod-20110201-pogo-panetta-taxpayers-shouldnt-bear-
cost-of-b61-bombs-europe.html.  
84 Ibid. 
85 Arms Control Association. “U.S. Nuclear Modernization Programs.” 
86 House Appropriations Subcommittee on Water and Energy Development. “House Report 
112-118.” 15 June, 2011. http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CRPT-112hrpt118/html/CRPT-
112hrpt118.htm.  
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Senate’s Appropriations Committee, it is not possible to “evaluate the entire 
life-cycle costs of the program, assess the impact on other weapons activities 
and proposed offsets to pay for increasing costs for the program, determine 
whether the proposed schedule meets military requirements, or ensure that any 
modifications to the weapon do not impact its safety, security and reliability…. 
[Therefore, the committee] directs that no funding be used for B-61 life 
extension program activities until NNSA submits to the committee a validated 
cost, schedule and scope baseline.”87  
 Thus, the U.S. domestic context does not seem particularly in favor of 
the program’s continuation, especially in light of the several heterogeneous 
actors that oppose it. The candidate that will prevail at the upcoming 
presidential elections will have to include a set of policies aimed at a solid and 
complete evaluation of this controversial program; a program that, despite the 
many debates, constitutes a very important aspect of the North Atlantic 
Alliance.  
 

VIII. Conclusions 

 
President Obama’s 2009 speech in Prague had awakened in the 

international community great expectations with regard to the nuclear 
nonproliferation strategy the U.S. would have adopted in the years to come. 
The proposal of a global zero was received with a great deal of enthusiasm, 
although, from the very beginning it was mitigated by the President’s 
pragmatic warnings. By juxtaposing to his proposals for a nuclear-free world a 
set of pragmatic warnings aimed at recognizing the realities of the current 
international system, the Obama Administration believed to be acting in the 
interest of the United States and their Allies. As shown by the signing and 
ratification of the NEW START between 2010 and 2011, a treaty that further 

                                                           
87 Douglas P. Guarino. “Senators Suggest Freeze on B-61 bomb funding pending cost 
estimates.” The Nuclear Threat Initiative. 27 April, 2012. 
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lowered the thresholds for deployable U.S. and Russian strategic weapons, the 
U.S. has indeed taken some concrete steps.88  
 However, the strategy for the B-61 bombs seems to have taken a 
different path. With regard to their deployment, the Obama Administration has 
opted for a deferral of all operational decisions to NATO’s multilateral context. 
The U.S. official nuclear strategy, illustrated in the 2010 Nuclear Posture 
Review, deals only partially with the issue of the B-61 bombs, and focuses 
instead on the overall national nuclear policies.  
 By contrast, when it comes to the bombs’ actual status, the 
Administration has been rather active, by launching a life extension program 
that seeks to modernize the nearly 200 bombs and lengthen their life-span by at 
least 30 years. Thus, while the U.S. has decided to delegate to NATO all 
decisions regarding the bombs’ localizations, concrete steps aimed at 
guaranteeing the efficiency and reliability of the warheads have been taken 
without hesitation. When compared to the Prague principles, these 
developments, though not entirely contradictory, are not particularly consistent.  
 The U.S.-led program has provoked a substantial amount of critiques, 
both at the domestic and international levels. What is perhaps most surprising 
is the position taken by some NATO members, including Belgium, Germany, 
and the Netherlands, who have urged the U.S. government to withdraw the 
bombs from Europe. In addition to these, France’s, Hungary’s, and Lithuania’s 
strong oppositions to the bombs’ removal are a sign that a greater unity of 
vision is needed in order to conduct a successful dialogue with Russia.  
 The Russian reaction and the dialogue this reaction has produced are 
perhaps the most delicate aspect of the issue. Moscow continues to perceive 
NATO’s defense policies (its tactical bombs, but also its missile defense 
system, its expansion to the East, and its out-of-area operations) as hostile acts 
that threaten Russian national security; and, aware of NATO’s continuous calls 
for a dismantlement or relocation of its tactical arsenals, Russia continues to 
request as the essential and necessary condition the total removal of the U.S. 
bombs from European soil. Simultaneously, NATO members show a certain 
degree of insecurity caused by Moscow’s lack of transparency with regard to 
the number and locations of its arsenals, thereby expecting more from the 

                                                           
88 It should be remembered that the NEW START agreement lowers the thresholds to 1,550 
nuclear warheads. http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/140035.pdf.  
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Kremlin and denying its reciprocity requests. At the international level, these 
developments are translated into a diplomatic impasse the solution of which is 
difficult to foresee, unless one of the two sides renounces its demands for 
reciprocity. Perhaps, the recommendation by Lukasz Kulesa may be the most 
appropriate: instead of persevering in its demand for a change in Russian 
strategy, NATO should transfer the bombs unilaterally, therefore sending the 
clear message that the B-61s are by no means a precautionary measure against 
Moscow, and that the Alliance is not as aggressive as Russian military 
strategists would contend. In order to achieve this, NATO should overcome the 
not so easy obstacle constituted by the oppositions of Paris, Vilnius, and 
Budapest: although this may prove a difficult task, it may not be as 
insurmountable as some would suggest. NATO itself will be strengthened by 
the successful elimination of this diplomatic hurdle: for, besides showing that 
the bombs have nothing to do with Russia, the North Atlantic Alliance will 
prove that its multilateralism represents strength and cohesion.  
 At the U.S. domestic level the situation is somehow different. Far from 
being characterized by stall, the internal context has seen an increasing and 
determined opposition to the LEP by both public and political actors. U.S. 
voters, together with other entities such as NGOs and lobbies, do not want to 
incur the high costs of a program that, essentially, impacts the Europeans’ 
security more so than the Americans’. Probably aware of this fact, the organs 
that help monitor the executive’s expenditures, such as the Appropriations 
Committees of House and Senate, but also executive agencies such as the 
GAO, have begun to demand more of the Departments of Defense and Energy, 
by cutting the funds or even threatening to freeze them until the costs and the 
schedule will be evaluated with more precision.  
 These developments shift the attention towards an important issue that 
has long been dealt with within the Alliance, although without arriving at a 
solution: namely, the problem of burden-sharing. Indeed, it is not particularly 
clear why the Obama Administration has not proposed a sharing of the costs 
among NATO members, especially in light of the bombs’ geographic location. 
One possible interpretation of this phenomenon may be that the U.S. sees the 
B-61 bombs not as a NATO arsenal, but as its own tactical arsenal that is 
currently deployed on European territory, thereby implying a series of 
important geopolitical factors. One such factor may be that, in this way, the 
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U.S. would possess a greater autonomy in the management of the bombs, while 
also sending the symbolic message of a continued U.S. involvement in Europe.  
 The prospects for the future are currently rather uncertain. The recent 
election to the Kremlin of Vladimir Putin has given rise to a more assertive 
Russian foreign policy, as evidenced by the recent nuclear exercises carried out 
in October of 2012. Thus, the situation seems to require a more committed 
diplomatic effort by the United States and their Allies, particularly in light of 
the numerous endeavors aimed at ending the depiction of Russia as an enemy 
nation.  
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