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Chapter One: Forecasts for Future Russian–
US Arms Control
Mike Albertson, Deputy Director, Center for Global Security Research Lawrence Livermore 
National Laboratory

A world without the New START Treaty (NST) or 

treaty-based strategic arms control cannot simply be 

categorised as ‘unacceptable’.1 That world is possible. It 

has been increasing in likelihood for some time and thus 

it must be both understood and anticipated. The NST 

will expire on 5 February 2026 and it could disappear 

much sooner, depending on the actions of either Russia 

or the United States. No amount of positive thinking 

on the value of strategic arms control or talking points 

about the importance of the treaty can change its status 

as a hostage in the broader bilateral relationship. 

Historical experience shows that arms-control agree-

ments often take years to negotiate. Success hinges on 

slow, frustrating delegation work bearing fruit during 

narrow windows of mutual political interest. At the 

moment no delegations are meeting. None of this foun-

dational work is taking place. There is little sign of polit-

ical interest in Moscow and Beijing. Russian President 

Vladimir Putin and Chinese President Xi Jinping have 

shown over the last decade that they have little interest 

in reducing or managing risk, escalation, or arms races 

through concrete steps, and this trend is likely to con-

tinue well into the future. Larger dynamics are instead 

driving all sides away from cooperation at the negotiat-

ing table and towards competition at the military level. 

These moments of uncomfortable limbo have existed 

before in the history of arms control, which has often 

been one of disappointment, missed opportunities and 

hard work derailed by broader geopolitical events. 

But history shows that seemingly intractable problems 

have been overcome. Landmark agreements have been 

reached and parties have learned to live with lower 

numbers of delivery systems and warheads and unfore-

seen levels of transparency. To some observers, Russia 

and China have interests that are well served by arms 

control, as does the US leadership, and prospects could 

brighten at some future moment of opportunity. 

It is useful to look beyond the current dark moment 

to a future time when leaders might want to negoti-

ate the contours of a post-NST security environment. 

Questions and answers could be guided by lessons 

learned from the NST, in particular: how has the NST 

worked or not worked from a US perspective? Can 

NST-related issues be resolved in either a new, nar-

rower agreement or broader security framework? Is 

there a common ground between the US and Russia 

upon which to negotiate and implement an NST follow-

on agreement? And finally, what should the US want 

in a future agreement and how does it get there? But 

there are also larger questions at play beyond simply 

bringing legally binding strategic arms control into the 

future. These questions centre on the function of arms 

control in this security environment, the reasons why 

parties would choose cooperation over competition and 

the ultimate form of such cooperation. 

Understanding the Benefits and 
Imperfections of the NST
Experts have debated the benefits and disadvantages 

of the NST from its conception to its likely deathbed. 

Many of these debates are intrinsic to arms control as 

a national-security instrument. Some specific issues 

regarding the NST’s framework have existed since its 

origins. Other issues emerged during NST implementa-

tion, either with respect to the treaty itself or outside of 

the treaty as the broader security environment changed 

with regards to Russia and China. This happens over the 

life of any treaty: a combination of internal and external 

pressures, a record of successes and failures and issues 

from birth and from life. All of this paints a complex 

picture of the positives or negatives of an agreement. 

Given the decline of arms control in the national-secu-

rity conversation, the complex reality of the NST is often 

lost. The NST is reduced to a caricature of itself: a failed 
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attempt to prevent all that has happened with Russia and 

China which can be easily discarded, a panacea to stop 

the looming dangers of an arms race, or a central pillar of 

strategic stability which must be preserved or replaced 

at any cost. Again, this happens with many arms-control 

agreements that survive beyond a certain duration; they 

become outdated and dangerous or timeless and essen-

tial. Debunking these mythologies is useful.

The 2011 NST was never an easy agreement to nego-

tiate and implement, simply because no arms-control 

agreement with Russia is ever easy. Russians are hard 

and capable negotiators, often frustrating to US coun-

terparts.2 Negotiations are themselves long and chal-

lenging. Bargaining does not end with an agreement’s 

signature and ratification but continues throughout 

implementation. Negotiating the NST may have been 

easier than previous agreements, judging by negotiat-

ing duration, but its relative speed was due to inherent 

advantages at that time. The NST was built on several 

decades of legacy agreements. It was also overseen by 

experts who had engaged across the table for years. It 

was a moment of some degree of US–Russian coopera-

tion on mutual security concerns. It had a popular US 

president capable of investing the necessary time and 

energy into the negotiating process, and an experi-

enced core of legislators and staffers in the Senate able 

to discuss and debate the merits of ratifying the treaty. 

Despite all these advantages, the NST negotiation and 

ratification were still complex and difficult.3 

The NST implementation was no different. Successful 

arms-control implementation requires ‘tending the gar-

den’; i.e., tedious, time-consuming, necessary work.4 

The garden that was the NST was never an easy one 

to tend. Arms-control work with the Russians requires 

attention to detail and a willingness to stress even the 

most minor issues before they become major problems. 

US implementers faced several sets of obstacles over the 

course of the treaty’s implementation as they tended the 

garden while relations worsened. 

First and foremost, Russia needed to be below the cen-

tral limit of 700 deployed launchers (intercontinental bal-

listic missiles (ICBMs), deployed submarine-launched 

ballistic missiles (SLBMs) and deployed heavy bombers 

equipped for nuclear armaments), 800 deployed and 

non-deployed launchers and 1,550 nuclear warheads 

on deployed launchers before the treaty’s deadline of 

5 February 2018. For all the criticisms of the NST ‘forc-

ing’ the US to reduce while ‘allowing’ Russia to build 

up, the NST put limits on the Russian strategic triad at 

precisely a point when Moscow’s military modernisa-

tion and nuclear-infrastructure programme rebounded. 

Russia was close to or above the limits when the treaty 

began, and its deployed warhead numbers spiked in 

the years prior to the NST’s central limits coming into 

effect.5 Russia reached the central limits of the treaty by 

eliminating legacy systems and reducing the number of 

warheads on deployed launchers.

In contrast, much of the US numerical reduction was 

bookkeeping from START I, removing items like B-1 

bombers and converted missile-defence launchers.6,7 

Some of the reductions were achieved by the US using 

treaty-approved procedures to remove B-52 heavy 

bombers and Trident II SLBM launchers from account-

ability by rendering the converted items incapable of 

Table 1: New START Treaty Aggregate Numbers of Strategic 
Offensive Arms, 1 September 2022

Category of Data United States Russia 

Deployed ICBMs, deployed SLBMs, and 
deployed heavy bombers

659 540

Warheads on deployed ICBMs, on 
deployed SLBMs, and nuclear warheads 
counted for deployed heavy bombers

1,420 1,549

Deployed and non-deployed launchers 
of ICBMs, deployed and non-deployed 
launchers of SLBMs, and deployed and 
non-deployed heavy bombers

800 759

Source: US Department of State

Negotiations: New START was not an easy agreement to negotiate, 
despite the speed at which talks were concluded.  

(ALBERTO PIZZOLI/AFP/Getty Images)
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employing nuclear weapons.8 The US made clear in the 

negotiations that conversions of heavy bombers and 

SLBM launchers would be used to achieve the reduc-

tions necessary under the NST, following the conver-

sion procedures outlined in the agreement.9 While this 

conversion programme progressed, Russia attempted 

repeatedly to renegotiate provisions of the NST regard-

ing conversion procedures agreed to in Section 3 of the 

treaty.10 Russian inspectors made a deliberate decision 

to not exercise their treaty right to inspect converted 

launchers in an attempt to build leverage.11 The Russian 

side instead publicly stated their displeasure with these 

procedures wherever Moscow thought it might be 

advantageous and attempted at certain moments to use 

the conversion issue both to refuse to extend the agree-

ment and accuse the US of non-compliance.12 

The NST grappled throughout its tenure with ques-

tions concerning new Russian missile systems. Some 

systems – such as the RS-26 Rubezh (RS-SS-X-28) ICBM 

and the Barguzhin rail-mobile ICBM – were ultimately 

shelved. Others, like the perpetually in-development  

RS-28 Sarmat (RS-SS-X-29) heavy ICBM and the deployed 

Avangard (RS-SS-19 Stiletto Mod 4) ICBM-mounted 

hypersonic-boost glide vehicle, are accountable by 

treaty definition. Some of Russia’s so-called ‘novel’ sys-

tems, such as the nuclear-powered and nuclear-armed 

cruise missile, Burevestnik (RS-SSC-X-09 Skyfall), do 

not meet the definitions of treaty-accountable launch-

ers; ultimately, they may or may not be developed and 

deployed. In addition to the question of whether these 

systems would ever be deployed, there were complex 

issues as to when systems would first become account-

able under the agreement in terms of prototypes, exhibi-

tions and inspections.

Up until recently, NST implementation had been 

mutually rewarding and frustratingly difficult, a 

reminder that arms control requires hard work in all of 

its phases. The NST endured several past bouts of hos-

tage taking which threatened its implementation, show-

ing its durability through Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 

in 2014, the resulting bouts of sanctions and counter-

sanctions, Russia’s violation of the Intermediate-Range 

Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, the milestone of the NST’s 

central limits coming into effect, debates about extension 

of the NST, COVID-19 restrictions, and the first year of 

Russia’s current war in Ukraine.13 Misperceptions about 

leverage – who wants this more, who needs this more 

– drove thinking about the value of the NST as a hos-

tage. Like much in the bilateral relationship, the NST 

succumbed to the recent bottoming-out, culminating 

with Russia’s ‘suspension’ of the NST.14 This followed an 

accumulation of implementation issues, with Russia’s 

failing to restart inspection activities – paused by the 

COVID-19 pandemic – and unwilling to attend the req-

uisite two annual sessions of the NST’s implementation 

body. The NST became one of the last hostages taken 

in the bilateral relationship to be left alive. It also dem-

onstrated that Russia was no longer going to fence this 

issue off from broader security issues – as it seemingly 

has now done with other arms-control agreements.

The second mythology to tackle is that the NST was 

transformational. All arms-control treaties suffer from 

some degree of overhyping at their conception. The NST 

was an important but inherently modest agreement. It 

did not represent the dawning of a new era in strategic 

Implementation: A Soviet inspector viewing the nosecone of a US 
BGM-109G Tomahawk cruise missile. 

(Alamy)
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arms control. It did not signal a radical restructuring 

of the US nuclear triad. The ratification of the agree-

ment did not result in momentum for the US Senate 

ratification of other agreements like the Comprehensive 

Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT) or Fissile Material Cut-

off Treaty (FMCT). Russia rejected the offer made in 

president Barack Obama’s speech in Berlin in 2013, in 

which he proposed to pursue further strategic-warhead 

reductions.15 Other bilateral issues, like missile defence 

or agreements covering all nuclear warheads, did not 

gain traction. As such, the NST did not transform the 

US–Russian relationship. 

The NST at its heart was the continuation of a long 

line of bilateral strategic arms-control agreements 

stretching back to the early 1970s.16 Similarly, none of 

these agreements could completely change the bilat-

eral relationship, prevent Soviet crackdowns in Central 

and Eastern Europe, affect Soviet human-rights and 

emigration policies, stop Soviet material support reach-

ing communist insurgent and terrorist groups, or pre-

vent the invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 – nor did they 

help the Soviets in preventing US escalation in Vietnam 

or US support for Israel in the Yom Kippur War. Each 

built on and modified accordingly the definitions and 

verification provisions of their predecessors as launcher 

and warhead limits gave way to reductions to lower lev-

els. Like other agreements, the NST never realised the 

hopes of its greatest advocates, but nor did it confirm 

the evils of its harshest critics.

The NST did what it was intended to do. It set lim-

its on deployed and non-deployed strategic launchers 

and deployed strategic nuclear warheads. It provided 

transparency and verification on these systems. All of 

this came with a great deal of time and energy behind 

the scenes to keep the agreement operating. It was 

never designed to do more than that. It did not prevent 

Figure 1: The United States’ nuclear triad
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Russia from openly competing in other areas. It did not 

capture all Russian nuclear warheads or every conceiv-

able new Russian nuclear-armed system.17 It could not 

solve Russia’s violation of the INF Treaty, its aggression 

(with conventional weapons) against its neighbours, 

or its irresponsible actions in other domains. It could 

not expand to suddenly cover China’s growing nuclear 

arsenal and the emerging ‘two-peer’ problem. As time 

passed, the focus became less about what the NST did 

well and more on what it did not do. This has left the 

NST with a misplaced legacy. It is blamed for every-

thing it did not do, rather than being credited for the 

value it brought for both sides.

The Search for Common Ground: 
Information versus Emotion
The reality of the NST – a modestly successful agreement 

difficult to negotiate, ratify and implement – highlights 

an inherent value so often taken for granted. Many on 

both sides have been spoiled by five decades of steady 

bilateral engagement on arms control and three decades 

of exchanging classified information verified by onsite 

inspections regarding the strategic nuclear forces of the 

other side. This transparency had long persisted, despite 

massive changes in the geopolitical environment, the 

bilateral relationship, the technology and the forces. 

Having enjoyed the benefits of data exchanges for so 

long, perceptions and institutions were shaped around 

getting such information for relatively low costs. 

Information, not limits or reductions, is the most val-

uable commodity in arms control. This is particularly 

true of information derived from arms control, where 

data is tracked over time and confirmed by onsite 

inspections. Discussions about US–Russian strategic 

forces have been straightforward for a long time because 

we have exchanged information. In an era of ongoing 

and planned changes to the US and Russian nuclear 

arsenals, the fact that an agreement like the NST (and 

START I before it) provided so much consistent data 

over such a long time period is critical to remember. The 

disadvantages of not having this kind of information 

for both sides are readily apparent from other debates 

on nuclear policy and posture where information is 

lacking, such as US discussions on the composition of 

Russian non-strategic nuclear arsenal, the current and 

future trajectory of Chinese strategic forces and the size 

of North Korea’s nuclear arsenal.18 Russians, likewise, 

face challenges in accurately analysing and responding 

to US systems of concern upon which there is a dearth 

of information, such as missile defences or long-range 

conventional strike capabilities.19 

If parties are reminded about the utility of information 

in stabilising some small but important part of the rela-

tionship, common ground seems relatively easy to find. 

The two sides have 50 years’ experience in negotiating 

these issues. Both sides have benefitted from the legally 

binding transparency provided by the NST to shape their 

forces, based on understanding those of the other side. 

Both sides seem to enjoy their special status as respon-

sible nuclear-weapon states (NWSs) leading the field in 

managing their nuclear competition. Both sides want to 

avoid giving non-nuclear states and other nuclear-armed 

states alike the perception that formal arms control has 

stalled and that more radical measures need to be taken 

to coerce NWSs to reduce their numbers. 

At some point Russia will have to sift through the polit-

ical, economic and military ramifications of its costly war 

of aggression against Ukraine. It will need to balance the 

funding of rebuilding its conventional forces, addressing 

the weaknesses that have now been demonstrated, with 

‘doubling down’ on nuclear weapons, through acquiring 

additional non-strategic capabilities or revised strategies 

to fill a perceived deterrence gap.20,21 It will have to weigh 

up whether to push more money towards a military 

which has shown a poor return on investment, against 

the need to bolster its domestic civilian economy.22,23 

Stabilisation at the higher end of the conflict spectrum 

with the US would appear desirable, as it would allow 

Moscow to focus on other pressing issues. 

Likewise, many in the US want to focus on China as the 

‘most consequential threat’ and deal with attendant issues 

like regional conventional capabilities, economic re-shor-

ing, science and technology competition and the two-peer 

nuclear problem.24 However, it is desirable to know and 

see what Russia has in its strategic nuclear arsenal for 

the marginal costs of implementing an agreement, rather 

than having another distracting and costly arms competi-

tion factored into the China-focused geopolitical mix. 

Common ground has existed over the last decade. It 

has been frequently pointed out. But it has proven to 
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not be solid enough upon which to build a new agree-

ment. Why?

Firstly, both sides want the next agreement to cover more than 

the NST covers. The sides have staked out expansive mark-

ers of what they want in the next agreement. The US has 

stated at various times that all Russian warheads should 

be captured in the next agreement; Russian strategic deliv-

ery systems not captured by the NST should be included; 

and China should be at the table.25,26,27 Russia has its own 

well-worn and ill-defined list it wishes to have addressed 

in the next agreement, including missile defences, long-

range conventional strikes, the conventional balance in 

Europe, NATO forces in Central and Eastern Europe, 

space-based capabilities, the nuclear forces of France and 

the United Kingdom, and so on.28 These markers have 

hardened over time into preconditions.

Secondly, the sides leverage the known good to get the pos-

sible better. Both sides have stated their willingness to 

walk away from the table, or not sit at the table at all, if 

their preconditions are not met. From the standpoint of 

finding common ground for a future negotiation, this 

is the worst of all possible worlds. Value in the form of 

mutual interests is left hostage for greater gains which 

are unlikely to be realised. Positions are entrenched but 

vague. Each side grows more hardened in their posi-

tion, while there is nothing on paper in terms of text to 

negotiate. No middle ground can be found when posi-

tions are all versus nothing or when there are no formal 

proposals around which to anchor discussions. It is an 

illusion of a negotiation.

Thirdly, the sides are rapidly losing knowledge and expe-

rience on arms-control policy formulation, negotiation, and 

implementation – and with it the connective tissue that ties 

arms control to hard security policy. As evidenced by the 

number of next-generation arms-control initiatives, 

many are aware of the problem that there are very few 

experienced arms controllers left with practical experi-

ence of negotiations, bureaucratic processes and treaty-

drafting procedures. Compounding this problem is that 

few of these next-generation experts have any connection 

to areas like military intelligence, war planning, or secu-

rity policy, that complement and support arms control. 

The end of the ‘golden age of arms control’ is con-

sidered to be in 1990, with the culminating point occur-

ring in 1999, when many initiatives reached an impasse 

and progressed no further.29 The successful conclusion 

of the NST in 2010 represented the culminating effort of 

a generation of arms controllers who had cut their teeth 

on the INF and START I negotiations in the 1980s and 

had done the difficult baseline implementation work in 

the 1990s, and were largely sidelined when great-power 

competition was replaced by the global war on terror, 

with a brief respite during the Obama administration, 

returning those who remained to the top of the arms-

control field in their respective organisations. While a 

new generation of experts is being assembled through 

various early and mid-career initiatives, there is no sub-

stitute for real-world practical experience which brings 

together people in intelligence analysis, nuclear-force 

planning, deterrence strategy, formal negotiations and 

treaty implementation. 

Fourth of all, the sides see arms control as a ‘bargain with the 

devil’.30 The devil in some cases is the other side, but for 

some, arms control itself is the devil. Putin and the regime 

he has created in Russia have developed a revisionist his-

tory of the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s that is built on griev-

ances against a US seeking to undermine, dismantle and 

destroy the Russian state.31 Within this outlook, arms-con-

trol treaties are on the long list of Western tools used to 

disarm Russia in preparation for this master plan.32 Russia 

is also happy to point out to the world the many times the 

US has walked away from arms-control agreements or 

refused to ratify them.33 Likewise, the US has its own long 

list of problems with Russia and a set of open questions 

as to whether, after the invasion of Ukraine, relationships 

(Mark Wilson/Getty Images)

Competing priorities: US Republican Senators hold a press 
conference discussing their concerns of New START’s coverage.
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can ever be repaired with the current Russian regime.34 

The US has long documented Russia’s arms-control com-

pliance record over the last two decades as Russia under-

mined or violated a host of international agreements, a 

list which has fuelled the visceral mistrust of some in 

the US national-security community of any arms control 

with Russia.35, 36, 37 In this environment, experts’ notions of 

pragmatic negotiation calculations on costs and benefits 

are often replaced by political realities of emotion and 

moralism. The results are easy to spot: demonisation, self-

righteousness, zero-sum thinking, no vision of a shared 

way ahead, hostagetaking and mutual recriminations.

Fifth and finally, the sides lack the minimum political will 

necessary to take the first step. Making the first move is 

difficult in a damaged relationship, requiring effort and 

risk for unknown results. But someone must move first, 

if only to re-establish a working relationship. Almost 

every book on negotiating with Russians refers to the 

importance of building a level of trust with Russian 

counterparts necessary to transact business.38 Likewise, 

almost every memoir by US arms-control negotiators 

talks about the difficulties, but not impossibilities, of 

establishing the working relationship with their coun-

terparts necessary to do business.39 Familiarity and 

trust at the working level have disappeared over the 

last decade, but it is unclear whether these are prereq-

uisites for finding common ground and a way forward 

on arms control.40 The main question is whether there 

is a shared interest.

Cleaning Out the Arms-control Attic
In this anticipated relationship – one without trust or 

familiarity but with some shared interest, with dwin-

dling practical experience, amidst a litany of expansive 

but vague preconditions – some clarity is needed to 

determine next steps. The over-cluttered suite of arms-

control concepts needs to be cleaned out to find this 

clarity. It is not for a lack of time and effort on the part of 

US and allied officials, nor a lack of ideas generated by 

US and allied experts, that no common ground has been 

found with China and Russia. Beijing and Moscow have 

not been persuaded and have refused to engage due to 

a simple lack of shared interest in avoiding arms races 

(they are both racing and see no downsides to doing 

so) or conflict (they both are far less concerned about 

escalatory risks than post-Cuban Missile Crisis Chinese 

and Soviet leaders in the Cold War). Many plausi-

ble ideas have been posited over the last decade as a 

potential follow-on framework to the NST. Many ideas 

were premised, unfortunately, on the key assumption 

of the NST staying in force. With that premise entirely 

removed or at best looking very much reduced, much 

is likely impractical or insufficient in the existing and 

emerging security environment. Some guidance is valu-

able in sorting the still-useful from the outdated. Here 

are four recommendations:

1. Pare down expectations for what comes next. As 

with the NST, what comes next is unlikely to be 

transformative for larger dynamics in the secu-

rity environment, including progress towards a 

world free of nuclear weapons, or an expansion 

into new domains. Progress with arms control is 

usually incremental, building upon and updat-

ing the most recent agreement. The focus should 

be on retaining the informational foundations 

of preceding agreements with Russia. The ques-

tion then becomes whether to try and do slightly 

more than the NST with either Russia or China, 

or try to do slightly less than the NST with both 

Russia and China together. 

2. Discard outdated proposals accumulated over the last 

two decades. Further reductions, grand bargains 

and new domains seem unlikely to be viable solu-

tion spaces. Proposals centred on deeper numeri-

cal reductions were questioned in the security 

environment of 2013. They look even more 

implausible now given the changes in the secu-

rity environment over the last decade. Similarly, 

proposals looking at a US–Russian ‘grand bar-

gain’ agreement that would capture a broad mix 

of nuclear/non-nuclear and offensive/defensive 

capabilities under one framework are also likely 

impossible, given the bilateral relationship and the 

complex mix of US security challenges from peers, 

near-peers and regional adversaries. Proposals of 

arms control in new domains have also failed to 

mature, as these domains remain the least able to 

be constrained by traditional arms-control frame-

works and are in the areas in which governments 

want most to compete, dominate and ‘win’. 
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3. Recognise that non-legally binding measures could 

be ineffective and insufficient for achieving US goals 

regarding Russian and Chinese nuclear forces. Strategic 

stability and risk reduction become less appealing 

as organising principles when dealing with leader-

ship in Russia and China who seek a world order 

fundamentally different to the one that exists today 

and are willing to undermine stability and increase 

risks to achieve those ends. Likewise, failure to 

make progress on issues perceived to be ‘low-

hanging fruit’ in areas such as transparency and 

confidence-building measures has shown these to 

be neither as ripe nor within as easy reach as US 

observers expected.41 Norms are seen as good and 

stabilising, but norms require a great deal of time 

and energy to be agreed even among likeminded 

states. Norms have shown little effect on constrain-

ing behaviours by the non-likeminded states they 

are meant to influence. Russia and China have dis-

played a willingness to discard these norms when-

ever expedient, and the US and its allies little will 

to enforce these norms or punish their violation.42 

Political agreements, seen as easier to negotiate and 

codify than legally binding agreements, also likely 

lack either palatability or durability to serve their 

necessary purpose in the security environment.

4. Stop pursuing arms-control or risk-reduction agree-

ments in sequence, and instead open up several fronts 

for negotiation simultaneously. There is no single 

agreement which will solve all of the looming 

problems on the security horizon. New START 

may be the only example of a successful solo arms-

control effort. In fact, the US insistence on pursu-

ing it alone first prevented progress on other areas, 

such as conventional-arms control, thought to be 

less important. As previously mentioned, it also 

failed to have a catalytic effect on other stalled 

treaties, on further reductions or on expansions 

into other systems of concern. It was the first step, 

but the other steps failed to materialise. The result 

was that New START stood alone and exposed 

when the bilateral relationship deteriorated. At the 

zenith of arms control, talks on outer space, mis-

sile defences, strategic weapons, theatre weapons, 

conventional weapons and European security all 

occurred in parallel. They were linked but not 

mutually dependent, allowing the sides to build 

cross-domain bargains or exploits openings that 

emerged. While negotiating one domain at a time 

allows for easy hostage taking, parallel negotia-

tions have a higher chance of potential progress.

Clearing the lists of the impossible or unattainable 

goals, leaving the more attainable ones and some space 

for new ideas to accumulate, will help focus attention 

on what remains: a legally binding treaty with a limited 

scope and tailored to the emerging security environment. 

If, to paraphrase Winston Churchill, legally binding 

agreements are the worst form of arms control for stra-

tegic nuclear weapons except for all the others that have 

been tried, then steps should be taken to increase the prob-

ability they might succeed, or at least serve as the basis 

for discussion and potential progress.43 For strategic arms 

control to endure, it must come in a form that can sur-

vive in the anticipated security environment and with the 

expected set of players at the negotiating table. Many of 

these have rejected legally binding arms control as a Cold 

War anachronism ill-suited for future endeavours, as an 

impossibility given US domestic politics, or as a lengthy 

process which cannot be negotiated before the NST ends 

in 2026. All of these criticisms have merit, but all these can 

be addressed through the following measures:

1. Remember the benefits of legally binding treaties. 

Legally binding treaties do much that is over-

looked by people unfamiliar with their negotia-

tion and implementation. They provide a formally 

agreed mechanism to share classified information 

with adversaries. They outline legal protections 

for inspectors, as well as specify who pays for 

what costs associated with verification and imple-

mentation. They create an implementation body 

to serve as a venue for formal and informal dia-

logue on a host of strategic stability-related issues. 

They serve as a training ground for the next gen-

eration of bilateral and multilateral arms-control 

negotiators, implementers, interpreters, transla-

tors and legal experts. They are durable and last-

ing, in the sense that it takes a lot to break them.

2. Rebuilding bipartisan consensus for arms control as a 

tool to manage great-power competition. Just as there 
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is on nuclear modernisation, there is a bipartisan 

coalition on strategic arms control to be built and 

sustained. But this requires selling arms control 

to a spectrum of legislators with differing goals, 

rather than relying on the moral suasion of arms 

control or disarmament as a categorical impera-

tive. Some legislators will want to focus on China. 

Some want to ensure US nuclear modernisation. 

Some want to build new nuclear capabilities. Some 

want to cut or refocus the defence budget. Some 

want to burnish foreign-policy credentials by talk-

ing tough at the table to Russia and China. These 

are not goals that are incompatible with pursuing 

arms control with Russia and China. Appeals can 

be made in these areas; concessions are also likely 

in order. The US Senate should be deeply involved 

in setting the negotiating parameters for the next 

agreement. They should play an active role in the 

negotiations and they should be told in advance 

they will be provided with the negotiating record 

to aid in their ratification deliberations. These are 

known risks for the executive branch’s negotiat-

ing parameters, but they are risks which can be 

managed and which are worth taking to build a 

needed partnership.

3. Understanding the timeframes of arms-control nego-

tiations. Arms control is a lengthy process. The 

US and its allies should be preparing now for the 

outcome that the NST collapses prior to or expires 

in 2026 and nothing replaces it. As many have 

noted, this would be the first period since 1972 

that US and Soviet/Russian strategic nuclear arse-

nals have not been subject to some form of legal 

limits.44 Fear of this environment should not, how-

ever, be the primary driver for US negotiators. 

The end of the NST – as with many predecessor 

agreements which have ended over the last two 

decades – is the result, rather than the cause, of 

many of the instabilities in the world today. The 

world after the NST could look very similar to the 

world today, much of which is already competi-

tive and unconstrained. Russia and China may 

not engage in negotiations before 2026, but the 

US and its allies should have a say in what a new 

‘acceptable’ security environment would look like 

and should outline their vision of arms control in 

this environment on their own timeline. 

4. Improving coordination among deterrence planners, 

technology experts, intelligence analysts and arms-con-

trol negotiators. Arms control is a team sport – even 

domestically. It has always needed to coexist in an 

ecosystem driven by deterrence and armaments 

concerns. Its negotiating teams have always been 

brought together from inter-agency bureaucracies 

with different priorities and concerns. Just as ‘inte-

grated deterrence’ has become the terminology of 

choice in US national-security documents, so has 

integrated arms control.45 The preceding sections 

have shown the host of historical challenges that 

have faced arms control in general and the NST 

more specifically. Removing some of the clutter is 

a reminder that viable arms-control approaches 

require consensus between disparate communi-

ties of interest. This consensus provides not just 

durability but also better ideas than those focused 

on advancing one small agenda.

What Should the US Want in a New 
Agreement
The world after the NST can be sketched out. Already 

both sides have been seen moving towards the point 

where treaty-provided data will cease entirely and, 

thenceforth, grow increasingly outdated and redundant. 

The US and Russia, as the US noted in the 2022 and 2023 

Compliance Reports, will base their estimates of the oth-

er’s strategic force posture on intelligence information 

and their own analysis to fill in the gaps.46 Uncertainties 

will increase. The delta between floors and ceilings in 

estimates will expand. Worst-case assumptions will 

prevail, given the poisoned bilateral relationship. 

Assumptions based on competitive conditions, a lack 

of information and the assumption of the need to hedge 

against the other will likely drive force-posture deci-

sions, which will in turn lead to equivalent responses. 

Analysts are beginning to explore where force postures 

and structures may go in this environment.47 The US could 

employ its hedge of undeployed warheads to fill the per-

ceived deterrence gap as it seeks to execute its moderni-

sation programme.48 Russia could increase the number 

of warheads deployed on its existing ICBMs and SLBMs, 
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increase the output of its warm-missile- and warhead-pro-

duction lines, or expand the development of its so-called 

‘novel’ systems.49,50,51 China would likely assume US and 

Russian changes are directly related to their own nuclear-

force decisions and could change the – currently unknown 

– endpoint of its own nuclear-modernisation plans accord-

ingly. All sides will look to exploit and expand their 

respective nuclear infrastructures to compete effectively 

in a new dynamic environment. It would seemingly be of 

little value for China, Russia and the US to acquire more 

nuclear weapons (possibly driving other states, such as 

India and Pakistan, to also do so, with no additional secu-

rity benefits), but dynamics spurred by a lack of informa-

tion may drive all the parties in this direction. 

If this is the predicted environment, common ground 

appears conceptually. The absence of arms control 

could be a reminder of the value it provided in certain 

competitive spaces when it was in existence. After years 

of strategic nuclear-arms build-up with little apparent 

security benefit, political will could coalesce around the 

idea that some level of transparency and predictability 

is preferable to unwanted and costly arms racing and 

force-posture developments that decrease crisis stabil-

ity. Arms control could have its moment again. This 

moment, if it comes, may have some pitfalls: 

 �Arms control could be asked to do too much in a 

competitive two-peer world, with hub-and-spoke 

regional relationships driving local arms races in 

East and South Asia and the Middle East. It needs 

to be scoped appropriately to what is achievable. 

 �Arms control could also be pushed into a ‘grand 

bargain’ framework. Again, trades need to be con-

sidered within a narrow scope of nuclear weap-

ons, on systems judged to be of critical value to the 

US in the emerging security environment. 

 �Arms control could be pressed for too much trans-

parency, after a prolonged period of hiding and 

controlling information. The US should focus on 

the information it needs to avoid arms-race and 

crisis instabilities, particularly information that 

adds confidence to what is known from other 

sources and information that helps to call out 

Russian lies and disinformation. 

 �Arms control could again be refocused on numbers 

and the need to drive them downward. In a deeply 

competitive environment, however, numbers are 

less important than information. Reductions could 

come from a new agreement, but they should not 

determine the success or failure of a negotiation.

If this is the anticipated future moment (collapse, 

competition, remembrance, opportunity), what should 

the US want, and how can the US best situate itself for 

this possibility? 

Making progress when the opportunity presents itself 

often means doing the work well in advance, requiring 

a concrete proposal on nuclear weapons to serve as the 

cognitive anchor for future negotiations. Such a proposal 

needs to cover several bases. It must complement US deter-

rence and national-security goals. It must be driven by ana-

lysing the US future force structure against the anticipated 

forces structures of Russia and China – this analysis should 

drive the key questions of the proposal. It must be a clear 

Uploading: If New START collapsed, Russia could upload several 
hundred warheads to already deployed silo-based ICBMs.

(Robert Wallis/Corbis/Getty Images)
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articulation of what the US wants out of a nuclear-focused 

arms-control agreement with Russia and China. It must be 

easily explainable in terms of the interests of US allies and 

partners. It must be understandable to other states who 

may be less familiar with the history and workings of arms 

control. It must be defensible in terms of it being in Russia’s 

and China’s interest to engage with it. It must also likely be 

one piece of a broader effort, whereby the US articulates its 

arms-control positions and goals through multiple propos-

als in multiple areas to see where progress can be made. 

The focus here is on the nuclear proposal:

 � Form: A legally binding agreement. The goal 

here is to create something durable, capable of 

withstanding shifts between US administrations 

and the predictable ups and downs in relation-

ships with Russia and China. While the agreement 

may ultimately take some other form, it should 

start with the most ambitious goal.

 � Focus: Data on nuclear forces. The goal here is to 

reduce uncertainties in particular areas by providing 

Figure 2: Modernisation of the United States' nuclear triad 

Sources: IISS; The Military Balance 2022; Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists
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data which can be checked against information 

gathered through other sources. The US wants data 

on Russian and Chinese nuclear forces. Russia and 

China seem to want their own lists of data from 

the US; a concrete proposal on what the US wants 

should force their hands on coming back with a con-

crete counter-offer on what they specifically want in 

these areas. Harsher limitations (bans, restrictions, 

eliminations, etc.) are likely to be overly expensive 

for the US to negotiate and unlikely to solve major 

concerns. Treaty-based data sharing may be more 

useful and more achievable. 

 � Flexibility: Bilateral or trilateral. The goal here 

is to have one proposal that can cover the vari-

ous possibilities of player involvement by Russia 

and/or China. If all parties are involved, the treaty 

could include some ceilings designed to slow the 

perceptions of an out-of-control arms race. If only 

two parties agree, however, it will be more diffi-

cult to argue for caps and ceilings. It could instead 
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be a data-sharing agreement to account for the 

need to respond to the third party.

 � Functionality: An expanded mandate for the 
treaty-implementation body. Functionality means 

the range of operations that can be run on a com-

puter or other electronic system. In the past, legally 

binding treaties have had a technical-level imple-

mentation body with a narrow authority. This 

limited functionality has left treaties vulnerable; 

they cannot adapt to broader trends in the security 

environment or discuss issues outside the treaty. 

Increased functionality in the form of a broader 

mandate and the ability for a treaty-mandated 

body to be able to discuss both the treaty itself as 

well as other strategic issues between the parties, 

would allow for broader discussions on next steps.

After a period of unfruitful build-ups, a trilateral 

approach with some form of loose ceilings or ranges 

would appear to be in all countries’ interests. However, 

only so much depends on the merits of such an agree-

ment. Putin will choose to engage or not depending on his 

own calculations about how he chooses to compete with 

the US post-invasion of Ukraine. Xi, likewise, will have 

to decide for himself whether to take up such a proposal. 

The pathway to future Chinese participation likely lies 

through lessons self-taught in Beijing, rather than persua-

sive arguments made from Washington and, to a much 

lesser extent, Moscow. China may have to learn indepen-

dently, just as the US and USSR did, that more numbers 

and capabilities do not necessarily result in any tangible 

security improvement when other parties respond. 

The goal of a concrete proposal is to frame the public 

debate and provide options, hopefully those support-

ing options provided through other proposals in other 

tracks. If China chooses not to participate, a US–Russian 

bilateral deal focusing on information exchange would 

allow each side to manage competition with China’s 

strategic-forces growth while avoiding worst-case 

assumptions about the other. No ceilings or ranges 

would apply given Chinese non-participation, but the 

US and Russia would know what one another were 

doing as they responded to the third player in the peer 

equation. Progress may be made, in this agreement or 

another, on non-nuclear systems of concern. If a deal 

remains elusive regarding limits on missile defences or 

conventional long-range strike systems, or for that mat-

ter offensive space and cyber capabilities, a working, 

functioning treaty-implementation body could serve 

as a consultative venue for such discussions to develop 

shared interest in restraint and increase understanding 

and predictability for these systems. 

The process must begin anew somewhere, and there 

are advantages to being the first mover. The first mover 

can set out clearly what it wants in a new agreement 

and what the negotiating process will be. The global 

community needs to see that the US has a plan for mov-

ing forward with its adversaries, not just like-minded 

states. If Russia and China do engage, it will be within 

a framework set out by the US. If Russia and China 

choose not to engage, the US will only look like more 

of a leader. The US is also more comfortable being on 

the offense in arms control, proposing and defending 

its own initiatives, as opposed to debating and blocking 

the proposals made by Russia and China.

In tandem with the tabling of a concrete proposal on 

nuclear weapons, the US should be prepared to take tan-

gible steps with its allies to show the downsides of Russia 

and China choosing not to engage in this arms-control pro-

posal. This proposal would be balanced and bolstered by a 

clear articulation to Russia and China what the alternative 

to arms-control negotiations will be: the US and its allies 

will compete, they will adapt their strategy and postures 

accordingly, and because of these alterations, Russia and 

China will not gain the expected security benefits from 

such a competition. The current regimes in Moscow and 

Beijing, and their likely successors, are unconvinced by 

the moral arguments of arms control, and have not seen 

any real consequences for their irresponsible behaviour. 

They instead see value in building more forces, increasing 

risk and promoting instability. A convincing case must be 

made to them as to why it is in their interest to come to 

the table and negotiate. A clear picture must be painted 

of what happens when they do not engage. This plan has 

an uncomfortable timeline, likely stretching beyond 2026, 

but it is precisely this kind of timeframe to which both 

the deterrence and arms-control communities must grow 

more accustomed in their thinking. It can serve as a model 

not only for addressing nuclear weapons specifically, but 

also for finding other potential pathways for arms control.
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Chapter Two: New START, Hard Stop
Dr Nikolai Sokov, Senior Fellow, Vienna Center for Disarmament and Non-Proliferation

Introduction
On 21 February 2023 President Vladimir Putin declared 

that Russia was suspending the implementation of New 

START, the last remaining US–Russian nuclear-arms-

control treaty. This happened almost exactly 11 years 

after its entry into force and one year after its extension. 

At first glance, it may seem that the 50-year history of 

nuclear-arms control is over. This is not necessarily the 

case. There is still a chance that Russia will restore New 

START to full operation. More importantly, nuclear-

arms control is still needed – as an unrestricted arms 

race and the associated unpredictability of the ‘nuclear 

balance’ is not in the interest of any state, whether 

nuclear or non-nuclear, including Russia. Suspension of 

New START, however, means that arms control needs 

reinvention. The arms-control negotiation process, the 

underlying framework of which was developed in the 

1970s, can no longer serve its original purpose. That 

reinvention is one of the biggest challenges the interna-

tional community is to face in the coming years. Serious 

negotiations can hardly begin while the war in Ukraine 

continues, but discourse about new approaches must be 

launched as soon as practically possible. 

This chapter will consider three issues: how and why 

New START was suspended; the crisis of nuclear-arms 

control after 2010; and the parameters of arms control 

beyond New START.

New START Suspension
The – publicly known – events leading to Russia’s sus-

pension of New START began with Moscow’s abrupt 

cancellation of the Bilateral Consultative Commission 

(BCC) meeting on 29 November 2022, two days before 

it was due to begin. The BCC was due to discuss the 

resumption of inspections and Russia also planned to 

raise its long-standing complaints about the American 

implementation record (i.e., Russia claimed that the 

conversion of submarines and heavy bombers was 

not irreversible).52 The resumption of inspections after 

the temporary suspension caused by the COVID-19 

pandemic seemed a technical issue, but Moscow 

refused to allow an American-requested inspection in 

August 2022 and demanded written guarantees from 

the United States that the travel and payment sanctions 

levied on Russia would not affect their inspectors in 

travelling from Russia to the US.53 

The BCC cancellation apparently caught Russian 

diplomats by surprise, based on the style in which 

initial statements were made, indicating that the 

decision was most likely made at the very top end 

of the Kremlin without prior discussion. There are 

suggestions that it was made at the 25 November 

2022 meeting of the Security Council of the Russian 

Federation, which, officially, discussed the meeting 

of the Foreign Intelligence Service (SVR) Director 

Sergey Naryshkin and CIA Director William Burns 

in Istanbul.54 Apparently, the discussion was broader 

and involved the entire spectrum of Russia’s relations 

with the West, with it being concluded that relations 

with the US and NATO were broken with no prospect 

of repair in the foreseeable future. The BCC, it would 

seem, became collateral damage to that strategic deci-

sion and new policy. 

Initial statements suggested that Russian diplomats 

in charge of arms control hoped the cancellation could 

be reversed and the BCC would be held at a later date.55 

Eventually, however, they had to accept it was irrevers-

ible and two months later the Foreign Ministry declared 

that engagement on arms control remained impossible 

as long as the US continued to pursue ‘strategic defeat 

of Russia’.56 Putin’s announcement of suspension of 

New START drew the line beneath that sequence.57

Perhaps the most significant implication was that arms 

control had lost its special status in the bilateral relation-

ship, as well as more broadly. Historically, the US and the 

Soviet Union, and latterly Russia, sought to ‘compartmen-

talize’ or protect the process from broader political devel-

opments and various crises. Indeed, SALT I (Strategic 

Arms Limitation Talks I) negotiations began and success-

fully concluded during the Vietnam War, even though 
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Soviet involvement there was greater than the American 

involvement in Ukraine today. Experts have convinc-

ingly argued that the trend toward the rejection of com-

partmentalisation is all-encompassing and, in fact, was 

started by president Barack Obama’s administration in 

2014 with the comprehensive response to Russia’s annex-

ation of Crimea.58 Russia has joined the trend by ending 

the compartmentalisation of arms control. 

Russian suspension of New START raises two per-

tinent questions: whether it had the right to do it, and 

what the practical consequences may be. 

The Law of Treaties
Russia used Article 62 of the Vienna Convention on the 

Law of Treaties (VCLT) for suspending participation 

in New START, the same as it had cited in 2007 regard-

ing freezing the implementation of the Conventional 

Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty. Article 62 allows par-

ties to suspend implementation of a treaty in case of 

fundamental change of circumstances, which ‘consti-

tuted an essential basis of the consent of the parties to 

be bound by the treaty’. The clarification issued by the 

Foreign Ministry on the day Putin announced suspen-

sion stated that US and NATO assistance to Ukraine 

contradicted the principle of indivisible security, 

which is contained in the preamble to New START.59 

‘US policy is aimed at undermining the national secu-

rity of Russia’, the statement continues in direct ref-

erence to the VCLT, ‘which directly contradicts the 

fundamental principles and understandings enshrined 

in the preamble to New START, on which the Treaty 

is based and without which it would not have been 

concluded’.60 Putin’s press secretary, Dmitry Peskov, 

subsequently explained that from the Kremlin’s 

point of view, the US and other NATO nuclear states 

(namely, France and the United Kingdom), are ‘de 

facto at war with us’.61 

Obviously, the validity of this explanation is contest-

able. Assistant Secretary of State Mallory Stewart com-

mented that circumstances had indeed changed, but 

this was the result of Russian and not US behaviour. 

The US, in contrast, ‘actively worked to avoid [unfavour-

able conditions], including by holding an extraordinary 

session of the U.S.-Russia Strategic Stability Dialogue in 

January 2022’.62 Mutual accusations will continue, but 

the disagreement cannot be resolved in the foreseeable 

future while these conditions remain in place. 

Article 72(1) of VCLT ‘releases the parties between 

which the operation of the treaty is suspended from the 

obligation to perform the treaty in their mutual rela-

tions during the period of suspension’.63 At the same 

time, Article 72(2) cautions that ‘during the period of 

suspension the parties shall refrain from acts tending to 

obstruct the resumption of the operation of the treaty’. 

In line with Article 72, the above-referenced statement 

of the Foreign Ministry clarified that Russia would not 

violate numerical and qualitative restrictions of New 

START, but that provision of all data and notifications 

would be suspended except for notifications about 

launches of ballistic missiles, which are covered by the 

1988 Ballistic Missile Launch Notification Agreement.64 

In theory, this will allow Russia to return to full compli-

ance with the treaty at any moment – if such a decision 

is made, of course, which at the moment does not seem 

likely. This means that all transparency measures with 

respect to strategic offensive arms – arguably, the main 

reason for Moscow and Washington agreeing to New 

START in the first place – would be stopped. Beyond 

that general point, two specific challenges are likely to 

be particularly serious:

 � Firstly, in the absence of onsite inspections, the US 

will not be able to verify the number of deployed 

warheads. Eventually, the US will likely have to 

proceed from a worst-case assumption that the 

number of uploaded warheads is greater than any 

declared figure.

 � Secondly, in the absence of notifications, it will be 

difficult to differentiate strategic forces exercises 

from the so-called operational deployments – the 

legal definition for high-alert status (effectively, 

preparation for a strike). This feature may further 

increase the tension between the two countries 

and provide Russia with additional opportunities 

for nuclear-brinksmanship ‘games’. 

Although the strategic balance is highly resilient and 

will not change in the next several years, we will have 

to deal with increasingly low predictability, mutual 

suspicions and perhaps, eventually, the launch of pro-

grammes that could further destabilise strategic stability.
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The Crisis of Nuclear-arms Control
To fully understand the predicament in which we find 

ourselves, it is illustrative to compare how much time 

the US and the Soviet Union/Russia spent negotiating 

– and not negotiating – during and after the Cold War. 

In the 22 years between the commencement of SALT 

I talks in 1969 and the signing of START I (Strategic 

Arms Reduction Treaty I) in August 1991, there were 

only three short breaks: 1976 to early 1977 (US presi-

dential campaign and review by the new administra-

tion), August 1979 (signing of SALT II) to October 

1981 (commencement of Intermediate-Range Nuclear 

Forces (INF) Treaty talks) and November 1983 (when 

the Soviet Union walked out of negotiations) to January 

1985 (when it returned under a new formula). In total, 

the two sides spent approximately five years without 

negotiations and the rest of time discussing one treaty 

or another.

In contrast, during the 31 years since the end of the 

Cold War, the US and Russia spent only around five 

years negotiating (START II negotiations in 1992, fol-

lowed by on and off discussions of START III in 1997–

2000, less than a year of Strategic Offensive Reductions 

Treaty (SORT) negotiations in 2001–02, and, finally, 

less than a year of New START negotiations in 2009–10) 

while the rest of the time they did not engage at all, 

except for the Strategic Security Dialogue (SSD), which 

began in 2010 and usually consisted of twice-yearly 

1–2 day-long meetings that did not qualify as pre-

negotiations, i.e., did not even start covering details of 

a possible framework for the next treaty. Only in the 

summer to early autumn of 2020 and in late 2021 did 

the US and Russia manage to create working groups 

that engaged in in-depth discussions which could be 

called pre-negotiations. 

At the zenith of arms control, in the last years of 

the Cold War, three regimes covered the entire range 

of nuclear arsenals – START I (strategic weapons), the 

INF Treaty (US and Soviet ground-launched ballis-

tic and cruise missiles with ranges between 500–5,500 

kilometres) and Presidential Nuclear Initiatives (PNIs) 

– politically binding unilateral statements (covering 

the majority of other US and Soviet nuclear weapons). 

The post-Cold War period, by comparison, is a list of 

failures. START II never entered into force. START III 

did not materialise, even though the 1997 framework 

was quite actionable. SORT, although called a treaty, 

was actually a joint statement that lacked verification, 

transparency and other essential elements. The 1987 

INF Treaty collapsed in 2019 due to the United States’ 

long-standing accusation against Russia of it develop-

ing the 9M729 (RS-SSC-8 Screwdriver) ground-launched 

cruise missile which violated the agreement’s range 

restrictions, a violation which Moscow never admitted 

to. Perhaps more importantly, the parties did not prop-

erly use the mechanism intended to resolve suspicions 

and uncertainties.65 The suspension of New START 

completes this woeful record. 

The failures of arms control during the post-Cold War 

period can be attributed to several causes: the end of 

global geopolitical confrontation between the US and the 

Soviet Union in the early 1990s and concomitant reduc-

tions in their nuclear arsenals, which reduced the risk of 

nuclear war; the lower priority accorded to arms control 

with the collapse in military capabilities through this 

period, which had to compete with other goals; a reluc-

tance to invest political capital in pushing for further 

disarmament agreements, such as the Comprehensive 

Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT) and the Fissile Material 

Cut-off Treaty (FMCT); and the unwillingness to look 

for concessions – an unavoidable element of serious 

negotiations – through the inter-agency mechanism and 

US Congress, for example. The attitude of the George 

W. Bush administration is indicative of this approach: 

it held arms control in low regard (e.g., its withdrawal 

from the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty), but at the 

(Peter Turnley/Corbis/VCG/Getty Images)

High watermark: The end of the Cold War was arguably the zenith 
of bilateral arms control.
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Figure 3: Russia’s nuclear triad

Sources: IIISS analysis; IISS Military Balance+; The Military Balance 2022; National Air and Space Intelligence Center
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same time presided over the biggest unilateral reduction 

of the American nuclear stockpile. 

The primary reason Moscow and Washington have 

failed to agree on what arms control post-New START 

will look like is because of their fundamental differ-

ences in how they approach, and have approached, the 

security environment and, accordingly, which issues 

should be tackled through arms control. By its nature, 

New START was a transitional treaty, which was fore-

most supposed to address the loss of transparency into 

each other’s strategic capabilities after the expiration 

of START I in 2009. Resolving this opacity was urgent 

and the US and Russia limited themselves to the achiev-

able basics; both postponed more ambitious plans for 

the next treaty, which New START, with its 10-year life-

time, was supposed to bridge.

Following the signing of New START, then-president 

Obama expressed hope that the next treaty would con-

centrate ‘on reducing both our strategic and tactical 

weapons, including non-deployed weapons’.66 The goal 

of expanding arms control to nuclear stockpiles, both 

deployed and non-deployed, in all categories (strate-

gic and non-strategic) became a central element of the 

American agenda.67

Russia’s approach was almost antithetical. Russia, 

like the Soviet Union, had long insisted that limitations 

on missile defence should be an integral part of any 

arms-control deal. The US-led wars in Iraq in 1991 and 

2003 and NATO intervention in Kosovo in 1999 resulted 

in Moscow seeking limitations on high-precision long-

range conventional weapons. Russian officials and ana-

lysts argued this class of weapons gave the US a chance 

to defeat Russia without resorting to nuclear weap-

ons. It was in response to this perceived vulnerability 

that Russia increased its reliance on nuclear weapons 

in its 2000 National Security Concept and in the 2000 

Military Doctrine.68 

From Moscow’s perspective, New START repre-

sented a concession because it did not address these 

weapons. Russia agreed to limit discussion of missile 

defence in the preamble of the treaty and to forego its 

demands on the inclusion of long-range conventional 

weapons, but indicated that these concessions were 

not repeatable. During the New START ratification 

hearings, Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov consolidated 

elements of the Russian position, which had previously 

been raised separately, into what he called an ‘integra-

tive approach’ (later to be known as a ‘security equa-

tion’). Lavrov argued that any future agreement should 

combine strategic nuclear weapons, long-range conven-

tional weapons, missile defence and ‘space weapons’, 

the last of which has never been properly defined.69

American and Russian ratification resolutions only 

reinforced the differences in the approaches of the two 

parties.70 The US Senate rejected negotiations on mis-

sile defence and long-range conventional weapons, but 

insisted that any future negotiations include non-strategic 

nuclear weapons. The Russian Duma, in contrast, insisted 

that missile defence and long-range conventional weap-

ons had to be part of any future agreement while also 

rejecting separate negotiations on tactical nuclear weap-

ons, although it left open the possibility that this category 

be put on the table under certain conditions. 

Subsequent meetings within the SSD framework 

only echoed the two differing approaches. In 2013, 

Obama proposed an additional one-third reduction 

within the New START context to 1,000 accountable 

warheads for each party, but Moscow refused on the 

basis that arms control should only be limited to strate-

gic nuclear weapons.71

The summer of 2020, however, saw an accelerated 

tempo over discussions to extend New START, which 

was due to expire in February 2021. Another seem-

ingly routine SSD meeting between special presidential 

envoy for arms control Marshall Billingslea and Deputy 

Foreign Minister Sergey Ryabkov unexpectedly resulted 

(DANIEL MIHAILESCU/AFP/Getty Images)

Coverage: Russia and the US have differing views about what and 
what not to include in arms control.
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in a decision to create working groups to discuss a 

framework for a future treaty. After several months of 

intense discussions, US national security advisor Robert 

O’Brien and Russian Secretary of the Security Council 

Nikolai Patrushev came close to a resolution of one of 

the most controversial issues: Russia agreed to freeze 

its nuclear stockpile – the first time Moscow put non-

deployed (including non-strategic) nuclear weapons on 

the negotiating table. The agreement did not materialise 

due to the US insisting that the freeze should be verifi-

able, whereas Russia only agreed to a politically bind-

ing commitment.72 

Although Russia retracted its offer on freezing the 

nuclear stockpile the following year, the agreement is 

nonetheless significant as it demonstrated that Russia 

was not completely averse to it and could, perhaps 

within a broader package, agree to limit it. 

By 2021, there were also reasons for the US to con-

sider making changes to its historic position. Russia 

had made significant advances in missile defence and 

long-range conventional weapons, to the extent that 

its 2014 Military Doctrine introduced the notion of 

non-nuclear deterrence.73 It still lagged behind the US, 

but the technological gap had narrowed and it was no 

longer in the interest of the US to leave these two issue-

areas unregulated. By narrowing the agenda to nuclear 

weapons, Washington effectively gave Russia a free 

hand in pursuing modernisation in these areas. In addi-

tion, Russia also actively worked on developing anti-

satellite (ASAT) weapons and hypersonic aero-ballistic 

and Mach 5+ sea-launched missiles and was the first to 

deploy them. 

Following the US–Russian summit in June 2021, 

Moscow and Washington resumed the SSD and subse-

quently created two working groups, including one to 

examine advanced conventional weapons, outer-space 

weapons and both sides’ missile defences. While their 

work was confidential, participants privately suggested 

that in-depth discussions revealed greater common 

ground between the approaches of the two parties than 

would appear from prior official statements. 

This work was interrupted by Russia’s full-blown 

invasion of Ukraine and one year later Moscow sus-

pended New START. The age of bilateral arms control, 

which began in 1969, appears over. One is left to wonder 

whether it is needed in the future and, if so, whether it is 

even feasible and what its goals may be in the new era.

The Future of Arms Control: Back to Basics 
and New Horizons

Going back to basics
Before trying to chart the future of arms control, it is worth 

considering what it can, and what it cannot, achieve.

The original conceptualisation of arms control 

was quite limited. It dates back to the early 1960s and 

was primarily intended to reduce the cost of the arms 

race and to ‘make war less likely’, while reducing the 

probability of nuclear war between the two Cold War 

superpowers by weakening the incentives for a sur-

prise large-scale nuclear-first strike.74,75 This goal was 

operationalised as ‘efforts to limit the numbers, types, 

or disposition of weapons’.76 Underlying the aim was 

the assumption that any imbalance, which gives one of 

the parties a theoretical capability to win a nuclear war, 

would be dangerously destabilising and bound to trig-

ger an arms race as the disadvantaged party sought to 

catch up. Accordingly, US–Soviet arms-control efforts 

during the Cold War concentrated on three closely 

interrelated goals:

 � achieving a rough balance of deployed (i.e., ready 

to use) delivery vehicles and, at a later stage, of 

warheads attributed to deployed delivery vehicles;

 � adopting measures to regulate modernisation to 

guard against unanticipated breakthroughs; and

 �measures to avoid war as a result of accident or 

misunderstanding.

These same principles have also been applied to 

conventional-arms control, including the Mutually-

Balanced Force Reduction Talks (MBFR) (1973–89) and 

resulting 1990 CFE Treaty, which emphasised limiting 

the capability of NATO and the Warsaw Pact to launch 

a large-scale surprise attack.

As a tool for managing and ensuring a military balance, 

arms control is not the same as total nuclear disarmament. 

The two overlap on a practical level to the extent that 

reductions will likely utilise arms-control tools to ensure 

that disarmament is pursued in a balanced and safe man-

ner, but whereas the former is a tool, the latter is a goal. 
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Nonetheless, after the end of the Cold War, the con-

cepts of arms control and total nuclear disarmament 

became blurred, at least in public perception. The end of 

the superpower confrontation seemed to open the way 

to the total elimination of nuclear weapons. However, 

the rather limited achievements of the arms-control pro-

cess resulted in growing disenchantment among non-

nuclear states, who expected much faster movement 

toward complete elimination of nuclear weapons. This 

conflict stimulated the conclusion of the Treaty on the 

Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW). 

The return of a systemic conflict pitting the US against 

China, Russia and perhaps other major powers argu-

ably makes nuclear disarmament unachievable for the 

foreseeable future.77 The US and its allies are unques-

tionably the strongest economic and military ‘bloc’ in 

the world and are capable of defeating any adversary 

in a conventional war. For those states, nuclear deter-

rence is a dual guarantee of not being attacked and 

of avoiding total defeat in the case of a direct conflict. 

Hypothetically, if Russia did not have nuclear weapons, 

it is likely it would not have attacked Ukraine because, 

if it did, NATO would have likely entered the war on 

Kyiv’s behalf and defeated Russia. China’s nuclear 

build-up may also indicate its intention to place greater 

reliance on nuclear weapons due to its increasingly 

tense relationship with the US. 

The goal of a world free of nuclear weapons must not 

be abandoned, of course, but it is imperative to clearly 

differentiate between the goal of total nuclear disarma-

ment and the tool of arms control in practical policy. 

The prevention of a general war and controlling any 

arms race is an urgent task and as a matter of practical 

policy should have its own place in states’ policies. Total 

nuclear disarmament is a longer-term goal which must 

include addressing the reasons countries seek nuclear 

weapons; the United States’ Creating an Environment 

for Nuclear Disarmament (CEND) initiative is a help-

ful framework for this ambition and its working group 

on interim measures to reduce the risks associated with 

nuclear weapons represents an appropriate and suf-

ficient link between arms control and disarmament. 

Returning to the post-Cold War tendency of conflating 

arms control and nuclear disarmament would only risk 

losing both. 

The Scope of Arms Control
A ‘return to the basics’ does not equal a return to the arms-

control agreements of the Cold War era. The attempt to 

continue applying old-style agreements fits the post-

Cold War security environment poorly and is one of the 

reasons for the collapse of the arms-control framework. 

One characteristic of arms control in the 1970s and 

1980s was the clear divide between nuclear and conven-

tional weapons. Conventional forces were essentially 

an ‘upgraded’ version of equipment used in the Second 

World War – for example tanks, mechanised infantry, 

artillery, attack helicopters and combat aircraft, intended 

for use on the battlefield. Nuclear weapons were a ‘dooms-

day tool’. As a result, arms control was able to develop 

along two independent tracks: nuclear (the SALT–START 

sequence) and conventional (the MBFR–CFE sequence) 

with success or failure of one not affecting the other. This 

separation no longer appears to be feasible.

The introduction of long-range precision-guided 

conventional weapons and their successful use by the 

US in the Gulf War ushered in a new era: it became theo-

retically possible to wage and win a large-scale war at 

the theatre level, if not at the strategic level, below the 

nuclear threshold. This development has had four con-

sequences for arms control:

1. Firstly, a bridge between the conventional and 

the nuclear domain emerged and the Cold War 

pattern of holding separate negotiations could 

no longer be sustained. 

2. Secondly, the perceived value of nuclear weap-

ons increased for states that lagged behind in 

long-range conventional capabilities. Resultantly, 

stragglers such as Russia sought to close the tech-

nological gap, resulting in conventional-arms races, 

while also developing scenarios for limited nuclear 

use to de-escalate a large-scale conventional war. 

3. Thirdly, according to traditional categorisation, 

the majority of precision-guided weapons are 

theatre-range, but they have strategic implica-

tions. Consequently, the long-standing break-

down of short-, intermediate- and strategic-range 

weapons, is less relevant.

4. Fourthly, Russia, in a major departure from the 

Cold War Soviet pattern, began to emphasise 

dual capability as a major design benefit for its 
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missiles, owing to the revolution in increased 

precision; less is known about China, but it 

seems to be following the same path.

Similar developments have affected missile defence 

and DA-ASAT (direct-ascent anti-satellite) missiles. 

Contrary to the 1970s and even 1980s, the line today 

between strategic and non-strategic missile defences 

has diminished. Capabilities have become more effi-

cient, as seen in the ongoing war in Ukraine, where 

Russia had limited success in destroying Ukrainian air 

and missile defences in the early phase of the war and, 

as a result, has used more offensive weapons as the war 

has continued in an attempt to attrit Ukraine’s defences. 

This is the ‘classic’ dynamic of the offence–defence rela-

tionship, which underlay the 1972 ABM Treaty. Further, 

penetration capabilities for strategic-missile defence 

have evolved as well. Consequently, concentration on 

offensive weapons alone will be difficult and perhaps 

undermine the efficiency of future treaties. 

Finally, one important, albeit still developing, feature 

is the emergence of China as a major nuclear power. The 

recent revelation of the massive build-up of its strate-

gic forces potentially creates a ‘nuclear triangle’ when 

the strategic balance – and associated arms control – 

has traditionally been bilateral. Russian–Chinese mili-

tary cooperation further complicates the situation: in 

2019, Putin disclosed that Russia was assisting China 

with building an early warning system (EWS), which 

assumes close integration of the two countries’ EWSs, 

and that the two countries undertake limited joint 

military exercises, including of patrols with strategic 

bombers.78 This trend predates the war against Ukraine 

by several years and clearly reflects a long-term policy 

for Beijing and Moscow, which will not be reversed, 

regardless of how and when the ongoing war ends.

A nuclear triangle is inherently unstable (see China–

India–Pakistan or North Korea–US–China for real-

world examples of this instability). Were the US to insist 

on a capability that allows it to reliably deter both Russia 

and China, this would provide it with a clear superior-

ity vis-à-vis either of them. Moreover, such an attempt 

would bring China and Russia even closer together, 

which is not the most desirable outcome for the US. 

On the other hand, equal limits for all three countries 

would allow China to expand its arsenal and create a 

Chinese–Russian combined superiority over the US, 

which is presumably unacceptable for the US as well. 

Further, it will be difficult, if at all possible, to exclude 

France and the UK: Russia has already insisted they 

become parties in any future arms-control agreement 

and Beijing will likely support Moscow on that. Five- (or 

indeed nine-) party balances are even less stable than 

trilateral structures and negotiating limits that would 

satisfy all five (or all nine nuclear-armed states) will be 

an immensely challenging task. The Washington Naval 

Treaty may serve as a precedent for multilateral arms con-

trol, but it also details the weaknesses of such a scheme.

In the end, ‘back to basics’ will not be easy. 

Negotiators will have to agree on several key issues 

before any negotiations can even begin:

 �How many parties? In the near future, the tradi-

tional bilateral US–Russian format is more than suf-

ficient, but eventually a transition to a multilateral 

format may become unavoidable. Perhaps it may 

also be worth considering a two-level arrangement: 

bilateral and five-party negotiations/agreements 

conducted/concluded in parallel, while the sizeable 

and growing arsenals of nuclear states not involved 

in the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear 

Weapons (NPT) could be temporarily put aside to 

be included at the next stage (it may be advisable to 

consider requesting them to make politically bind-

ing statements about freezing their nuclear arsenals 

in the meantime). 

 �Which issue areas should be included? Since there 

is no longer compartmentalisation, the scope of 

(GREG BAKER/AFP/Getty Images)

Trilateral: China’s strategic force expansion complicates a previous 
bilateral arms-control arrangement. 
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future agreement(s) could be stretched almost to 

infinity and never concluded. Equally, a very nar-

row focus (nuclear weapons alone) will not work 

either. The Russian ‘strategic equation’ approach 

appears reasonably sensible as a starting point, but 

will need to be adjusted. For example, the vague 

concept of ‘space weapons’ may need to be nar-

rowed down to ASATs, including those which are 

space-based, because they may be more practical 

for damaging large satellite constellations than 

DA-ASAT missiles. Overall, the guiding principle 

should perhaps be the same as in the early arms 

control, with an emphasis on decreasing capabil-

ity for a surprise large-scale attack (not necessar-

ily nuclear) as well as – for defence systems – an 

assured second strike.

 �What is the format of future agreement(s)? All rel-

evant issues cannot be squeezed into one treaty, 

especially since it will be impossible to quantify 

relationships between nuclear and conventional 

weapons. A more sensible approach is the one 

that was used for SALT I: separate agreements 

with links between domains presumed rather than 

explicit. It may also make sense to give them dif-

ferent legal status – treaty, executive agreement, 

politically binding measures, etc. After all, only 

nuclear weapons need strict accounting, whereas 

conventional weapons only begin to matter when 

their number is measured in hundreds. 

A Narrow Versus Broad Agenda
The goal of preventing large-scale war (whether nuclear 

or initially conventional with a high risk of crossing the 

nuclear threshold) can be achieved through two inter-

related, but distinct paths, which have immediate rel-

evance for the arms-control agenda. 

The first, or Path I, focuses on the prevention of sur-

prise attacks, which requires greater transparency of the 

parties’ military activities. This is primarily (although 

not exclusively) achieved through confidence-building 

measures (CBMs), many of which remain in existence 

today (Incidents at Sea Agreement (INCSEA) and the 

Agreement on the Prevention of Nuclear War). 

The second, or Path II, addresses the capabilities for 

large-scale surprise strikes. This path presumes more 

comprehensive arms-control treaties, such as the SALT–

START line, to address the deployed capabilities, which 

can be used on short notice.

As an aside, there could also be a Path III: a further 

development of Path II, which merged into the disarma-

ment domain and is in line with Obama’s vision of con-

trolling entire nuclear stockpiles. Path III is how arms 

control began to merge with the goal of total nuclear 

disarmament after the end of the Cold War, and sub-

sequently has contributed to the denigration of arms 

control by some in the US and Russia. Path III does not 

appear realistic in the near future given the collapse of 

existing arms-control agreements and the extremely 

high tension in the US–Russian relationship. 

There is nothing particularly new about this concep-

tualisation of arms-control paths: since the late 1960s, 

the US and the Soviet Union/Russia pursued both Path 

I and Path II. Some of these agreements they pursued 

bilaterally, others as part of multilateral efforts. A 

clearer understanding of the goals and the scope of each 

path, however, is important in order to better plan the 

future arms-control process. They are characterised by 

differences in feasibility and sequencing. 

With regard to feasibility, measures that do not affect 

the posture and normal operations of the forces and do 

not involve intrusive verification should be easier to 

negotiate. Path I (primarily CBMs) is also easier to pursue 

in multilateral formats: the Commission on Security and 

Cooperation in Europe (CSCE)/Organization for Security 

and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) CBMs, which led to 

the Vienna Document, testify to that. In contrast, Path II 

may involve significant changes in military postures and 

R&D programmes; they also force militaries to change 

normal operations of forces as a result of substantive 

restrictions and to accommodate in-depth verification 

inspections. Consequently, negotiations are bound to be 

more difficult, as governments are forced to make harder 

choices as they make concessions or face domestic oppo-

sition; in short, Path II requires abandoning military pro-

grammes of some importance by one or both sides, and 

thus also requires significant investment of political capi-

tal to succeed, which is always in short supply and only 

possible in limited windows of time. Path II measures are 

also more difficult to multilateralise. In other words, in 

terms of feasibility, Path I measures can address the most 
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immediate tasks of preventing war and generally repre-

sent a ‘lower-hanging fruit’.

Sequencing, however, is more of a challenge, and 

is not straightforward for either Path I or Path II. As a 

rule, CBMs are easier to negotiate in periods of high ten-

sion (the INCSEA negotiations and the Madrid and the 

Stockholm CBM conferences are examples) precisely 

because these measures are more practical and feasible; 

these can also be complemented with elementary arms-

control measures along the lines of SALT I (i.e., caps with 

minimal impact on R&D and qualitative arms racing). 

Yet transparency of postures and activities may be 

difficult to achieve during the Russia–Ukraine War and 

probably also in the immediate post-war period. Russia’s 

refusal to share data about its armed forces in the context 

of the Vienna Document in early 2023 was apparently in 

part (in addition to broader political motives) caused by 

a reluctance to disclose data which could provide a win-

dow into wartime posture and casualties sustained. At 

the same time, discussion about Path II measures, which 

should shape military postures in the future, could begin 

any time the political atmosphere allows it. 

Path I: Possible Additional CBMs
Measures aimed at preventing escalation due to mis-

perception, which is particularly likely in a highly tense 

situation, should take priority. Some of these measures 

already exist, but it may be advisable to make them 

more systematic and eventually build a comprehensive 

multilateral regime either among the five nuclear states 

or with a broader set of countries. These should include:

 �Advance notifications about launches of bal-

listic missiles of strategic and theatre ranges. 

These could follow the rules of the Hague Code 

of Conduct, but be legally binding. Data should 

include at least impact area, launch area and the 

type(s) of missiles.

 �Given the radically increased role of cruise mis-

siles, a similar notification regime could be con-

sidered also for long-range (those above 300 km) 

cruise missiles (the area of active war could be 

temporarily excepted).

 �Notifications about exercises of strategic forces. 

These will primarily apply to Russian and Chinese 

mobile intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), 

but could also include notifications about naval 

and air exercises, especially in the vicinity of the 

other side.

 �An analogue of Nuclear Risk Reduction Centers 

(NRRCs) in all nuclear states to ensure reliability 

and confidentiality of notifications: the more data 

is exchanged through notifications, the greater the 

need for confidentiality.

 �Multilateral INCSEAs, either among the perma-

nent members of the United Nations Security 

Council (P5), preferably also non-NPT nuclear-

weapon states (NWSs), or in regional formats, 

such as the OSCE or Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN) context.

At some point, perhaps toward the end of 2023 or in 

early 2024, it may make sense for Russia and the US to 

make politically binding statements (whether unilateral 

or joint) on the adherence of the US and Russia to the 

central limits of New START. Without verification, New 

START will amount to little but a CBM, although even 

that may somewhat help stabilise the situation. It would 

be even better if such an informal arrangement includes 

biannual exchanges of data – one of the elements of the 

transparency regime under New START.

At a later date, it may be desirable to seriously con-

template a transparency regime for long-range dual-

capable and conventional weapons, considering the 

prominent role they have played in all armed conflicts in 

the post-Cold War era. The focus of such a regime could 

be on Europe and adjacent sea and air space and include 

(Contributor/Getty Images)

Limitations: Putin’s de-siloing of arms control will make 
progress difficult.
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exchange of data on deployment and movement of such 

missiles as well as their platforms (ships, submarines and 

aircraft). The regime could cover all ballistic and cruise 

missiles with the range above 300 km (after the demise 

of the INF Treaty, the 500-km cut-off range has lost rel-

evance and the Missile Technology Control Regime 

(MTCR) definition may be more appropriate). A similar 

regime could be negotiated for the Asia-Pacific; this may 

be more challenging and it does not seem practical to 

delay a Europe-focused regime in pursuit of this.

In the end, the system of transparency and notifi-

cation measures should include all deployments and 

activities that may be perceived by the other side as 

dangerous. Achieving such a regime will be difficult: 

the Russian record with respect to the Vienna Document 

(especially the circumvention of its provisions on man-

datory observation of large-scale exercises) demon-

strates the challenges. The benefits will be considerable 

as well: they will help seriously reduce the risk of war 

and help stabilise the security environment. 

The greatest challenge will be the engagement of 

China. It may be advisable to first create such a regime 

for the Euro-Atlantic space and then begin to gradu-

ally involve states in East and Southeast Asia, as well 

as the Asia-Pacific, so that China’s opposition becomes 

increasingly untenable.

Path II: A New Stage of Arms Control
There can be many options for the next stage of arms con-

trol, but in all likelihood it will feature a more compre-

hensive approach, perhaps following the example of the 

Nuclear and Space Talks (NST) in 1983–91, which included 

three working groups – on strategic, ground-launched 

intermediate-range, and space weapons. Accordingly, the 

new formula could include 1) nuclear weapons (perhaps 

with subdivisions for strategic and non-strategic weapons, 

and perhaps for nuclear stockpiles), 2) long-range (defined 

as greater than 300 km, as per the MTCR definition of 

Category I systems) precision-guided dual-capable and 

conventional weapons, and 3) missile defence (starting with 

Figure 4: Russian nuclear systems under development

Sources: IIISS analysis; IISS Military Balance+; The Military Balance 2022; National Air and Space Intelligence Center
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defence against theatre-range missiles) and ASAT weapons. 

As noted above, the optimal approach is parallel negotia-

tions and conclusion of several regimes, possibly with dif-

ferent systems of accounting and limitations and perhaps 

with different legal status, as happened in 1972 with SALT I.

Initially, it would be advisable to limit nuclear weap-

ons and missile defence/ASAT negotiations to the bilat-

eral US–Russian format, although the working group 

on conventional weapons could be multilateral and 

include at least NATO countries. Although leaving out 

the growing Chinese nuclear arsenal is far from a per-

fect solution, successful bilateral negotiations could help 

pave the way toward multilateralisation. 

Any such negotiations will take a long time and can-

not, by definition, be completed before the expiration of 

New START (even if it is restored to full status, which 

does not appear likely). It would, however, facilitate 

negotiations if New START not only resumed (perhaps 

in 2024 or 2025) but, better, is re-implemented beyond 

2026, which may require ratification in both the US and 

Russia (the treaty itself allows for only one five-year 

extension, which has already been used). This will not be 

easy, but a degree of predictability in strategic weapons 

during negotiations will be better than complete uncer-

tainty. After all, New START was originally designed to 

ensure a predictable strategic environment during sub-

sequent talks on a more comprehensive treaty, negotia-

tions on which have never commenced. 

The Nuclear Weapons Issue-area
The most obvious element of any future agreement is 

the reduction of deployed strategic weapons – a well-

trodden path that will continue the START series. One 

possible limit is 1,000 deployed warheads, which was 

proposed by Obama in 2013, which appears the lowest 

level to which bilateral reductions could be taken. Russia 

might prefer a smaller reduction – perhaps to 1,200 

deployed warheads – and China’s rising arsenal might 

require an even higher ceiling (warhead numbers would 

assume the same accounting rules as in New START).

Some of Russia’s new strategic weapons may present 

a challenge to the US because these do not fall under the 

criteria and rules of New START or any previous treaty. 

For example, the Avangard manoeuvring warhead is 

classified as just another warhead under existing New 

START definitions. The STATUS-6/Poseidon uninhabited 

underwater vehicle will require new rules because such 

a category does not currently exist. The claimed ability 

of the RS-28 Sarmat (RS-SS-X-29) ICBM (currently under 

development), and, in the future, the nuclear-powered 

and armed cruise missile, Burevestnik (RS-SSC-X-09 

Skyfall), to reach the US from the Southern Hemisphere, 

has not been addressed in earlier treaties either (with the 

partial exception of the 1967 Outer Space Treaty, which 

may affect Sarmat as it might utilise a partially orbital 

trajectory, unlike Burevestnik, which will remain within 

the Earth’s atmosphere). Russian hypersonic weapons 

fall under the definition of non-strategic weapons and 

cannot be addressed in a New START-type treaty.

Russia will be hard-pushed to avoid negotiations on 

non-strategic nuclear weapons any further: its usual 

precondition of the withdrawal of the United States’ 

B61 guided nuclear free-fall bombs from Europe has 

been invalidated by Moscow’s new nuclear-sharing 

arrangement with Belarus. By default, this means that 

the parties will need to tackle nuclear stockpiles. START 

accounting rules cannot be used for that category 

because the majority of non-strategic delivery vehicles 

are dual-capable. The only reasonable option is to shift 

focus from delivery vehicles to nuclear stockpiles. This 

will require vastly more complex and intrusive verifi-

cation measures, which have no precedent. Yet it is not 

unachievable. The US has advanced this option since at 

least 2011 and although Russia has traditionally resisted 

such measures, its agreement in 2020 to discuss nuclear 

stockpiles demonstrates that under the right conditions 

it will agree to such negotiations. 

One serious challenge will be whether limits on stra-

tegic and non-strategic nuclear stockpiles should be 

established. One increasingly popular idea is to estab-

lish a single equal limit on the entire US and Russian 

nuclear stockpiles with the freedom to mix strategic and 

non-strategic warheads. This proposal will force Russia 

to choose between inequality in strategic stockpiles or 

a deep reduction of non-strategic weapons.79 Although 

attractive, this proposal will be very difficult to negoti-

ate: Russia will claim that since it is not separated from 

main theatres by oceans, as is the US, it needs more non-

strategic nuclear weapons, while at the same time needs 

to maintain a balance in strategic forces. 
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It may be better to concentrate on achieving verifiable 

transparency for nuclear stockpiles and forego attempts 

to establish equal limits. After all, non-deployed nuclear 

weapons do not represent a threat until they are mated to 

delivery vehicles. Since non-strategic nuclear warheads 

are kept in storage in peacetime, it would be sufficient to 

know their locations, numbers, perhaps also types, and, 

above all, be certain that their mating to delivery vehi-

cles will be detected in a timely manner.

Transitioning to a multilateral format will instantly 

devalue traditional definitions because weapons classi-

fied as non-strategic in the US–Russian context will be 

viewed as strategic among adjacent NWSs. Even if nego-

tiations are limited to the P5 format, China may insist it 

requires more nuclear weapons to remain balanced with 

India. The best option would be, initially, to concentrate 

on achieving greater transparency of nuclear-delivery 

vehicles as well as obligations to freeze nuclear stock-

piles and ensure verifiable transparency for them. The 

main goal of the initial stage of multilateral negotiations 

should be to launch structured in-depth dialogue, leav-

ing more ambitious aspirations for the future. 

Limited progress on nuclear-arms reductions will 

unavoidably entail a conflict between NWS and the pro-

ponents of TPNW. It cannot be avoided in the foreseeable 

future, but perhaps could be mitigated by emphasising 

that expansion of nuclear-arms control to non-strate-

gic and overall stability of military (rather than only 

nuclear) balance represent tangible steps toward creat-

ing conditions for eventual nuclear disarmament.

Long-range Conventional Weapons Issue-area
For obvious reasons, long-range conventional weapons 

do not require as strict treatment as nuclear weapons. 

The focus could be on preventing the capability of each 

side (US/NATO and Russia primarily, but also China) 

from conducting a large-scale surprise attack. Such a 

regime could augment the transparency system outlined 

above with limits on long-range conventional weapons 

(for ground-launched ones) and platforms for such 

weapons (for the sea- and air-launched variety) within 

agreed distances from the territory of the other side or 

its allies. The biggest challenge will be limits on subma-

rines equipped with long-range conventional weapons 

as these cannot be tracked. Since, however, they carry a 

limited number of missiles, parties could attempt to limit 

the total number of launchers on submarines equipped 

with these weapons. 

Limits on total holdings of such weapons may be 

impractical as they will be difficult to verify. However, 

verification requirements should be easier than for 

nuclear warheads: there is no need to verify every mis-

sile, only up to several dozen or perhaps a hundred: these 

weapons have low military utility in small numbers and 

hence numbers could vary over rather wide ranges. 

Missile Defence and Space Weapons Issue-area
The dual emphasis of Russia on missile-defence sys-

tems and defence-penetration capability shows that 

US secretary of defense Robert McNamara was right 

about the relationship between offence and defence. 

Maintenance of strategic balance and avoidance of arms 

racing requires addressing both. In any event, Russian 

advances in developing and fielding its own missile 

defences can no longer be ignored. 

The overall logic of limits on missile-defence capabili-

ties could follow the ABM Treaty, but in a more relaxed 

manner. Specifically, it could provide for limits on stra-

tegic defence (perhaps somewhat higher than the 44 

ground-based interceptors that the US has deployed to 

this date), but without geographical limitations for inter-

ceptors or radars. 

Similar arrangements could be made for theatre-level 

missile defence. Such limitations could help reduce the 

motives for arms racing, especially of long-range con-

ventional weapons: the ongoing war in Ukraine demon-

strates that Russia has rather successfully overwhelmed 

Ukrainian missile defences through its sheer number of 

offensive assets.

The space-weapons element will be controversial. 

Russia and China have insisted on limiting weapons 

that could strike targets on the Earth’s surface from 

space, but such weapons do not exist and the prospects 

of their development in the near future are dubious at 

best. ASAT weapons represent a much more immediate 

and real danger, hence it would be desirable to expand 

arms-control measures to them. DA weapons are an 

obvious and easy target for such measures. China, India, 

Russia and the US have conducted at least one test each 

already, but a ban on such testing could arrest further 
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development of that capability and discourage other 

countries from joining this group. 

DA-ASATs do not seem to be the most dangerous 

weapon systems, however. Constellations of satellites 

relevant to modern warfare consist of many units which 

provide redundancy from existing types of DA-ASATs 

that are only capable of destroying a single target. 

Resilience through redundancy would seem to be a suc-

cessful deterrence strategy in this domain. A more ambi-

tious, but also more challenging task, may be to address 

the prospect of future space-based ASAT systems capa-

ble of destroying large numbers of small satellites (such 

as orbital battle stations or directed debris storms). 

An Uncertain Future
The analysis and proposals contained in this paper pro-

ceed from a very specific understanding of the political 

system and policies of Russia in the foreseeable future, 

including the following assumptions:

 � The war against Ukraine will end without the 

complete defeat of Russia and its unconditional 

surrender. The political regime will likely sur-

vive Putin; his successor will pursue more or less 

the same policy, but the country will overall be 

in strategic retreat or at least retrenchment.

 �Russia will be hard-pressed to rebuild its military 

capability in the short to medium term, especially 

in long-range conventional weapons, and will 

thus return to greater reliance on nuclear weap-

ons of the style practiced by Russia between 2000 

and 2014 that were used to offset Russia’s conven-

tional inferiority, albeit in a more complex and 

challenging political and security environment.

 �Russia will complete its political and economic 

reorientation toward Asia and the Middle East; 

Russia’s economic interdependence with the West 

will become minimal at best.

 �Russia will be more dependent on China, although 

will retain a degree of autonomy (perhaps by play-

ing China off against India). 

These assumptions appear the most likely out-

comes, but the future is highly uncertain; perhaps 

more uncertain than it was in the last days of the Soviet 

Union. The likelihood of this outcome is 50% at best. 

Obviously, regime collapse in Russia will create radi-

cally different conditions for arms control, which may 

become unnecessary or impossible. For example, the 

scenario that involves the break-up of Russia and/or 

radical democratisation will likely resolve all security 

issues the US and NATO have vis-à-vis Russia (this 

is the least likely outcome, however). Alternatively, a 

nationalist dictatorship (a more likely outcome in the 

short and medium term than democratisation) will 

not likely engage in arms control or any measures to 

stabilise the security environment, at least not any 

time soon. 

Since planning for all feasible – whether realistic or 

theoretical – scenarios is impossible, this paper chose to 

proceed from the evolutionary path in the US/NATO–

Russian relationship. 
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