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What Is the Nuclear Threat?

Asmall-yield nuclear weapon detonates near
the White House. How often have we
wondered whether this might happen or

worried that it will happen? What have we done
to prepare in case it should happen? And most
critically, have we done all that we could do—and
would do, with the benefit of hindsight—to make
sure it does not happen? These are the questions
we must address, as will many future generations
of Americans, unless urgent action is taken now.

What is it about nuclear proliferation that really
troubles us? Is it the challenge to American power
that comes from a weaker adversary acquiring the
ultimate asymmetric threat? Is it the degree to
which the possession of “the bomb” makes a
small state potentially impervious to our pressure,
challenge, or threat? Is it the concern that the
weapon will be used by another nation or a terror-
ist movement against our friends or allies—with
devastating human consequences and the realign-
ment of regional power structures? Or, is it the
deep, chilling fear that it will be used against us,
destroying in a single flash of fire and devastation
our people, our homes, our industry, and our
economy, shaking the fabric of our nation to its

very core and perhaps permanently altering the
fate of our nation? It is, of course, all of the above.

Concern about proliferation is not a phenomenon
peculiar to the 20th century, nor is it limited to
the spread of nuclear weapons. Civilizations
across the millennia have been challenged by the
spread of technologies and weapons that have
altered the relative power of adversaries and even
at times raised the specter of existential threats.
The long bow, gunpowder, the rifle, modern bat-
tleships, air power, over-the-horizon combat sys-
tems, and stealth technology, to name only a few,
have revolutionized military capabilities and
changed the course of history—for better and for
worse. Today’s proliferation threats—nuclear,
biological, chemical and, to a lesser degree, mis-
siles—may appear to us much more consequen-
tial than any in the past, but that is because our
unprecedented power has blunted all other
threats. We are so militarily strong at this
moment that nothing besides weapons of mass
destruction (WMD) threatens our existence.

While the proliferation of any WMD poses signif-
icant threats and challenges to the United States,
it is the nuclear threat which today is the most
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grave and one that requires an urgent
response. Chemical weapons are horrendous
in their effect and, if deployed for maximum
damage, can cause severe casualties whether
used by terrorists or on a battlefield. Yet chem-
ical weapons can also be defended against,
remediation is within our capabilities, and
ultimately their value as a weapon is limited to
tactical or terrorist purposes.

Biological weapons are undoubtedly capable of
causing far more damage than chemical
weapons. It is even conceivable that the casual-
ties from a biological weapon attack could
exceed those of a nuclear blast. The human
toll, the economic consequences, and the diffi-
cult remediation from a biological attack put
these weapons in contention as potentially the
most dangerous for the United States. But ulti-
mately, people will be able to recover from any
biological weapons attack. This is not to mini-
mize the threat of biological weapons or deny
the fact that, unlike chemical weapons, they can
be used as a strategic weapon. Nonetheless,
with biological weapons there is a prospect of
recovery and remediation, a hope that after the
attack itself has run its course, the consequences
can be limited and, in some cases, even prevent-
ed or reversed.

The comparative permanence of a nuclear
weapons attack’s impact makes this, for us,
the gravest threat we face as a nation. In a split
second, the blast from a nuclear weapon could
destroy every structure within its range. Every
living creature within the blast would be incin-
erated. The immediate area of the blast would
be so thoroughly irradiated that it would be

uninhabitable for long periods of time. The
secondary consequences from radioactive fall-
out, economic disruption, and perhaps even
the decapitation of the US government would
be incalculable. The devastation would carry
across generations and the nation would be
fundamentally altered.

Any assessment of this threat begins with the
question of identifying the international actors
that have the wherewithal to acquire a nuclear
weapon. Today nine countries are known to
have nuclear weapons: the United States,
Russia, the United Kingdom, France, China,
Israel, India, Pakistan, and North Korea. Iran is
aggressively pursuing a nuclear weapon capa-
bility, and others in the Middle East, confront-
ed by the regional implications of Iran’s nuclear
weapons program, are actively considering their
nuclear options. This latter group includes
Turkey, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and other Gulf
States. Add to this list the more than 40 states
that possess either weapon-usable nuclear
materials, the means to produce such materials,
or the technical capability to produce nuclear
weapons in weeks, months, or years.

In addition to the known and prospective
nuclear powers, there are the nonstate actors.
Terrorist movements, especially Al Qaeda,
have long expressed a wish to acquire any
kind of nuclear device. Rogue and criminal
elements within the established nuclear pow-
ers have surely contemplated how they would
acquire and profit from a nuclear weapon
stolen from their nation’s arsenal. It is entirely
plausible that as North Korea—and perhaps
Iran—acquire nuclear weapons, the difficulty
of transferring them to terrorist movements
will be eased substantially. And if a terrorist
movement were to acquire a nuclear device, it
is almost certain that the constraint on its use
will be lowered even more.

Ultimately, there are many scenarios for how a
nuclear weapon could be acquired for use
against the United States. One possibility
would be the transfer—intentional or other-
wise—of a nuclear device from Iran, North
Korea, or Pakistan to a terrorist organization.
Also feasible is the theft and transfer of a
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nuclear weapons to deter an attack by an
adversary, while others have sought to
enhance their security by using nuclear
weapons to demonstrate their power and
wield influence. While some countries have
sought nuclear weapons for their global secu-
rity interests, others have focused on regional
security problems or imbalances.

For states outside the international economic
or legal mainstream, nuclear weapons acquisi-
tion is sometimes a means of achieving general
political goals, helping to fend off any outside
interference in their plans. Sometimes the aim
of such “rogue states” is to alter the regional or
global balance of power. Yet even in these
cases, it is ultimately a quest for security (to
shield a regime from any countering actions)
that underlies the interest in nuclear weapons.

The acquisition of nuclear weapons by any
new state poses a threat to the security of the
United States, affecting our ability to protect
the United States, our allies, or our national
interests. In some cases, such as North Korea
and Iran, this is a key part of their desire to
acquire a nuclear capability: to affect US secu-
rity calculations. While other potential prolif-
erators may not present a direct or as
immediate a challenge to US interests, all such
cases threaten to complicate the international
order by directly spurring subsequent prolifer-
ation, reinforcing the trend toward a more
nuclear world, or increasing the chances of the
loss of control over nuclear assets.

Security is not the sole driver for proliferation,
however. Throughout the nuclear age, differ-
ent states have acted out of a complex set of
motives as they work to acquire nuclear capa-
bilities. Nationalism and the desire for interna-
tional prestige are growing as motivations for
pursuing nuclear technology since, in many
parts of the world, nuclear technology is still a
potent symbol of development, advancement,
and independence. Moreover, due in part to
the behavior of the established nuclear
weapon states, nuclear status continues to
confer prestige on the international stage.

Some states seeking international respect have
seen nuclear weapons as an effective means to

weapon from Russia’s nuclear arsenal. A ter-
rorist movement might also acquire materials
to build their own nuclear weapon from any
of the aforementioned countries or some other
source, though this would require additional
equipment and know-how. At the less likely
end of the spectrum would be the theft of a
weapon from the other nuclear powers—the
United States itself, China, France, the United
Kingdom, or Israel. Finally, the threat of a
nuclear exchange among the nuclear powers
themselves cannot be dismissed, perhaps pre-
cipitated by some regional conflict or other
unforeseeable sharp rise in tensions. It is iron-
ic that, given the Cold War preoccupation
with possible war between the major nuclear
powers, this latter scenario seems to be the
least alarming of all the potential threats.

Considering which governments have recently
acquired or are actively seeking a nuclear
weapon, and understanding the likelihood that
a nuclear-armed terrorist movement might not
be far behind, it is impossible to avoid the sense
that we are losing control of nuclear weapons
proliferation. Priorities for action must be iden-
tified right away. Policymakers must assess
where the threats are greatest and where the
proliferation chain is most vulnerable, and
clarify what steps must be taken immediately
and what can wait in order to formulate an
effective response. At this juncture, no good
idea should be put aside, and every element of
policy must be vigorously reenergized—from
multilateral diplomacy to military preemption.
The consequences of failure are too catastroph-
ic to approach the issue with anything less than
the utmost urgency.

Why Do States and Terrorist Groups
Want the Bomb?
Another key to understanding the prolifera-
tion challenge is to focus on why states seek
nuclear weapon capabilities. For the most
part, states seek to acquire nuclear weapons
for security purposes. From the Manhattan
Project to North Korea’s nuclear efforts (and
numerous cases in between), security motives
have traditionally been at the core of nuclear
development efforts. Some motives have been
defensive, with states seeking to acquire
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that end. The fact that the five permanent
members of the United Nations Security
Council all have nuclear weapons is not lost
on other countries. The connection between
nuclear development and modernity is also a
powerful symbol that leaders want to show-
case for their own publics, most recently in
Iran, but previously in India and Pakistan as
well. As long as nuclear weapons and nuclear
power are seen as landmarks of advancement,
states will consider them important and worth
pursuing. The domestic factor in proliferation
is often critical, and often more difficult to
address than straight security calculations.

The development of nuclear technology has a
powerful domestic political effect in some
countries, often after having been stoked by
years of populist rhetoric. This is especially
true in India and Pakistan, and apparently in
Iran. Bureaucratic and institutional pressures
within a government should not be discounted
as a domestic factor in nuclear weapon pro-
grams. Once nascent nuclear development
programs are initiated, they can be very diffi-
cult to restrain and reverse, and bureaucratic
forces can be quite effective at exploiting
domestic political or economic considerations
for their own purposes.

In contrast, terrorist groups seek to acquire
nuclear weapons for one reason: to use them
(probably as quickly as possible). Those seeking
such capabilities have likely done so with a par-
ticular target in mind. The acquisition and use
of a nuclear device by a terrorist group would
inflict massive damage and instill pervasive
popular anxiety in the targeted country. This
makes them the ultimate terror weapon. In the
wake of a terrorist attack, there would be no
way of knowing if the perpetrators had addi-
tional weapons in reserve. An attacker might
therefore seek to blackmail countries with the
threat of further nuclear attacks. With little
hope of deterring future attacks, it is impossible
to predict how a country’s population or lead-
ership would respond to such an ultimatum.

Key to any discussion of nuclear terrorism is
the question of whether nuclear armed terror-
ist groups can be deterred. With all due respect

to the academic debate on the issue, the risk
that a subnational group would use a device in
its possession is high, and the consequences
are so great that no country or leader could
take any comfort in the possibility that a ter-
rorist organization might show restraint after
having gone to the lengths required to build or
acquire a nuclear device.

Aside from detonating a weapon to terrorize
the target population and leadership, are there
other motives for terror groups to go nuclear?
One could imagine a competitive drive to
inflict more damage than the 9/11 attack or
mount a challenge to Al Qaeda as the top glob-
al terror group. But these are merely secondary
motives when compared to the desire to inflict
ultimate terror with the ultimate weapon.

While states and substate groups might have
distinct motives for acquiring nuclear weapons,
the link between state and substate prolifera-
tion is a direct one. Terrorists cannot produce
their own nuclear materials, and thus must
seek to acquire them from the peaceful or mil-
itary stocks of state programs. Therefore, the
distinction often drawn between a nuclear ter-
ror threat from a state versus nonstate terror-
ism is false, and the two types of threats should
always be considered in connection with one
another. This is clearly the case in Iran, where
concerns are high that Tehran might pass
nuclear capabilities to terrorist groups, but this
link has been often overlooked in other cases of
potential proliferation.

Where Do We Go From Here?
For the past 15 years, the debate over how
best to address the proliferation of nuclear
weapons and other WMD has been viewed as
a choice between response and prevention. For
the pro-“regime” camp, which emphasized the
arms control norms and laws as a bulwark
against proliferation dating back to the 1960s,
any policy options treating proliferators as a
new or emerging reality detracts from the “pri-
mary” effort. At the same time, the counter-
proliferation and preemption camps pushed
for aggressive action to counter the inevitable
spread of such weapons, even at the expense
of diplomacy and support of the traditional
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nonproliferation regime, with its tools of
inspection and collective response. These dif-
ferent points of emphasis obscure the fact that
many nonproliferation professionals believed
in the importance of both efforts, but the pub-
lic and political debates have tended to sharp-
en the image that the two approaches are
mutually exclusive. Those who thought prolif-
eration could be stopped were portrayed as
naïve, and those who thought it inevitable
were cast as warmongers.

Likewise, the inaccurate picture of an
either/or between a focus on state or substate
proliferation has severely hampered efforts
over the past decade and a half. The link
between the two, critically in the realm of
nuclear proliferation, was often overlooked
as those more focused on states questioned
the ability of terror groups to acquire or uti-
lize nuclear weapons, and those focused on
subnational threats often downplayed the
dangers posed by the spread of nuclear
weapons to states. In fact, both present a
threat to US security interests and should be
the focus of the highest priority in US poli-
cies. Moreover, many policies needed to
address state proliferation would have the
added benefit of reducing the risks of sub-
state proliferation as well.

The debates over prevent vs. respond and state
vs. substate that have consumed so much
attention in the recent past have missed the
point—unnecessarily pitting against one
another parties and officials who actually
share the common goal of protecting the
nation by preventing additional states and ter-
rorists from acquiring, possessing, or using
(politically and militarily) nuclear weapons
and other WMD. If one could introduce a
fresh and constructive discussion of nonprolif-
eration policy in the United States, the tools
preferred by political figures, policy experts,
and military planners across the spectrum are
complementary and can be combined into a
comprehensive strategy to prevent the spread
of nuclear weapons. Moreover, many of the
elements are either in place, are being pursued,
or have been supported by both political par-
ties and could generate broad support if pur-

sued in a bipartisan manner. While the issues
of terrorism, homeland defense, and the stew-
ardship of US security tend to be highly politi-
cized, the effort to prevent the spread of
nuclear weapons should be kept above the
partisan or ideological divide.

Experts and political leaders of all stripes
should seek to strengthen all the tools at our
disposal to prevent states from acquiring
nuclear weapons, to prevent states that have
nuclear capabilities from using them against
US interests, and to ensure that states with
nuclear assets—friend or otherwise—protect
them so that no subnational group can gain
access (intentional or otherwise) to nuclear
weapons. Success in these efforts will require
a new national and international consensus
both within and outside of the narrow tradi-
tional province of nonproliferation policy
specialists—including areas such as nuclear
weapons policy, broader political alliances,
military spending and planning, intelligence,
and law enforcement.

What Is to Be Done?
The world now stands at a nuclear precipice.
There is broad and growing concern that if cur-
rent trends continue, the United States will be
forced to live in a more nuclear world, where
multiple nuclear states and even nuclear-armed
terrorist groups exist to the detriment of stabil-
ity, security, and overarching US interests. The
increased salience of nuclear weapons as
instruments of power, prestige, and security,
unless checked, threaten to undermine the basis
for global stability and American power.

There is a growing sense that the United
States should do all it can to avoid a more
proliferated world. Preventing the spread of
nuclear weapons and nuclear production
capabilities to new states and especially to
terrorist groups is a common goal of all
political stripes. Skepticism about whether
such a world can be avoided also exists on
all sides, but this skepticism should not be
allowed to prevent the aggressive pursuit of
policies that have the potential to reduce the
nuclear threat—provided these do not under-
mine the ability of the United States to deal
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with such a world should it come to pass.
While the value and relative importance of
some of the tactics used to pursue nonprolif-
eration goals have been in dispute, the
underlying goal is the same: prevent, and
when prevention is not possible, deter and
prepare to defeat as needed.

Just as it has in the past, the United States
must be at the forefront of international
efforts to reduce the supply and demand for
nuclear weapons through a comprehensive
effort. If the United States fails to provide such
leadership, then the world is sure to be a more
proliferated one. And even if the best US-led
international efforts do falter or fail, then we
must be in a position to protect our vital
national interests in a more nuclear world.

A Turning Point?
A remarkable political and policy convergence
occurred in January 2007 when a bipartisan
group of senior statesmen issued a collective
warning: “Unless urgent new actions are taken,
the United States soon will be compelled to
enter a new nuclear era that will be more pre-
carious, psychologically disorienting, and eco-
nomically even more costly than was Cold War
deterrence.”1 The combined heft of a group that
included George Shultz, William Perry, Henry
Kissinger, and San Nunn could help open up the
political space for a new president to seek a new
consensus in American politics regarding how
to address the growing nuclear dangers. Indeed,
it was just such a collective realization in the
1960s that led the major powers to cooperate in
reducing the demand for nuclear weapons and
largely kept their spread in check. A new com-
mitment to ambitious, international action is
absolutely critical in order to avert the impend-
ing threat of widespread proliferation.

The United States’ ability to build global consen-
sus on a new nonproliferation agenda will no
doubt be complicated by the war in Iraq and
concern over the United States’ more active use
of the military in the post-9/11 period. For the

United States to lead a new international effort
on the nuclear front successfully, a concerted
effort to restore its international image and
influence will be essential. This will require
action on multiple fronts beyond the nuclear
agenda itself, including the more effective use of
multilateral diplomacy and bolstering the United
States’ conventional forces—both to give it bet-
ter military options to deal with proliferation
and to reduce Washington’s reliance on nuclear
weapons as a nonproliferation tool.2 Despite
these challenges, a US policy of active diploma-
cy, support for international norms and institu-
tions, and leading by example will attract
international support and significantly boost the
chances of success.

In implementing such an agenda, the highest lev-
els of government must pursue all elements with
equal vigor. The cooperative measures are just as
important as the more aggressive counterprolif-
eration steps: potential deep reductions in
nuclear weapons, support for a broad set of
negotiated agreements, engagement with states
friendly and otherwise to achieve stated goals,
and an effort to undercut the basic assumptions
of why states acquire nuclear weapons and the
lengths to which the United States should go to
prevent their proliferation. In practical terms, this
will involve exploring anew the means through
which agreements are verified; helping to rebuild
and reinforce the nonproliferation norms as cod-
ified in international legal agreements; support-
ing deep, verifiable, and irreversible nuclear
reductions in the United States, Russia, and other
nuclear arsenals; and enlisting broad support to
enforce international norms and legal obliga-
tions. It will be necessary to reexamine tradition-
ally sacrosanct issues such as the contours of the
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) regime, coop-
eration and engagement with non-NPT mem-
bers, and a healing of the ideological breach
that has characterized traditional nonprolifer-
ation debates. Neither more of the same nor
more of the past has any chance of succeeding.

At the same time, all sides must recognize the
possibility that trends and developments may
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have already gone too far to prevent the wider
spread of nuclear weapons. Such an ambitious
new agenda will take time, and the timeline of
nuclear programs in Iran, North Korea, and
elsewhere may have lent nuclear proliferation
an irreversible momentum. Given the difficul-
ty of nuclear rollback, the United States must
also prepare itself to operate in a world of
greater proliferation. This includes maintain-
ing a large and robust conventional military
force with improved mobility; global strike
and intelligence capabilities; as well as a safe,
reliable, and robust nuclear deterrent.

Moreover, in a world where many more
countries have nuclear weapons, there is a
greatly increased risk of both nuclear terror-
ism through theft and diversion of nuclear
materials and of accidental or unintended
nuclear use through miscalculation. The
United States must ensure that it can protect
itself, its friends, and its allies as well as its
global interest in such a world; this includes
pursing the most effective defense against
potential attack, and preparing itself to
rewrite longstanding legal and political
norms to adjust to a more nuclearized world.
At some point, such a reassessment will have
to consider a revision of US nonproliferation
laws and restrictions as well as deeper
engagement and cooperation with friendly
states that possess nuclear capabilities out-
side of the NPT.

In their statement, Shultz et al. list key points
that should be included in a new initiative
with broad international support. It is worth
reviewing this agenda to take stock of the
issues and what action will be needed.

• Reduce the alert status and deployment of
Cold War-era nuclear arsenals (de-alerting).
Whatever the threats facing the United
States, they do not require the maintenance
of thousands of nuclear weapons on alert,
ready to launch in minutes. The United
States should, in conjunction with other
nuclear states, reduce the risk of a nuclear
accident by removing a large proportion of
its weapons from their delivery platforms to
secure storage sites, thereby lengthening the

nuclear fuse and reducing the number of tar-
gets for terrorist theft or attack. A major
diplomatic push should be made to convince
Russia, China, and other nuclear powers to
do the same.

• Make substantial reductions in the nuclear
arsenals of all states.
The number of nuclear weapons in the
world remains too high and undercuts the
credibility of commitments by the nuclear
powers to a nuclear-free world. Seeking con-
tinued, real, and verifiable reductions in
global nuclear arsenals should be a central
pillar of international efforts to prevent pro-
liferation, and the United States should
remove any doubts about its compliance
with its international obligations, including
the NPT.

• Eliminate tactical nuclear weapons designed
for forward deployment.
The United States has done this with many,
but not all of its weapons. Russia has
reversed previous moves to reduce its
reliance on battlefield nuclear weapons.
Efforts to secure and eliminate tactical
nuclear weapons dating back to the early
1990s should be revived, accompanied by a
new multilateral push to verifiably rid the
world of these weapons, which are especial-
ly prone to theft and terrorist use.

• Initiate a new process within the US Senate
to boost confidence in and to achieve the
ratification of the Comprehensive Test Ban
Treaty (CTBT), as well as push for ratifica-
tion by other states.
The Senate rejection of the CTBT was based
in part on concern over the reliability of the
United States’ nuclear deterrent under a test
ban and also regarding the verifiability of
the agreement itself. An effective, global
legal prohibition against nuclear testing
would help impede the progress of nations
developing nuclear weapons. There should
be strong bipartisan support for an agree-
ment that could be effectively verified. A
new, blank-slate assessment of verification
and modeling technology will be essential
for the reconsideration of an effective CTBT.
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• Ensure the highest level of security for all
nuclear weapon-usable materials worldwide.
The vulnerability of nuclear materials
around the world remains an acute security
threat and must be the focus of renewed
efforts by the US government, the G-8, and
all governments that seek an end to prolifer-
ation and the threat of nuclear terrorism. The
political, technical, and economic means to
achieve this goal must be marshaled.

• Achieve international control of the nuclear
fuel cycle through multilateral efforts,
including the International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA), nuclear suppliers group,
and other efforts.
This complex issue has been the subject of
serious proposals by the United States,
Russia, and the IAEA. Bureaucratic efforts
at the working level to develop new ideas are
ongoing. However, the complexity and costs
associated with such efforts cannot be
solved by technical experts and will require
sustained involvement by the top political
levels. Control over the production of
nuclear fuel is critical to ensure that the
spread of technical know-how does not
undermine the goals of nonproliferation.

The authors differ over the future role of the
NPT, but agree on the underlying need for
international political consensus over non-
proliferation norms. The NPT played an
important role in stemming the proliferation
of nuclear weapons through the Cold War
period, although it is difficult to distinguish
how much of that effectiveness was due to
the influence of two superpowers that both
sought to limit the spread of nuclear
weapons, rather than the treaty itself.
Nonetheless, the Cold War-era experience
does point toward the importance of consen-
sus among the established nuclear weapons
states as a sine qua non for effective multilat-
eral action against proliferation. Thus the
United States should also seek to bring
together leaders from key states—including,
but not restricted to, the P-5 members of the
UN Security Council—to forge a new non-
proliferation consensus. The 1991 meeting of
the heads of state of the UN Security Council

that declared the proliferation of WMD was
a “threat to international peace and securi-
ty” is an important precedent, but new polit-
ical efforts will require much greater
high-level attention as well as a more
detailed set of goals. It would be surprising if
such a new consensus did not include a reaf-
firmation of the NPT itself but, in the end, it
is the consensus and the effectiveness of its
results that are most important and should
be the primary focus.

• End the production of fissile materials for
weapons worldwide and end the use of
weapons-grade uranium in civil applications.
The United States stopped production of all
such materials in 1988, and has endorsed a
negotiated ban in the Conference on
Disarmament. However, the United States
has opposed verification measures for such
an agreement, believing it inherently unveri-
fiable. The goal of US policy should be to
engage in comprehensive negotiations,
including consideration of verification, and
ideological preconditions should not stand in
the way of pursuing the benefits of an agree-
ment. A fissile fuels agreement with adequate
verification terms and sufficient scope receive
US support and Senate consent.

• Redouble efforts to resolve regional tensions
that give rise to new nuclear powers.
Festering regional disputes and instability
feed the proliferation threat in multiple
ways. They can spark further demand for
nuclear weapons, lay the seeds for regional
nuclear wars, and threaten to drag the
United States into conflicts and potential
confrontation with other nuclear powers.
Nightmare scenarios are easy to imagine.
The United States thus must lead in resolv-
ing such disputes.

• Continue to develop effective measures to
impede or counter nuclear-related conduct that
threatens the security of any state or peoples.
Any comprehensive nonproliferation effort
must include the means to detect and respond
to violators, particularly those who illegally
traffic in nuclear technologies. Extending
global detection and interdiction efforts and
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bolstering the United States’ own political and
military capacity to counter the spread of
nuclear weapons and technology is fully consis-
tent with the goals outlined above. American
policymakers should build both unilateral
capacity and international cooperation as
urgently and energetically as possible.

To be successful, the ambitious agenda out-
lined here will require a tremendous invest-
ment in political and other resources. If
pursued diligently, this agenda offers hope
that the current trends toward a more nuclear
proliferated world can be stopped, and even
reversed. Yet while these steps constitute a
bold policy agenda, they must be considered
merely a part of a wider ongoing effort.
Traditional tools designed to reduce the avail-
ability and incentive to acquire nuclear
weapons have been a critical part of past
efforts to prevent the spread of nuclear
weapons, and will remain a valuable set of
tools in the years to come. This intricate and
interlocking set of activities includes:

› Export controls to block the transfer of sen-
sitive technologies and thereby increase the
barriers facing states in their efforts to devel-
op weapons.

› Unilateral and multilateral economic and
diplomatic sanctions against states seeking
or trading in illicit technologies.

› Homeland security and national defense pro-
grams, including detection and interdiction.

› Development of missile defense technology to
reduce the odds that a would-be attacker
could succeed in striking the United States.

These efforts, taken together, form the backbone
of current nonproliferation efforts and must be
continued and continually reinvigorated.

Nuclear Weapons and US Policy
In pursuing such a multifaceted agenda, the
United States must also engage in a long-needed
public discussion about what role nuclear
weapons do, should, and will play in US policy.
Fundamental questions should be raised and
debated, including why we have nuclear

weapons; how many we need; what role can
they play, if any, outside of the nuclear deter-
rent calculation; and whether and how the
United States can work toward complete
nuclear disarmament. The continued direction
of US nuclear policy must not be driven by the
mere inertia of the Cold War momentum.
General James Cartwright, commander of
Strategic Command, has endorsed the need for
a new national dialogue on the role of nuclear
weapons in US policy: “The challenging secu-
rity and threat environment of the 21st centu-
ry signals the need for an informed national
level discussion to hear the voices of govern-
ment leaders, military, academia, and the pub-
lic if we are to effectively establish a long-term
nuclear investment plan.”3

There are serious decisions to be made in this
process. Key among them will include the
United States’ strategy for maintaining its cur-
rent nuclear arsenal, possible efforts to devel-
op new weapons, how to ensure reliable and
robust delivery capabilities as long as the
United States retains a nuclear arsenal, and
how to balance US nonproliferation and
nuclear deterrent requirements.

If the spread of nuclear weapons is indeed the
principal threat of our time, then every means
at the government’s disposal must be focused
and integrated to prevent these threats from
harming US security. Therefore, US nuclear
weapon and conventional military capabilities
must be configured and geared toward sup-
porting overarching US efforts to prevent the
spread of nuclear weapons. For some, this
argues for the development of new, smaller,
battlefield nuclear weapons to put adversaries’
underground targets at risk, while others
invoke nonproliferation objectives to advocate
a ban on nuclear testing, a reduction in the
number of nuclear weapons, and a declaration
that US nuclear weapons will only be used for
nuclear deterrence.

For a new international nonproliferation con-
sensus to have any chance of success, the
United States must throw its full political
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weight behind such an effort. This will require
a delicate balance between political and mili-
tary aims. For instance, the first priority in any
effort to develop a reliable replacement war-
head must be to develop technologies to
ensure reliability while avoiding the need to
test nuclear weapons. The current efforts with-
in the nuclear establishment have been pru-
dent and sound—aiming to design a reliable
replacement warhead without testing that
could be put into service if weapons in the
existing US nuclear stockpile were to prove
defective. Ultimately, if pursued within the
context of a broader, more robust nonprolifer-
ation agenda, this capability would also build
the basis for reconsideration of the CTBT.

Also, the United States, together with the other
nuclear powers, should provide assurances
that nonnuclear states will not be the subject
of nuclear threats. The proposed development
of new nuclear weapons by the United States
for possible use in essentially a conventional
capacity—to reach deep underground tar-
gets—is based on a premise that does not seem
credible. The United States could not develop
and deploy, much less use, such weapons with-
out shredding any global consensus that
remains regarding the taboo on the use of
nuclear weapons. Any US use of a nuclear
weapon of any type against a nonnuclear state
would cross a line that simply would not be
understood or accepted by the rest of the
world. There is no meaningful distinction
between a large and a small nuclear weapon
when used against a nonnuclear state.

Brave New World
For more than 50 years, the United States
relied upon a robust nuclear arsenal as a deter-
rent to any party that may attack our nation
with a nuclear weapon. As successful as that
strategy has been, the world in which it worked
is largely gone. The threat of state-to-state
nuclear conflict involving the United States
now rates among the least likely of contingen-
cies we may face. As the challenge of nuclear
proliferation has evolved, so must our strategy.

None of the many types of action suggested in
this paper to meet the challenge of nuclear

proliferation are new. To some degree, many
of them are either current policy or have been
in recent administrations. The real evolution
needed in the United States’ strategy is in the
architecture of the solutions. The policy must
include both multilateral diplomacy and
robust unilateral action. It must balance coop-
erative initiatives on arms control and the
maintenance of a safe and effective US nuclear
arsenal. It must involve diplomacy and the
willingness to use force. In short, it will con-
tain combinations that appear inherently con-
tradictory. It must be a total effort.

This task will require a genuine commitment
at the highest levels of government to build a
united international front. Allies must be
recruited, including among the new nuclear
powers such as India and even Pakistan. With
the broadest possible international support,
the United States and its partners must launch
a layered approach to meet the challenge of
nuclear proliferation.

The full set of international regimes and norms,
of treaties and laws should be invigorated and
further refined to close off any trade in nuclear
weapons technologies with states that do not
abide by the NPT—whether they are a party or
not. A comprehensive, global effort must be
launched to catalog, secure and, where possi-
ble, recover and destroy nuclear materials. The
existing nuclear powers should cooperate in
reducing their own nuclear arsenals in con-
cert—down to the minimum level necessary for
a deterrent against each other. The remaining
warheads should then be stored in the most
secure manner possible. Every effort must be
made to disrupt and interdict the trade of
nuclear materials, especially fissile material.
Stopping nations and individuals who partici-
pate in this illicit trade should be a priority for
intelligence services and the military.

Underneath the ambitious strategy laid out by
Schulz et al., the United States will need to main-
tain safe, reliable, and robust nuclear forces—in
the most strategically stabilizing manner possi-
ble—to remain capable of deterring the use of
nuclear weapons by other states against the
United States and its friends and interests abroad.
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Finally, in order to lessen the need for nuclear
weapons as well as respond more effectively
against any incipient nuclear threat, the
United States must maintain large and well-
equipped conventional military forces to
defeat any potential adversary. The United
States must also, as aggressively as possible,
locate and defeat terror plots, disrupt terrorist
networks, deny substate groups’ safe havens,
and preempt such groups anywhere in the
world. Beyond the detailed policy agenda out-
lined here, protecting the United States from
all serious threats will remain the primary
constitutional duty for any president.

In the end, we may not succeed. At the current
pace of proliferation, it seems likely that new

11nuclear powers will yet emerge in this decade.
With the large number of nuclear weapons in
various arsenals around the world—under
what may be described as, at best, suspect
security—the theft of a device at some point is
a distinct possibility. With the growth of ter-
rorist organizations of global reach, the deliv-
ery of a nuclear weapon to America’s shores is
by no means far-fetched. The explosion of
such a device on US territory would then be
only a matter of time. If we are to succeed in
meeting the challenge of proliferation, we
must act—now—as if our lives depend upon
it. Someday, they actually might.

The Case of Iran
Iran is the single most pressing case con-
fronting US nuclear nonproliferation strategy
today. Unlike North Korea, Iran does not cur-
rently possess a workable nuclear device and
may be several years away from producing
one. Thus it is still possible to envision an out-
come where Iran remains a nonnuclear power,
either as a result of diplomacy or due to a com-
bination of cooperative and coercive means.

Iran’s pursuit of nuclear capabilities is of seri-
ous concern in and of itself, but especially
because of its ties to and support of extremist
terrorist organizations. There is a very plausible
threat that Iran might transfer nuclear capabil-
ities to nonstate actors who are far more diffi-
cult to deter or contain than Iran itself. Iran’s
pursuit of a weapon will also have a direct
impact on regional neighbors, forcing them to
consider developing their own nuclear weapons
as a countermeasure or to take preemptive mil-
itary action to prevent Iran from going nuclear.
There is yet another danger that Iran’s open
hostility toward the United States and Israel
could lead them to launch an unprovoked
nuclear attack.

Even if the United States were to develop new
robust nonproliferation measures, there is not
sufficient time for such instruments to make a
major contribution toward ending Iran’s
nuclear ambitions. Thus this challenge must be

addressed with the tools already at the dispos-
al of policymakers. The diplomatic partnership
of the United States with key European powers
is a critical initiative, and the maximum use of
multilateral institutions such as the IAEA and
the UN Security Council will remain important
instruments in seeking to convince Iran to
change its nuclear direction. Iran has consis-
tently deflected such efforts and it is conceiv-
able that nations with competing interests can
block action—particularly in the UN Security
Council. Moreover, Iran’s leadership is clearly
working to exploit the frustration or suspicion
in the Middle East and elsewhere in the devel-
oping world toward US policy of the past
decade. The United States must therefore pur-
sue a full-court diplomatic press using all avail-
able and conceivable tools to reinforce its
nonproliferation goals in Iran.

The first level of action is political and econom-
ic pressure, including the most restrictive sanc-
tions possible if Iran refuses to halt its nuclear
enrichment program in particular, and its pur-
suit of a nuclear weapon more generally. The
position of Iran’s leadership is not as strong eco-
nomically or politically as it might appear at
first glance. The internal political and economic
impact of sanctions may have a greater impact
than many expect. This pressure can then be
used to create a greater incentive for Iran’s lead-
ers to compromise on key issues. To this end,
direct, bilateral diplomacy between the United



12 States and Iran should be pursued if there is any
reasonable prospect of halting Iran’s nuclear
weapons program. Notwithstanding the other
broader and serious concerns regarding the
Iranian regime, preventing the acquisition of
nuclear weapons by Iran must remain a top
policy goal. Other objectives—including regime
change—should be secondary as long as a
chance remains to end Tehran’s nuclear ambi-
tions through peaceful means. This does not
mean that the United States should discontinue
its efforts to detect and deter Iranian support
for terrorism and to push Iran to permit its peo-
ple to enjoy the full liberties of a free society—
including the right to choose their leaders. It
means only that ending Iran’s nuclear weapons
program should be the highest priority.

Given the existing US military commitments in
Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere, Iran and
other countries in the Middle East believe the
United States is either incapable of or unlikely
to consider military actions against Iran. Most
regional players oppose the use of military
force to stop Iran’s nuclear program. Yet stop-
ping the development of an Iranian nuclear
weapon remains a US national security imper-
ative of such enormity that the use of military
force must remain a real option for American
decision makers. The United States should
continue planning for such an operation and
preparing for the potential consequences of
such an action—especially the likely increase
in terrorist attacks worldwide and the poten-
tial disruption of energy supply lines from the
region. Such contingency preparation, pur-
sued within reason, would increase the sense
of vulnerability in Iran and could make it
more willing to seek a compromise on the
nuclear issue.

While the United States does not currently
have sufficient military resources to invade and
occupy the nation of Iran, it does have the abil-
ity to use force to disrupt those nuclear capa-
bilities that it can identify. While even this, in
the end, may not prevent Iran from going
nuclear, it must remain a possible option if for
no other reason than to reassure US allies in
the region that Washington is committed to
their defense and protection as well as to main-
taining pressure on Iranian decision making on
nuclear and other issues.

The crisis over Iran’s nuclear ambitions is likely
to continue for many more months. Developing
and implementing a comprehensive new nonpro-
liferation agenda will take much longer. But
commencing the work toward such an agenda
could have immediate benefits for the effort to
slow or end Iran’s nuclear efforts. Demonstrating
in an international context that the United States
and the world’s major powers understand and
recognize the risk of unchecked nuclear prolifer-
ation and the responsibility to include themselves
within a new broader system of controls may
prove critical in the intensifying diplomacy sur-
rounding Iran’s nuclear program. Coming on the
heels of renewed efforts to develop diplomatic
solutions to the North Korean nuclear crisis, any
progress on the Iran front—even a suspension of
Iran’s enrichment program and the start of a real
dialogue between Iran and the outside world on
security issues—could go a long way in laying
the foundation and building global political
momentum for the new nonproliferation agenda
laid out in this paper.
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