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The Military Role of United States Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons in Europe

DIRECTOR'S EDITORIAL

During the Cold War, nuclear weapons were central to the U.S. strategy of deterring Soviet aggression 
against the United States (U.S.) and U.S. allies. Toward this end, the U.S.  deployed various systems that 
could carry nuclear warheads. These included nuclear mines; artillery; short-, medium-, and long-range 
ballistic missiles; cruise missiles; and gravity bombs. The United States deployed these weapons with its 
troops in the field, aboard aircraft, on surface ships, submarines, and fixed land-based launchers. The U.S. 
articulated a complex strategy and developed detailed operational plans that would guide the use of these 
weapons in the event of a conflict with the Soviet Union and its allies.
This topic is relevant insofar as recent debates about U.S. nuclear weapons have questioned the role of 
weapons with shorter ranges and lower yields in addressing emerging threats in Europe. These weapons, of-
ten referred to as non-strategic nuclear weapons, have not been limited by past U.S. – Russian arms control 
agreements. Some analysts argue such limits would be of value, particularly in addressing Russia’s greater 
numbers of these types of weapons. Others have argued that the U.S. should expand its deployments of 
these weapons in Europe to address new risks of war conducted under a nuclear shadow. 
These non-strategic nuclear weapons did not completely escape public discussion or arms control debates. 
Their profile rose in the early 1980s when U.S. plans to deploy new cruise missiles and intermediate-range 
ballistic missiles in Europe, as a part of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO)’s nuclear strategy, 
ignited large public protests in many NATO nations. Discussions about the presence of U.S. non-strategic 
nuclear weapons at bases in Europe and their role in NATO’s strategy also increased in 2009 and 2010 
during the drafting of NATO’s strategic concept. Officials in some NATO nations called for the removal 
of U.S. non-strategic weapons from bases on the continent, noting that they had no military significance 
for NATO’s security. Others called for the retention of these weapons, arguing that they played a political 
role in NATO, with shared rights and responsibilities. They helped balance Russia’s deployment of greater 
numbers of non-strategic nuclear weapons.
Lastly, this paper will also examine the role of the European Union (EU) as a non-proliferation actor, 
which Union has carried out several initiatives intended to complement the existing non-proliferation 
regime in a number of forums over the recent years. 

Mario Blokken
Director PSec
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The Military Role of United States Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons in Europe

INTRODUCTION

1. Credi, Ottavia. 2019. “US Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons in Europe Necessary or Obsolete?”, July 2019. American Security Project.[online] Available at: https://www.americansecuri-
typroject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Ref-0226-US-NSNWs-in-Europe.pdf

The term ‘non-strategic nuclear weapon’ 
(NSNW) includes nuclear warheads for all 
delivery systems such as gravity bombs for air-
craft other than nuclear-capable heavy bomb-
ers, nuclear warheads for naval cruise missiles 
and torpedoes, and nuclear warheads for an-
ti-ballistic missile (ABM) and air defence sys-
tems. The NSNWs term would also capture 
any nuclear warheads for surface-to-surface 
missiles with less-than-50 kilometres ranges, 
and nuclear artillery shells. 
Those weapons are seen as having virtually no 
military utility in the context of the full array 
of nuclear and conventional arms maintained 
by the U.S. military; their primary value is 
political, symbolising the U.S. security com-
mitment to Europe. NATO allies hold a range 
of views on the need for American nuclear 
weapons deployed in Europe. Some allies, 
such as Germany, the Netherlands, and Bel-
gium, see no territorial threat to the Alliance 

that requires US nuclear weapons in Europe. 
Other allies, including the Baltic states and 
countries in Central Europe, see a continued 
need for U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe as a 
means of underscoring the U.S. security com-
mitment to NATO. Their view is shaped by 
concern that Russia might still threaten their 
security. 
Today, the presence of U.S. NSNWs in Eu-
rope is highly debated. While some claim they 
continue to serve a crucial purpose, others ar-
gue they should be withdrawn at once. For 
example, the former conceive nuclear disar-
mament as neither realistic nor desirable. The 
latter believe disarmament should be pursued 
and could be achieved starting with the retreat 
of the U.S. NSNWs from Europe, also in the 
light of the ‘European strategic autonomy’, 
which goes hand in hand with the concept of 
European sovereignty. 

BACKGROUND

Five countries in the European theatre are 
currently hosting American NSNWs. The 
U.S. placed them in Belgium, the Nether-
lands, Germany, Italy, and Turkey as a cred-
ible deterrent against potential Soviet ag-
gression during the Cold War period. These 
NSNWs constituted the essence of NATO’s 
Nuclear Sharing strategy and represented a 

concrete commitment on behalf of the U.S. 
for the defence of its overseas allies.1

U.S. and Soviet Non-Strategic Nuclear 
Weapons

Through bilateral agreements made in the 
1950s and 1960s, Germany, the Netherlands, 

https://www.americansecurityproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Ref-0226-US-NSNWs-in-Europe.pdf
https://www.americansecurityproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Ref-0226-US-NSNWs-in-Europe.pdf
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Belgium, Italy, Turkey, Britain, and Greece ac-
cepted U.S. tactical nuclear weapons on their 
territories. It was part of what was known as 
burden-sharing: dividing the costs and re-
sponsibilities of NATO. The number of U.S. 
tactical nuclear weapons in Europe increased 
from 3,000 in 1960 to 7,000 in 1970. But 
even then, during the Cold War, the theory 
and practice of extended nuclear deterrence 
was criticised because of its perceived lack 
of credibility. Once the Soviet Union intro-
duced its first intercontinental ballistic missile 
(ICBM) in 1960 – a development that many 
perceived to be a nuclear war endgame – Eu-
ropeans viewed U.S. tactical weapons as even 
more futile than before. 
The raison d’être of U.S. tactical nuclear 
weapons in Europe disappeared with the fall 
of the Berlin Wall, the implosion of the Soviet 
Union, and the abolition of the Warsaw Pact. 
Since 1989, however, the United States has 
missed various opportunities to withdraw all 
tactical nuclear weapons from Europe; small 
strides, instead, have pacified governments. 
The Presidential Nuclear Initiatives between 
George H.W. Bush and Mikhail Gorbachev 
in 1991 led Russia to eliminate 50 per cent 
of its warheads for tactical aircraft, and the 
U.S. reduced its tactical nuclear weapons ar-
senal from 1,500 to 700. But while Russia 
removed its tactical weapons in Eastern Eu-
rope, the U.S. kept nuclear weapons in West-
ern Europe. In 1993 and 1994, President Bill 
Clinton sidestepped the withdrawal of U.S. 
tactical weapons when he released his Nuclear 
Posture Review (NPR); in the late 1990s, he 
moved forward with very limited reductions 

2. Sauer, Tom. 2010. “U.S. tactical nuclear weapons: A European perspective”, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, pp. 65-75. [online] Available at: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/
pdf/10.1177/0096340210381338

by consolidating the arsenal across fewer bases 
in Turkey and Germany.2

Despite the end of the Cold War – and the 
most significant overhaul in the international 
political system in half a century – U.S. nu-
clear weapons remained in Europe as part of 
NATO’s nuclear policy. But the public opin-
ion in host nations showed increased impa-
tience, which grew during the George W. 
Bush administration when much of Europe 
viewed the U.S. president and his foreign 
policy as too unilateralist. Some host nations 
responded by sending back the U.S. nuclear 
weapons: Greece in 2001 and Britain in 2004 
(leaving, of course, its nuclear arsenal). In 
February 2010, Germany, Norway, Belgium, 
Luxembourg, and the Netherlands demanded 
that the United States remove its tactical nu-
clear weapons from Europe. Despite this pub-
lic appeal, Washington has still not responded 
clearly. Though President Barack Obama con-
sidered nuclear disarmament to be one of his 
foreign policy priorities and has even succeed-
ed in changing U.S. nuclear weapons policy, 
the topic of tactical nuclear weapons has con-
spicuously been avoided. The Obama admin-
istration justified this oversight by reasoning 
it was an issue to be discussed with U.S. al-
lies in the NATO Strategic Concept Review 
framework in November 2010. The U.S. did 
not want to endanger the ratification of New 
START in the U.S. Senate. This explanation 
is justifiable; however, the result is still the 
same: after waiting 20 years for withdrawal, 
host nations are aggravated and growing more 
agitated. 
Today, the debate over the removal of tactical 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0096340210381338
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0096340210381338
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weapons is not a simple one; linked to it are 
the debates over the utility of NATO and how 
to reach a global consensus on nuclear disar-
mament. Advocates of withdrawal regard in-
action in the field of tactical nuclear weapons 
as just one example of general inertia within 
the alliance; the lack of a severe political dis-
cussion inside NATO, they argue, is a cause 
of concern for the actual value of NATO. The 
debate has stalled action, resulting in more 
missed opportunities to remove the weapons 
from Europe. 

The American nuclear weapons in Eu-
rope

During the Cold War, amid the tensions 
between the U.S. and the Soviet Union and 
the delicate balance dictated by Mutual As-

sured Destruction (MAD), the U.S. deployed 
thousands of nuclear weapons in Belgium, 
the Netherlands, Germany, Italy, and Tur-
key. Many of these arms were categorised as 
non-strategic (or tactical) nuclear weapons. 
While strategic nuclear weapons typically 
have long-range and large yields, non-stra-
tegic nuclear weapons have a shorter range, 
lower yields, and are intended primarily for 
battlefield operations. Non-strategic delivery 
systems tend to carry warheads with smaller 
yields and are typically fitted for hitting a spe-
cific target. Additionally, all treaties that ap-
ply to strategic nuclear forces do not concern 
NSNWs.
In the Cold War period, the Warsaw Pact na-
tions had a palpable numerical superiority of 
conventional forces. U.S. NSNWs in Europe 
constituted a fundamental part of NATO’s 

B61 Nuclear Bombs in Storage
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flexible response strategy against these supe-
rior numbers. Thus, these weapons represent-
ed a deterrent against the enemy’s potential 
willingness to begin a conventionally-armed 
battle. More importantly, American NSNWs 
were the essence of the U.S.’ extended nuclear 
deterrence in Europe. By having ready-to-use 
nuclear weapons on the European continent, 
the U.S. would have been able to intervene 
in defence of its European allies if the Soviet 
Union attempted an attack. Having deployed 
NSNWs on European territory did not mean 
the U.S. would have automatically used them 
to respond to a potential Soviet nuclear at-
tack. It merely meant the U.S. had the option 
to do so.
Over the last decade, the number of U.S. tac-
tical weapons in Europe has been estimated at 
160-200.3 These are B61-3 and B61-4 gravity 
bombs with destructive power ranging from 
0.3 to 170 kilotons. These bombs, ready for 
delivery by U.S. or NATO aircraft, are de-
ployed in five NATO countries: Belgium, 
Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and Turkey. 
Of these five countries, only three – Belgium, 
Germany, and the Netherlands – are in charge 
of nuclear strike missions through so-called 
dual-key arrangements for their national air 
forces. This means that the weapons remain 
under U.S. custody in the host nations in 
times of peace. In times of war, the weapons 
can be transferred to the host nations, which 
eventually are supposed to use them. The oth-
er two states, Italy and Turkey, which possess 
two-thirds of the U.S. nuclear weapons based 
in Europe, host aeroplanes and their respec-
tive nuclear weapons as part of the NATO nu-

3. Kristensen, Hans M. and Norris, Robert S., 2009. “U.S. Nuclear Forces, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 2009” 65 (2). [online] Available at: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/
full/10.2968/065002008
4. Podvig, Pavel and Serrat, Javier “Lock them Up: Zero-deployed Non-strategic Nuclear Weapons in Europe”. UNIDIR . 2017. [online] Available at:https://unidir.org/files/publications/
pdfs/lock-them-up-zero-deployed-non-strategic-nuclear-weapons-in-europe-en-675.pdf

clear burden-sharing program. The overall size 
of the U.S. arsenal of operational-tactical nu-
clear weapons is thought to be approximately 
500, with another 800 presumed to be in the 
inactive stockpile. Russia possesses an esti-
mated 2,500-5,500 tactical nuclear weapons. 
This number is gradually shrinking because of 
weapons attrition. These short-range systems 
do not have a well-defined role in Russian de-
fence policy and can, in principle rather easily, 
be taken away without undermining Russian 
national interests.

Recent initiatives to reduce tactical 
nuclear weapons

By definition, atomic arms are weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD), which contradicts 
modern international humanitarian law. The 
effectiveness (and therefore credibility) of nu-
clear deterrence has always been questioned 
because of its disproportionate nature. Each 
day that nuclear weapons are not used, it be-
comes more difficult to imagine a day when 
they will. The norm states that it is immoral 
and illegitimate to use destructive devices that 
do not discriminate between military and ci-
vilian targets. 
Despite the steps that the Russian Federation 
and the U.S. have taken to reduce the number 
of tactical nuclear weapons in their arsenals, 
the countries have not successfully negotiated 
a legally-binding instrument. The conclusion 
of New START renewed interest in the topic, 
and a number of proposals for reductions and 
confidence-building measures have been put 
forward.4 One idea was advanced in 2011 by 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.2968/065002008
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.2968/065002008
https://unidir.org/files/publications/pdfs/lock-them-up-zero-deployed-non-strategic-nuclear-weapons-in-europe-en-675.pdf
https://unidir.org/files/publications/pdfs/lock-them-up-zero-deployed-non-strategic-nuclear-weapons-in-europe-en-675.pdf
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Russia’s foreign minister Sergey Lavrov, who, 
in discussing prospects for cuts of tactical nu-
clear weapons, advocated for the “withdrawal 
of these weapons to the territory of the State 
to which they belong as well as the remov-
al of the infrastructure for their deployment 
abroad should be regarded as a first step to-
wards the resolution of this problem.”5

Meanwhile, NATO’s Deterrence and Defence 
Posture Review (DDPR), adopted at the 2012 
summit in Chicago, opens the door to reduc-
tions given “reciprocal steps by Russia.”6 No 
further details or criteria were spelt out in the 
DDPR, although alliance members reported-
ly agreed to task appropriate committees to 
study Russia’s reciprocal steps could be.
Additionally, a year earlier, a group of NATO 
members advocated for gradual information 
sharing between the NATO and Russia of 
numbers, locations, operational status, com-
mand arrangements, and security of non-stra-
tegic weapons, suggesting that both sides con-
sider an exchange of visits by military officials. 
Non-governmental experts have also floated 
several ideas in Europe, Russia, and the Unit-
ed States. A common thread through many of 
them is an emphasis on confidence-building 
measures and data exchanges as main pillars. 
But some of the data exchanges proposed are 
quite detailed, such as locations of compo-
nent parts of dismantled warheads. Some of 
these proposals include a verification com-
ponent with a degree of intrusiveness, others 
rely primarily on national technical means, 

5. Statement by H.E. Mr. Sergey Lavrov, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, at the Plenary Meeting of the Conference on Disarmament, 1 March 2011. [online] Available 
at:http://www.unog.ch/80256EDD006B8954/(httpAssets)/F2C753C466AD602DC1257846005C3761/$file/1 211RussianFederation.pdf.
6. NATO, “Deterrence and Defence Posture Review”, 20 May 2012. [online] Available at:
http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_87597.htm

and others do not include a verification com-
ponent. There are even proposals that would 
codify the Presidential Nuclear Initiatives 
(PNIs) into legally-binding commitments or 
at least seek to operationalise the initiatives by 
verifying data exchanges resulting from PNI 
implementation activities.
Another approach that has garnered some at-
tention and support is the adoption of a sin-
gle limit, or common ceiling, for all nuclear 
weapons, including both strategic and tactical. 
Under this approach, each party would be free 
to determine the relative mix of strategic and 
non-strategic weapons in its arsenal. Howev-
er, implementing this proposal would require 
accounting for active strategic and non-stra-
tegic warheads, data exchange, and probably 
access to warhead storage facilities. This, of 
course, has been a serious obstacle in the past. 
In a 2007 study on the possible elimination 
of tactical nuclear weapons, Rose Gottemo-
eller – deputy secretary-general of NATO 
– articulated some potential approaches to 
control non-strategic nuclear weapons. These 
included further unilateral steps by Russia 
and NATO countries, with NATO withdraw-
ing all weapons back to the U.S. and Russia 
having the opportunity to visit the bases to 
check that the nuclear activities at those sites 
had ceased. Gottemoeller also advanced the 
idea of a ban on the operational deployment 
of tactical nuclear weapons and withdrawal of 
warheads to central storage facilities.

http://www.unog.ch/80256EDD006B8954/(httpAssets)/F2C753C466AD602DC1257846005C3761/$file/1%20211RussianFederation.pdf
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_87597.htm
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THE CURRENT ROLE OF NSNWS

7. SIPRI, 1989. “SIPRI Yearbook 1989”. New York: Exford University Press. [online] Available at:
https://www.sipri.org/yearbook/1989
8. United States Department of Defense. 2018. “Nuclear Posture Review.” February. [online] Available at:
https://uploads.fas.org/media/2018-Nuclear-Posture-Review-Version-2.pdf
9. Kristensen, Hans. M. 2017. “NATO Nuclear Exercise Underway with Czech and Polish Participation.” FAS Strategic Security Blog, October 17. [online] Available at:
https://fas.org/blogs/security/2017/10/steadfast-noon-exercise/
10. Kristensen, Hans M. 2015. “Upgrades At US Nuclear Bases In Europe Acknowledge Security Risk.” FAS Strategic Security Blog, September 10. [online] Available at:
https://fas.org/blogs/security/2015/09/nuclear-insecurity/

The role of NSNWs in US National 
Security Policy

Like Russia, the U.S. does not disclose how 
many tactical nuclear weapons it has or where 
they are deployed. But it does provide infor-
mation about which weapon types can launch 
them. Since the end of the Cold War, the US 
inventory of tactical nuclear weapons has 
decreased significantly, from roughly 9,000 
warheads in 19897 to an estimated 230 today. 
The 2018 Nuclear Posture Review provides 
this information about US tactical nuclear 
weapons: “Current U.S. non-strategic nu-
clear forces consist exclusively of B61 gravity 
bombs carried by F-15E DCA [dual-capable 
aircraft], supported by responsive air refuel-
ling aircraft. Several NATO allies also provide 
DCA capable of delivering U.S. forward-de-
ployed nuclear weapons […] U.S. and NATO 
DCA, together with U.S. gravity bombs, are 
forward deployed in European NATO coun-
tries […] If necessary, the United States has 
the ability to deploy DCA and nuclear weap-
ons to other regions, such as Northeast Asia”.8

Most of the estimated 230 remaining weapons 
– about 150 B61-3 and four gravity bombs – 
are thought to be deployed at six bases in five 
European countries: Aviano AB and Ghedi 
AB in Italy; Büchel AB in Germany; Incirlik 

AB in Turkey; Kleine Brogel AB in Belgium; 
and Volkel AB in the Netherlands. A portion 
of the B61 bombs in Europe are earmarked 
for delivery by aircraft from the NATO allies 
where the bombs are stored. The remaining 
80 weapons are in central storage in the Unit-
ed States.9 The number in Europe is thought 
to have been quietly reduced (from 180) over 
the past decade because of upgrades to the se-
curity perimeters and storage vaults at Aviano 
AB and Incirlik AB.10

U.S. modernisation of its tactical nuclear 
weapons focuses on producing the B61-12 
guided nuclear bomb and the F-35A Light-
ning fifth-generation fighter-bomber. The 
B61-12 will use the nuclear explosive package 
of the existing B61-4, which has four selective 
yields between 0.3 kilotons and 50 kilotons, 
but it will be equipped with a new guided tail 
kit to increase accuracy and standoff capabili-
ty. This will allow strike planners to select low-
er yields for existing targets to reduce collater-
al damage. The enhanced accuracy will enable 
the B61-12 to serve the missions of all nuclear 
gravity bombs in the arsenal and allow the Air 
Force to retire all existing bombs. However, 
the Trump administration has delayed the re-
tirement of one of these, the B83-1. 
The B61-12 also appears to have limit-
ed earth-penetration capability, which in-

https://www.sipri.org/yearbook/1989
https://uploads.fas.org/media/2018-Nuclear-Posture-Review-Version-2.pdf
https://fas.org/blogs/security/2017/10/steadfast-noon-exercise/
https://fas.org/blogs/security/2015/09/nuclear-insecurity/
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creases its ability to hold at risk underground 
targets.11 The B61-12 will be deployed to Eu-
rope beginning in 2022–2024, at which point 
the older B61-3 and B61-4 bombs will be re-
turned to the United States.
Although many have questioned the contin-
ued need to deploy U.S. nuclear weapons, 
the United States and NATO have retained 
the mission as a symbol of U.S. protection of 
NATO. This role has deepened in recent years 
as relations with Russia have soured, and the 
U.S. and NATO have reemphasised the role 
of nuclear weapons in support of the alliance. 
Although the nuclear sharing arrangement is 
limited to five countries, allies who do not 
host U.S. nuclear weapons on their soil can 
also participate in the nuclear mission as part 
of conventional support operations, known 
as SNOWCAT (Support Nuclear Operations 
with Conventional Air Tactics). 
Although the United States has emphasised 
the continued importance of deploying tac-
tical nuclear weapons in Europe, the 2018 
Nuclear Posture Review determined they 
were insufficient to deter Russian use of tac-
tical nuclear weapons. New nuclear supple-
ments were needed: a low-yield warhead for 
the Trident II D5LE submarine-launched 
ballistic missile (SLBM) and a new nuclear 
sea-launched cruise missile (SLCM) explicitly 
for the purpose of “enhancing deterrence with 
non-strategic nuclear capabilities”.12

“Unlike (dual-capable aircraft),” the NPR 
explained, “a low-yield SLBM warhead and 

11. Kristensen, Hans M., and McKinzie, Matthew 2016. “Video Shows Earth-Penetrating Capability of B61-12 Nuclear Bomb.” FAS Strategic Security Blog, January 14. [online] Available 
at:
https://fas.org/blogs/security/2016/01/b61-12_earth-penetration/
12. United States Department of Defense. 2018. “Global Nuclear Capability Modernization: Global Nuclear-Capable Delivery Vehicles.” February 2. [online] Available at:
https://media.defense.gov/2018/Feb/02/2001872878/-1/-1/1/GLOBAL-NUCLEAR-MODERNIZATION.PDF
13. United States Department of Defense. 2018. “Nuclear Posture Review.” February. [online] Available at:
https://uploads.fas.org/media/2018-Nuclear-Posture-Review-Version-2.pdf
14. ibid.
15. Ibid.
16. Ibid.

SLCM will not require or rely on host na-
tion support to provide deterrent effect. They 
will provide additional diversity in platforms, 
range, and survivability, and a valuable hedge 
against future nuclear ‘break out’ scenarios.”13 
The low-yield warhead, known as W76-2, is 
needed to “ensure a prompt response option 
that is able to penetrate adversary defenses.”14 
The SLCM is needed to “provide a needed 
non-strategic regional presence, an assured 
response capability. It also will provide an 
arms control-compliant response to Russia’s 
non-compliance with the Intermediate-range 
Nuclear Forces Treaty, its non-strategic nu-
clear arsenal, and its other destabilising be-
haviours.”15 The new weapons will “provide 
a diverse set of characteristics enhancing our 
ability to tailor deterrence and assurance” and 
“expand the range of credible U.S. options for 
responding to nuclear or non-nuclear strate-
gic attack”.16

The idea to deploy a low-yield W76-2 war-
head on strategic Trident submarines for 
potential use as a quick-strike tactical nucle-
ar weapon early in a conflict appears to blur 
the line between tactical and strategic nuclear 
weapons. Moreover, given that the U.S. Navy 
already has high-yield warheads on its Trident 
warheads that could be used in a response, the 
decision to add a low-yield warhead suggests 
an interest in using the new weapon more 
readily because it would create less radioac-
tive fallout. The new weapons are needed, the 
NPR claims, to “help counter any mistaken 

https://fas.org/blogs/security/2016/01/b61-12_earth-penetration/
https://media.defense.gov/2018/Feb/02/2001872878/-1/-1/1/GLOBAL-NUCLEAR-MODERNIZATION.PDF
https://uploads.fas.org/media/2018-Nuclear-Posture-Review-Version-2.pdf
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perception of   an exploitable ‘gap’ in US re-
gional deterrence capabilities.”17 There is no 
evidence that Russia doubts the U.S. resolve 
to retaliate if attacked. Moscow believes the 
United States would be “self-deterred” from 
retaliating if it does not have these new low-
yield tactical weapons. Russian planners are 
likely aware that the US arsenal already in-
cludes around 1,000 gravity bombs and air-
launched cruise missiles with low-yield war-
head options18 and that roughly 150 of those 
are already deployed in Europe.
The Trump administration’s efforts to re-
vitalise the role of tactical nuclear weapons 
in U.S. military strategy coincided with the 
brief publication in June 2019 of a new Joint 
Chiefs of Staff nuclear weapons doctrine that 
appeared to emphasise the battlefield use of 
nuclear weapons:19 “Integration of nuclear 
weapons into a theatre of operations requires 
the consideration of multiple variables. Using 
nuclear weapons could create conditions for 
decisive results and restore strategic stability. 
Specifically, the use of a nuclear weapon will 
fundamentally change the scope of a battle 
and create conditions that affect how com-
manders will prevail in conflict”.20

The role of NSNWs in the NATO 
strategy

Several experts claim U.S. NSNWs in Europe 

17. Ibid.
18. Kristensen, Hans M. 2017. “The Flawed Push For New Nuclear Weapons Capabilities.” FAS Strategic Security Blog, June 29. [online] Available at:
https://fas.org/blogs/security/2017/06/new-nukes/
19. Aftergood, Steven. 2019. “DoD Doctrine on Nuclear Operations Published, Taken Offline.” FAS Secrecy News Blog, June 19. [online] Available at:
https://fas.org/blogs/secrecy/2019/06/nuclear-operations/
20. Joint Chiefs of Staff. 2019b. “Nuclear Operations.” Joint Publication 3–72, June 11. [online] Available at:
https://irp.fas.org/doddir/dod/jp3_72.pdf
21. Wimmer, Felix, 2018. “European nuclear deterrence in the era of Putin and Trump.” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists. 8 January 2018. [online] Available at:
https://thebulletin.org/2018/01/european-nuclear-deterrence-in-the-era-of-putin-and-trump/
22. Ivanov, Igor; Ischinger, Wolfgang; Nunn, Sam, 2012. “Addressing Nonstrategic Nuclear Forces.” Euro-Atlantic Security Initiative. February 2012. [online] Available at:
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/WGP_AddressingNSNW_FINAL.pdf
23. Stowell, Joshua, 2018. “Escalate to De-Escalate: Russia’s Nuclear Deterrence Strategy.” Global Security Review. 20 August 2018. [online] Available at:
https://globalsecurityreview.com/nuclear-de-escalation-russias-deterrence-strategy/

do not play a military role anymore. How-
ever, Russia’s strategy continues to be built 
on its “perception of Western weakness and 
hesitation.”21 Therefore, leaving NATO’s Eu-
ropean allies without an appropriate Ameri-
can-linked nuclear deterrent would be incau-
tious. NATO is, above all, a military alliance. 
And despite what some may state, it is as 
relevant today as when it was first conceived. 
Due to their geographical proximity to some 
of Russia’s NSNWs,22 Poland and the Baltic 
states still feel very much threatened by the 
possibility of Russian nuclear aggression. Rus-
sia has privately declared that in the event of 
a war with a NATO state, it would be willing 
to bring a potential conflict to a nuclear level. 
Having U.S. NSNWs in Europe makes these 
countries feel safe, reassuring them of the 
U.S.’ seriousness in its commitment to NA-
TO’s Article 5.
Lately, there has been a lot of speculation of 
a possible Russian military strategy better 
known as the “escalate to de-escalate” doc-
trine.23 According to this strategy, Russia 
might be planning on employing a nuclear 
weapon, possibly a small one, to heat a con-
flict to a point where the parties involved 
decide to retreat rather than risk each other’s 
annihilation. Considering such a threatening 
scenario, all members of the Atlantic Alliance 
need to present themselves as countries will-
ing and capable of responding to a potential 
nuclear escalation. That being said, Europe 

https://fas.org/blogs/security/2017/06/new-nukes/
https://fas.org/blogs/secrecy/2019/06/nuclear-operations/
https://irp.fas.org/doddir/dod/jp3_72.pdf
https://thebulletin.org/2018/01/european-nuclear-deterrence-in-the-era-of-putin-and-trump/
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/WGP_AddressingNSNW_FINAL.pdf
https://globalsecurityreview.com/nuclear-de-escalation-russias-deterrence-strategy/
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doesn’t need as many NSNWs as it is current-
ly hosting to achieve this goal.
In a press release from 1995, the NATO 
Defense Planning Committee and Nuclear 
Planning Group wrote that the presence of 
deployable non-strategic nuclear weapons in 
Europe contributed to “Alliance solidarity, 
common commitment, and strategic unity.”24 
The 2010 Nuclear Posture Review lists the 
cohesion within the Atlantic Alliance and the 
element of mutual reassurance among the pri-
mary reasons for keeping American NSNWs 
on the European territory. In such a context, 
then-President Obama stated it is important 
the U.S. “continue[s] to assure [its] allies and 
partners of [its] commitment to their securi-
ty.”25 Despite the general euphoria that fol-
lowed NATO’s 70th-anniversary celebrations, 
today, confidence in the Atlantic Alliance is 
not as strong as one might think. Five years 
ago, German Chancellor Angela Merkel stat-
ed, “The times in which we can fully count on 
others are somewhat over.”26 Such a statement 
clearly shows a disenchanted attitude towards 
the Alliance, whose sense of cohesion urgently 
needs to be reaffirmed. A B-61 training mock-
up in the Netherlands in 2008. 
During his presidential campaign, President 
Trump repeatedly questioned the U.S.’ rela-
tionship with NATO and the overall value of 
the Atlantic Alliance itself. He did so several 
times during his presidency as well. What is 
sure is that U.S.’ NSNWs in Europe contrib-
ute to a common sense of shared rights and 
responsibility within the Atlantic Alliance. 

24. NATO Press Communique M-DPC/NPG-2(95)117. 29 November 1995. [online] Available at:  https://www.nato.int/docu/pr/1995/p95-117.htm, par. 21.
25. United States Department of Defense. “2010 Nuclear Posture Review.” April 6, 2010. 777468
26. The Daily Beast. “Merkel: Europe Can No Longer ‘Count on Others’.” 28 May 2017. [online] Available at:
https://www.thedailybeast.com/cheats/2017/05/28/merkel-europe-can-no-longer-count-on-others
27. Meier, Oliver. 2020. “Liability or asset? The EU and nuclear weapons”, June 16, 2020. [online] Available at: https://spectator.clingendael.org/en/publication/liability-or-asset-eu-and-nu-
clear-weapons
28. Macron, Emmanuel. 2020. “Speech of the President of the Republic on the Defense and Deterrence Strategy.” Paris, Ecole de Guerre, 7th of February. [online] Available at:
https://www.elysee.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2020/02/07/speech-of-the-president-of-the-republic-on-the-defense-and-deterrence-strategy

Nuclear weapons, and their sharing among 
NATO’s allies, are the foundation of NATO’s 
solidarity. When the U.S.’ solidarity with Eu-
rope is in question, it seems dangerous to take 
this guarantee away in its entirety. As long as 
such cohesion is maintained, American NSN-
Ws in Europe will continue to serve their pur-
pose of keeping peace and preventing wars.

Political and military role of NSNWs for 
the European Union

With Russia’s annexation of Crimea and in-
creased uncertainty about Washington’s se-
curity commitments, EU nuclear deterrence 
has reappeared on the political agenda. With 
the United Kingdom now outside the EU, the 
spotlight is on France as the only remaining 
European nuclear-weapon state.27

On 7 February 2020, President Macron, in 
a long-awaited speech at the Ecole de Guerre 
in Paris, stated that the French nuclear forces 
“strengthen the security of Europe through 
their very existence” and proposed to have 
a “strategic dialogue” with the EU partners 
about the role of the French nuclear weap-
ons in European security.28 Although the EU 
is not a state, it has many characteristics of 
a state: it has a territory with open borders 
in the Schengen zone; a population (= com-
bination of the people of the EU member 
states, which all have a European passport); 
it speaks with one voice on trade policy, it has 
a research, industrial, and social policy, and 
more. In addition, the EU has its currency 

https://www.nato.int/docu/pr/1995/p95-117.htm
file:///C:\Users\hp\Downloads\777468.pdf
https://www.thedailybeast.com/cheats/2017/05/28/merkel-europe-can-no-longer-count-on-others
https://spectator.clingendael.org/en/publication/liability-or-asset-eu-and-nuclear-weapons
https://spectator.clingendael.org/en/publication/liability-or-asset-eu-and-nuclear-weapons
https://www.elysee.fr/en/emmanuel-macron/2020/02/07/speech-of-the-president-of-the-republic-on-the-defense-and-deterrence-strategy
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(limited to the eurozone). Since the Treaty of 
Maastricht, it has even a common foreign and 
security (including defence) policy, although 
still inter-governmental and therefore less 
important than the national foreign policies, 
especially those of the larger EU states. Never-
theless, European defence integration is slow-
ly deepening. The 2016 EU Global Strategy 
talks about “strategic autonomy”.29 The Eu-
ropean Commission, already under Juncker, 
spent money on joint defence industrial proj-
ects via the European Defence Fund (EDF). 
Under the heading of Ursula von der Leyen, 
the current European Commission has even 
more ambitious goals.30

The EU is generally regarded as a soft or 
“normative” power.31 While the original goal 
of the European project in the 1950s was 
maintaining peace, its main instrument was 
economic cooperation. That said, already in 
1952, the European Defence Community 
was set up, only to be vetoed by the French 
Assembly two years later. 
It is probably no coincidence that French 
Prime Minister Mendès-France started up a 
secret nuclear weapons program in the same 
period. Jean Monnet – one of the founding 
fathers of the European Community – was 
against the force de frappe because, in his 
view, it was incompatible with the fact that 
Germany was constitutionally not allowed to 
possess nuclear weapons. Since then, Europe-
an integration has made progress on a step-

29. European Union Global Strategy, 2016. [online] Available at:  https://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/eugs_review_web.pdf
30. Sauer, Tom. 2019. “Power and Nuclear Weapons: The Case of the European Union”, December 30, 2019. [online] Available at: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/257516
54.2020.1764260?needAccess=true
31. Manners, Ian, 2002. “Normative Power Europe: A Contradiction in Terms?” Journal of Common Market Studies 40 (2): 235–258.
[online] Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-5965.00353
32. Sauer, Tom. 2019. “Power and Nuclear Weapons: The Case of the European Union”, December 30, 2019. [online] Available at: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/257516
54.2020.1764260?needAccess=true
33. Manners, Ian, 2002. “Normative Power Europe: A Contradiction in Terms?” Journal of Common Market Studies 40 (2): 235–258.
[online] Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-5965.00353
34. Sauer, Tom. 2019. “The Role of Informal International Organizations in Resolving the Iranian Nuclear Crisis (2003-2015).” Journal of Common Market Studies 57 (5): 939–955. 
[online] Available at:
: https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12861

by-step basis, including the establishment of 
the European Economic Community and 
Euratom in 1957, the latter aiming to create 
a European free zone for nuclear fuel, i.e. ura-
nium. Unsurprisingly, Europe was called “a 
civilian power”.32 
Later on, Manners triggered a lively academ-
ic debate describing the EU as “a normative 
power”. He argued: “This combination of his-
torical context, hybrid polity and legal con-
stitution has, in the post-cold war period, ac-
celerated a commitment to placing universal 
norms and principles at the centre of its rela-
tions with its member states and the world”.33

That said, since the end of the Cold War, steps 
have been taken to give body to a Common 
Foreign and Security Policy, including in the 
field of defence. For instance, Javier Solana, 
Catherine Ashton, Federica Mogherini, and 
Joseph Borell have taken up the position of 
High Representative of the EU for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy, leading the Euro-
pean External Action Service. An EU Military 
Committee aided by an EU Military Staff has 
been set up in Brussels. The EU initiated both 
civilian and military interventions, be it low-
risk, worldwide. A European Defence Agency 
(EDA) and a European Defence Fund (EDF) 
have been created. It was also the E(U)-3 that 
negotiated a deal with Iran in 2003, and that 
was successful in coordinating the multilateral 
talks that led to the Joint Common Plan of 
Action (JCPOA) in 2015.34 The Lisbon Trea-

https://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/eugs_review_web.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/25751654.2020.1764260?needAccess=true
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/25751654.2020.1764260?needAccess=true
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-5965.00353
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/25751654.2020.1764260?needAccess=true
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/25751654.2020.1764260?needAccess=true
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-5965.00353
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12861
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ty (2009) included the notion of an integrated 
security policy and foresaw the possibility of 
creating a common defence. The Treaty also 
included a mutual defence clause in the sense 
that if one member state is attacked, the oth-
er member states have the “obligation of aid 
and assistance by all the means in their pow-
er” (art.42.7).35 It also contains the possibility 
to integrate further with a limited group of 
member states in the framework of PESCO. 
But progress concerning European defence 
integration is slow, especially in comparison 
with NATO. Even the Lisbon Treaty contin-
ues to regard NATO as the leading security 
organisation responsible for collective de-
fence. 
If there is one taboo or dilemma36 left, it is 
whether the EU will end up being a nucle-

35. Treaty of Lisbon, 2009. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2007:306:FULL:EN:PDF
36. Jasper, Ursula., and Portela, Clara. 2010. “EU Defense Integration and Nuclear Weapons: A Common Deterrent for Europe ?” Security Dialogue 41 (2): 145–168. [online] Available at:
 https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0967010610361889

ar-armed entity. Politicians rarely talk about 
it. There are two reasons why the issue of 
the Euro-bomb is only sporadically touched 
upon: first of all, many observers of Europe-
an security, especially in the U.S., the United 
Kingdom, and Eastern Europe, do not believe 
in further defence integration in the EU, let 
alone a European army, and for that reason 
perceive a Euro-bomb as unrealistic. Accord-
ing to these standpoints, Europe continues to 
rely on NATO, including on the U.S. nuclear 
umbrella. Secondly, there is a solid anti-nu-
clear tendency in Western Europe apart from 
France, certainly amongst the general public. 
Even if a European army is seen as a preferable 
goal by many Western European citizens, that 
does not mean that they are also in favour of 
Europeanising the French nuclear weapons. 
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That said, there have been two instances in 
the post-Cold War period when the debate 
about a possible Euro-bomb got traction: first 
of all, after the French nuclear weapons tests 

37. Portela, Clara. “The Role of the EU in the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons: The Way to Thessaloniki and Beyond”. Peace Research Institute Frankfurt Report No. 65. [online] 
Available at:
https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/28700/prifrep65.pdf

in 1995, and secondly, after Trump’s election 
in 2016, supporting the hypothesis that advo-
cates regard the Euro-bomb more as a politi-
cal than a defence project.

THE EUROPEAN UNION AS A “NON-PROLIFERATION ACTOR”.

Towards a European non-proliferation 
policy?

Nuclear non-proliferation has long been ab-
sent from the political agenda of the EU. Over 
twenty years, the EU has begun taking steps 
against the spread of nuclear weapons with-
in its Common Foreign and Security Policy 
(CFSP), focusing mainly on promoting the 
universalisation of treaties, transparency in 
export controls, and some regional initiatives. 
The emergence of an EU non-proliferation 
role has taken place, notwithstanding notable 
disparities between the positions of the Mem-
ber States. Nevertheless, neither the objectives 
set have been ambitious, nor have they been 
pursued vigorously. Notably, they have never 
been part of a coordinated strategy. In recent 
years the need for the EU to enhance its role 
as a non-proliferation actor has increased 
dramatically. Firstly, the U.S. has effectively 
relinquished its leadership in arms control 
and adopted alternative methods to avert the 
spread of WMD. 
This makes it necessary for other actors willing 
to uphold the existing regime to upgrade their 
efforts. Secondly, particularly in the aftermath 
of 11 September, the proliferation threat is 

no longer seen in terms of the acquisition of 
nuclear weapons by states but also by terror-
ist organisations. Although the 9/11 attacks 
did not involve the use of WMD, claims by 
Al-Qaida to own nuclear weapons have put 
this concern at the centre of the international 
agenda. Finally, the invasion of Iraq, largely 
justified based on allegations that it was run-
ning an active WMD programme, has placed 
proliferation at the centre of public attention.
All this is increasingly compelling the EU 
to frame some effective policies to avert the 
spread of nuclear weapons. At the Thessa-
loniki Summit in June 2003, the European 
Council responded by adopting its first Strat-
egy against the proliferation of WMD. This is 
by far the most comprehensive and detailed 
document on non-proliferation ever issued by 
the EU.37

The EU is not a unitary actor in the nuclear 
non-proliferation domain, being mainly con-
strained by the diversity of its members’ posi-
tions regarding nuclear weapons on the one 
hand and the transatlantic link on the other. 
One of the strands of EU action has consisted 
in taking initiatives aimed at strengthening 
the existing regime at multilateral forums. 
They have been geared predominantly to the 

https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/28700/prifrep65.pdf
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universalisation of treaties and the multilater-
alisation of arrangements. Examples include 
promoting the indefinite extension of the 
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), the entry 
into force of the Comprehensive Test Ban 
Treaty (CTBT), and the adoption of a Code 
of Conduct on ballistic missile proliferation. 
The EU performs increasingly well at multi-
lateral venues, which offer a favourable frame-
work for internal coordination.38

The effectiveness of the Union’s action re-
mains limited, though. Insufficient means to 
accomplish the stated objectives account for 
that. Furthermore, this policy remains selec-
tive in nature, addressing some issues while 
marginalising others. 
Another significant strand of action consists 
of the Union’s approaches to regional prolif-
eration crises. In this domain, the EU has a 
predominantly negative record. It is signifi-
cantly involved in nuclear-related assistance 
programmes to Russia in the form of Co-op-
erative Threat Reduction (CTR) efforts. Ad-
ditionally, the Union facilitated Ukraine’s 
renunciation of nuclear weapons through the 
ratification of the Lisbon Protocol. However, 
the EU has had difficulties framing responses 
to some of the most acute proliferation crises 
of the past decades. The example of Iraq serves 
as an illustration of intra-European disagree-
ment on how to tackle proliferation. The re-
action to the Indian/Pakistani nuclear tests in 
May 1998 was hardly noticeable. 
In general, the EU’s approach to avert pro-
liferation is characterised by a tendency to 
take a comprehensive approach to reduce re-
gional tensions and, in most cases, to follow 

38. Ibid.
39. EU Strategy against proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction, 2003. [online] Available at:
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2004_2009/documents/dv/council%20wmd%20strategy%2015708_/council%20wmd%20strategy%2015708_en.pdf

U.S.-crafted responses.  
Despite the enhancement of its action during 
the last decade, the EU is still ineffective as 
a non-proliferation actor. The Union’s selec-
tive approach has privileged non-prolifera-
tion over disarmament, and even within the 
non-proliferation realm, it has emphasised 
some issues and regions to the detriment of 
others. The virtual absence of policies directly 
focused on addressing proliferation consti-
tutes a further difficulty. Finally, the EU does 
not yet make effective and concerted use of 
the means at its disposal.

The EU strategy for non-proliferation

At the Thessaloniki Summit, the European 
Council adopted a Declaration on the Prolif-
eration of WMD and a set of “Basic Princi-
ples for an EU Strategy against Proliferation 
of WMD” and its corresponding “Action 
Plan”.39 These documents originated in a 
Council decision dating back to April 2002, 
which was taken within the framework of the 
fight against terrorism.
Broadly speaking, the Union will be guided 
by the following primary objectives: the uni-
versalisation of disarmament and non-prolif-
eration agreements; the enhancement of the 
effectiveness of inspection/verification mech-
anisms, especially by improving the detect-
ability of violations, and the strengthening of 
export control policies. 
The initiatives presented in the Action Plan in-
clude some institutional measures designed to 
upgrade the capacity of action of the Union, 
the strengthening of EU internal legislation 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2004_2009/documents/dv/council%20wmd%20strategy%2015708_/council%20wmd%20strategy%2015708_en.pdf
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and a few proposals for EU external action. 
Overall, the Strategy’s principal emphasis is 
placed on enhancing the effectiveness of the 
existing regimes rather than in launching new 
steps to expand the non-proliferation agenda. 
At the level of means, the Union first reaf-
firms its current policy, i.e. “to contain pro-
liferation while dealing with its underlying 
causes”.40 The principal novelty is that the 
Strategy also introduces new instruments. 
It envisages the introduction of a policy of 
“sticks and carrots”41 that links non-prolif-
eration commitments to cooperation agree-
ments or assistance programmes into the 
EU’s relations with third countries. Political 
and economic levers are included in the list of 
instruments the Union can avail itself of. Fi-
nally, the strategy also foresees the use of force 
as a measure of last resort, which constitutes 
an absolute breakthrough. The Strategy offers 
some potential for the EU to make a relevant 
contribution to the non-proliferation regime, 
especially since it has framed some answers as 
to how to deal with non-cooperative states. 
To realise this potential, it is suggested that 
the Union considers a series of issues in fur-
ther developing the strategy. Firstly, it should 

40. Ibid.
41. Ibid.
42. Ibid.
43. Ibid.
44. Ibid.

ensure that non-proliferation objectives are 
adequately mainstreamed into the Union’s 
external relations. To this end, it should con-
cretise the proposed “sticks and carrots”42 
model into a clear conditionality framework 
with a Non-Proliferation Clause analogous 
to the Human rights clauses already applied 
by the Community in its relations with Third 
Countries. Secondly, the EU should further 
enhance its capacity to act by implementing 
an “internal think tank”43 to craft further 
non-proliferation initiatives. As far as possi-
ble, it should find a satisfactory “division of 
labour”44 with the US in the resolution of 
proliferation crises, complementing US ini-
tiatives with other means rather than merely 
endorsing them financially. Finally, it should 
also try to adopt a balanced approach capa-
ble of engaging the non-Western as well as 
the Western world. This includes facilitating 
the access of Third World countries to civil-
ian nuclear technology, clearly linking forc-
ible counter-proliferation action to a United 
Nations Security Council mandate, and, most 
importantly, introducing disarmament mea-
sures into the strategy.

CONCLUSION

The U.S. and the Russian Federation (and 
before the Soviet Union) have long acknowl-
edged the immense security benefits of nu-
clear arms control. Through the Intermedi-
ate Range Nuclear Forces Treaty, both States 

eliminated an entire class of weapons. In 
addition, thousands of warheads have been 
removed from service under the START and 
New START accords. Yet, despite significant 
reductions in their strategic nuclear arsenals, 
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both countries have been reluctant to include 
non-strategic nuclear weapons in the arms 
control process.45 Today, it is difficult to imag-
ine a scenario in which non-strategic or tac-
tical nuclear weapons would be deliberately 
used in a conflict in Europe. However, these 
weapons are still present on the continent and 
complicate efforts to strengthen the European 
security architecture.
Moreover, these weapons pose potential risks 
of miscalculation, inadvertent escalation, or 
accidental use in a time of crisis. Yet today, 
there is no mechanism to reduce or eliminate 
arsenals of these weapons or exclude the cat-
astrophic scenarios of inadvertent use. This 

45. Podvig, Pavel and Javier Serrat. 2017. “Lock them Up: Zero-deployed Non-strategic Nuclear Weapons in Europe”. UNIDIR. [online] Available at:
https://unidir.org/files/publications/pdfs/lock-them-up-zero-deployed-non-strategic-nuclear-weapons-in-europe-en-675.pdf

reality raises the imperative to develop a prac-
tical proposal to ensure that nuclear weapons 
are not introduced into any potential conflict 
in Europe.
As long as nuclear weapons, in general, are 
not outlawed, the NATO-extended nucle-
ar deterrent will probably remain. Although 
withdrawal is not only desirable for Europe 
and the U.S. but also for the international 
community, is it politically feasible for both 
actors? Though the EU has slowly acquired 
some capacity to command military hard-
ware, the Union’s foreign and security policy 
still largely sidesteps hard security and defence 
issues. Instead, the Union capitalises on its 
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strengths in international crisis prevention, 
peacekeeping and post-conflict stabilisation 
efforts. When the EU addresses security-relat-
ed nuclear issues, it is mostly in efforts to con-
tain the spread of nuclear weapons or improve 
the safety and security of nuclear installations. 
A European nuclear deterrent could take a 
number of shapes. At one end of the spectrum 
might be loose policy coordination through 
the kind of strategic dialogue suggested by 
Macron. The other extreme would be a single 
nuclear force under an integrated European 
command. Then, the second and challeng-
ing question of how Europeans would agree 
on what and whom nuclear weapons should 
deter. Nuclear deterrence – and particularly 
extended nuclear deterrence – brings with it a 
multitude of dilemmas. Third, there are legal 
hurdles for a European nuclear deterrent. The 
core purpose of the nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty is to restrict the access of non-nucle-
ar-weapon states to nuclear weapons. All EU 
and Alliance member states are NPT parties. 
Fourth, Europeans hold very different ideas 
about nuclear weapons’ role in international 
security. EU member states include support-

46. Meier, Oliver. 2020. “Liability or asset? The EU and nuclear weapons”, June 16, 2020. [online] Available at: https://spectator.clingendael.org/en/publication/liability-or-asset-eu-and-nu-
clear-weapons

ers of the new Treaty on the Prohibition of 
Nuclear Weapons, such as Austria, but also 
staunch deterrence believers, with France at 
the forefront.
Fifth, giving the EU’s foreign and security 
policy a nuclear dimension is likely to change 
the character of the Union and its role in the 
nuclear order. European policy-making pro-
cedures may often be convoluted, but they fa-
cilitate horizontal coalition-building. Nuclear 
weapons decision-making, by contrast, is in-
trinsically hierarchical and secretive. Globally, 
a nuclear-armed EU would be less legitimate 
in advocating nuclear abstinence and disar-
mament. It seems inevitable that the Union’s 
role on the world stage would be more mili-
taristic. 
For the time being, it might therefore be 
more pragmatic to initiate a serious dialogue 
on how Europeans might shape the nuclear 
order without going down the road towards 
a Euro-deterrent. Indeed, by going nuclear, 
Europe will simply aggravate the arms control 
crisis where it should be looking for ways to 
strengthen multilateralism.46
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