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THE ISSUE:

Russian nuclear threats have cast along shadow over the war in Ukraine. As the conflict enters its third year, it is crucial to under-
stand the objectives of Russia’s nuclear signaling at various stages and the effectiveness of U.S. and allied responses thus far. To
explore these issues, the CSIS Project on Nuclear Issues recently compiled a database and released a digital report on Russian
nuclear narratives and their evolution during the first 18 months of the war.[1] This brief builds on that work and finds that Russian
officials noticeably calibrated their nuclear signaling at key points in the war. It also concludes that the risks of nuclear use will
likely rise if Russia faces significant battlefield setbacks in the future or the conflict expands in new or unexpected ways. Accord-
ingly, Washington should work to maintain international pressure against nuclear use in Ukraine while combatting narratives

that downplay or rationalize Russia’s nuclear threats.

INTRODUCTION

A nuclear shadow has loomed over the war in Ukraine since
Russia invaded on February 24, 2022.! Following a large-scale
nuclear exercise, Putin announced a “special military opera-
tion” as Russian troops crossed the border and threatened,
“No matter who tries to stand in our way or all the more so
create threats for our country and our people, they must know
that Russia will respond immediately, and the consequences
will be such as you have never seen in your entire history.”?
Russia’s nuclear signaling—its deliberate efforts to
influence foreign decisionmaking through the implicit
or explicit threat of nuclear use—is part of its wider strat-
egy to deter direct Western intervention and support for
Ukraine. Moscow has used explicit threats, including men-
tion of crossing a “red line” in September 2022 if the United
States supplied longer-range missiles to Ukraine, as well
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as implicit threats such as frequent reference to Russia’s
nuclear doctrine.? Russia has also used disinformation cam-
paigns, exercises, and new nuclear force deployments to
Belarus to manipulate risks and attempt to weaken Western
support for Ukraine.

Russia’s nuclear rhetoric and posturing have made the
risk of nuclear weapons use the highest it has been for
decades and revived calls for new risk reduction efforts.*
Amidst these rising nuclear risks, however, Russia is work-
ing to weaken the institutions and norms designed to
manage those very risks. Since the February 2022 invasion,
Russia has blocked consensus on the Nuclear Non-Prolifera-
tion Treaty, suspended the New Strategic Arms Reduction
Treaty (New START), and withdrawn its ratification of the
Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT).® The
success or failure of Russia’s nuclear signaling in Ukraine
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will have wider strategic implications. In a December 2023
speech, U.S. secretary of defense Austin stated, “If we do
not stand up to the Kremlin’s aggression today, if we do not
deter other would-be aggressors, we will only invite more
aggression, more bloodshed and more chaos.”® Indeed,
other countries are likely watching and learning from how
Russia is brandishing its nuclear weapons.

On the one hand, Russia’s nuclear signaling may have
successfully deterred the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) states from directly engaging in the war, particu-
larly in the early stages.” On the other hand, NATO may have
never been willing to put “boots on the ground” in Ukraine—
meaning the United States and NATO were never deterred
from doing something they never intended to do.® A more
nuanced understanding of how Russia’s nuclear signaling
has evolved since the February 2022 invasion, along with
the impact of messaging from NATO and external actors—
particularly China and India—can shed light on Russia’s reli-
ance on nuclear weapons and the role of nuclear weapons
in the Ukraine war and beyond. Russia’s nuclear signaling,
including rhetoric and actions, has evolved since the begin-
ning of the war and is not static. Instead, officials in Moscow
noticeably calibrated their nuclear messaging, ramping up
their threats in the face of setbacks on the battlefield while at
times showing a receptiveness to external pressures. With the
war far from over, Washington, Kyiv, and NATO should expect
to see continued calibration in the coming months and years.

Russia’s nuclear rhetoric and
posturing have made the risk of
nuclear weapons use the highest it
has been for decades and revived
calls for new risk reduction
efforts. Amidst these rising
nuclear risks, however, Russia is
working to weaken the institutions
and norms designed to manage
those very risks.

This brief assesses the impact of Russian nuclear sig-
naling on the war in Ukraine, the effectiveness of Western
de-escalation efforts, and whether or not Putin would
consider using nuclear weapons in the future. It draws
on a wider CSIS study of nearly 450 public statements,
policy announcements, and military developments
in the first 18 months of the war.°® The brief first pro-
vides background of the nuclear shadow leading up to the
war in Ukraine, with a summary of Russian nuclear capa-
bilities and doctrine. It then summarizes Russian nuclear
activities across three phases of the conflict: February-July
2022, August-October 2022, and November 2022-July
2023, although arguably, Russian nuclear signaling began
even before the invasion, such as with the nuclear exercise
in February 2022. The brief concludes with findings and
recommendations for Western policymakers on how to
respond to Russian nuclear bullying and de-escalate crises
with the potential for nuclear use.

This brief’s overarching finding is that leaders in Moscow
escalated their nuclear signaling when facing battlefield set-
backs, a trend that will almost certainly continue. Russia
has relied on a range of signals and implicit and explicit
nuclear threats in an attempt to deter NATO intervention
in Ukraine and divide the alliance. As the intelligence com-
munity assessed in its 2023 annual threat assessment,
“Moscow’s military forces have suffered losses during the
Ukraine conflict that will require years of rebuilding.”® As
aresult, U.S. intelligence sources conclude, “Moscow will
become even more reliant on nuclear, cyber, and space
capabilities as it deals with the extensive damage to Russia’s
ground forces.”" Navigating these challenges will require
policymakers to assess and manage the enduring nuclear
shadow looming over the war in Ukraine.

RUSSIAN NUCLEAR FORCES
AND DOCTRINE

Nuclear weapons play a fundamental role in Russia’s
deterrence strategy. The declaratory policy governing
their use has gone through four iterations since the end of
the Cold War. The Kremlin implemented the first changes
to its nuclear policy in the 1993 military doctrine, which
eliminated mention of the “no first use” policy that Russia
inherited from the Soviet Union. This omission suggested
that Russia could use nuclear weapons to counter signif-
icant conventional aggression, and it likely reflected the
Kremlin’s concerns about Russia’s diminished conven-
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tional military power and U.S. precision strike capabilities
demonstrated during the Gulf War.? Russia’s 2000 military
doctrine—released less than a year after NATO’s interven-
tion in Kosovo—stated that Russia could use nuclear weap-
ons in response to nuclear attacks, attacks using other
weapons of mass destruction (WMD), and certain types
of conventional attacks on its territory.”® Building on this
policy, the 2010 military doctrine stated that Russia could
use nuclear weapons in response to an attack against Russia
or its allies using WMDs, or in response to a large-scale con-
ventional attack against Russia that threatens “the very
existence of the state.”** This language went unchanged in
Russia’s 2014 military doctrine.

In 2020, the Kremlin published its first declassified
nuclear doctrine (as opposed to military doctrine), which
made explicit two additional factors that could provoke a
Russian nuclear response. This document lists four scenar-
ios for nuclear employment®:

1. Receipt of reliable data about the launch of ballistic

missiles against Russia or its allies

2. Use of nuclear weapons or other weapons of mass

destruction (WMDs) against Russia or its allies

3. Attacks against Russian nuclear command, control,

and communications infrastructure

4. Aggression against Russia with conventional weap-

ons that threatens “the very existence” of the Rus-
sian state

Numerous questions remain about the specifics of Russia’s
nuclear doctrine. Of particular importance is the question of
whether Putin draws a distinction between the Russian state
and his own regime. Given the risks that Putin has taken in
his efforts to gain political control over Ukraine, it is possi-
ble that he believes defeat would pose a threat to the “very
existence” of his rule.” Independent of its declaratory policy,
experts assess that the Kremlin could use nuclear weapons in
aregional conflict to control escalation and signal resolve.'®

As of summer 2023, Russia had an estimated stockpile of
approximately 4,489 active nuclear warheads for use on stra-
tegic and theater-range delivery systems—1,197 on interconti-
nental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), 896 on submarine-launched
ballistic missiles (SLBMs), 580 on bombers, and 1,816 on a wide
range of nonstrategic systems. Only 1,674 warheads, however,
are currently deployed.” “Deployed” warheads are mated to
delivery systems and ready for immediate use. “Reserve” war-
heads are kept in storage, often partially disassembled.®

The current composition of Russia’s strategic nuclear
force reflects an ongoing, decades-long modernization pro-
gram that has gradually replaced Russia’s Soviet-era arsenal
with more modern weapons.? This program has impacted
each leg of the nuclear triad differently. Since the 2000s, Rus-
sia’s Strategic Rocket Forces have slowly replaced the ageing
SS-18, SS-19, and SS-25 ICBMs with the more modern SS-27
mod 1 and SS-27 mod 2 (both of which have silo-based and
road mobile variants), as well as the SS-29 ICBM and the Avan-
gard boost-glide vehicle.?? The Russian navy began replacing
its Delta IV ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs) with new
Borei Class boats in 2013, and it introduced the SS-N-32 SLBM
in the same year.? The Russian air force deployed a new
model of nuclear-capable air-launched cruise missile (ALCM)
in 2012, and it is in the process of extensively modernizing
its fleet of Tu-160 strategic bombers.?* Several additional
delivery systems are currently under development, includ-
ing a stealth bomber, a nuclear-powered cruise missile, and
an intercontinental torpedo. According to Russian defence
minister Sergei Shoigu, modern weaponry now comprises
95 percent of Russia’s nuclear triad.?

Given the risks that Putin has
taken in his efforts to gain
political control over Ukraine, it
is possible that he believes defeat
would pose a threat to the “very
existence” of his rule.

THE LONG SHADOW

Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine followed several
unsuccessful efforts to exert political control over
the country. The current conflict traces its origins to
the winter of 2013-2014. In late 2013, Putin pressured
pro-Russia Ukrainian president Viktor Yanukovych toabandon
the path to partnership with the European Union in favor of a
deal with the Kremlin for $15 billion in aid and cheaper energy
prices.? Protests against Yanukovych’s decision forced him
to flee the country in February 2014. Putin responded by
illegally seizing Crimea (home to Russia’s Black Sea Fleet) and
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providing military support to separatists in Donbas. Between
2015 and 2022, the frontlines in Donbas were largely static, but
Ukraine’s ties to the West grew stronger, as did the Ukrainian
military.?” The Kremlin became increasingly strident in its
opposition to Ukraine’s ties to NATO.%

In the leadup to the second invasion in February 2022,
Russia made several demands of the United States and NATO%:

1. Cease NATO expansion

2. Seek Russian permission for NATO exercises in

Eastern Europe
3. Withdraw NATO forces from former Warsaw
Pact states

4. Remove U.S. nuclear weapons from Europe

For example, Russian foreign minister Sergei Lavrov
warned in December 2021, “We will not allow anyone to
drag out our initiatives in endless discussions. If a construc-
tive response does not follow within a reasonable time and
the West continues its aggressive course, Russia will be
forced to take every necessary action to ensure a strate-
gic balance and to eliminate unacceptable threats to our
security.”*° Western responses emphasized the need for
diplomacy, while also emphasizing the enduring principle
of sovereignty and Ukraine’s right “to choose their own
security arrangements and alliances,” as stressed by U.S.
secretary of state Anthony Blinken.*

RUSSIAN NUCLEAR
CALIBRATION FEBRUARY 2022-
JULY 2023

PHASE 1: THE INVASION AND
DETERRENCE, FEBRUARY-JULY 2022

On February 24, 2022, following months of military
buildup and in the wake of a large out of cycle nuclear
exercise, Putin launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine.3?
The invasion was intended to topple the Western-aligned
government of Volodymyr Zelensky within 72 hours.** As
Russian troops crossed the Ukrainian border, Vladimir
Putin issued the first of many implicit threats against direct
NATO intervention in the conflict: “I would now like to say
something very important for those who may be tempted
to interfere in these developments from the outside. No
matter who tries to stand in our way or all the more so create
threats for our country and our people, they must know that
Russia will respond immediately, and the consequences will
be such as you have never seen in your entire history.”3*

On February 27, Belarusian resident Aleksandr Lu-
kashenko held a referendum to approve a new Belarusian
constitution that eliminated Belarus’ non-nuclear status,
thereby opening the door for Russian nuclear weapons to
be stationed in the country.®

On the same day, Putin placed Russia’s nuclear forces on
“high combat alert.” Specifically, Putin stated, “You see that
Western countries are not only taking unfriendly economic
actions against our country . . . but top officials of the lead-
ing NATO countries are indulging in aggressive statements
directed at our country. Therefore, I order the Defence Min-
ister and Chief of the General Staff to put the Russian Army’s
deterrence forces on high combat alert.”*¢ Putin claimed
that this decision was a response to the “illegitimate sanc-
tions” and “aggressive statements” from the senior officials
of NATO member states.* It is unclear exactly which state-
ments Putin was referring to. He may have been referenc-
ing a statement by Liz Truss, the United Kingdom’s foreign
secretary at the time, on February 27 about the need to
defeat Russia in Ukraine, or a statement by French foreign
minister Jean-Yves Le Drian on February 24 about NATO’s
nuclear status.*® On February 28, 2022, the Russian defence
minister of Shoigu, stated that in accordance with Putin’s
order the Ministry of Defence had increased manning levels
at command posts of Russia’s strategic nuclear forces.*

Putin’s announcement of this special alert status drew
immediate condemnation from White House and NATO offi-
cials as “provocative,” “dangerous,” and “add[ing] to the risk
of miscalculation.° In response to a question posed a day
later about whether U.S. citizens should be concerned about
anuclear war breaking out, President Biden responded with
aresounding “no.* The military significance of this shift was
unclear. U.S. officials stated that they did not fully under-
stand the meaning of the announcement and observed no
“muscle movements” in Russia’s nuclear forces.*

U.S. officials also took steps to de-escalate the situation.
Days after Putin ordered Russia’s nuclear forces to go on
“high combat alert,” on March 2, 2022, Pentagon press sec-
retary John Kirby announced that “in an effort to demon-
strate that we have no intention of engaging in any actions
that can be misunderstood or misconstrued, the secretary of
defense has directed that our Minuteman IIl intercontinental
ballistic missile test launch scheduled for this week to be
postponed.** A month later, the U.S. Air Force canceled the
postponed test.** While this kind of public posturing may
have appealed to some Western audiences and U.S. allies,
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Russia largely ignored the move and instead continued with
its own tests and exercises, including an April 20 test of
Russia’s new Sarmat ICBM that Putin himself announced.
Ultimately, Washington resumed testing and highlighted the
routine nature of such tests in its messaging. In June, the U.S.
Navy tested four unarmed Trident IT (D5LE) missiles, and the
U.S. Air Force later conducted its ICBM test launch in August
2022 and then again in September.*

On the ground, Russian forces quickly became bogged
down, withdrew from around Kyiv in late March, and began
a grinding offensive in Donbas.* Throughout the spring
and summer and into the fall of 2022, Russia also gener-
ated international concerns about a nuclear incident by
occupying, hazardously managing, shelling, and allegedly
sabotaging the Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant.*

During the first phase of the war, Russia used a combi-
nation of threats and signals, including through exercises,
tests, and nuclear modernization updates, to warn NATO
against intervening directly in Ukraine.*® This focus likely
reflected the Kremlin’s initial expectation that, barring NATO
intervention, Russia could swiftly occupy Ukraine. Russian
officials made repeated references to Russia’s nuclear doc-
trine, both to deny that Russia would use nuclear weapons
and to create ambiguity about the exact conditions that
might prompt nuclear use. For example, Kremlin spokes-
person Dmitry Peskov said on March 28, 2022:

We have a security concept that very clearly states
that only when there is a threat for existence of the
state in our country, we can use and we will actually
use nuclear weapons. . . But, at the same time, if you
remember the statement of the president when he
ordered the operation on the 24th of February, there
was a part of his statement warning different states
not to interfere in the affairs between Ukraine and
Russia during this operation . . . I think that everyone
understands what he meant.™®

Nonetheless, the Kremlin was clear that direct NATO
intervention would be likely to prompt a nuclear response.*

In response to these signals, Western leaders sought to
balance efforts to punish Russia and support Ukraine with
the need to avoid escalation during the initial phase of the
war. To do so, the West adopted an incremental approach,
wherein Western states gradually increased the amount
and sophistication of aid for Ukraine.*

During the first phase of the war, Russia used a combi-
nation of threats and signals, including through exercises,

tests, and nuclear modernization updates, to warn NATO
against intervening directly in Ukraine.

PHASE 2: COUNTER-OFFENSIVE AND
HEIGHTENED RISK OF NUCLEAR USE,
AUGUST-OCTOBER 2022

In a shift in narrative, Russian officials launched a dip-
lomatic offensive in August to coincide with the Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) Review Conference. Russian
leaders, including Putin, repeatedly stated, “There can be no
winners in a nuclear war and it should never be unleashed.”*?
During the NPT meeting, the Russian diplomat stated, “We
would like to firmly reject absolutely ungrounded and unac-
ceptable allegations of Russia allegedly threatening to use
nuclear weapons.” And Shoigu said, “From a military point
of view, there is no need to use nuclear weapons in Ukraine
to achieve the set goals.”>* Kremlin officials quickly aban-
doned this narrative following the failure of the NPT meet-
ing, where Russia alone blocked consensus among 191 states.

The Kremlin resumed its menacing rhetoric in September.
Ukrainian forces went on the offensive in Kherson and Kharkiv
oblasts in August and September 2022, respectively. Ukraine
had success on both fronts, and Russian rhetoric escalated as
Ukrainian forces advanced. Foreign ministry officials began to
warn of the nuclear risks created by Western aid for Ukraine.
Russian deputy foreign minister Sergei Ryabkov, for example,
cautioned, “The more the United States is involved in support-
ing the Kiev regime on the battlefield, the more they become
a party to a military confrontation with Russia, which means
they risk provoking a direct armed clash between the largest
nuclear powers, fraught with catastrophic consequences.”
Russian officials also signaled that Russia could use nuclear
weapons to defend illegally annexed territory in Ukraine.
Lavrov, for example, declared in late September that “the
entire territory of the Russian Federation, which is enshrined
and could be further enshrined in the constitution of the Rus-
sian Federation, unquestionably is under the full protection of
thestate. .. all of the laws, doctrines, concepts, and strategies
of the Russian Federation apply to all of its territory.”*

As Russia’s battlefield situation further deteriorated
in October, the Russian narrative took a dramatic shift on
October 23, 2022, and focused on the alleged threat of a
Ukrainian dirty bomb. Shoigu and chief of the Russian gen-
eral staff Valery Gerasimov called their counterparts in the
United States and United Kingdom to discuss the alleged
threat of a dirty bomb, while Putin, Lavrov, and Peskov
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echoed this narrative in addresses and comments. Russia’s
ambassador to the United Nations wrote a letter to the UN
secretary general to the same effect, and the Russian Min-
istry of Defence also announced preparations to operate in
aradioactive environment.

There were fears that this narrative may have been
intended to either provide pretext for nuclear use or
to cover for a false flag operation. Western leaders chal-
lenged Russia’s narrative and warned publicly of severe
consequences for nuclear use while privately threatening
to retaliate with conventional weapons.”” The NATO secre-
tary general attempted to dismiss these claims on October
24, stating, “The allegation that Ukraine is preparing to use
dirty bombs in Ukraine is absurd . . . This is part of a pattern
we have seen before from Russia—in Syria, but also at the
start of the war, or just before the war started in February.
And that is that Russia is accusing others [of] doing what
they intend to do themselves.”® Non-Western leaders also
weighed in. During a call with Shoigu on October 26, Indian
defence minister Rajnath Singh warned his Russian coun-
terpart against nuclear use and cautioned that nuclear use
“goes against the basic tenets of humanity.”>

Russian warnings about a Ukrainian dirty bomb coin-
cided with large-scale Russian nuclear exercises and
followed warnings that attacks on the illegally annexed
territories could prompt nuclear use. False Russian claims
that Ukraine and its Western partners might stage a “provo-
cation” using a nuclear or radiological device were not new;
the dirty bomb or Ukrainian nuclear weapon narrative
dates back to the beginning of the invasion.®® What was dif-
ferent this time were claims that the threat was imminent,
along with the seeming coordination in messaging and the
sheer number of statements to this effect. Kremlin officials
issued these warnings as the Russian army appeared near
to collapse, generating concern in the West and interna-
tionally that Russia might use tactical nuclear weapons to
avert a rout. A November New York Times article reported
that Russian military leaders discussed the conditions for
nuclear employment in October, although these conversa-
tions did not involve President Putin.®

Russian warnings of an imminent dirty bomb attack
ended shortly after Singh’s call to Shoigu on October 26.
In an address on October 26, Putin reiterated claims that
Ukraine was preparing to use a dirty bomb while simulta-
neously asserting that Russia had “no need” to use nuclear
weapons.®? Dmitry Polyansky, Russia’s first deputy perma-

nent representative to the United Nations, reiterated the
Kremlin’s claims about a dirty bomb the next day, after which
the Kremlin’s warnings abruptly ended. In a seeming effort
to reduce tensions, the Russian Foreign Ministry released
a statement on November 2 reaffirming that a nuclear war
cannot be won and must never be fought, while Russian offi-
cials, including Peskov, made similar comments.5

Of all the phases of the war, the risk of nuclear use
appears to have been highest during this period of signifi-
cant Russian battlefield losses.%

PHASE 3: DIGGING-IN AND NUCLEAR
CALIBRATION, NOVEMBER

2022-JULY 2023

In December 2022, Russian forces began an offensive across
the frontline in Eastern Ukraine. This push, paired with an
ongoing strike campaign against Ukrainian energy infra-
structure, made limited gains at enormous cost through-
out the winter and spring. After a period of de-escalatory
signaling in November, Russian officials resumed their
nuclear rhetoric (including suspending participation in
New START) and actions (such as deploying nuclear weap-
ons to Belarus). Russian officials also threatened against
the West’s supply of depleted uranium ammunition and
F-16s to Ukraine, Ukrainian strikes against Crimea and the
Russian homeland, efforts to retake Crimea, and the pos-
sibility of Russian defeat.®® To the alarm of the West, Putin
announced on February 21, 2023, that he would suspend
Russia’s participation in New START. Putin framed the deci-
sion as a response to U.S. support for Ukraine and other,
unspecified, hostile actions: “Now, they are using NATO
to give us signals . . . whereby Russia should, no questions
asked, implement everything that it agreed to, including
the New START Treaty, whereas they will do as they please.
As if there is no connection between strategic offensive
weapons and, say, the conflict in Ukraine or other hostile
Western actions against our country.”’

Of all the phases of the war, the
risk of nuclear use appears to
have been highest during this
period of significant Russian
battlefield losses.
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The nuclear landscape shifted again on March 25, 2023,
when Putin announced that Russia would station tactical
nuclear weapons in Belarus. In his justification for the
move, Putin pointed to NATO’s nuclear mission: “We are
not handing over [the weapons]. And the U.S. does not hand
[them] over toits allies. We're basically doing the same thing
they’ve been doing for a decade. They have allies in certain
countries and they train . . . their crews. We are going to do
the same thing.”s® Moscow and Minsk had already laid the
groundwork for the deployment. Lukashenko modified the
Belarusian constitution to eliminate its non-nuclear status
in February 2022, and Putin agreed in June 2022 to provide
Belarus with dual-capable delivery systems. Putin’s March
announcement drew a critical but restrained response
from the West. In his justification for the deployment of
nuclear weapons to Belarus, Putin pointed to NATO’s ongo-
ing nuclear mission as precedent and justification. This
increased diplomatic pressure on the United States and
NATO allies to justify nuclear sharing agreements, while
deflecting international pressure on Russia.

By July 2023, Russia’s nuclear rhetoric had proven to be
evolutionary, whereby it changed with developments on
the ground in the war in Ukraine, along with Western and
international pressure.

FINDINGS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Initially, when the Kremlin believed that it could seize Kyiv in
a matter of days, Russian officials used the threat of nuclear
use in an attempt to deter direct NATO intervention in the
war. As it became clear that the war would drag on, the Krem-
lin attempted to use nuclear signaling to deter a wider range
of activities. Although Russian officials maintained a steady
drumbeat of menacing nuclear rhetoric from late 2022
through mid-2023, the urgency and intensity of this signal-
ing paled in comparison to that of September and October
2022. Russian officials downplayed the risks of nuclear use in
November and offered muted reactions as Ukraine launched
strikes deep into Russia, and NATO supplied new types of mil-
itary aid. Western officials took Russian warnings seriously,
but they increasingly cited a decreased risk of nuclear use. In
the absence of more aggressive nuclear threats, Russia soon
began manipulating risk by other means. The Kremlin sus-
pended participation in the final strategic arms control treaty
between Russia and the United States and announced plans
to station nuclear weapons in Belarus.

While the Kremlin’s narrative was not static, it also was
not inconsistent. Russia’s nuclear messaging has consis-
tently pointed to Russia’s nuclear arsenal as the ultimate
security guarantor, and it has used nuclear signals—whether
explicit rhetoric and messaging or posturing—as part of a
wider strategy. This nuclear calibration is an important trait
of Russia’s war in Ukraine and will likely continue to shape
its actions going forward. There are a variety of factors that
may have contributed to these shifts and calibrations in
Russia’s nuclear rhetoric: Western signaling, intervention
by India and China, events on the ground and Russia’s fail-
ure to deliver a quick, decisive victory, and, of course, the
fighting of the Ukrainians themselves. This brief does not
attempt to assess which of these, if any, was the decisive
driver, but it acknowledges that they likely all contributed
to—and will continue to shape—shifts and calibrations in
Russia’s nuclear signals.

This study set out to answer three primary questions.
First, to what ends has Russia used nuclear signaling, and
what impact has it had? Russian nuclear signaling appears
to have been intended to deter three developments: 1)
direct NATO intervention in Ukraine, 2) Western aid for
Ukraine, and 3) attacks on Crimea and Russia. It is possi-
ble that Russian nuclear signals deterred NATO interven-
tion and slowed military aid. But these messages have not
deterred incremental military aid for Ukraine nor have they
enabled Russia to achieve its goals in Ukraine.

Although Russian officials
maintained a steady drumbeat
of menacing nuclear rhetoric
from late 2022 through
mid-2023, the urgency and
intensity of this signaling
paled in comparison to that of
September and October 2022.
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Second, have Western efforts to prevent nuclear use
been effective? Western deterrence signaling appears to
have played a role in the de-escalation of Russian rhetoric.
This is particularly true following a period of alarming sig-
naling in October 2022. Western officials repeatedly warned
of severe consequences if Russia used nuclear weapons
but largely stopped short of specifying publicly what a
response might entail. While the United States, United
Kingdom, and France reportedly warned the Kremlin that
they would respond to nuclear use with conventional weap-
ons, most messaging from President Biden and senior U.S.
officials was ambiguous and highlighted the certainty of a
response, not the nature of it.* For example, in September
2022, U.S. national security adviser Jake Sullivan stated,
“We have communicated directly, privately, at very high
levels to the Kremlin, that any use of nuclear weapons will
be met with catastrophic consequences for Russia, that
the United States in our allies will respond decisively.””®
External actors, namely India and China, also seem to
have played a role.” An improved understanding of what
deterred Russia from nuclear escalation during the war in
Ukraine may point to ways for the United States and NATO
to continue to strengthen deterrence—including through
financial and military aid to Ukraine and through bolstering
NATO’s conventional and nuclear force postures—without
being overly concerned about escalation.

Third and finally, would Putin consider using nuclear
weapons if Russia were facing defeat in Ukraine? Based
on the connection between Russian nuclear rhetoric and
events on the ground, along with open-source reporting,
it appears that Putin likely would consider nuclear use
in Ukraine. Russia relies on nuclear weapons to manipu-
late risk over the war in Ukraine. Nuclear rhetoric is tied
to developments on the battlefield and appears intended
to deter Western intervention and support for Ukraine.
The Kremlin’s nuclear signaling was most intense when
Russian forces faced collapse in the fall of 2022. There is
reason to believe that Russian nuclear signaling would
intensify, and the risks of nuclear escalation might rise, if
Russia faces a similar battlefield situation in the future, or
if the conflict expands in new or unexpected ways, such
as sustained Ukrainian strikes on Russian critical infra-
structure. These signals could include nuclear exercises
or military testing that could risk misperceptions and lead
to unintended escalation. Russian nuclear rhetoric, how-
ever, is seemingly responsive to international pressure, as

it became more conciliatory in November 2022 after clear
international warnings against nuclear use in September
and October. The Kremlin also cares about its international
image: officials deny that Russia has threatened to use
nuclear weapons at international fora and strike a compar-
atively reassuring tone when discussing nuclear risks with
non-Western media.

As Russia calibrates its nuclear signaling and reliance
on nuclear weapons, an important question is what lessons
Russia has learned from the first two years of the war. Argu-
ably, Russian signaling has had limited success in achieving
its goals in Ukraine, as U.S. and NATO support for Ukraine
has incrementally increased since the war began. But Rus-
sian nuclear threats should nonetheless be taken seriously,
since Russia could consider nuclear use if its forces face
collapse or the nature of the conflict changes significantly
in the future. The Western response to Russia’s messaging
has delicately balanced support for Ukraine with the need
to avoid escalation and nuclear use. Patterns and trends in
Russian and Western nuclear signaling since the start of the
war point to opportunities for the United States and NATO
to continue to strike this balance.

There is reason to believe that
Russian nuclear signaling

would intensify, and the risks

of nuclear escalation might

rise, if Russia faces a similar
battlefield situation in the future,
or if the conflict expands in new
or unexpected ways, such as
sustained Ukrainian strikes on
Russian critical infrastructure.

The United States and its allies should consider the fol-
lowing recommendations to minimize the risks of nuclear
use as the war continues:

1. Better understand the impacts of international

pressure on Russian decisionmaking. It is unclear
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exactly what impact U.S., NATO, Indian, and Chinese
messaging had on Putin’s thinking about nuclear
use. The U. S. government should prioritize efforts
to develop a better understanding of who, if anyone,
influenced thinking in the Kremlin about the utility
of nuclear weapons. Doing so would help the United
States and NATO to better calibrate their own deter-
rence signals and messaging.

. Continue to signal certainty of retaliation while
preserving ambiguity as to the nature of the
response. Western leaders have consistently empha-
sized that Russian nuclear use will be met with severe
consequences. However, they have not specified the
exact nature of the response. Maintaining the credi-
bility of this signal will require continued consultation
and coordination among NATO allies on messaging,
including the nuclear sharing mission.

. Coordinate with India and China to maximize

international pressure against nuclear use. U.S.
leaders should seek to ensure that India and China
continue to make clear that nuclear use would be
met with severe consequences for Moscow. This
could be done through bilateral channels or through
a multilateral risk reduction dialogue.

. Combat Russian narratives that downplay or
rationalize the Kremlin’s nuclear threats. The
United States and its allies have used public messag-
ing and intelligence disclosures to counter Russian
disinformation since the outset of the invasion. The
U.S. government should build on these efforts. It
should also ensure that the international commu-
nity (beyond the West) fully understands the dan-
gers posed by the Kremlin’s irresponsible rhetoric
and behavior. Doing so could help to deprive Russia
of the tacit political support that it currently enjoys

from many developing states and could help to
decrease the risks of nuclear use.

5. Remain prepared for potential use scenar-
ios. While fears of Russia using nuclear weapons
in Ukraine have subsided considerably, Russia’s
increased reliance on its nuclear weapons could
still pose a threat to Ukrainian and Western forces if
the nature of the conflict changes. Western leaders
need to remain prepared to deal with possible use
scenarios, and they must take steps to continue to
enhance preparedness. This includes prioritizing
efforts to strengthen chemical, biological, radio-
logical, and nuclear (CBRN) defenses and making
good on the commitments made during the Vilnius
summit to “strengthen training and exercises that . .
. facilitate greater coherence between conventional
and nuclear components of NATO’s deterrence and
defence posture across all domains and the entire
spectrum of conflict.””

Many of these efforts are already underway, but they
will face challenges over time. Maintaining NATO unity and
staying ahead of Russian disinformation will be two of the
greatest hurdles for confronting Russian aggression and
controlling the risks of nuclear escalation.

Russian nuclear weapons have been a constant shadow
over the war in Ukraine. Russia has relied on them to deter
Western intervention and support for Ukraine. Russia has
also attempted to manipulate nuclear risk when it faces
battlefield setbacks. These trends are unlikely to change
anytime soon. In fact, Russia will likely rely increasingly
on nuclear threats to offset its conventional losses and to
advance its broader strategic objectives. Navigating these
signals and managing escalation will be a continued prior-
ity for Western leaders as they continue to confront Russian
aggression in the coming months and years. |
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