A Marie Kondo Moment for MTCR

Tidying Up the U.S. Approach to Missile Proliferation
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m The Trump administration recently announced a revision to the United States’ interpretation of the Missile Technol-
ogy Control Regime (MTCR). While a welcome development, the changes are insufficient to adapt the regime to the

contemporary realities of renewed strategic competition.

m Many of the geopolitical, commercial, and technological conditions under which MTCR was created in 1987

no longer exist.

m Missiles and drones have gone from being weapons of ill repute to widely available weapons of choice. The legacy Cold
War presumption against missile proliferation now requires a fundamental reassessment.

m Intoday’s strategic environment, the targeted proliferation of more capable, faster-moving, and more lethal U.S.-origin
missiles, drones, and their technologies should be viewed as part of the solution, not as the problem.

m MTCR requires more radical reform to overcome its guidance about a strong presumption of denial.

n September 15, 2025, the State Depart-
ment announced modified guidance for
implementing the Missile Technology Con-
trol Regime (MTCR), the latest in a series of
modest efforts to adapt the United States’ export control
regime to contemporary realities.! Under the new inter-
pretation, export requests for certain unmanned aerial
systems (UASs) will be reviewed as analogous to fighter
aircraft, rather than missiles, and thus no longer subject
to MTCR’s strong presumption of denial. This change is

The latest MTCR update
is welcome, overdue, and
wholly insufficient.
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intended to make it easier to transfer some UASs to allies
and partners and build much needed capacity.

The latest MTCR update is welcome, overdue, and
wholly insufficient. The geopolitical, commercial, and
strategic conditions under which MTCR began in 1987 are
long gone. MTCR was birthed to help stem the prolifera-
tion of Scud-type missiles to Soviet client states. Today,
rogue states are supplying large quantities of drones and
missiles to Russia.

Much more radical reform is needed, and the legacy
Cold War presumption against missile proliferation now
requires a fundamental reassessment. Instead of con-
tinuing to categorize drones and missiles as disreputable
objects deserving nonproliferation controls, their targeted
proliferation should become a policy objective.
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INTERNATIONAL STUDIES

CSIS BRIEFS | WWW.CSIS.ORG | 1

@)
0 )]
e
N
o)
)
|
5|
=S
wn



If the enduring character of human nature shapes inter-
national relations, so does the tendency to keep things
beyond their time. Everyone has a junk drawer or knows
a hoarder. Sentimentality, tradition, and caution may pre-
vent us from throwing things away. The reluctance to part
with old things applies to the decades-long accumulation of
treaties, arrangements, and norms related to arms control.

Enter Marie Kondo, the Japanese philosopher of tidying
up one’s home. Her coffee table books and television shows
contain advice for sorting clutter. One should gather pos-
sessions into a pile, she counsels, and then examine each
one. “Keep only those things that speak to the heart, and
discard items that no longer spark joy,” she says. “Thank
them for their service—then let them go.”?

The United States and its allies stand in need of a Marie
Kondo moment for sorting through the clutter of arms
control and export control regimes accumulated over the
years. Nowhere is the need for pruning more urgent than
with nonproliferation and export control arrangements
related to long-range drone and missile technology. Many
assumptions that informed the creation of these arrange-
ments have changed as dramatically as the strategic envi-
ronment. On today’s battlefield, drones and missiles have
become weapons of choice.?

Some nonproliferation and export control instruments
still serve important functions. Others, to put it mildly, no
longer spark joy. It is time to tidy up.

WEAPONS OF ILL REPUTE

During the early days of the Cold War, both Western coun-
tries and the Soviet bloc shared ballistic missiles and related
technology among themselves on an ad hoc basis, mostly
short-range systems. In the 1950s and 1960s, the United
States assisted developing space and sounding rocket pro-
grams around the world, including in India, Brazil, and
Pakistan. Henry Kissinger expressed willingness to give
Israel intermediate-range Pershings in exchange for sign-
ing a peace agreement with Egypt after the 1973 Middle
East war, for instance, although the United States ended up
supplying less capable Lance missiles instead.

Missiles came to be treated differently under the
Gerald Ford administration, when the Arms Control and
Disarmament Agency (ACDA) began to consider whether
surface-to-surface missiles ought to be distinguished from
other conventional arms and foreign military aid.* An
ACDA study of dual-use items outlined two alternate paths:

one to assist only nations that agreed to limit their rocket
programs to peaceful purposes, and another to create a
regime for export controls on missile technology.> During
the 1978-79 Conventional Arms Transfer (CAT) talks with
the Soviet Union, ACDA floated an idea to put ballistic mis-
siles atop a list of “weapons of ill repute” meriting global
restrictions, but no agreement materialized.b

Other events contributed to the sense that ballistic and
cruise missiles might warrant being set apart from other
conventional arms. Between 1978 and 1980, South Korea,
Taiwan, and Libya conducted high-profile missile tests.
A 1979 Iraqi attempt to acquire rocket stages from Italy
and India’s successful 1980 launch of a space launch vehi-
cle (SLV) further heightened attention. The coincidence
of ballistic missile development with nuclear programs
in Brazil, South Africa, and Iraq, and India’s nuclear test
in 1974, suggested further caution. Soviet sales of Scuds
throughout the Middle East were of particular concern,
as were those left behind in Afghanistan. Egypt and Syria
used ballistic missiles against Israel during the 1973 war,
and Libya fired them at a U.S. Coast Guard station in 1986.
Taiwan, too, tested a Ching Feng ballistic missile in 1978.
Allegedly derived from American Lance technology and
designs given to the island nation by Israel, the Ching Feng
was an early indication that missile proliferation to allies
could be difficult to contain.

Given these events and the unwillingness or inability
of aspiring spacefaring nations to separate space launch
from missilery, Washington returned to the alternative
of export controls. With the November 30, 1982, execu-
tive order entitled “Nuclear Capable Missile Technology
Transfer Policy” (NSDD-70), the Reagan administration
made it U.S. policy to “hinder the proliferation of foreign
military missile systems capable of delivering nuclear
weapons.”’ Case-by-case exemptions were technically still
permitted for friends and allies, but such transfers would
require non-transfer assurances and special approval
from the president.

Thus missile proliferation came to be viewed more like
the spread of the nuclear weapons they might carry than
the spread of other conventional arms and delivery sys-
tems, like fighter aircraft. This choice between analogies,
present before the creation of MTCR, is critical to both
understanding recent reforms and ascertaining whether
the regime can survive.
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THE MTCR REGIME

On the basis of NSDD-70, the United States in 1982 initiated
talks among the members of the G7 group of industrialized
nations. By 1985, the seven aerospace-supplying countries
had reached a consensus on the parameters of a budding
missile control regime. Its creation was announced on
April 16, 1987, to little fanfare. Rather than aspiring to a
high profile and universal recognition like the Nuclear
Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT), MTCR’s operation was
intended to be one of gentle diplomacy within a small
cartel of like-minded nations. MTCR is an arrangement,
not a treaty; it is not a binding international agreement.
Its purpose was to coordinate the respective laws and
policies of like-minded governments to hinder particu-
lar missile programs, not create new international law or
institutions. The quiet announcement also reflected the
yet-tepid commitments among some of the members,
who may be tempted commercially to make more, rather
than fewer, sales.

Consistent with its strategic purpose and Cold War con-
text, MTCR’s guidelines were not absolute for its members.
It allowed for the continuation of preexisting treaty-based
missile and space cooperation among its members, such
as American transfer of Polaris and Trident missiles to the
United Kingdom or technical cooperation between mem-
bers of the European Space Agency and NATO.

The “T” in MTCR was critical to its rigor, since effec-
tive nonproliferation requires restricting not just complete
missiles but their constituent technologies and means of
production. MTCR’s workings are largely technical: iden-
tifying the sensitive nuts and bolts that could contribute
to a cruise or ballistic missile program and regulating their
export accordingly.

Drawing a line between good rockets and bad requires
a consideration of actors and intentions, rather than
physics. MTCR took a hard line on dual-use items. What
mattered most was not whether something was clearly
intended for a military system openly identified as a
missile program, but whether it could be used for one.
Foreign powers with missile ambitions were quite capa-
ble of disguising such plans under any number of civil-
ian uses, from farm implements to medical prosthetics.
MTCR prohibited the sale of not only cruise and ballistic
missiles, but also sounding rockets and SLVs. In time, it
came to cover a wide number of UASs which can, in prin-
ciple, deliver WMDs.®

THE GENESIS OF MTCR
CRITERIA

The meeting [of a DoD working group on June 3,
1983] tentatively defined “nuclear-capable mis-
siles” in terms of payload, range, and accuracy. The
working group agreed that it would be desirable to
control missiles with a minimum capability of a pay-
load of 500 kilograms, a range of 300 kilometers,
and a CEP [circular error probable] of 10 kilometers
at full range.

The 500 kilogram payload figure was derived
from information supplied by a staffer of the “Z Divi-
sion” of Lawrence Livermore Laboratory, a nuclear
nonproliferation group within a nuclear weapons
organization. The staffer estimated that the lightest
nuclear payload likely to be developed by prolifer-
ators of concern in the medium-term future would
weigh 450-1000 kilograms.

The 300 kilometer range figure was derived by
inspection of the Korean theater, the most compact
theater to which “nuclear capable missiles” might be
expected to proliferate. The “minimum range likely
to be interesting to local strategic planners” in that
theater -- taking account of the desire to site missiles
well back from the DMZ and to be able to strike tar-
gets well beyond the DMZ -- appeared to be about
300 kilometers.

The 10 kilometer CEP figure was approxi-
mately the minimum CEP that would significantly
reduce the damage from a nominal-yield (20
kiloton) nuclear weapon targeted against a dis-
persed urban area.

These were the parameters of the missiles that
the working group thought desirable to control. In
order to make it difficult to acquire such missiles,
the group suggested prohibiting the export of com-
plete missile systems, complete plants for their
manufacture, and possibly major subsystems. This
would force a proliferator to assemble missiles out
of smaller bits and pieces--a difficult undertaking for

the proliferator.

- Richard Speier, The Missile Technology Control Regime:
Case Study of a Multilateral Negotiation®
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Not every rocket-propelled device needed to be prohib-
ited, only those above a certain threshold. For the transfer
of complete missiles and missile subsystems, the technical
guidelines prohibit the transfer of any missile system inher-
ently capable of delivering a 500 kg payload to a distance of
300 km or more. The weight of 500 kg was keyed to a con-
servative estimate of a primitive nuclear weapon, and the dis-
tance of 300 km was the minimum distance for likely theaters.

These and other terms are embodied in MTCR’s
two-part constitution of sorts, consisting of brief Guidelines
outlining principles of action and a longer technical Annex.
Together, the Guidelines and Annex categorize exports that
respectively merit absolute and conditional prohibitions.
Category I consists of complete rocket systems such as
ballistic missiles, SLVs, sounding rockets, cruise missiles,
target drones, and reconnaissance drones—provided they
could deliver 500 kg some 300 km. Category I prohibi-
tions include the transfer of complete subsystems, such
as individual rocket stages, reentry vehicles, heat shields,
guidance sets, and the software and technical equipment
related to the same.

All members pledge to abide the
“strong presumption to deny”
transfers of Category I items,
regardless of their purpose.

Notably, all members pledge to abide the “strong pre-
sumption to deny” transfers of Category I items, regardless
of their purpose, via their domestic export controls. In prin-
ciple, Category I transfers can be permitted in rare cases
but only under tight safeguards. Responsibility for verify-
ing the end use of such transfers falls upon the transferring
government rather than the recipient. The Guidelines take
an even harder line on the transfer of missile production
facilities, since such transfers contribute to the creation of
new suppliers.

Whereas Category I items are presumptively forbidden,
a longer list of Category II items includes sensitive items
which are useful to developing missile programs, but which
legitimately serve other dual purposes. These may include
various missile engines, staging mechanisms, nozzles, rocket
propellant and propellant tanks, test and production equip-
ment, heat insulation, guidance and navigation systems,

launch support, and other related software, materials, and
technology. Governments agree only to consult and review
Category II items on a case-by-case basis and judge whether
they are likely to contribute to a missile or rocket program.©
Again, as MTCR is a voluntary regime, it does not have an
enforcement mechanism other than the respective laws of its
member nations. The control of Category II items therefore
depends in large part on the good faith and cooperation of
like-minded members. Diplomatic prodding by one’s fellow
members helps ensure faithful implementation. Member
countries meet regularly to share information about foreign
missile programs, review controls, and discuss revisions to
the Annex to keep up with technical advances.

Another feature added to the operation of MTCR was
a “no undercut” policy. Since the regime has no transna-
tional enforcement mechanism, its effectiveness depends
upon the good-faith efforts of its members, especially for
the case-by-case determinations of dual-use Category II
items. If all the other members restricted a particular prod-
uct, there could be temptations for one remaining member
to independently deem that it was not a problem and allow
the transfer. Such commercial competition is removed by
the “no undercut” policy, under which all partners agree
to deny the export of a particular item if any other partner
denies it."! While the potential still exists for mischief, such
a policy was a prudent mechanism to head off a source of
perennial commercial temptation.

THE BED IS MADE
DIFFERENTLY NOW

The criteria of MTCR were built to address specific strategic
problems of the Cold War, especially to stem the transfer of
missiles and missile technology to client states of the Soviet
Union.” For many years, the existence of a ballistic missile
development program was the single best indicator of a
state’s intent to acquire nuclear capability, inasmuch a large
weapon was required to compensate for a lack of reliable
precision guidance.® While there were costs to denying
such capability to allies, it was largely outweighed by the
benefit from denying it to potential adversaries. MTCR was
tailored to the strategic needs of the strategic competition.
In 1987, the Scud was the only widely proliferated complete
ballistic missile which exceeded the MTCR’s threshold.*
The 500 kg/300 km threshold would soon become a sort
of “international norm,” vaguely acknowledged by prolif-
erators even in the breach.”
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In 1987, the Scud was the only
widely proliferated complete
ballistic missile which exceeded
the MTCR’s threshold.

For many years, MTCR performed valuable service in
that cause. The strong presumption of denial did tremen-
dous good, and Scud-like missile programs were stemmed
or rolled back around the world—from Iraq to South Africa
to Brazil. MTCR’s controls raised the cost, slowed progress,
and in a few cases helped roll back nascent missile devel-
opment programs—as well as provide norms and policies
to help shame or deter would-be proliferators.

The efficacy of export controls is not automatic. The
outsized significance of Western technological develop-
ment made it plausible for MTCR to meaningfully impact
missile proliferation. MTCR worked and benefited U.S.
security interests first because of global market polariza-
tion. The United States and its allies had technological and
commercial superiority, and as a result, they could mean-
ingfully stem missile proliferation through export controls
and arguably help enhance their respective economies and
defense industries at the expense of the Eastern bloc. A
second factor was focus, whereby a cartel of suppliers could
concentrate attention on specific problems, like Scud pro-
liferation to Soviet client states. A third consideration was
the nature of the threat, and the urgency to contain delivery
systems directly linked to nuclear weapon proliferation.

Today’s strategic and commercial environment is dra-
matically different. The new missile age is marked by enor-
mous supply and demand for this spectrum of delivery
systems and the missile defenses to contend with them—
far beyond what anyone in 1987 might have imagined. The
growth and diffusion of precision guidance have made
the specter of non-nuclear strategic attack a central fea-
ture of concern.

This increased supply and demand for missilery today
makes it virtually impossible for export control regimes to
have the same effect as they did in days gone by. Former
Soviet clients like Iran and North Korea, today’s rogue
regimes, have acquired or indigenously developed suffi-
cient know-how to become suppliers of missile capabilities
to Russia.'® When past targets of nonproliferation them-
selves become proliferators, the game may be up.

Missiles are no longer uncommon or special, nor are
they especially reliable indicators of nuclear ambitions.
Drone and missile delivery systems have now become
weapons of choice. The global demand signal for these
reliable, precision-guided standoff munitions is massive.
Long-range precision fires have become one of the top mod-
ernization priorities for numerous militaries worldwide. It
is by no means a capability to be regarded with “ill repute.”

Missiles are no longer uncommon
or special, nor are they especially
reliable indicators of nuclear
ambitions.

SELF-DEFEATING HUBRIS

If hoarding is a natural human tendency, another is hubris.
It is nice to imagine export controls as a technological draw-
bridge that can be pulled up ever higher to preclude bad
actors from acquiring missiles of their own, but it is just
that—imagination. The reality is that that ship has sailed.
It is perhaps a distinct Western vanity, habituated through
the unipolar moment following the Cold War, to suppose
that if the United States and its friends do not sell UASs
or missiles to other third parties, the demand signal for
them will go away.

Headlines chastise the failure of export controls when
Western-made chips or components show up in Russian
drones in Ukraine, but they may not adequately consider
the national security costs of slowing that trade. It was
Turkish Bayraktar UASs, not American ones, that Ukraine
operated in February 2022, due to MTCR restrictions on
U.S.-origin systems. The idea was that supply-side export
controls would stem proliferation, but that policy has argu-
ably been largely self-defeating on both nonproliferation
and commercial grounds.

Instead of stemming missile or UAS proliferation, this
policy has spurred the UAS and missile industries in a
number of allied and partner nations, such as in Turkey,
South Korea, and Israel, as well as opened the market to
new competitors like China. It is here that MTCR imple-
mentation becomes especially self-defeating for the goals
of nonproliferation, for when China and others sell UASs on
the international arms market, they do not come with the
sort of end-user restrictions that the United States attaches.
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This combination of effects can render MTCR not merely
irrelevant but counterproductive, drawing partners into
China’s orbit and boosting UAS and missile production
adverse to U.S. national security.

The global market for these delivery systems has
changed dramatically. Instead of protecting domestic
industry in missile or UAS categories, export controls have
arguably contributed to its erosion by preventing the sale
of these technologies to allies and partners, and by encour-
aging the creation of alternative missile and UAS suppliers.
Foreign military sales could provide anincreased and steady
demand signal for industry, encouraging investments in
supply chains, research and development, economies of
scale, and surge capacity.” In this context, the export con-
trol regimes not tailored to contemporary requirements
can become self-defeating, to both nonproliferation and
broader national security objectives.

Another counterintuitive effect is how missile defenses
have become ensnared by well-intentioned but categori-
cal controls on missile technology systems. Over the years,
MTCR’s inherent range and payload limitations previously
complicated the sale of both strike and air and missile
defenses, on the peculiar principle that its booster could
be turned into an offensive missile capable of delivering a
certain sized payload to a certain range. Nevermind that
defensive missiles are considerably more expensive and
offensive fires of such range are readily available. In the
past, arestrictive interpretation of MTCR precluded foreign
sales of Israel’s Arrow 3 ballistic missile defense system.
Those limitations have only recently begun to loosen. After
years of opposition from the U.S. State Department, Ger-
many is now buying it.

REFORM EFFORTS

Several presidential administrations have taken a run at
reforming MTCR export controls. The degree of change,
however, has been minimal.

During the first Trump administration, the State Depart-
ment loosened MTCR restrictions on slower moving UASs.
The change recategorized UASs that travel at speeds under
800 km per hour from Category I to Category II, but kept
them under MTCR. It did not affect faster-traveling UASs.!®
In doing so, it alleviated the overly strict constraints on
things like blimps, high-altitude balloons, and rotary-wing
UASs. The intent was good, but the administration left it up
to the State Department’s nonproliferation offices to define

the implementation guidance. The new process injected
delay and conditionality to transfer requests.

In January 2025, the Biden administration took another
approach, delegating increased discretion to approve
transfers of Category I systems to certain partners on a
case-by-case basis.” In principle, this organizational or
bureaucratic approach could facilitate considerably more
transfers, but it nevertheless retained the strong presump-
tion of denial.?° The Biden administration’s provisions
arguably go further than either Trump administration
change, inasmuch as they apply to all Category I systems,
not just UASs. It remains unclear whether those changes
from January 2025 have, indeed, been implemented in a
meaningful way.

Unfortunately, the Biden criteria continued to exclude
assistance with the creation or transfer of production facili-
ties. The proliferation of conventional deterrent capabilities
will require not just foreign military sales, but accelerated
growth in the production of missile systems and subsys-
tems by U.S. allies and partners. Assisting Japan and Aus-
tralia with producing Tomahawk or hypersonic strike
facilities, for instance, would be of mutual strategic interest
and expedite acquisition timelines. Both Trump adminis-
trations have repeatedly asked allies to do more in their
own defense. By lowering the barriers to missile-related
sales, transfers, and indeed the transfer or assistance with
production facilities, the United States could better help
such allies help themselves.

The second Trump administration is further relaxing
the U.S. interpretation of MTCR, but only with UASs, rather
than on the basis of the recipient, the larger geopolitical
context, or strategic objectives. The announcement begins
by noting that “export controls on missile technology must
keep pace with the speed and scope of technological devel-
opments, especially as the use of unmanned systems on
the battlefield has become increasingly common for allies
and adversaries alike.” The U.S. government will no longer
consider transfers of UASs under MTCR, instead governing
their export by the same rules as manned aircraft. Despite
its explicit rationale that “export controls on missile tech-
nology” must adapt to changing times, the new policy does
not apparently extend to missiles, but only UASs.*

It is possible that the Biden administration’s reforms
could be applied to facilitate at least some missile transfers
to allies and partners. As with previous attempts at reform,
the implementation guidance will be critical. At minimum,
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the administration ought to now prescribe implementation
guidance to the State Department to protect the political
intent of removing certain UASs from MTCR.

These efforts have collectively been too little, too late.
They have not enabled the transfer or even overcome the
presumption of denial relative to allies and partners who
need them most, their implementation has been quite slow.

Pillar 2 of the AUKUS agreement might seem to be
a model here, as a vision for the United States flexibly
and promptly sharing information, technology, sub-
systems, and even complete missile systems with its
closest allies. The agreement’s slow implementation,
however, also serves as a warning. As former Deputy
Secretary of State Kurt Campbell has noted, it has been
specifically impeded by the inertia of MTCR restrictions
from yesteryear.?

Legislation is not required for the executive branch
to implement bold changes to U.S. missile technology
export control processes that support close allies such
as NATO and AUKUS members, but legislation could be
anecessary and useful means to do so. A bill introduced
in Congress would do exactly that, eliminating the pre-
sumption of denial for Category I and II transfers under
MTCR to NATO allies, major non-NATO allies, and Five
Eyes countries.?

LESSONS FROM THE PAST

Several arms control regimes of the past provide key les-
sons for how missile nonproliferation might be reconcep-
tualized. The first such case is the Intermediate-Range
Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, originally ratified in 1987,
the same year as MTCR. The INF Treaty restricted ballis-
tic and cruise missiles between 500 km and 5,500 km in
range. Unlike many of its arms control treaty brethren, the
INF Treaty focused specifically on delivery systems, not
warheads, and regulated conventional and nuclear-armed
missiles alike.

The lack of intermediate-range conventional strike, a
limitation applying only to the treaty signatories, repre-
sented a capability gap which eventually needed to be
filled. Vladimir Putin gave voice to Russia’s demand for
long-range fires at the Munich Security Conference in
2007, proposing a mutual termination of the INF Treaty.
It seemed like a good idea at the time to decline Putin’s
offer, given the comparative advantages the treaty had
given the United States.

Supply and demand are powerful forces to resist,
however, and Russia likely began violating the treaty
shortly thereafter. That in turn led to the U.S. denunci-
ation of Russia’s material violations in 2014, and even-
tually the treaty’s termination in 2019. Only after its
termination did the United States begin efforts to field
intermediate-range forces.

Other trends relating to the demand signal for
long-range fires are seen in the history of the series of bilat-
eral arrangements between the United States and South
Korea restricting the latter’s missile range and payload
capacity. In 1979, South Korea was limited to a 180 km
range and 500 kg payload, which was then loosened to
300 km and 500 kg in 1997, then 800 km and 500 kg in
2012. Range and payload restrictions were finally elimi-
nated altogether in 2021, a reflection of South Korea’s de
facto capability development.? Today, South Korea has a
robust set of missiles arrayed against its neighbor to the
north. The gradual loosening and eventual abolition was
a practical necessity to accommodate the tactical demand
for that capability.

The George W. Bush administration made two other
efforts to formalize norms against missile proliferation.
The first, the 2002 Hague Code of Conduct, precluded the
proliferation of ballistic missiles that might, in principle,
carry weapons of mass destruction (WMDs). While the
principle is a good one, virtually every noun in that sen-
tence has become anachronistic. Ballistic missiles are no
longer the centerpiece of the missile threat spectrum, and
the specter of non-nuclear strategic attack has eclipsed the
1990s-era focus on WMDs. United Nations Security Council
Resolution (UNSCR) 1540 likewise precluded the transfer
of ballistic missiles to terrorists. Putting aside the impossi-
bility of universal global consensus on identifying exactly
which groups are terrorists—something not even NATO
allies would agree on—neither the Hague Code nor UNSCR
1540 did much to stem the greatest ballistic missile transfers
of the last decade, from Iran to Yemen, or those from North
Korea and Iran to Russia.

The United States should declare
its intent to withdraw accession

to the antiquated balloon treaty
of 1907.
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Finally, an obscure but nevertheless instructive exam-
ple is an old agreement which appears to have been kept
on the books for historical or sentimental reasons. The
Hague Declaration XIV of 1907 prohibits the discharge of
projectiles and explosives from balloons.? It seemed like a
good idea at the time to restrict the delivery of bombs from
the “emerging technology” of the time. It quickly became
obsolete, a vestigial organ of treaty law, with the arrival of
airplanes. The United States, the United Kingdom, and a
dozen other states remain parties to the treaty. Both Russia
and the People’s Republic of China are not.? While some
lawyers dispute whether the convention is still binding, it
clearly remains on the State Department’s list of treaties
in force. No doubt should be left about the legal ability to
operationalize the stratosphere with high-altitude balloons,
and it would be beneficial to keep China guessing about
whether or not they carry weapons. Indeed, the United
States should declare its intent to withdraw accession to
the antiquated balloon treaty of 1907.

Collectively, these several cases counsel both expecta-
tion control and caution about remaining overly attached
to old arms control regimes. In the years before the INF
Treaty went away, the natural impulse to hang onto old
things made it difficult for some in the policy world to
imagine a world without it. A similar lack of understand-
ing applied to the termination of the 1972 Anti-Ballistic
Missile (ABM) Treaty. The sky did not fall when either the
INF or ABM Treaties were terminated because the stra-
tegic and operational context virtually required them to
go away. The demand signal for offensive and defensive
missiles was simply too great to resist. That underlying
reality is why virtually all treaties include a clause per-
mitting termination or withdrawal in cases of supreme
national interest.

A CONVENTIONAL ARMS RACE,
OR A NUCLEAR ONE

The stakes for missile export control reform are nothing
less than the prospect of conventional deterrence. To
realize a posture of deterrence by denial rather than the
Cold War approach to deterrence by nuclear retaliation,
the United States and its allies will require enhanced con-
ventional missile strike capability. The need for munitions
capacity has been proven in spades in the Ukraine conflict,
Red Sea operations, and the defense of Israel.”

A failure to contribute meaningfully to such capabil-

ity will undermine nuclear nonproliferation. In February
2022, shortly after Russia invaded Ukraine, the late Abe
Shinzo mused that Japan may need to consider a coop-
erative nuclear weapons sharing arrangement with the
United States, like that with the United Kingdom. Simi-
lar comments were made by the current prime minister,
Ishiba Shigeru, in his commentary proposing the creation
of a multilateral alliance for Asia mirroring NATO.? Similar
support has been seen in polls in South Korea.

Only a dozen years ago, it was commonplace to hear
that nonproliferation was the principal goal of U.S. nuclear
policy, but no more. Calls for nuclear disarmament and
global zero, so prominent between 2007 and 2014, are
virtually muted today. A comparable shift is necessary for
non-nuclear proliferation.

If one does not want nuclear proliferation, one had
better be serious about conventional missile proliferation
to U.S. allies and partners.

TIDYING UP

Missiles and drones have gone from being weapons of ill
repute to widely available weapons of choice. As a result,
the feasibility and desirability of missile nonproliferation
deserves a fundamental reassessment. The central strategic
problem of our time is contending with major power com-
petition. To effectively compete, the targeted proliferation
of more capable, faster-moving, and more lethal U.S.-origin
missiles, UASs, and their technologies should be viewed as
part of the solution, not as the problem.

The targeted proliferation of more
capable, faster-moving, and more
lethal U.S.-origin missiles, UASS,
and their technologies should be
viewed as part of the solution, not
as the problem.

If the spread of the Scud-type missile was the organizing
principle for MTCR in the 1980s, the organizing principle
for today’s strategic environment should be the spread of
vast quantities of long-range fires to those partners and
allies who can most meaningfully contribute to deterring
Russian and Chinese aggression.
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To be sure, the MTCR Annex remains a useful guide to
what sort of items ought not to be proliferated to countries
of concern. The no undercut policy likewise remains a useful
mechanism to ensure unified action. The basic, potentially
fatal, problem lies with the categorical presumption of denial
in the Guidelines for both UASs and missiles. Converting a
strong presumption of denial into a strong presumption for
approval to certain close allies and partners to receive and
build long-range missilery could be effected either by exec-
utive fiat or by legislation. A more agile, less technical, and
recipient-centric approach would be a return to pre-MTCR
approaches to missile nonproliferation.

The proliferation of U.S. weapons, even to allies and
partners, is a serious undertaking. Numerous restrictions
exist to impose terms and conditions related to responsi-
ble usage, a defined end-use monitoring program, security
requirements, and technology safeguards. The heightened
restrictions imposed by MTCR, informed by the assumption
that UAS and missile delivery systems should be treated
more like nuclear weapons than conventional weapons or
fighter aircraft, is disproportionate to the reality and nature
of contemporary UAS and missile systems.

Nothing should get in the way of the United States equip-
ping its closest allies with long-range strike capabilities—not
export controls, agreements, bureaucratic process, intel-
lectual baggage, and certainly not sentimental attachment
to old things. The modest reforms to MTCR by the Biden
and Trump administrations represent a step in the right
direction when a full sprint is required. They are insuffi-
cient to spark joy except perhaps in Moscow and Beijing.

The modest reforms to MTCR

by the Biden and Trump
administrations represent a step
in the right direction when a
full sprint is required. They are
insufficient to spark joy, except
perhaps in Moscow and Beijing.

If MTCR is to be salvaged, its reform should begin with
overcoming its strong presumption of denial for close U.S.
allies and partners, while retaining robust export controls
to geopolitical competitors. If those goals cannot be met
within MTCR’s framework, they will need to be met outside
it, thanking MTCR for its service and letting it go. B

Tom Karako is the director of the Missile Defense Project and
a senior fellow with the Defense and Security Department at
the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) in
Washington, D.C.
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