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Limiting Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons: Results of a Track II Dialogue 

 

Introduction 

On September 4, 2015, the Proliferation Prevention Program at CSIS hosted a panel discussion to 
review the results of a Track II dialogue held between U.S., Russian, and European experts on 
limiting non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNW.) 

As the Director of the Proliferation Prevention Program and a Senior Fellow at CSIS, Sharon 
Squassoni welcomed the audience, the distinguished panelists,1 and began describing the origins of 
the project. With sponsorship from the U.S. Navy’s Project on Advanced System Concepts for 
Combatting WMD (PACC), CSIS set out to explore the verification challenges posed by future 
limits on non-strategic nuclear weapons.  

 

Sharon Squassoni: Results of a Track II Dialogue 

Despite increasingly worse relations between Russia, the United States, and Europe, Track II 
dialogue workshops were held during October 2014 and June 2015 between Russian, U.S., and 
European experts.  

October 2014 Workshop 

Recognizing the restraints imposed by the increasingly hostile political environment, the October 
2014 workshop subsequently focused on the political factors associated with NSNW arms control, 
political confidence-building-measures (CBM), and technical CBMs. 

Through sessions and working groups, participants in the October 2014 dialogue identified several 
key themes. First, arms control provides the United States and Russia the opportunity to build trust 
through transparency—even when crisis threatens to undermine it. Second, experts discussed the 
verification mechanisms and technologies required to impose restraints on NSNWs, especially when 
located outside declared facilities. And finally, experts concluded that a range of tangential CBMs 
could be useful not only in the context of NSNWs but also the broader U.S.-Russian relationship.  

                                                           
1 Panelists included: 
 
Ms. Sharon Squassoni 

Director and Senior Fellow, Proliferation Prevention Program, CSIS          

Dr. Andrew C. Kuchins 

Director and Senior Fellow, Russia and Eurasia Program, CSIS 

Amb. Steven Pifer 

Director, Arms Control and Non-Proliferation Initiative, Brookings 

Dr. Guy B. Roberts 

Former Deputy Assistant Secretary General for Weapons of Mass Destruction Policy, NATO 
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Actionable political CBMs revolved around three central pillars: increased information sharing, 
enhanced military exchanges, and upgrading 20th century agreements for use as 21st century policy 
tools. To improve transparency, participants identified the sharing of historical data on Presidential 
Nuclear Initiatives as well as current NSNW stockpiles as an important first step. In addition, an 
increase in the exchange of military officers as well as dialogues over military doctrine would help 
bring clarity to a number of outstanding issues for both parties. Lastly, the Open Skies Treaty and 
the Vienna Document provide opportunities for cooperation on European security that is beneficial 
to all participants. 

For technical CBMs, the October workshop focused on unilateral measures that offered the greatest 
chance for implementation in the short and long-term. Again, these emphasized the public exchange 
of data on nuclear weapons as well as joint visits to former storage sites in Europe. Long-term ideas 
emphasized cross-cutting technologies like information assurance and data storage in order to 
slightly shift the focus from verification. 

As a tangent to these dialogues, participants also identified the need for a broader discussion 
concerning European security—a necessary but unlikely step given the current international 
environment. 

June 2015 Workshop 

Building on the foundation provided by October 2014’s dialogue, the June 2015 workshop asked 
participants to provide one to two specific recommendations as it related to military doctrine, 
transparency, technology development, and the safety & security of NSNW.  

U.S. and Russian participants both expressed great concern over their counterpart’s military 
doctrines, beginning with the role, missions, and objectives they assign to NSNWs. And on the 
safety and security of NSNWs, the Track II dialogue identified joint assessments as a means of 
reaffirming common interests and building trust through transparency. Potential assessments 
included the risk of terrorists penetrating NSNW storage sits as well as site security evaluations and 
exercises focused on nuclear incidents associated with consequence management. 

Concluding the June 2-15 workshop, participants identified five key themes for improving the 
security relationship between the United States and Russia.  

First, both countries need a new basis for collaboration and transparency as tensions continue to 
mount, and Russia no longer views transparency as the ticket to entering Western institutions. As a 
result, new generations need to be refreshed on “nuclear messaging” and its impact on not only 
bilateral relations between the United States and Russia but the international system.  

Second, the United States and Russia must use transparency to their mutual advantage in areas of 
critical concern. Russia must clarify the status and relevance of de-escalation to its military doctrine, 
and the United States needs to provide more information on the countervailing measures it could 
take in response to INF violations. 

Third, a new political umbrella for dialogue and engagement is required as traditional NATO 
instruments are no longer viable. 

Fourth, short-term action is immediately needed to reduce the risk of accidents and miscalculations 
that could potentially lead to an unwanted conflict. Such measures include reviewing the 
implementation of documents like the Incidents at Sea agreement and expanding the Vienna 
Document to include information exchanges related to NSNWs, high-precision conventional 
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weapons, and air and missile defense systems. Greater engagement from Russian experts on de-
escalation would be of extreme value to U.S. concerns, and other avenues of bilateral cooperation 
could help address both states’ allegations under the INF treaty. 

Finally, greater military-to-military cooperation through venues like the NATO-Russia Council 
should be a long-term goal to help avoid future misunderstandings among other commitments to 
developing better verification technologies. 

Dr. Andrew Kuchins: The Current State of Russian Domestic Politics  

With a sense of déjà vu, Dr. Kuchins suggested it was odd to find the challenges of nuclear security, 
nonproliferation, and arms control dominating foreign policy once again.  He suggested that the 
“strategic holiday” we embarked on after the Cold War was now over.  

Beginning with President George W. Bush’s decision to withdraw from the Anti-Ballistic Missile 
Treaty and sign the Moscow Treaty, the United States signaled to the world that the Cold War was 
over—even though the same nuclear weapons that had threatened us in the past remained in place, 
pointed at us, and on high alert. 

With the events of 9/11, the U.S. global war on terror, and wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the United 
States continued its strategic holiday—leaving nuclear weapons and related issues on the backburner 
of U.S. national security policy. 

More time passed, and President Obama quickly realized that the other nuclear weapons states had 
no interest in disarmament as nuclear weapons represented the ultimate asymmetric equalizer against 
the United States’ unprecedented conventional capabilities. And then Vladimir Putin reintroduced 
the language—and threat—of nuclear weapons to the world. 

Putin’s rhetoric and actions in Crimea and Eastern Ukraine reminded the West that they had not 
formally resolved how best to provide for European security. And as Russian military forces 
continued to engage NATO assets in international airspace and on the seas, the threat posed by the 
Russian Federation came to the forefront as it had in the past. In the meantime, the United States 
had forgotten how to engage in productive dialogue with its biggest adversaries, and the men and 
women who dealt with these issues directly had gotten older, not younger. 

Pivoting to Russian domestic politics, Dr. Kuchins described the situation in two words: not good. 
When the United States reached out to try and discuss additional advancements in arms control and 
strategic stability, the Russians expressed absolutely no interest—and for two key reasons. 

First, nuclear weapons had grown in importance to the military and strategic posture of Russia since 
the end of the Cold War. In the United States, their role had diminished. This strategic mismatch 
meant that Russia had few incentives to further reduce its nuclear arsenal in conjunction with the 
United States. 

Second, Putin’s trust in the United States and its allies has seemingly evaporated, and he has used 
anti-American rhetoric as a means of securing his domestic authority in Russia. This message seeks 
to blame the United States for actively weakening Russia and as the source of the country’s 
economic challenges. 

Although the United States has achieved landmark successes with the Russians concerning Syrian 
chemical weapons and the Iran deal (JCPOA), Russia is more unpredictable and dangerous today 
than at any other time in the past thirty years. Some have described Putin as the most heavily armed 
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and unconstrained leader in world history. And as the United States moves forward, we must 
recognize that cooperative measures are not favors but tools that allow both countries to address the 
security challenges they face today. 

 

Amb. Steven Pifer: Accidents, Miscalculation, and Military Doctrine  

Steve Pifer reiterated his support for placing limits on NSNWs, increasing data exchanges on their 
deployment, and unilateral state commitments that cap the number of NSNWs they would stockpile 
and/or deploy. To reach this stage, Russia must move beyond its demand that the United States 
remove its NSNWs from Europe before entering into negotiations. 

Reflecting on events since 2014, Pifer described how the number of NATO intercepts conducted 
against Russian forces in international airspace and at sea has increased three to four times in 
comparison with past years. These incidents carry a high degree of risk for the United States, Russia, 
and Europe—and their frequency demands a review of bilateral agreements designed to limit the 
potential for accidents and miscalculation. 

Citing the Incidents at Sea and Dangerous Military Activities agreements between the United States 
and Russia, Pifer noted that not all NATO allies share similar commitments with the Russian 
Federation. For example, these documents establish acceptable angles of intercept for fighter jets 
and procedures designed to reassure both sides that neither holds hostile intentions.  

Their existence reflects a common truth for the United States, Russia, and Europe: no one wants an 
accidental conflict. But do the Russians actually buy in to this concept? Pifer believes they do, citing 
the international ramifications of an accident with a civilian airliner for Russia. The costs of such an 
event would be catastrophic to their international standing and reputation. 

He continued by describing how the Vienna Document and the Open Skies Treaty could be 
expanded to increase information sharing and confidence-building-measures for not only the United 
States and Russia but all of Europe. By lowering the threshold for notification requirements and 
overflights, actors in the theater can operate with greater information and certainty, helping reduce 
the risk of accidents and miscalculation. 

In addition, the role of NSNWs in the NATO alliance has diminished both in terms of deployed 
weapons and capabilities. There is a smaller variety of deployed NSNWs, and their total numbers 
have shrunk dramatically. Furthermore, response times that could once be measured in hours are 
now evaluated in terms of days and sometimes weeks. 

In spite of these trends, NSNWs continue to serve as a strong deterrent force and means of political 
assurance to NATO members. They signal the willingness of the United States to defend the 
alliance, and their use would send a strong political signal that would signify the danger of further 
escalation in a potential conflict. 

While the Russian doctrine on use appears reasonable, ambiguities regarding the threshold required 
for a nuclear response distinguish it from the clearer, more discernable system of Flexible Response. 
The lack of information is inherently destabilizing, and indicates a broader trend in which Putin may 
perceive of nuclear weapons as playing a smaller role in deterrence than previously thought. 
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This plays into his heightened rhetoric regarding the role of nuclear weapons in Russian foreign 
policy and national security. As Pifer understands it, this renewed emphasis has its roots on four 
different developments. 

First, Russia continues to see itself as a superpower, and as such, reminding the world of its nuclear 
weapons downplays the diminished capabilities of its conventional forces. 

Second, nuclear messaging like this also reminds the world that Russia is an important actor that 
cannot be ignored. 

Third, Putin may appreciate the value and leverage that comes from being perceived as 
unpredictable—using it as a tool of intimidation. 

Finally, Putin may believe that nuclear weapons are best used as a tool of coercion rather than 
deterrence. 

 

Col. Guy Roberts: NATO and NSNWs 

Col. Roberts noted that the most important thing to come out of the Track II dialogue is the fact 
that they were held in the first place. At a time when these forms of engagement between the United 
States and Russia are few and far in between, these forums are extremely valuable. As he stated it 
plainly: when there are no opportunities for NATO-Russian dialogue, there are dangerous risks for 
miscalculation that. 

Recalling his time with the Bush administration, Col. Roberts described how Russians perceived 
themselves as adversaries before 2006 and actively sought to blame the United States for its ill will 
despite their recent advances in cooperation. This clashed with the American perspective that the 
Cold War was over, and that cooperation was more likely on a wide array of issues. 

Speaking to the role of NATO in the broader U.S.-Russian relationship, he described the alliance as 
concerned and invested in their bilateral dialogue. And as a nuclear alliance, it is in the best interests 
of the United States to actively engage with and consult Europeans on the deployment and use of 
any kind of nuclear weapons. In particular, NATO actively works to prevent any U.S.-Russian 
dialogue from weakening the alliance and its position. 

Contrary to some expectations, NATO is willing to embrace arms control and even disarmament 
only when it serves its strategic interest—in a quid pro quo agreement with the Russians. Moving 
forward, NATO and Russia should revive measures that enhanced cooperation and information 
between militaries in the interest of transparency and risk reduction. These include exercises 
concerning nuclear safety and security as well as more basic information sharing.  

By and large, it is in NATO’s interests to engage in a variety of confidence and security building 
measures with the Russians, but this is not happening, to the detriment of both entities.  

 

Questions and Answers 

In the question-answer session, the panelists first addressed a reopening of a NATO-Russia 
dialogue. Col. Roberts said he did not think a dialogue could resume at this time. He pointed to 
NATO’s language condemning Russia for actions in Crimea and Eastern Ukraine as well as Russia’s 
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exhaustive list of perceived intransigencies committed by NATO. Roberts concluded by saying it 
would be hard to go back to pre-2008 relations, but NATO should look for areas to reengage with 
Russia. Pifer added that NATO is going to have to discuss other issues (missile defense, prompt 
global strike, conventional weapons) if it wishes to engage in dialogue about NSNWs. Pifer said he 
was a bit more optimistic about the future referencing Washington and Moscow’s ability to quickly 
change relations in the past.  

A bureau chief for a Russian news agency, TASS, asked the panelists if the workshop had any 
practical significance for Washington. Squassoni responded by stating that the U.S. government 
sponsored the track II and there was interest from some government officials, especially in the area 
of reducing risks from inadvertent escalation. Pifer spoke to the value of track IIs. He added that 
following Russian actions in Crimea and Eastern Ukraine it was necessary for NATO to ratchet 
down their relations with Russia because there has to be political consequences for bad behavior. 
However, it might be time to open up the way for a NATO-Russia military dialogue, particularly on 
the issue of accidents and miscalculations.     

A question was asked about NATO’s “three nos” and if NATO might change its deployment policy. 
Col. Roberts stated that there has been some reexamination of policy amongst NATO members, yet 
from an overarching alliance standpoint there is no need to change deployment of nuclear weapons, 
(and there is no technical advantage). Pifer added that a change is extremely provocative, might 
unsettle many NATO members, and possibly lead to a Russian pre-emptive strike in a time of crisis.  

Finally, the future of arms control reductions was addressed specifically regarding NSNWs and 
third-party States. Pifer said he envisions Russia wanting a cap on US weapons by 2020/2021 when 
the U.S. begins strategic modernization. The U.S. could possibly leverage such a position by 
including terms for limiting NSNWs. Kuchins was more pessimistic, adding that a resolution to the 
Ukraine crisis and a general European security discussion is needed before further negotiations are 
possible. Finally, Pifer stated while Russia’s policy for future talks must include additional States, he 
sees room for at least one more U.S.-Russia bilateral negotiation. He also states that China could 
take a unilateral position by stating it would not increase its arsenal as long as the U.S. and Russia 
continue to reduce their nuclear weapons.  

 

 

  


