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Whatever his other limitations, Vladimir Putin has shown he is a master in exploiting 
Russian nationalism and American and European sensitivities. His latest gambit—
publicizing new Russian nuclear systems—several of which are still developmental, may 
have key components that are untested, or do not yet exist—give him political credibility 
in asserting Russian national strength in a Russian election year, and emphasize the one 
key area where Russia remains a leading global super power: its possession of nuclear 
weapons. 
The key question is whether they represent any real change in the nuclear balance, Russian 
and U.S. ability to pose an existential threat to the other state, and mutual assured 
destruction. If they do not, they are more technological status symbols or “toys” than real 
threats, although the proliferation of such weapons might allow smaller nuclear powers 
like Iran and North Korea to defeat today’s missile and air defense systems and 
technologies. 
An analysis of the actual content of his speech, the changing nuclear and conventional 
balance between the superpowers—the U.S., Russia, and China, the global balance of 
deployed nuclear weapons, the shifts taking in US and Russian balance since the Cold War 
and as a result of START, the full range of new U.S. and Russian nuclear programs, and 
of what Putin did and did not say about Russia's new programs provides a very different 
picture from the one Putin portrayed in his speech. It shows that Putin focused on the "toy 
factor" in emphasize technology over any real-world aspects of the balance, arms control, 
and war fighting. 
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Making Threats at the End of a Very “Western” Domestic Campaign 
Speech 
Putin announced Russia’s new nuclear strike systems in a rather strange context. He did 
not react to the U.S. Nuclear Posture Review issued in February 2018, its analysis of 
Russia’s nuclear posture, or the changes announced in U.S. strategic forces. He also did 
not react to any of the plans announced in the U.S. FY2019 budget submission. He instead 
made his statements at the end of his annual Presidential Address to the Russian National 
Assembly, which he gave on March 1, 2018.1 
The official Russian transcript of this speech is some 23 pages long, and almost all of the 
first two thirds of the speech deal with domestic policy and campaign pledges to improve 
living standards. What ends with dramatic description of new nuclear forces focuses for 
most of its length on very different domestic political themes. Putin introduces the speech 
by saying that Russia has largely overcome the traumas of the break-up of the of the much 
larger Union of Soviet Social Republics (USSR), but still faces key challenges: 2 

We have gone through major challenging transformations, and were able to overcome new 
and extremely complex economic and social challenges, preserved the unity of our country, built 
a democratic society and set it on the path to freedom and independence. 

We ensured sustainability and stability in almost all areas of life, which is critical for a huge 
and multi-ethnic country like ours with its complex federative structure and diversity of cultures, 
with historical divides that are still alive in people’s memory and major challenges Russia had 
to face over the course of its history. 

However, sustainability is the foundation of development but not its guarantee. We have no right 
to allow a situation when the stability that has been achieved would lead to complacency, all 
the more so as many problems remain unresolved. 

Today, Russia ranks among the world’s leading nations with a powerful foreign economic 
and defense potential. But we have not yet reached the required level in the context 
of accomplishing our highly important task and guaranteeing people’s quality of life and prosperity. 
But we must do this, and we will do this. 

As I said in the past, the state’s role and positions in the modern world are not determined only 
or predominantly by natural resources or production capacities; the decisive role is played 
by the people, as well as conditions for every individual’s development, self-assertion 
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and creativity. Therefore, everything hinges on efforts to preserve the people of Russia 
and to guarantee the prosperity of our citizens. We must achieve a decisive breakthrough in this 
area. 

I repeat, a solid foundation has been created for this. Therefore, we can now set and accomplish new 
tasks. We already have substantial experience in implementing ambitious programs and social 
projects. The Russian economy has proved its resilience, and the current stable macro-economic 
situation opens up new opportunities for surging ahead and maintaining long-term growth. 

Putin goes on for 15 of 23 pages to deliver a speech that could be given by a head of state 
involved in a political campaign in any Western democracy. He promises better 
democracy, technological advances, and progress. Somewhat ironically, he initially seems 
to almost reject an emphasis on defense, and focus on internal development, 3 

It is high time we take a number of tough decisions that are long overdue. We need to get rid 
of anything that stands in the way of our development and prevents people from fully unleashing 
their potential. It is our obligation to focus all resources and summon all our strength and willpower 
in this daring effort that must yield results. 

Otherwise, there will be no future for our children, our country or us. It is not a question of someone 
conquering or devastating our land. No, that is not the danger. The main threat and our main enemy 
is the fact that we are falling behind. If we are unable to reverse this trend, we will fall even further 
behind. This is like a serious chronic disease that steadily saps the energy from the body 
and destroys it from within step by step. Quite often, this destructive process goes unnoticed 
by the body. 

We need to master creative power and boost development so that no obstacles prevent us from 
moving forward with confidence and independently. We must take ownership of our destiny. 

He calls for major reductions in poverty, higher employment, and more jobs, better support 
of the aging and elderly, longer life expectancy and better health care, modernized 
infrastructure, more family homes and housing, better urban development, improved 
transportation, a Northern Sea route, a better Internet service and telecommunications, new 
medical services for small towns, environmental safety, volunteer help programs, new 
approaches to education, more investment and new approaches to manufacturing (the 
Internet of Things), economic reform and better use of resources, more labor productivity 
and higher exports, a more competitive business climate and stronger private sector, less 
regulation, more efficient government, and less corruptions. 

A Brief Reference to Conventional Forces 
When Putin does shift to national security, on page 15, he initially focuses on recent 
military operations and conventional forces—developments that the Ukraine and Syria 
show may actually be more important in real world terms than his much longer discussion 
of nuclear strike systems that follows: 4  

The operation in Syria has proved the increased capabilities of the Russian Armed Forces. In recent 
years, a great deal has been done to improve the Army and the Navy. The Armed Forces now have 
3.7 times more modern weapons. Over 300 new units of equipment were put into service. 
The strategic missile troops received 80 new intercontinental ballistic missiles, 102 submarine-
launched ballistic missiles and three Borei nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines. Twelve 
missile regiments have received the new Yars intercontinental ballistic missile. The number of long-
range high-precision weapons carriers has increased by 12 times, while the number of guided cruise 
missiles increased by over 30 times. The Army, the Aerospace Forces and the Navy have grown 
significant stronger as well. 
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Both Russia and the entire world know the names of our newest planes, submarines, anti-aircraft 
weapons, as well as land-based, airborne and sea-based guided missile systems. All of them are 
cutting-edge, high-tech weapons. A solid radar field to warn of a missile attack was created along 
Russia’s perimeter (it is very important). Huge holes appeared after the USSR disintegrated. All 
of them were repaired. 

A leap forward was made in the development of unmanned aircraft; the National Defence Control 
Centre was established; and the operational command of the far maritime zone was formed. 
The number of professional service members has increased by 2.4 times, and the availability 
of equipment in the Armed Forces grew from 70 percent to 95–100 percent. The years-long queue 
for permanent housing was eliminated, and the waiting period was cut by 83 percent. 

He also focuses exclusively on the "threat" from the West and the U.S. and says nothing 
about the changing role of China or the overall balance of forces among the three 
superpowers. As the table blow shows, China is emerging as the world's second 
superpowers and main competitor to the United States pushing Russia distinctly into third 
place and raising major issues regarding which power will be preeminent in East and 
Central Asia, many other regions. 
As the balance also shows Russia has maintained an extraordinarily large mix of strategic 
nuclear, theater nuclear, and conventional forces for a nation with its present economy, as 
its operations in the Ukraine and Syria also show, it is Russia that poses the main 
conventional threat to the West, and not NATO to Russia. 

Figure One: Comparing the Superpowers: The U.S. Russia, 
and China in 2018 

                                                                          U.S.                 Russia                             China                         

Nuclear Forces - Total 
Nuclear Weapons 6,800 6,600 270+ 
    Deployed 1,800 1,710 270? 
    Stockpiled 2,590 2,200 ? 
    Retired 2,500 2,600 NA 
ICBMs 400 313 70 
 (MIRV'd) 0 176 
Bombers 46 76 
SLBMs 280 160-180 12-48 
SSBNs 14 13 4 

 
Nuclear Forces START Accountable 
 Total Deployed ICBMs,  
       SSBNs, & Bombers 652 527 NA 
Total Deployed 
        Nuclear Warheads and Bombs 1,350 1,444 NA 
 
Directly Comparable  
Military Spending (2017) 
        $US Billions $602.8 $62.1 $150.5a 
         % of GDP 3.11% 4.17% 1.26% 
 
Total Active  
Military Personnel 1,348,400 900,000 2,035,000 
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Land Forces 
 Active Military Personnel 476,250 280,000-535,000 d 975,000-1,150,000 
 Main Battle Tanks  2,384 2,780 6,740 
 Heavy Other Armored 15,459 12,940 9,870-10,170 
 Artillery 5,393 4,328+ 13,218+ 
 Active Attack Helicopters 603 376+f 240 
 
Naval Forces, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard  
 Total Active Military Personnel 549,350 187,000 281,000  
 Carriers 11 1 1 
 Other Major Surface Ships 96 33 82 
 Tactical SSNs 54 26 9 
 Other Submarines 0 23 48 
 Fixed Wing, Combat-Capable  
  Naval & Marine Aviation 1,442 216 374 
 Active Marine Personnel 184,400 35,000 15,000 
 Marine Main Battle Tanks 447 250 0 
 Marine Heavy Other Armor 709 1,400 163 
 Marine Artillery 1,501 365 40+ 
 
Air Forces 
 Active Military Personnel 322,800 165,000 395,000 
 Total Combat  
 Aircraft 1,478-2077 b 1,176 2,397 
 Heavy Bombers 139 139 162 
 ABM Launchers  42 68 0 
 Major Surface to Air Missile  
 Launchers c 480 186-546e 192 
 
a Official estimate. rising by 8% in 2018. real figure may well approach $200 billion. 
b Higher figure includes Guard and reserves 
c Land-based. Operated by Army in U.S. 
d Includes airborne, special forces, railway and support forces 
e Higher figure includes Army medium systems 
f Land-based in air force. 
Rough estimation by Anthony H. Cordesman based upon open source material in U.S. State Department, 
New START Treaty: Aggregate Numbers of Strategic Offensive Arms, 
shttps://www.state.gov/t/avc/newstart/278775.htm; and Hans M. Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, 
“Status of World Nuclear Forces," Federation of American Scientists (FAS), 26 May 2016, available at: 
http://fas.org/issues/nuclear-weapons/status-world-nuclear-forces/; U.S. Nuclear Posture Review, 
february 2018, and the IISS Military Balance 2018. 

 

Putin Shifts to Nuclear Systems by Grossly Exaggerating U.S. Missile 
Defense Efforts and Ignoring Russia’s Efforts 
Putin only comes to new nuclear systems on page 16 of a 13,363-word speech, more than 
8,990 words after his beginning, and after his discussion of nuclear systems and the short 
videos that provide conceptual picture of such systems, he then concludes with another 
2,262 words on international alliances and cooperation.  
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Some 84% percent of the text of his speech has nothing to do with nuclear weapons—
although the videos do substantially increase the time spent on nuclear strike systems—
and another 1,155 words (9%) consist of claims that the new strategic strike systems are 
essentially defensive in character as a necessary response to NATO’s increasing 
aggressiveness, 5 

I want to specifically emphasize that the newly developed strategic arms – in fact, new types 
of strategic weapons – are not the result of something left over from the Soviet Union. Of course, 
we relied on some ideas from our ingenious predecessors. But everything I have described today is 
the result of the last several years, the product of dozens of research organizations, design bureaus 
and institutes.  

Thousands, literally thousands of our experts, outstanding scientists, designers, engineers, 
passionate and talented workers have been working for years, quietly, humbly, selflessly, with total 
dedication. There are many young professionals among them. They are our true heroes, along with 
our military personnel who demonstrated the best qualities of the Russian army in combat. I want 
to address each of them right now and say that there will absolutely be awards, prizes and honorary 
titles but, because I have met many of you in person many times, I know you are not after awards. 
The most important thing is to reliably ensure the security of our country and our people. 
As President and on behalf of the Russian people, I want to say thank you very much for your hard 
work and its results. Our country needs them so much. 

As I have already said, all future military products are based on remarkable advances that can, 
should and will be used in high-technology civilian sectors. I would like to stress that only a country 
with the highest level of fundamental research and education, developed research, technology, 
industrial infrastructure and human resources can successfully develop unique and complex 
weapons of this kind. You can see that Russia has all these resources. 

We will expand this potential and focus on delivering on the ambitious goals our country has set 
itself in terms of economic, social and infrastructure development. Effective defense will serve 
as a guarantee of Russia’s long-term development. 

Let me reiterate that each of the armament systems I referred to is uniquely important. Even more 
importantly, taken together all these advances enable the Defence Ministry and General Staff 
to develop a comprehensive defense system, in which every piece of new military equipment will 
be assigned a proper role. On top of strategic weapons that are currently on combat alert and benefit 
from regular updates, Russia will have a defense capability that would guarantee its security 
in the long term. 

Of course, there are many things that we have to do in terms of military construction, but one thing 
is already clear: Russia possesses a modern, high-technology army that is quite compact given 
the size of the territory, centered on the officer corps, who are dedicated to their country and are 
ready to sacrifice anything for its people. Sooner or later, other armies will also have the technology, 
the weapons, even the most advanced ones. But this does not worry us, since we already have it 
and will have even better armaments in the future. What matters is that they will never have people 
or officers like the Russian pilot Major Roman Filipov. 

I hope that everything that was said today would make any potential aggressor think twice, since 
unfriendly steps against Russia such as deploying missile defenses and bringing NATO 
infrastructure closer to the Russian border become ineffective in military terms and entail 
unjustified costs, making them useless for those promoting these initiatives. 

It was our duty to inform our partners of what I said here today under the international commitments 
Russia had subscribed to. When the time comes, foreign and defense ministry experts will have 
many opportunities to discuss all these matters with them, if of course our partners so desire. 

For my part, I should note that we have conducted the work to reinforce Russia's defense capability 
within the current arms control agreements; we are not violating anything. I should specifically say 
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that Russia's growing military strength is not a threat to anyone; we have never had any plans to use 
this potential for offensive, let alone aggressive goals.  

We are not threatening anyone, not going to attack anyone or take away anything from anyone with 
the threat of weapons. We do not need anything. Just the opposite. I deem it necessary to emphasize 
(and it is very important) that Russia's growing military power is a solid guarantee of global peace 
as this power preserves and will preserve strategic parity and the balance of forces in the world, 
which, as is known, have been and remain a key factor of international security after WWII and up 
to the present day.  

And to those who in the past 15 years have tried to accelerate an arms race and seek unilateral 
advantage against Russia, have introduced restrictions and sanctions that are illegal from 
the standpoint of international law aiming to restrain our nation's development, including 
in the military area, I will say this: everything you have tried to prevent through such a policy has 
already happened. No one has managed to restrain Russia. 

Now we have to be aware of this reality and be sure that everything I have said today is not a bluff 
‒ and it is not a bluff, believe me ‒ and to give it a thought and dismiss those who live in the past 
and are unable to look into the future, to stop rocking the boat we are all in and which is called 
the Earth. 

In this connection, I would like to note the following. We are greatly concerned by certain 
provisions of the revised nuclear posture review, which expand the opportunities for reducing 
and reduce the threshold for the use of nuclear arms. Behind closed doors, one may say anything 
to calm down anyone, but we read what is written. And what is written is that this strategy can be 
put into action in response to conventional arms attacks and even to a cyber-threat.  

I should note that our military doctrine says Russia reserves the right to use nuclear weapons solely 
in response to a nuclear attack, or an attack with other weapons of mass destruction against 
the country or its allies, or an act of aggression against us with the use of conventional weapons that 
threaten the very existence of the state. This all is very clear and specific. 

As such, I see it is my duty to announce the following. Any use of nuclear weapons against Russia 
or its allies, weapons of short, medium or any range at all, will be considered as a nuclear attack 
on this country. Retaliation will be immediate, with all the attendant consequences.  

There should be no doubt about this whatsoever. There is no need to create more threats 
to the world. Instead, let us sit down at the negotiating table and devise together a new and relevant 
system of international security and sustainable development for human civilization. We have been 
saying this all along. All these proposals are still valid. Russia is ready for this. 

Using U.S. and NATO Ballistic Missile Defense Efforts as Virtually the 
Only Justification for Radical Nuclear Modernization 
When Putin does finally introduce Russia’s new nuclear systems, he does so as a defensive 
reaction to U.S. and Western development of missile defenses and exploitation of Russia’s 
weakness after the break-up of the much larger Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
(USSR)—and never touches upon the limited level of U.S. improvements to its strategic 
nuclear delivery systems called for in the Nuclear Posture Review, 6 

I will speak about the newest systems of Russian strategic weapons that we are creating in response 
to the unilateral withdrawal of the United States of America from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty 
and the practical deployment of their missile defense systems both in the US and beyond their 
national borders. 

Back in 2000, the US announced its withdrawal from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty. Russia was 
categorically against this. We saw the Soviet-US ABM Treaty signed in 1972 as the cornerstone 
of the international security system. Under this treaty, the parties had the right to deploy ballistic 
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missile defense systems only in one of its regions. Russia deployed these systems around Moscow, 
and the US around its Grand Forks land-based ICBM base. 

Together with the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty, the ABM Treaty not only created 
an atmosphere of trust but also prevented either party from recklessly using nuclear weapons, which 
would have endangered humankind, because the limited number of ballistic missile defense systems 
made the potential aggressor vulnerable to a response strike.  

We did our best to dissuade the Americans from withdrawing from the treaty. All in vain. The US 
pulled out of the treaty in 2002. Even after that we tried to develop constructive dialogue with 
the Americans. We proposed working together in this area to ease concerns and maintain 
the atmosphere of trust. At one point, I thought that a compromise was possible, but this was not 
to be. All our proposals, absolutely all of them, were rejected. And then we said that we would have 
to improve our modern strike systems to protect our security. In reply, the US said that it is not 
creating a global BMD system against Russia, which is free to do as it pleases, and that the US will 
presume that our actions are not spearheaded against the US. 

The reasons behind this position are obvious. After the collapse of the USSR, Russia, which was 
known as the Soviet Union or Soviet Russia abroad, lost 23.8 percent of its national territory, 48.5 
percent of its population, 41 of the GDP, 39.4 percent of its industrial potential (nearly half of our 
potential, I would underscore), as well as 44.6 percent of its military capability due to the division 
of the Soviet Armed Forces among the former Soviet republics. The military equipment 
of the Russian army was becoming obsolete, and the Armed Forces were in a sorry state. A civil 
war was raging in the Caucasus, and US inspectors oversaw the operation of our leading uranium 
enrichment plants. 

For a certain time, the question was not whether we would be able to develop a strategic weapon 
system – some wondered if our country would even be able to safely store and maintain the nuclear 
weapons that we inherited after the collapse of the USSR. Russia had outstanding debts, its 
economy could not function without loans from the IMF and the World Bank; the social sphere was 
impossible to sustain. 

Apparently, our partners got the impression that it was impossible in the foreseeable historical 
perspective for our country to revive its economy, industry, defense industry and Armed Forces 
to levels supporting the necessary strategic potential. And if that is the case, there is no point 
in reckoning with Russia’s opinion; it is necessary to further pursue ultimate unilateral military 
advantage in order to dictate the terms in every sphere in the future. 

Basically, this position, this logic, judging from the realities of that period, is understandable, 
and we ourselves are to blame. All these years, the entire 15 years since the withdrawal 
of the United States from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, we have consistently tried to reengage 
the American side in serious discussions, in reaching agreements in the sphere of strategic stability. 

We managed to accomplish some of these goals. In 2010, Russia and the US signed the New 
START treaty, containing measures for the further reduction and limitation of strategic offensive 
arms. However, in light of the plans to build a global anti-ballistic missile system, which are still 
being carried out today, all agreements signed within the framework of New START are now 
gradually being devaluated, because while the number of carriers and weapons is being reduced, 
one of the parties, namely, the US, is permitting constant, uncontrolled growth of the number 
of anti-ballistic missiles, improving their quality, and creating new missile launching areas. If we 
do not do something, eventually this will result in the complete devaluation of Russia’s nuclear 
potential. Meaning that all of our missiles could simply be intercepted. 

Despite our numerous protests and pleas, the American machine has been set into motion, 
the conveyer belt is moving forward. There are new missile defense systems installed in Alaska 
and California; as a result of NATO’s expansion to the east, two new missile defense areas were 
created in Western Europe: one has already been created in Romania, while the deployment 
of the system in Poland is now almost complete. Their range will keep increasing; new launching 
areas are to be created in Japan and South Korea. The US global missile defense system also 
includes five cruisers and 30 destroyers, which, as far as we know, have been deployed to regions 
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in close proximity to Russia’s borders. I am not exaggerating in the least; and this work proceeds 
apace.  

So, what have we done, apart from protesting and warning? How will Russia respond to this 
challenge? This is how. 

During all these years since the unilateral US withdrawal from the ABM Treaty, we have been 
working intensively on advanced equipment and arms, which allowed us to make a breakthrough 
in developing new models of strategic weapons. 

Let me recall that the United States is creating a global missile defense system primarily 
for countering strategic arms that follow ballistic trajectories. These weapons form the backbone 
of our nuclear deterrence forces, just as of other members of the nuclear club. 

As such, Russia has developed, and works continuously to perfect, highly effective but modestly 
priced systems to overcome missile defense. They are installed on all of our intercontinental 
ballistic missile complexes. 

Putin also returns to these themes at the very end of his address: 7 
… Let me reiterate that each of the armament systems I referred to is uniquely important. Even more 
importantly, taken together all these advances enable the Defence Ministry and General Staff 
to develop a comprehensive defense system, in which every piece of new military equipment will 
be assigned a proper role. On top of strategic weapons that are currently on combat alert and benefit 
from regular updates, Russia will have a defense capability that would guarantee its security 
in the long term. 

…I hope that everything that was said today would make any potential aggressor think twice, since 
unfriendly steps against Russia such as deploying missile defenses and bringing NATO 
infrastructure closer to the Russian border become ineffective in military terms and entail 
unjustified costs, making them useless for those promoting these initiatives. 

It was our duty to inform our partners of what I said here today under the international commitments 
Russia had subscribed to. When the time comes, foreign and defense ministry experts will have 
many opportunities to discuss all these matters with them, if of course our partners so desire. 

For my part, I should note that we have conducted the work to reinforce Russia's defense capability 
within the current arms control agreements; we are not violating anything. I should specifically say 
that Russia's growing military strength is not a threat to anyone; we have never had any plans to use 
this potential for offensive, let alone aggressive goals.  

We are not threatening anyone, not going to attack anyone or take away anything from anyone with 
the threat of weapons. We do not need anything. Just the opposite. I deem it necessary to emphasize 
(and it is very important) that Russia's growing military power is a solid guarantee of global peace 
as this power preserves and will preserve strategic parity and the balance of forces in the world, 
which, as is known, have been and remain a key factor of international security after WWII and up 
to the present day.  

As for Russian missile defense activities, Putin makes no mention of the fact that the USSR 
had deployed ballistic missile defenses long before the U.S., has five regiments of its own 
S-400 forces with missile defense capability and its own Space Command and Anti-
Ballistic Missile defense engagement system around Moscow, and is selling systems with 
missile defense capabilities like its S-400 system to China and Iran. He does not mention 
Russia’s deployment of dual capable ballistic missiles in areas like Kaliningrad, or touch 
upon the fact the U.S. Nuclear Posture Review indicates that Russia is developing its own 
systems to modernize its missile defenses. 
Above all, he does not mention the relative size of existing U.S. and Russian strategic 
nuclear forces, acknowledge the real-world capabilities of the current and programmed 
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U.S. missile defense program, and that the U.S. FY2019 budget submission made it clear 
that President Trump had no more plans that President Obama to create a missile defense 
system that could limit Russia’s existential threat to the U.S. and affect that balance of 
mutual assured destruction. 

The Nuclear Strike Forces on Both Sides Are Far Lower than During the 
Peak of the Cold War, but Vastly Outnumber the Strength of Ballistic 
Missile Defenses 
This focus on missile defenses makes no sense at all in military terms and is purely 
political. The graph below shows just how much the balance of nuclear weapons has 
changed since the U.S. nuclear weapons inventory peaked in 1967, and the USSR inventory 
peaked in 1986. At that point, the U.S. and Russia had a total of nearly 70,000 nuclear 
weapons. 
At the same time, the nuclear inventories on both sides remain far higher than either side's 
current or programmed missile defenses can begin to deal with if a major nuclear exchange 
occurs. Russia, in particular, does not face any problem in saturating the current and 
programmed mix of developmental U.S. strategic missile defenses and the theater and 
tactical missile defenses. 

Figure Two: Cold War vs. Current Nuclear Inventories 
 

 
Source: Hans M. Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, “Status of World Nuclear Forces," Federation of American 
Scientists (FAS), 26 May 2016, available at: http://fas.org/issues/nuclear-weapons/status-world-nuclear-
forces/. 

The Continuing Balance of Terror and Mutual Assured Destruction  
The State Department assessment of the current U.S.-Russia nuclear balance or START 
balance as of February 2018 is shown below. As is discussed later in this commentary, 
currently planned U.S. missile defenses could not begin to limit Russian capability to 
destroy every major city in the U.S. and critical aspects of the U.S. industrial base—any 
more than Russia's limited missile defenses could limit a major U.S. attack.  
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There is nothing delicate about this particular balance of Terror, and none of Putin's 
proposed future changes in Russian capabilities would make any fundamental change in 
the outcome of a major nuclear conflict or alter the fundamental level of mutual assured 
destruction on either side. 
Russia has far more delivery systems than U.S. and NATO missile defense systems can 
begin to counter. The 2018 version of the International Institute of Strategic Studies (IISS) 
Military Balance reports that Russia has 43 regiments with 313 ICBMs, 172 of which have 
multiple independent reentry vehicle warheads. It has 76 long-range nuclear bombers 
armed with cruise missiles, and 13 SSBNs with 16-20 submarine launched ballistic missiles 
each and a total of 160-180 (one submarine is in reserve). It also has a massive mix of 
shorter-range theater and tactical systems that can carry nuclear weapons.8 
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Figure Three: The Current U.S-Russian Nuclear Balance 
Operational Strategic Nuclear Forces Counted in START  

 
Total Nuclear Weapons Inventory 

 
Source: U.S. State Department, New START Treaty: Aggregate Numbers of Strategic Offensive Arms, 
shttps://www.state.gov/t/avc/newstart/278775.htm; and Hans M. Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, “Status of World 
Nuclear Forces," Federation of American Scientists (FAS), 26 May 2016, available at: http://fas.org/issues/nuclear-
weapons/status-world-nuclear-forces/. 

Understanding the Comparable Level of Modernization in U.S. Strategic 
Forces 
Putin’s announcements also need to be interpreted in the context of comparable U.S. 
nuclear force levels and the limited level of U.S. nuclear force improvement plans. The 
U.S. side of the balance—like the Russian side—is also still a strong nuclear force, and is 
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based on the triad of sea-based, missile, and air systems developed during the Cold War. 
The Nuclear Posture Review summarizes current U.S. forces as follows:9  

The United States currently operates 14 OHIO-class SSBNs, [originally with 24 missile launchers 
each for a total of 336, being reduced to 20 each for a total of 280 under START, and 8-12 MIRV'd 
warheads each] and will continue to take the steps needed to ensure that OHIO SSBNs remain 
operationally effective and survivable until replaced by the COLUMBIA-class SSBN. The 
COLUMBIA program will deliver a minimum of 12 SSBNs to replace the current OHIO fleet and 
is designed to provide required deterrence capabilities for decades.  

The ICBM force consists of 400 single-warhead Minuteman III missiles deployed in underground 
silos and dispersed across several states. The United States has initiated the Ground-Based Strategic 
Deterrent (GBSD) program to begin the replacement of Minuteman III in 2029. The GBSD program 
will also modernize the 450 ICBM launch facilities that will support the fielding of 400 ICBMs.  

The bomber leg of the triad consists of 46 nuclear-capable B-52H and 20 nuclear-capable B-2A 
“stealth” strategic bombers. The United States has initiated a program to develop and deploy the 
next-generation bomber, the B-21 Raider. It will first supplement, and eventually replace elements 
of the conventional and nuclear-capable bomber force beginning in the mid-2020s.  

The B83-1 and B61-11 gravity bombs can hold at risk a variety of protected targets. As a result, 
both will be retained in the stockpile, at least until there is sufficient confidence in the B61-12 gravity 
bomb that will be available in 2020.  

Beginning in 1982, B-52H bombers were equipped with ALCMs. Armed with ALCMs, the B-52H 
can stay outside adversary air defenses and remain effective. The ALCM, however, is now more 
than 25 years past its design life and faces continuously improving adversary air defense systems. 
The Long-Range Stand-Off (LRSO) cruise missile replacement program will maintain into the 
future the bomber force capability to deliver stand-off weapons that can penetrate and survive 
advanced integrated air defense systems, thus supporting the long-term effectiveness of the bomber 
leg.  

The current non-strategic nuclear force consists exclusively of a relatively small number of B61 
gravity bombs carried by F-15E and allied dual capable aircraft (DCA). The United States is 
incorporating nuclear capability onto the forward-deployable, nuclear- capable F-35 as a 
replacement for the current aging DCA. In conjunction with the ongoing life extension program for 
the B61 bomb, it will be a key contributor to continued regional deterrence stability and the 
assurance of allies. 

The U.S. nuclear modernization plans announced in February 2018, however, are very 
limited compared to the new systems that Putin announced in his speech.10 The February 
Nuclear Posture Review announced that the U.S. saw Russia as returning to an emphasis 
on nuclear forces and a more aggressive military posture, but only called for limited 
changes in U.S. nuclear forces: 

Existing elements of the nuclear force replacement program predate the dramatic deterioration of 
the strategic environment. To meet the emerging requirements of U.S. strategy, the United States 
will now pursue select supplements to the replacement program to enhance the flexibility and 
responsiveness of U.S. nuclear forces. It is a reflection of the versatility and flexibility of the U.S. 
triad that only modest supplements are now required in this much more challenging threat 
environment.  

These supplements will enhance deterrence by denying potential adversaries any mistaken 
confidence that limited nuclear employment can provide a useful advantage over the United States 
and its allies. Russia’s belief that limited nuclear first use, potentially including low-yield weapons, 
can provide such an advantage is based, in part, on Moscow’s perception that its greater number and 
variety of non-strategic nuclear systems provide a coercive advantage in crises and at lower levels 
of conflict. Recent Russian statements on this evolving nuclear weapons doctrine appear to lower 
the threshold for Moscow’s first-use of nuclear weapons. Russia demonstrates its perception of the 
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advantage these systems provide through numerous exercises and statements. Correcting this 
mistaken Russian perception is a strategic imperative.  

To address these types of challenges and preserve deterrence stability, the United States will enhance 
the flexibility and range of its tailored deterrence options. To be clear, this is not intended to, nor 
does it enable, “nuclear war-fighting.” Expanding flexible U.S. nuclear options now, to include low-
yield options, is important for the preservation of credible deterrence against regional aggression. It 
will raise the nuclear threshold and help ensure that potential adversaries perceive no possible 
advantage in limited nuclear escalation, making nuclear employment less likely.  

Consequently, the United States will maintain, and enhance as necessary, the capability to forward 
deploy nuclear bombers and DCA around the world. We are committed to upgrading DCA with the 
nuclear-capable F-35 aircraft. We will work with NATO to best ensure—and improve where 
needed—the readiness, survivability, and operational effectiveness of DCA based in Europe. 

Additionally, in the near-term, the United States will modify a small number of existing SLBM 
warheads to provide a low-yield option, and in the longer term, pursue a modern nuclear-armed sea-
launched cruise missile (SLCM). Unlike DCA, a low-yield SLBM warhead and SLCM will not 
require or rely on host nation support to provide deterrent effect. They will provide additional 
diversity in platforms, range, and survivability, and a valuable hedge against future nuclear “break 
out” scenarios.  

DoD and National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA) will develop for deployment a low-
yield SLBM warhead to ensure a prompt response option that is able to penetrate adversary defenses. 
This is a comparatively low-cost and near-term modification to an existing capability that will help 
counter any mistaken perception of an exploitable “gap” in U.S. regional deterrence capabilities.  

In addition to this near-term step, for the longer term the United States will pursue a nuclear-armed 
SLCM, leveraging existing technologies to help ensure its cost effectiveness. SLCM will provide a 
needed non-strategic regional presence, an assured response capability. It also will provide an arms 
control compliant response to Russia’s non-compliance with the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces 
Treaty, its non-strategic nuclear arsenal, and its other destabilizing behaviors.  

In the 2010 NPR, the United States announced the retirement of its previous nuclear-armed SLCM, 
which for decades had contributed to deterrence and the assurance of allies, particularly in Asia. We 
will immediately begin efforts to restore this capability by initiating a capability study leading to an 
Analysis of Alternatives (AoA) for the rapid development of a modern SLCM.  

These supplements to the planned nuclear force replacement program are prudent options for 
enhancing the flexibility and diversity of U.S. nuclear capabilities. They are compliant with all 
treaties and agreements, and together, they will: provide a diverse set of characteristics enhancing 
our ability to tailor deterrence and assurance; expand the range of credible U.S. options for 
responding to nuclear or non-nuclear strategic attack; and, enhance deterrence by signaling to 
potential adversaries that their limited nuclear escalation offers no exploitable advantage. 

The Non-Existent U.S. Missile Defense "Threat" To Russian Strategic 
Forces  
Given the size of Russian forces, there is no meaningful U.S. missile defense threat to 
Russia's nuclear attack capabilities. It is important to note that Putin did not attempt to 
define a Russian strike in his speech, but that Russia often attempts to justify its concern 
over U.S. missile defenses by talking about their ability to limit a second or follow-on 
strike.  
Given the currently program number of U.S. missile defenses, however, Russia would 
virtually have to exhaust its nuclear strike inventory for U.S. missile defenses to affect a 
second or follow-on strike—by which time it would have carried out an assured destruction 
or existential strike on the U.S. and almost certainly received one in kind.  
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This possibility revives some aspects of the "how dead can you get" debates during the 
Cold War, but seems to have little practical meaning. Moreover, greatly increasing any 
aspect of Russian counterforce or counter value strike capability seems a near certain way 
to either provoke far more advanced U.S. missile defense efforts, or lead to U.S. efforts to 
increase its strike capabilities far beyond the level called for in its February 2018 Nuclear 
Posture Review. It is far more likely to raise the level of assured destruction on both sides 
than do anything to protect Russia. 
As for the actual capabilities of U.S. missile defense forces, current and planned U.S. 
missile defenses only include a small number of Ground-Based Midcourse defense 
systems. The U.S. now deploys only 44 interceptor silos in Alaska and Hawaii—a number 
that was designed to deal with the limited or developing threat from Iran and North Korea, 
and that are not located for anything approaching an effective defense against Russia. The 
FY2019 budget overview issued by the Department of Defense in February 2018 notes that 
U.S. goals for strategic missile defense are planned to remain very limited and have a 
negligible capability against a major Russian attack—both in a probable first major strike 
and in any follow-on strikes:11 

The Department will develop an additional missile field in Alaska and increase the number of 
operational, deployed Ground-Based Interceptors (GBI) to 64 missiles as early as FY 2023. The 
Department is also investing in the infrastructure required to maintain an operational fleet of 64 
GBIs into the future. The FY 2019 request would continue development of the Redesigned Kill 
Vehicle (RKV) to address the evolving threat and improve kill vehicle reliability, continue 
development of a 2-/3-stage booster selectable capability to expand battlespace for GBI 
engagements for homeland defense. The budget also uses available technology to improve existing 
sensors, battle management, fire control, and kill vehicle capabilities.  

The budget also supports development and deployment of new sensors to improve Missile Defense 
System (MDS) discrimination capability and allow for more efficient use of the GBI inventory, to 
include a Long-Range Discrimination Radar in Alaska, a Homeland Defense Radar in Hawaii, and 
an additional Medium Range Discrimination Radar in the Pacific. The MDA will also deliver an 
experimental space-based kill assessment capability for defense of the homeland as part of an 
integrated post intercept assessment solution. 

Today's operational Ground-Based Midcourse (GMD) system interceptors or (GBIs) are deployed 
in Alaska and California to defend the U.S. homeland against an ICBM limited attack from countries 
like North Korea and Iran, and which can only defend against intermediate and long-range ballistic 
missiles. The rest are a limited number of theater and area defense systems that are not designed to 
intercept ICBM and include the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) being delivered to 
the U.S. Army, the Aegis BMD near-term Sea-Based Terminal Defense capability using the SM-2 
Block IV and follow-on SM-3missiles, and the U.S. Army's PATRIOT Advanced Capability-3 
(PAC-3) now deployed worldwide. 

The U.S. FY2019 budget submission makes it equally clear that programmed U.S. 
improvements will not threaten or alter Russia's existing strategic capabilities to launch a 
major attack: 12 

• Supports the U.S. Forces Korea (USFK) to improve missile defense capability on the 
Korean peninsula 

• Provides the funding for the development of advanced missile defense technologies to 
counter future threats, including discrimination improvements, multi-object kill vehicle 
technology, hypersonic threat missile defeat, and high-powered lasers 
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• Continues, in alignment with the United States Navy, to support and operate the Aegis 
Ashore site in Romania and deployment of a second site in Poland, as an integral part of 
NATO’s Ballistic Missile Defense (BMD) architecture 

• Continues increasing BMD capability and capacity of the Aegis Fleet and procures 37 
Standard Missile (SM-3) Block IB missiles to be deployed on Aegis BMD ships and at 
Aegis Ashore Sites as part of a Multiyear Procurement; continues the integration of the 
SM-3 Block IIA into the Aegis BMD Weapon Systems; procures 6 SM-3 Block IIA 
missiles to contribute to defense against longer-range and more complex threats; ensures 
the maturation of the manufacturing process; and continues development of the Sea Based 
Terminal capability to protect the Fleet and forces ashore 

• Provides funding for Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) development efforts 
and software upgrades such as implementation of flexible threat packages and defense 
planning, improved capability to engage SRBM, MRBM and limited IRBM threats and 
integration of the THAAD Battery capability into the Army’s Integrated Air and Missile 
Defense Battle Command System (IBCS) planning process. The THAAD budget request 
also includes funding for the procurement of 82 THAAD Interceptors in FY 2019 as well 
as for operating support to maintain and upkeep BMD System-unique items of fielded 
THAAD Batteries and for training devices. 

• Provides funding to perform the systems engineering required to design, build, test, assess 
and field the integrated MDS 

• Provides funding to execute a comprehensive, highly integrated, complex, cost-effective 
series of flight tests, ground tests, wargames and exercises to ensure that MDS capabilities 
are credibly demonstrated and validated prior to delivery to the Warfighter. 

The U.S. View of Russian Nuclear Force Developments 
It is also important to see Putin’s announcements in the context of U.S. nuclear policy, and 
the fact that some of his announcements were systems that the U.S. had already addressed 
in its February 2018 Nuclear Posture Review. The U.S. Nuclear Posture Review addressed 
Russian nuclear forces as follows:13 

The United States does not wish to regard either Russia or China as an adversary and seeks stable 
relations with both. We continue to seek a dialogue with China to enhance our understanding of our 
respective nuclear policies, doctrine, and capabilities; to improve transparency; and to help manage 
the risks of miscalculation and misperception. The United States and Russia have in the past 
maintained strategic dialogues to manage nuclear competition and nuclear risks. Given Russian 
actions, including its occupation of Crimea, this constructive engagement has declined substantially. 
The United States looks forward to a new day when Russia engages with the United States, its allies, 
and partners transparently and constructively, without aggressive actions and coercive nuclear 
threats. 

Russia considers the United States and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) to be the 
principal threats to its contemporary geopolitical ambitions. Russian strategy and doctrine 
emphasize the potential coercive and military uses of nuclear weapons. It mistakenly assesses that 
the threat of nuclear escalation or actual first use of nuclear weapons would serve to “de -escalate” 
a conflict on terms favorable to Russia. These mistaken perceptions increase the prospect for 
dangerous miscalculation and escalation. 14 

Russia has sought to enable the implementation of its strategy and doctrine through a comprehensive 
modernization of its nuclear arsenal. Russia’s strategic nuclear modernization has increased, and 
will continue to increase its warhead delivery capacity, and provides Russia with the ability to 
rapidly expand its deployed warhead numbers.  

In addition to modernizing “legacy” Soviet nuclear systems, Russia is developing and deploying 
new nuclear warheads and launchers. These efforts include multiple upgrades for every leg of the 
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Russian nuclear triad of strategic bombers, sea-based missiles, and land-based missiles. Russia is 
also developing at least two new intercontinental range systems, a hypersonic glide vehicle, and a 
new intercontinental, nuclear-armed, nuclear-powered, undersea autonomous torpedo.  

Russia’s increased reliance on nuclear capabilities to include coercive threats, nuclear 
modernization programs, refusal to negotiate any limits on its non-strategic nuclear forces, and its 
decision to violate the INF Treaty and other commitments all clearly indicate that Russia has 
rebuffed repeated U.S. efforts to reduce the salience, role, and number of nuclear weapons.  

Russia possesses significant advantages in its nuclear weapons production capacity and in non-
strategic nuclear forces over the U.S. and allies. It is also building a large, diverse, and  

modern set of non-strategic systems that are dual-capable (may be armed with nuclear or 
conventional weapons). These theater-and tactical-range systems are not accountable under the New 
START Treaty and Russia’s non-strategic nuclear weapons modernization is increasing the total 
number of such weapons in its arsenal, while significantly improving its delivery capabilities.  

This includes the production, possession, and flight testing of a ground-launched cruise missile in 
violation of the INF Treaty. Moscow believes these systems may provide useful options for 
escalation advantage. Finally, despite Moscow’s frequent criticism of U.S. missile defense, Russia 
is also modernizing its long-standing nuclear-armed ballistic missile defense system and designing 
a new ballistic missile defense interceptor. 

… Russia is not the Soviet Union and the Cold War is long over. However, despite our best efforts 
to sustain a positive relationship, Russia now perceives the United States and NATO as its principal 
opponent and impediment to realizing its destabilizing geopolitical goals in Eurasia. 15  

Russia has significantly increased the capabilities of its non-nuclear forces to project power into 
regions adjacent to Russia and, as previously discussed, has violated multiple treaty obligations and 
other important commitments. Most concerning are Russia’s national security policies, strategy, and 
doctrine that include an emphasis on the threat of limited nuclear escalation, and its continuing 
development and fielding of increasingly diverse and expanding nuclear capabilities. Moscow 
threatens and exercises limited nuclear first use, suggesting a mistaken expectation that coercive 
nuclear threats or limited first use could paralyze the United States and NATO and thereby end a 
conflict on terms favorable to Russia. Some in the United States refer to this as Russia’s “escalate 
to de-escalate” doctrine. “De-escalation” in this sense follows from Moscow’s mistaken assumption 
of Western capitulation on terms favorable to Moscow.  

Effective U.S. deterrence of Russian nuclear attack and non-nuclear strategic attack now requires 
ensuring that the Russian leadership does not miscalculate regarding the consequences of limited 
nuclear first use, either regionally or against the United States itself. Russia must instead understand 
that nuclear first-use, however limited, will fail to achieve its objectives, fundamentally alter the 
nature of a conflict, and trigger incalculable and intolerable costs for Moscow. Our strategy will 
ensure Russia understands that any use of nuclear weapons, however limited, is unacceptable. 

The U.S. deterrent tailored to Russia, therefore, will be capable of holding at risk, under all 
conditions, what Russia’s leadership most values. It will pose insurmountable difficulties to any 
Russian strategy of aggression against the United States, its allies, or partners and ensure the credible 
prospect of unacceptably dire costs to the Russian leadership if it were to choose aggression.  

This strategy will ensure Russia understands it has no advantages in will, non-nuclear capabilities, 
or nuclear escalation options that enable it to anticipate a possible benefit from non-nuclear 
aggression or limited nuclear escalation. Correcting any Russian misperceptions along these lines is 
important to maintaining deterrence in Europe and strategic stability. 

Correspondingly, at the 2016 NATO Summit, the Alliance emphasized that, “no one should doubt 
NATO’s resolve if the security of any of its members were to be threatened. NATO will maintain 
the full range of capabilities necessary to deter and defend against any threat to the safety and 
security of our populations, wherever it should arise.”  
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To correct any Russian misperceptions of advantage and credibly deter Russian nuclear or non-
nuclear strategic attacks—which could now include attacks against U.S. NC3—the President must 
have a range of limited and graduated options, including a variety of delivery systems and explosive 
yields. These requirements put a premium on the survivability, flexibility and readiness of Western 
nuclear and non-nuclear capabilities to hold diverse types of Russian targets at risk throughout a 
crisis or conflict, and point to the continuing great value of the flexibility inherent in the combination 
of the U.S. nuclear triad, U.S. and other NATO non-strategic nuclear forces deployed in Europe, 
and the nuclear forces of our British and French allies.  

Russia’s New Strategic Nuclear Strike Systems 
Putin did not address any of these issues in suddenly introducing a range of dramatic new 
strategic nuclear strike systems into his speech, along with a series of remarkably shallow 
short videos. It is also important to note that he focused almost exclusively on “gee whiz” 
technologies—the “toy factor” —in such systems and their impact on missile and air 
defenses without regard to their impact on the strategic balance and global stability. 
He also largely ignored many of the ongoing actual modernization programs that were 
actually reshaping Russia’s strategic forces. Many of the details of such programs remain 
classified, but the IISS Military Balance for 2018 provides an excellent summary of what 
is known from open sources in a section entitled “Russia: strategic-force modernization.”16  
Limited excerpts from this IISS analysis cannot do it justice, but even providing such 
excerpts as “bullets” that only cover major ongoing Russian efforts describe a wide range 
of developments in Russian strategy and forces that Putin did not choose to address in his 
speech and which compare far more directly to the more limited changes called for the in 
U.S. Nuclear Posture Review: 

• Russia’s military doctrine, last updated in 2014, states that the country reserves the right to use its nuclear 
capability in response to the use of nuclear weapons – or other weapons of mass destruction – against Russia 
or its allies, and in circumstances where aggression with conventional weapons would put at risk the very 
existence of the state. While this language indicates that the range of conditions for the use of Russia’s nuclear 
weapons is relatively constrained, it is nuanced enough to allow Moscow to suggest that it can resort to nuclear 
weapons in a number of scenarios. 

• While the Russian political and military leadership clearly understands the catastrophic consequences of a 
large-scale nuclear exchange, Moscow appears to be maintaining a degree of ambiguity about its intentions 
and capabilities that make it very difficult to completely rule out the possibility of a limited use of nuclear 
weapons in some eventualities. Indeed, in its military exercises, Russia has practiced scenarios that involve the 
use of such weapons. 

• During the financially lean years of the 1990s, Russia focused on maintaining the core components of its 
strategic arsenal, preserving key defense-industrial enterprises, and consolidating development and production 
in Russia…As more funds became available in the 2000s, the modernization effort was intensified and 
subsequently expanded to include a number of new programs. To a large extent, this expansion was driven by 
the defense industry, although the factors that helped justify the modernization effort included the need to 
maintain numerical parity with the United States and to counter US missile defense developments. 

• …key enterprises involved in the development and production of Russia’s strategic systems include the 
Moscow Institute of Thermal Technology, which leads the development of land and sea-based solid-propellant 
ballistic missiles (RS-12M2 Topol-M (SS-27 mod 1), RS-24 Yars (SS-27 mod 2) and Bulava), and the Votkinsk 
Machine Building Plant, which produces the missiles. 

• The Makeyev State Rocket Center is the lead developer of liquid-fuel missiles, including modifications of the 
R-29RM Sineva (SS-N-23 Skiff) submarine launched ballistic missile (SLBM) and the new silo based Sarmat. 

• The Tupolev Design Bureau is the main contractor for work on the current range of strategic bombers. Upgrades 
to old bombers are carried out at several plants, but it is planned that new aircraft production will be 
concentrated at the Gorbunov Aviation Plant in Kazan. 



 19 

• …the Bulava missile program encountered some difficulties at the development and serial-production stages; 
development of the Sarmat missile is now several years behind schedule; and the industry still has to 
demonstrate that it can resume the production of strategic bombers. 

• Russia is carrying out an active ICBM modernization program, which has accelerated in recent years. The 
missile system at the center of this modernization is the single-warhead Topol-M (SS-27 mod 1), which was 
deployed in 1997–2009…When START expired in 2009, Russia switched to deployment of the RS-24 Yars 
(SS-27 mod 2), which is a version of the Topol-M (probably somewhat upgraded) that uses multiple 
independently-targetable re-entry vehicles (MIRVs). Both of these missiles are deployed in silos as well as on 
road-mobile launchers. As of early 2017, Russia was estimated to have 78 single-warhead Topol-M missiles 
and 96 multiple-warhead Yars ICBMs. 

• The relatively new Topol-M and Yars missiles carry about half of all the ICBM warheads in Russia’s inventory. 
The other half are deployed with the older ICBMs that were introduced in the early 1980s. One of these missiles, 
the UR-100NUTTH (SS-19 mod 3), is in the process of being withdrawn from active service. 

• The other, the heavy R-36M2 (SS-18 Satan mod 5), is currently deployed with two missile divisions. With each 
missile carrying ten warheads, 46 ICBMs of this type account for 460 deployed warheads. These missiles are 
expected to stay in service until about 2020. After that they will be replaced by Sarmat, a new silo-based liquid-
fuel ICBM that is currently under development. 

• Russia has considered reviving the idea of building a rail-mobile ICBM. (The IISS reports that, "Even though 
the project, known as Barguzin, was not included in the earlier State Armament Program, development is under 
way and the first missile ejection test took place in November 2016." Other experts believe Russia has since 
ended this effort.) 

• Another missile under development, known as the RS-26 Rubezh, is nominally considered an ICBM, since it 
demonstrated a range of more than 5,500km in one of its flight tests. Rubezh, however, is believed to be an 
intermediate-range missile that is based on the first two stages of Yars. Russia completed flight tests of the 
missile in 2014 and initially planned to begin deployment in 2015 to missile units near Irkutsk and at 
Edrovo/Vypolzovo. However, the deployment was postponed and is not expected to begin until at least mid-
2018. 

• In 2014 the Russian Navy received the third Project 955 Borey-class ballistic-missile submarine. This delivery 
was part of Moscow’s strategic fleet modernization program, which calls for the construction of eight 
submarines of this class. The fourth submarine, which is expected to join the fleet in 2019 – and subsequent 
boats that are currently at various stages of construction – appears to be an upgraded design, called Project 
955A Borey-A. Each submarine carries 16 Bulava solid-propellant SLBMs, with up to six warheads on each 
missile. This construction program is now expected to be completed in 2021. 

• It seems likely that Delta-III submarines will be withdrawn from service when they are replaced by the new 
Project 955 Borey, although Delta-IV-class boats will probably remain in service for some time after 
2025…Most likely, Russia will continue the Project 955 line along with the development of a new submarine 
with a solid-propellant missile. Given Bulava’s patchy test record, it is possible that the missile will be new as 
well. 

• To equip submarines of the Delta-IV class, Russia has relaunched a production line for R-29RMU2 Sineva 
(SS-N-23) SLBMs and developed an upgraded version of that missile, known as the R-29RMU2.1Layner. This 
latter missile, accepted for service in 2014, is said to be capable of carrying up to ten warheads, although it is 
perhaps deployed with only four, like Sineva… no decision about the direction of the SLBM program is 
understood to have been taken at the time of writing. 

• The recent overhaul and modernization of the Tu-160 (heavy bomber) fleet has given these aircraft the 
capability to use conventional weapons as well. Both aircraft can carry the Kh-555 ALCM, which is a 
conventional version of the Kh-55. They can also carry the new conventional Kh-101 ALCM, and its nuclear 
version, which is known as Kh-102. The capability of the Tu-160 and Tu-95MS to use conventional ALCMs 
(Kh-555 as well as Kh-101) was first demonstrated in 2015, when these aircraft were used to attack targets in 
Syria. 

• Modernization plans for Russia’s strategic aviation currently include two main projects: the development of a 
new long-range bomber, known as PAK-DA, and revived production of the Tu-160; these newly produced 
versions are designated Tu-160M2. PAK-DA, meanwhile, is reported to be a subsonic flying-wing aircraft, 
although there is only scant information on the project.  

• In order to allow its bombers to conduct stand-off operations, Russia is reportedly working on a new ALCM, 
known as Kh-BD, with a range that will be considerably greater than that reported for the Kh-101/-102. PAK-
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DA may conduct its first flight in the 2020s. Once in service, it will replace the old Tu-95MS bombers, although 
the air force has not yet indicated how many new bombers it would like to procure.  

• The first Tu-160M2 is also expected to be ready in 2019, with serial production starting in 2021, and the air 
force is considering an order of up to 50 of the aircraft. 

• It is estimated that Russia’s current active arsenal includes about 2,000 nuclear warheads assigned to non-
strategic delivery systems. 

• The development and deployment of new nuclear-capable delivery systems is clearly under way, although most 
of the new systems are designed to be dual-capable. One major project in this area is the development of the 
Iskander-M system, which includes a short-range ballistic missile and a short-range cruise missile. The system 
is widely believed to be nuclear-capable and has apparently been used in some exercises to simulate nuclear 
strikes. Russia will soon complete the deployment of Iskander-M in all 12 army and navy missile brigades, 
where they are replacing older Tochka-U missiles. 

• Another important program is the development of a family of long-range cruise missiles that can be deployed 
on submarines, surface ships and potentially on land-based launchers. This family includes the long-range 
missile known as the 3M14, a land-attack cruise missile (LACM) that is part of the Kalibr weapon system. 
Starting in 2015, Russia repeatedly demonstrated the capability of this missile in attacks against targets in 
Syria…Russia has announced a plan to deploy Kalibr missiles on a range of surface ships and submarines. The 
first multipurpose submarine of the Project 885 Yasen class, Severodvinsk, has demonstrated the capability to 
launch…Older types of submarine are being modified to carry these missiles in their torpedo compartments; 
Yasen, in contrast, is believed to have a mix of vertical launch tubes and missile-capable torpedo tubes. 

Accordingly, Putin’s discussion of the much smaller number of new Russian systems that 
he actually chose to highlight in his speech—several of which he hints are still largely 
conceptual, in early development, or could remain conventionally armed— is far more an 
exercise in reasserting Russian power and serving Russian nationalism than an effort to 
justify Russia’s new systems in any serious way, or to show how it is reshaping the nuclear 
balance.  
Putin’s emphasis on the “toy factor,” rather than Russia’s real overall nuclear 
modernization program, also allowed him to describe offensive systems as being defensive 
without clearly declaring whether they will all be deployed or giving any details, and leaves 
existing arms control agreements and options largely untouched. He also could suddenly 
introduce a series of largely conceptual video clips for each system, spinning the entire 
visual impact of his speech to focus on the nuclear dimension. 
It is also important to remember that potential or developmental systems have certain major 
political and cost advantages over the painful realities of actual deployments. Their costs 
are negligible. Their impact on the current balance and nuclear stability is minimal. There 
is no need to provide actual deployments and prove real world capability, and it is hard to 
disprove the possibility of any given claim about performance. Moreover, the systems 
involved can be explained and justified in virtually any way that a given country chooses.  

The Russian RS-28 Sarmat ICBM 
The exact status of several of the new systems Putin did mention is problematic. Several, 
however, are very real, and the Sarmat ICBM is such a case. Putin introduced it in his 
speech as follows: 17 

In addition, we have embarked on the development of the next generation of missiles. For example, 
the Defence Ministry and enterprises of the missile and aerospace industry are in the active phase 
of testing a new missile system with a heavy intercontinental missile. We called it Sarmat. Sarmat 
will replace the Voevoda system made in the USSR. Its immense power was universally recognized. 
Our foreign colleagues even gave it a fairly threatening name. 
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That said, the capabilities of the Sarmat missile are much higher. Weighing over 200 tons, it has 
a short boost phase, which makes it more difficult to intercept for missile defense systems. 
The range of the new heavy missile, the number and power of its combat blocs is bigger than 
Voevoda’s. Sarmat will be equipped with a broad range of powerful nuclear warheads, including 
hypersonic, and the most modern means of evading missile defense. The high degree of protection 
of missile launchers and significant energy capabilities the system offers will make it possible to use 
it in any conditions. 

Could you please show the video. (Video plays.) 

Voevoda’s range is 11,000 km while Sarmat has practically no range restrictions. As the video clips 
show, it can attack targets both via the North and South poles. Sarmat is a formidable missile and, 
owing to its characteristics, is untroubled by even the most advanced missile defense systems. 

The deployment of such a new ICBM was almost inevitable. The Sarmat has not yet 
deployed but it is reported to be a replacement for the aging Voevoda, or SS-18 ICBM, 
currently the biggest Russian ICBM. It is reported to be a system larger than 200 tons, and 
has the range payload to deliver a comparatively large number of MIRV’d warheads and 
decoys.  
Some sources credit it with counterforce accuracy, and with the ability to deliver 10 
independently targeted (MIRV’d) heavy warheads, 15 lighter ones, or up to 24 hypersonic 
glide vehicles similar to the Avangard described later, and/or a mix of warheads, decoys, 
and penetration aids. These estimates seem high but there are no reliable data. 
The IISS analysis mentioned earlier provides the following assessment, as well as indicates 
that Sarmat may be the launch platform for the Glide wing system Putin also mentioned:18 

Sarmat…is not necessarily an adequate replacement for its heavy predecessor, as its characteristics are closer 
to those of the UR-100NUTTH (SS-19); this stems, analysts maintain, from the fact that the R 36M2 was built 
in Ukraine and that as a consequence Sarmat is, in effect, the heaviest missile that Russia can currently produce. 
With a launch weight of about half that of the R-36M2, Sarmat is likely to have smaller throw-weight and 
might carry fewer than ten warheads. 

… Russia appears to believe that Sarmat is essential for countering US missile defenses. Its calculation is that 
even if only a small number of these missiles can survive an attack, they could provide an adequate retaliatory 
response. The hypersonic vehicle also appears to have the penetration of missile defenses as its primary mission 

Such a new Russian ICBM is virtually mandated by the age of Russia's existing ICBM 
systems and need to modernize them—just as the U.S. faces the need to modernize its side 
of the triad of sea-based, land-based, and airborne systems.  
Russia's new ICBM will almost certainly have improved penetration aids. The incremental 
cost is negligible, and reduces boost phase vulnerability. This would help counter any 
deployment of any high-energy laser missile defense or other boost phase defenses, 
although the U.S. has not moved forward with such systems because of geography and 
Russian air defenses. At the same time, implying that existing missile defense technology 
provides no potential defense capability is an obvious exaggeration. 

The (Nuclear Powered?) Hypersonic Cruise Missile 
Other systems are more problematic. Senior U.S. officers have publicly announced, 
however, that Russia does have cruise missiles with significantly longer ranges than those 
of U.S. cruise missiles, and have tested hypersonic cruise missiles that may have had ramjet 
or scramjet engines. Putin, however, now claimed the possible development of a long-range 
cruise missile with a nuclear-powered engine and indefinite cruise range and endurance—
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although some experts believe Russia has only tested such missiles with electric engines to 
date.19 

Russia’s advanced arms are based on the cutting-edge, unique achievements of our scientists, 
designers and engineers. One of them is a small-scale heavy-duty nuclear energy unit that can be 
installed in a missile like our latest X-101 air-launched missile or the American Tomahawk 
missile – a similar type but with a range dozens of times longer, dozens, basically an unlimited 
range. It is a low-flying stealth missile carrying a nuclear warhead, with almost an unlimited range, 
unpredictable trajectory and ability to bypass interception boundaries. It is invincible against all 
existing and prospective missile defense and counter-air defense systems. I will repeat this several 
times today. 

In late 2017, Russia successfully launched its latest nuclear-powered missile at the Central training 
ground. During its flight, the nuclear-powered engine reached its design capacity and provided 
the necessary propulsion. Now that the missile launch and ground tests were successful, we can 
begin developing a completely new type of weapon, a strategic nuclear weapons system with 
a nuclear-powered missile. 

Roll the video, please. (Video plays.) 

You can see how the missile bypasses interceptors. As the range is unlimited, the missile can 
maneuver for as long as necessary. As you no doubt understand, no other country has developed 
anything like this. There will be something similar one day but by that time our guys will have come 
up with something even better. 

Such systems are certainly possible with existing technology. The U.S. examined such 
options as part of Project Pluto during the Cold War, and the option of adding nuclear-
power system to a cruise missile, creating a device called SLAM, or Supersonic Low-
Altitude Missile. It experimented with ramjet engines and at least considered a nuclear 
powered scramjet option. 
It is far from clear how far Russia has really gotten in producing the components for a fully 
operational system for a nuclear powered cruise missile. A nuclear armed cruise missile 
with almost indefinite endurance and low-altitude flight capability would give Russia the 
capability to bypass U.S. and NATO's limited and developmental ballistic missile defenses, 
and U.S. and NATO's limited deployments of low-altitude air defenses now have virtually 
negligible capability to intercept such systems. It would be a countermeasure to a non-
existent missile defense threat. 
At the same time, any long-endurance low flier with a highly radioactive nuclear engine is 
an inherently high risk and extremely demanding design, and there are reports that one test 
has already crashed. Such a system is far costlier to introduce in a truly reliable form than 
a more modern ICBM. Calling any nuclear weapon an intimidating toy is a step too far, 
but saying it is relevant to the nuclear balance and more than a showpiece effort to highlight 
Russia's nuclear capabilities is equally unrealistic. 

Unmanned, High Speed Submersible Vehicle (Status 6 or Kanyon 
Nuclear Torpedo) 

The third system Putin mentioned is a nuclear-powered, nuclear-armed submersible. Some 
aspects of its design still seem to be problematic in terms of its real-world capabilities and 
prospects for deployment as the nuclear-engine cruise missile—although, like the nuclear 
engine—it is known to be a serious development effort and one mentioned in the U.S. 
Nuclear Posture Review issued in February 2018.  
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Putin described this system as follows: 20  
Now, we all know that the design and development of unmanned weapon systems is another 
common trend in the world. As concerns Russia, we have developed unmanned submersible 
vehicles that can move at great depths (I would say extreme depths) intercontinentally, at a speed 
multiple times higher than the speed of submarines, cutting-edge torpedoes and all kinds of surface 
vessels, including some of the fastest. It is really fantastic. They are quiet, highly maneuverable 
and have hardly any vulnerabilities for the enemy to exploit. There is simply nothing in the world 
capable of withstanding them. 

Unmanned underwater vehicles can carry either conventional or nuclear warheads, which enables 
them to engage various targets, including aircraft groups, coastal fortifications and infrastructure. 

In December 2017, an innovative nuclear power unit for this unmanned underwater vehicle 
completed a test cycle that lasted many years. The nuclear power unit is unique for its small size 
while offering an amazing power-weight ratio. It is a hundred times smaller than the units that power 
modern submarines, but is still more powerful and can switch into combat mode, that is to say, reach 
maximum capacity, 200 times faster. 

The tests that were conducted enabled us to begin developing a new type of strategic weapon that 
would carry massive nuclear ordnance. 

Please play the video. (Video plays.) 

By the way, we have yet to choose names for these two new strategic weapons, the global-range 
cruise missile and the unmanned underwater vehicle. We are waiting for suggestions from 
the Defence Ministry 

The U.S. Nuclear Posture Review issued this January confirmed the existence of such a 
system as “a new intercontinental, nuclear-armed, nuclear-powered, undersea autonomous 
torpedo.” Some press descriptions of this system also claim it could have a 100-megaton 
warhead, and be used to attack coastal facilities and U.S. carriers and carrier task forces. 
The deployment of a such a long-range underwater nuclear "torpedo"—which is variously 
being called a high-speed underwater drone or autonomous underwater vehicle (AUV)—
could marginally increase the threat to coastal cities, sea/airbases, and carrier task forces.  
The problem with such a system, however, is that the use of a 100-megaton weapons or 
any much lower yield thermonuclear weapon or boosted weapon in a nuclear attack on any 
given U.S. base or city would probably trigger an all-out nuclear exchange—effectively 
killing Russia. A 100-megaton (or other multi-megaton/high yield) nuclear attack on a 
carrier task force would escalate theater nuclear war to levels that would both inflict major 
damage on Russia and create a massive risk of escalating to an all out nuclear exchange.  
Once again, such a system serves no clear practical purpose if the goal is to defeat a non-
existent missile defense threat to a major Russian strategic nuclear attack. It would 
potentially be more meaningful in bypassing the AEGIS missile defenses on U.S. ships, 
but again such a Russian nuclear attack would trigger massive escalation and phase use of 
a nuclear high altitude burst to counter fleet electronic sensors and missile defenses, 
followed by a nuclear-armed ballistic missile attack on the fleet, would probably be equally 
successful. 
One possible exception would be attacks on coastal targets with very sharp drop-offs into 
deep ocean waters. Back at the peak of the Cold War, some experts talked about using 
gigaton strikes to create massive waves to attack coastal cities. This did not seem to be a 

https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/5700899/vladimir-putin-competition-name-russia-underwater-drone/
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particularly advantageous option then and it does not seem particularly advantageous or 
practical in a cruise missile now. 

Hypersonic Air Attack System 
Putin broadly described a fourth system in ways that made it seem operational: 21 

Countries with high research potential and advanced technology are known to be actively 
developing so-called hypersonic weapons. The speed of sound is usually measured in Mach 
numbers in honor of Austrian scientist Ernst Mach who is known for his research in this field. One 
Mach is equal to 1,062 kilometers per hour at an altitude of 11 kilometers. The speed of sound is 
Mach 1, speeds between Mach 1 and Mach 5 is called supersonic, and hypersonic is above Mach 5. 
Of course, this kind of weapon provides substantial advantages in an armed conflict. Military 
experts believe that it would be extremely powerful, and that its speed makes it invulnerable 
to current missile and air defense systems, since interceptor missiles are, simply put, not fast enough. 
In this regard, it is quite understandable why the leading armies of the world seek to possess such 
an ideal weapon. 

Friends, Russia already has such a weapon…The most important stage in the development 
of modern weapons systems was the creation of a high-precision hypersonic aircraft missile system; 
as you already know for sure, it is the only one of its kind in the world. Its tests have been 
successfully completed, and, moreover, on December 1 of last year, these systems began their trial 
service at the airfields of the Southern Military District. 

The unique flight characteristics of the high-speed carrier aircraft allow the missile to be delivered 
to the point of discharge within minutes. The missile flying at a hypersonic speed, 10 times faster 
than the speed of sound, can also maneuver at all phases of its flight trajectory, which also allows it 
to overcome all existing and, I think, prospective anti-aircraft and anti-missile defense systems, 
delivering nuclear and conventional warheads in a range of over 2,000 kilometers. We called this 
system Kinzhal (Dagger). 

Video, please. (Video plays.) 

Gliding Wing Delivery System: Project 4202 or Yu-71 
Finally, Putin described a fifth system as being operational, but in terms that made it almost 
impossible to appraise: 22 

A real technological breakthrough is the development of a strategic missile system with 
fundamentally new combat equipment – a gliding wing unit, which has also been successfully 
tested. 

I will say once again what we have repeatedly told our American and European partners who are 
NATO members: we will make the necessary efforts to neutralize the threats posed 
by the deployment of the US global missile defense system. We mentioned this during talks, 
and even said it publicly. Back in 2004, after the exercises of the strategic nuclear forces when 
the system was tested for the first time, I said the following at a meeting with the press (It is 
embarrassing to quote myself, but it is the right thing to say here): 

So, I said: “As other countries increase the number and quality of their arms and military potential, 
Russia will also need to ensure it has new generation weapons and technology. 

In this respect, I am pleased to inform you that successfully completed experiments during these 
exercises enable us to confirm that in the near future, the Russian Armed Forces, the Strategic 
Missile Forces, will receive new hypersonic-speed, high-precision new weapons systems that can 
hit targets at inter-continental distance and can adjust their altitude and course as they travel. This 
is a very significant statement because no country in the world as of now has such arms in their 
military arsenal.” 

Of course, every word has a meaning because we are talking about the possibility of bypassing 
interception boundaries. Why did we do all this? Why did we talk about it? As you can see, we made 
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no secret of our plans and spoke openly about them, primarily to encourage our partners to hold 
talks. Let me repeat, this was in 2004. It is actually surprising that despite all the problems with 
the economy, finances and the defense industry, Russia has remained a major nuclear power. No, 
nobody really wanted to talk to us about the core of the problem, and nobody wanted to listen to us. 
So listen now. 

Unlike existing types of combat equipment, this system is capable of intercontinental flight 
at supersonic speeds in excess of Mach 20. As I said in 2004, in moving to its target, the missile’s 
gliding cruise bloc engages in intensive maneuvering – both lateral (by several thousand km) 
and vertical. This is what makes it absolutely invulnerable to any air or missile defense system. 
The use of new composite materials has made it possible to enable the gliding cruise bloc to make 
a long-distance guided flight practically in conditions of plasma formation. It flies to its target like 
a meteorite, like a ball of fire. The temperature on its surface reaches 1,600–2,000 degrees Celsius 
but the cruise bloc is reliably guided. 

Play the video, please. (Video plays).  

For obvious reasons we cannot show the outer appearance of this system here. This is still very 
important. I hope everyone understands this. But let me assure you that we have all this and it is 
working well. Moreover, Russian industrial enterprises have embarked on the development 
of another new type of strategic weapon. We called it the Avangard. 

Once again, there is no way to determine exactly how much progress that Russia has made 
towards a fully deployable system. As an article by William J. Broad and Ainara 
Tiefenthaler in the March 2, 2018 edition of the New York Times notes, however, such a 
warhead could glide to earth at something like 230 times the speed of sound: “All the big 
powers—Russia, China, and the United States—are racing to develop this kind of superfast 
maneuverable warhead. It can fly into space on a regular rocket and then navigate 
autonomously in the atmosphere. That way, it can evade antimissile defenses, as well as 
shorten or eliminate enemy warning time.”23 
The IISS estimates that the Sarmat missile booster, “appears to be the launcher of choice 
for Russia’s developmental hypersonic glide vehicle (HGV), which is often referred to as 
Project 4202 or Yu-71. The Yu-71 vehicle is currently undergoing flight tests, which may 
lead to an initial deployment in the 2020s. The boost-glide HGV will not necessarily be 
nuclear-armed.”24 
A Rand study issued in 2017 notes the potential importance of such systems in being able 
to close so quickly on a target that detection would be highly difficult and missile defenses 
could not react in time:25 

Hypersonic missiles — specifically hypersonic glide vehicles and hypersonic cruise missiles — are 
a new class of threat because they are capable both of maneuvering and of flying faster than 5,000 
kilometers per hour. These features enable such missiles to penetrate most missile defenses and to 
further compress the timelines for a response by a nation under attack. 

Hypersonic missiles are being developed by the United States, Russia, and China. Their proliferation 
beyond these three could result in other powers setting their strategic forces on hair-trigger states of 
readiness. And such proliferation could enable other powers to more credibly threaten attacks on 
major powers. 

The diffusion of hypersonic technology is under way in Europe, Japan, Australia, and India — with 
other nations beginning to explore such technology. Proliferation could cross multiple borders if 
hypersonic technology is offered on world markets. 
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Hints at Advances in Russia’s Missile Defense Technology and Claims to 
post-Soviet Progress 
Finally, Putin seems to have mentioned a sixth strategic system he did not describe in any 
way, reported undefined advances in laser weapons—possibly affecting missile defense—
and claimed that all of the advances he had described were post-Soviet in origin: 26 

For obvious reasons we cannot show the outer appearance of this system here. This is still very 
important. I hope everyone understands this. But let me assure you that we have all this and it is 
working well. Moreover, Russian industrial enterprises have embarked on the development 
of another new type of strategic weapon. We called it the Avangard. 

We are well aware that a number of other countries are developing advanced weapons with new 
physical properties. We have every reason to believe that we are one step ahead there as well – 
at any rate, in the most essential areas. 

We have achieved significant progress in laser weapons. It is not just a concept or a plan any more. 
It is not even in the early production stages. Since last year, our troops have been armed with laser 
weapons. 

I do not want to reveal more details. It is not the time yet. But experts will understand that with such 
weaponry, Russia’s defense capacity has multiplied. 

Here is another short video.(Video plays.) 

Those interested in military equipment are welcome to suggest a name for this new weaponry, this 
cutting-edge system. 

Of course, we will be refining this state-of-the-art technology. Obviously, there is far more 
in development than I have mentioned today. But this is enough for now. I want to specifically 
emphasize that the newly developed strategic arms – in fact, new types of strategic weapons – are 
not the result of something left over from the Soviet Union. Of course, we relied on some ideas from 
our ingenious predecessors. But everything I have described today is the result of the last several 
years, the product of dozens of research organizations, design bureaus and institutes.  

It is not clear whether Avangard is the launch vehicle for the hypersonic glider described 
earlier, but Tass reported on March 3, 2018 that, “Avangard [systems] have entered series 
production and implied that a it would deliver a hypersonic glider. The March 3 edition of 
Miltary and Defense also reported that, “Russia’s Strategic Missile Force Commander 
Sergei Karakayev said that the testing of advanced Avangard strategic missile complexes 
with glide vehicles had been completed. ‘Creating the strategic missile system Avangard, 
equipped with a glide vehicle, has become a no less efficient response to the deployment 
of the American anti-missile defenses. Its testing has been successfully completed’”27 

Real Russian Warfighting Tools or Political "Toys"? 
Anything that has a nuclear warhead has to be taken seriously, but Putin's announcements 
in his March 1, 2018 Presidential Address never address the real issues in the nuclear 
balance or nuclear arms control, and seem far more focused on publicity and “toy factors” 
than military capability. In any case, what really counts is that, in spite of Putin's spin and 
rhetoric, so far, there does not seem to be any reason to assume that any of the new Russian 
systems that he discussed systems will significantly alter the nuclear balance, U.S. and 
Russian strategic nuclear warfighting capability, or the existential threat that both countries 
nuclear forces pose to the other.  
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Moreover, while Putin may imply that they are necessary to defeat U.S. and potential 
NATO missile defenses, today’s strategic and theater defense systems also do not pose a 
destabilizing threat to major nuclear powers like Russia, China, and the U.S. They remain 
highly developmental, and currently planned and funded programs are so limited in 
numbers that they have no meaningful capability to limit a Russian attack. 
The number of existing and planned U.S. and Russian strategic systems vastly exceed the 
most optimistic assessment of what current and planned missile defenses can do. 
Meaningful changes to the existential threat that both sides can pose to the other, and 
fundamental shifts in the balance of terror, would require fundamentally changes to both 
the current START limits and the modernization and improvement programs now 
underway. They would require far more than a shopping list of interesting technological 
claims and half-defined development programs. 

Nuclear Cover for Other Forms of Weakness 
Putin certainly understands this. Few modern leaders are so grimly committed to seeking 
power in realistic ways. However, he also faces the challenge of asserting Russia's status 
and power, and finding the best ways to exploit Russian nationalism and American and 
European sensitivities. He cannot do this by claiming Russia is a successful economy or a 
peer competitor. 
Today's Russia is not the Soviet Union in more ways than its political goals and military 
strength. Russia is a fragile petroeconomy operating at a time of comparatively low 
petroleum export revenues, and has thus made only slow progress in economic 
development and modernization. The CIA World Factbook credits Russia with a GDP of 
$1.469 trillion at the official exchange rate, and $4 trillion measured in the much more 
uncertain purchasing power parity terms. 
In contrast, the CIA World Factbook estimates the U.S. GDP is now $19.36 trillion in both 
official exchange rate and purchasing power parity terms—over thirteen times larger. 
China has clearly emerged as the second leading economy—$11.94 trillion in official 
exchange rate and $23.12 trillion in purchasing power parity terms—eight times larger than 
Russia in the official exchange rate measure, which is the most realistic indication of real 
economic power. 
Put differently, the International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) estimates that Russia 
now spends some $61.2 billion a year on military forces. The U.S. spends $601.8 billion—
nearly ten times as much. China spends a minimum of $150.5 billion—2.5 times Russia—
and China's personnel costs are far lower. Saudi Arabia spends more than Russia at $76.7 
billion, and for all their failures to use their money effectively and fund fully adequate force 
levels, Britain spends $50.7 billion, France spends $48.6 billion, Germany $41.7 billion, 
and Italy spends $22.9 billion. These four larger NATO states alone spend a total of $163.9 
billion—2.7 times as much as Russia. 
Putin has shown he will compensate in two ways. First, he can focus on the fault lines in 
the U.S. and NATO positions—playing a spoiler or exploitative role in Syria, Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and other areas, and leverage limited intervention against U.S. strategic 
mistakes—as well as exploiting the weaknesses of political and military capabilities in 
Russia's near abroad: The Ukraine, Poland, Lithuania, etc. 
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Second, he can seek to keep attention focused on the “toy factor” aspects of Russia's 
nuclear forces—the one area where Russia really does remain a superpower. The danger, 
of course, is obvious. Living with the most toys is one thing. Dying with them because of 
miscalculation, unplanned escalation, or accidents is quite another. No matter how well 
calculated, any approach to nuclear weapons that treats them as political toys must still be 
extraordinarily dangerous. 
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