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This roundtable examines sources of change in the rapidly evolving global
nuclear order. Quantitative expansion combines with qualitative doctrinal
changes to challenge traditional deterrence frameworks. Emerging
security arrangements such as AUKUS, the Washington Declaration, and
expanded NATO-Indo-Pacific ties illustrate evolving alliance strategies,
while adversarial cooperation among Russia, China, and North Korea
heightens risks of coordinated nuclear coercion. Across democratic and
authoritarian systems alike, domestic politics increasingly influence
nuclear decision-making, shaping perceptions of credibility, creating
proliferation pressures, and dampening arms control prospects. Essays
in this collection analyze six regional loci—Europe, Latin America, the
Middle East, South Asia, China, and the Korean Peninsula—highlighting
two themes: the centrality of domestic political drivers and the cascading
effects of nuclear dynamics across interconnected states and regions.
Together, this analysis offers a two-level framework for understanding
and addressing the complex challenges confronting today's nuclear order.

he past decade has witnessed a rapid and

complex transformation in the global nu-

clear security landscape, driven by both
quantitative and qualitative changes in

nuclear capabilities, doctrines, and strategic alliances.
The expansion of nuclear arsenals, shifts in deter-
rence strategies, and the increasing entanglement
of domestic politics with nuclear decision-making
have collectively reshaped the foundations of the
nuclear order. China’s significant nuclear buildup
and North Korea’s continued advancement in missile
and warhead technology exemplify the quantita-
tive expansion of nuclear capabilities. Meanwhile,
evolving doctrines—such as India’s and Pakistan’s
shifting nuclear postures and Russia’s persistent
nuclear threats in the context of the Ukraine con-
flict—illustrate qualitative changes that challenge
long-standing assumptions about strategic stability.
Traditional extended deterrence dynamics are be-
ing redefined. The Trump administration’s antipathy
toward alliance commitments, coupled with a broader
shift in US global engagement, have raised concerns
about the credibility of American security guarantees
across the world. While these developments have the
potential to unravel long-standing ties, several nascent
relationships centered on deterrence are emerging to
face the next nuclear challenges. The AUKUS pact, ini-
tially involving Australia, the United Kingdom, and the

United States, and now incorporating France, signals
an evolving security framework in the Indo-Pacific.
Similarly, the Washington Declaration between the
United States and South Korea and the formation
of a US-Japan-South Korea Trilateral Secretariat re-
flect growing efforts to reinforce deterrence against
North Korea, while NATOQ’s increased coordination
with Indo-Pacific partners suggests an expanding
strategic footprint and common recognition of China
as a threat. The durability and effectiveness of these
arrangements, however, remain uncertain as global
nuclear competition intensifies.

Adversarial nuclear cooperation has also become
a defining feature of this emerging nuclear era. The
strategic alignment of Russia, China, and North Korea—
evidenced by military coordination, arms transfers, and
political signaling—raises concerns about the possibility
of simultaneous regional crises or coordinated nuclear
coercion. Whether through explicit collaboration or
parallel actions, these states’ nuclear strategies increas-
ingly challenge the US-led security architecture.

This evolving multipolar nuclear environment un-
derscores the need for a reassessment of existing
deterrence frameworks and strategies. In this is-
sue of the Texas National Security Review, we offer
a collection of essays that reflects on the ongoing
political and strategic changes in these increasingly
interconnected nuclear environments.
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Beyond broader geopolitical shifts, domestic political
factors are playing an increasingly prominent role in
shaping nuclear policy. In democratic societies, public
opinion and political polarization can both shape the
nuclear future. Divided discourse in the United States
on arms control with Iran or extended deterrence
to Europe show how US credibility can be undercut
by domestic politics. In South Korea, Poland, and
elsewhere, tenacious public support for nuclear pro-
liferation and nuclear sharing have already begun to
raise questions about these countries’ nuclear futures.
Meanwhile, in Sweden and Finland, domestic debates
between nuclear deterrence and disarmament played
a role in these states’ recent accession to NATO.

Authoritarian states also factor domestic drivers
into their nuclear decision-making. In China, the
centralization of power under Xi Jinping has led to a
nuclear policy increasingly shaped by internal political
priorities, raising questions about future arms control
prospects. In Russia, Vladimir Putin’s historical revi-
sionism shows the importance of understanding the
individuals with authority over nuclear arsenals—and
the role of the bureaucracies that stand between them.
Meanwhile, Kim Jong Un has revised North Korea’s
nuclear doctrine to further protect against decapitation
strikes and has officially rejected the idea of Korean
unification. The essays in this collection each probe
and shed light on the domestic determinants of the
ongoing evolution in global nuclear order.

Informed by a conference hosted by the Phelan
United States Centre at the London School of Econom-
ics and Political Science in June 2024, each essay in
this collection examines the evolving nuclear security
environment in one of six central loci: Europe, Latin
America, the Middle East, South Asia, China, and the
Korean Peninsula. The authors’ viewpoints are diverse,
providing an expansive and inclusive look at global
nuclear policy and exploring how different countries
and regions are tackling major new developments in
nuclear security. The result is a geographically expan-
sive but cohesive review of the global nuclear order.

The essays also highlight important implications for
policy. In particular, each essay offers insights into the
complex political dynamics between the United States
and various nuclear stakeholders—be they treaty
allies, partners, or adversaries of the United States.

Collectively, the essays point to two major themes
shaping nuclear policy today. First, domestic politics
remains an understudied, but critical, driver of nucle-
ar policy. For example, Do Young Lee demonstrates
that—despite the initial success of the Washington
Declaration—the South Korean public’s confidence
in the credibility of US extended deterrence has
declined, and attributes this decline to diverging US
and South Korean interpretations of North Korea’s
evolving nuclear strategy. This divergence has gen-
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erated major disagreements between Washington
and Seoul about both the threat environment and
the appropriate strategies to address it.

In their discussion of the Middle East, Nicole Gra-
jewski and Jane Darby Menton similarly point to the
powerful role of Iranian domestic politics. The recent
attacks on Iran’s nuclear program by Israel and the
United States have dramatically heightened Tehran’s
sense of vulnerability, reducing political barriers to
nuclear proliferation that have previously served as
valuable guardrails.

Domestic politics also lie at the heart of China’s
ongoing vertical proliferation, as Nicola Leveringhaus
demonstrates that strategic and internal political
rationales combine to explain Xi Jinping’s nuclear
decision-making. Centralization of decision-making
in foreign and security policy issues has elevated
the status of nuclear weapons and contracted the
domestic community of nuclear strategists while
also diminishing their influence on nuclear deci-
sion-making. This “more CCP-aligned, paranoid,
younger, and strategically less informed Chinese
expert community” may have adverse implications
for arms control.

Domestic politics also affect coordination between
allies and partners in the nuclear realm. Jacklyn
Majnemer evaluates tensions between the United
States and its allies over NATO’s nuclear future,
arguing that effective deterrence requires satisfying
the political concerns of nuclear sharing states. As the
Trump administration’s talk and actions perpetuate
a rift between the United States and its European
allies, squaring US interests with the demands of
European nuclear deterrence is likely to become
more challenging.

A second theme that emerges from these essays is
the way in which the globally interconnected nature
of nuclear politics can lead to cascading effects on
nuclear policy and strategy. Leveringhaus suggests
that expanded security cooperation between Russia
and China in the conventional realm could prompt
a deepening nuclear relationship, better positioning
Beijing to manage its diversifying strategic deterrent.
She further argues that China’s nuclear buildup is
driven by perceived vulnerability to quantitative
improvements in the US arsenal, including ballistic
missile defense and conventional counterforce ca-
pabilities. This situation raises important questions
for policymakers on how their actions could either
slow or accelerate an interactive cycle.

Many of the roundtable contributions point to
second-order effects of US-China competition on the
global nuclear landscape. Debak Das, for example,
argues that US-China competition and the AUKUS
deal have contributed to major new developments in
India’s nuclear posture. In what he calls “a cascade



effect of reactionary vertical proliferation,” US-China
competition fuels a Chinese nuclear buildup that
prompts efforts in India to shore up second-strike
capabilities. This chain of events in turn exacerbates
the India-Pakistan security dilemma, making recur-
ring South Asian military crises more dangerous and
more difficult for US policy to manage. Lee explains
the complex effects of China’s nuclear buildup on
both US and South Korean military policy. While
Washington is increasingly prioritizing deterring
China, Seoul remains wary of pushing away its big-
gest trade partner and fears becoming entrapped in
a US-China conflict. J. Luis Rodriguez argues that
Latin America reacts to competition between the
United States, Russia, and China, noting in particular
that the United States has viewed cooperation on
nuclear energy and space technology between China
and several Latin American countries as a potential
security threat. Finally, Grajewski and Menton dis-
cuss how US-China competition affects the nuclear
energy market—and shapes resulting proliferation
risks—among multiple states in the Middle East,
producing developments that can draw the US into
regional conflicts. These essays emphasize the need
for more scholarly and policy attention to the down-
stream effects of US-China nuclear competition on
second-order dynamics that shape the nuclear en-
vironment in important ways.

Together, these essays identify significant challeng-
es to the contemporary nuclear order. They present a
two-level framework for understanding the domestic
and international drivers of ongoing evolutions in
nuclear security. Restoring balance to the nuclear
order will require efforts on multiple fronts. First,
to maintain strategic cohesion, the United States
and its allies should be attentive not just to interna-
tional considerations, but also to domestic political
questions and perceptions at the heart of nuclear
decision-making. Second, where possible, the United
States may benefit from engaging domestic actors in
adversarial systems to promote shared understand-
ings of the global risks of nuclear proliferation and of
more assertive nuclear postures. Third, these essays
demonstrate that nuclear decisions cannot be made
in bilateral or regional vacuums. Thinking about the
global nuclear order as an interconnected whole and
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mapping out the downstream risks of decisions will
enable policymakers in the US and elsewhere to
better appreciate the cascades and feedback effects
that might undermine their policies in the future. @
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Growing Divergence: North Korea’s

Evolving Nuclear Strategy and the
US-South Korea Alliance

Do Young Lee

In response to North Korea's escalating nuclear and missile threats,
the US and South Korea have taken measures to reinforce extended
deterrence: the Washington Declaration, the Nuclear Consultative Group,
and the enhanced visibility of US strategic assets around the Korean
Peninsula. Despite these steps, South Korea's public confidence in US
extended deterrence commitments has declined. This article argues
that this decline is rooted in growing divergence between US and South
Korean interpretations of North Korea's evolving nuclear strategy and

the appropriate responses to it.

n April 26, 2023, US President Joe Biden

and South Korean President Yoon Suk

Yeol held a summit and adopted the

Washington Declaration.' The declaration
was designed to reassure South Koreans that the US
extended deterrence commitment to South Korea
remains steadfast in the face of North Korea’s growing
nuclear and missile threats. Washington adopted the
declaration in the hope of curbing South Korean sup-
port for nuclear armament and encouraging Seoul to
faithfully comply with the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty. The declaration outlines specific measures,
including the establishment of the Nuclear Consulta-
tive Group (NCG) and the regular deployment of US
strategic assets—such as nuclear-powered ballistic

missile submarines (SSBNs)—to the Korean Peninsu-
la. As part of the implementation of the Washington
Declaration, the USS Kentucky made a historic port
call to South Korea in July 2023, marking the first
visit to South Korea in forty-two years by a US SSBN.>

Despite these measures, public opinion polls con-
ducted by three South Korean research institutions
following the Washington Declaration revealed re-
sults that deviated from US expectations.? In 2024,
South Korean respondents’ support in these polls for
indigenous nuclear weapons stood at 72.8 percent,*
66.0 percent,’ and 70.9 percent,® marking decreases
of 3.8 percent, 5.8 percent, and 4.2 percent, respec-
tively, from 2023. On average, 69.9 percent of South
Koreans favored acquiring nuclear weapons, a 2.1

1 White House, "Washington Declaration," April 26, 2023, https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases

/2023/04/26/washington-declaration-2/.

2 Shin Ji-hye and Ji Da-gyum, "Yoon Touts Solidarity on US Sub," Korea Herald, July 19, 2023, https://www.koreaherald.com/view.php?ud

=20230719000755.

3 Victor D. Cha, "Eyes Wide Open: Strategic Elite Views of South Korea's Nuclear Options," Washington Quarterly 47, no. 2 (2024): 23-40; Tongfi
Kim and Do Young Lee, "Continuity and Changes: The Effects of Russia's War Against Ukraine on Japanese and South Korean Nuclear-Weapons

Discourse," The Nonproliferation Review 30, nos. 4—6 (2023): 265-84.

4 2K} 23 Q7|9 OtE Atz QIAP 743 O 2R AL A1 B 7" ['Release of Results from the Second Gallup Poll on 'Perceptions of North Korean Nuclear
Crisis and Security Situation"], Chey Institute for Advanced Studies, February 6, 2024, https://www.chey.org/Kor/Notice/NoticeView.aspx?seq=236.

5 Sang Sin Lee, Tae-eun Min, Juhwa, Park, Moo Chul Lee, Kwang-il Yoon, Bon-sang Koo, Antonio Fiori, and Marco Milani, KINU & & 9| Al = A}
2024: 23t0| MOiA 2= 7t2 1t ot=0| 2 Q 0] 2 [The KINU Unification Survey 2024: North Korea's Two Hostile States Doctrine and South
Korea's Public Opinion on Nuclear Armament] (Korea Institute for National Unification, 2024), 246-47, https://www.kinu.or.kr/main/module/report

/view.do?idx=128256&category=44&nav_code=mai1674786094.

6 "South Koreans and Their Neighbors 2024," Asan Institute for Policy Studies, Public Opinion Surveys, May 16, 2024,
https://asaninst.org/bbs/board.php?bo_table=s1_6_1_eng&wr_id=23&page=1.
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percent rise from the previous year. Although the
Washington Declaration and the implementation
of follow-up measures have been widely promoted,
support for South Korean nuclear armament has
continued to increase.’

Confidence in the US security guarantee appears
to be related to these shifts in public opinion. One
of the three polls showed that the percentage of
South Koreans who believe Washington would use
nuclear weapons to defend their country, even if
North Korea could strike the US mainland, dropped
from 51.3 percent in 2023 to 39.3 percent in 2024.% In
another time-series poll conducted since 2021, when
respondents were asked to choose between hosting
US troops and possessing their own nuclear weapons
for national defense, more respondents selected the
second option (possessing nuclear weapons) than
the first option (hosting US troops) for the first
time in 2024.° This marked decline in public confi-
dence occurred after the Washington Declaration
was adopted.

What accounts for the recent decline in South Kore-
an confidence in US extended deterrence? Addressing
this question requires careful analysis of significant
shifts in North Korea’s nuclear strategy and doctrine
over the past few years. The increasing distrust from
South Korean respondents stems from a widening
gap between US and South Korean views on North
Korea’s evolving nuclear strategy and appropriate
countermeasures. Pyongyang appears to have recently
made a significant shift in its nuclear strategy, aimed
at countering the conventionally superior South Kore-
an and US combined forces stationed on the Korean
Peninsula.” Consequently, North Korea is currently
assessed to have adopted a more aggressive nuclear
posture on the Korean Peninsula, one that envisions
preemptive nuclear use far more actively than in the
past.” While Washington maintains that its existing
extended deterrence commitment is sufficient, South

Koreans posit that the US has not adapted to these
changes, raising doubts about America’s resolve and
capability to address the evolving North Korean threat.

Evolution in North Korea’s Nuclear
Strategy

Under Vipin Narang’s famous classification of nuclear
strategies (or nuclear postures), a catalytic strategy
seeks to catalyze military or diplomatic intervention—
typically from a third party—when the state’s vital inter-
ests are threatened by an external adversary.” Applying
this typology to North Korea, Narang explained that
Pyongyang initially adopted a catalytic strategy.® That
is, North Korea aimed to employ its nuclear weapons to
prompt intervention from its patron, China, or to induce
Beijing to act as a crisis mediator during conflicts on
the Korean Peninsula. Additionally, Narang predicted
that if China were no longer perceived as a reliable
patron, North Korea—facing the conventionally supe-
rior US-South Korea combined forces—would likely
shift to an asymmetric escalation strategy.* Indeed,
over the past few years, North Korea’s nuclear strategy
appears to have evolved into asymmetric escalation,
incorporating its core characteristics.’

Asymmetric escalation is designed to deter con-
ventional attacks by enabling a state to quickly es-
calate to the first use of nuclear weapons against
the adversary.’* An asymmetric escalation posture
has three key features: (1) the threat of first use of
nuclear weapons; (2) explicit intention to employ
nuclear weapons tactically against an adversary’s
conventional forces and the delivery platforms to
achieve this; and (3) pre-delegation of authority to
military commanders for nuclear weapon use."”

North Korea’s stance on a “no first use” (NFU)
policy has shifted significantly. Previously, Pyongyang
consistently portrayed its nuclear forces as defen-

7 Itis worth noting, however, this support—while initially appearing strong—was in fact "soft." One of the three surveys found that South
Korean respondents' support for an indigenous nuclear armament dropped substantially—by 15.9 to 21 percentage points—when they were
primed to consider various potential costs, such as the abrogation of the US-ROK alliance or international economic sanctions. Lee et al., The KINU

Unification Survey 2024, 248-53.
8 "HI2AL 'S Q7| tE AR QA AY o2 A Bt 3K

9  Leeetal, The KINU Unification Survey 2024.

10 Nicholas D. Anderson and Daryl G. Press, "Lost Seoul? Assessing Pyongyang's Other Deterrent," Texas National Security Review 8, no. 3 (2025): 9-27.

11 Wook-Sik Cheong, “The DPRK's Changed Nuclear Doctrine: Factors and Implications," Journal for Peace and Nuclear Disarmament 6, no. 1 (2023): 136-47.

12 Vipin Narang, Nuclear Strategy in the Modern Era: Regional Powers and International Conflict (Princeton University Press, 2014), 15-17.

13 Narang, Nuclear Strategy in the Modern Era, 305. For a summary of Narang's typology of nuclear strategies, see page 22. See also Vipin
Narang, "Nuclear Strategies of Emerging Nuclear Powers: North Korea and Iran," Washington Quarterly 38, no. 1 (2015): 73-91. For a different
view of North Korea's initial nuclear strategy, see Dong Sun Lee and lordanka Alexandrova, "North Korean Nuclear Strategy: Envisioning Assured
Retaliation," International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 21, no. 3 (2021): 371-400.

14 Narang, Nuclear Strategy in the Modern Era, 305.

15 For an alternative perspective on North Korea's evolving nuclear strategy, see Hyun-Binn Cho and Ariel Petrovics, "North Korea's Strategically
Ambiguous Nuclear Posture," Washington Quarterly 45, no. 2 (2022): 39-58.

16 Narang, Nuclear Strategy in the Modern Era, 19.
17 Narang, Nuclear Strategy in the Modern Era, 19-21.
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sive. For example, the 2013 North Korea nuclear law
describes its nuclear weapons as “just means for
defense” to cope with the US’s increasingly hostile
policy and nuclear threat.”® The nuclear law also
states that the primary role of these weapons is to
deter and repel enemy aggression and attacks on the
state.”” Additionally, it clarifies that Pyongyang would
neither use nor threaten to use nuclear weapons first
against nonnuclear states like South Korea unless
they participate with a hostile nuclear power like the
US in acts of aggression and attack against North
Korea.>® In September 2022, however, North Korea
enacted a new law that significantly pivoted away
from its original NFU-oriented stance. Under the sec-
tion titled “Conditions of Using Nuclear Weapons,”
the new law stipulated five circumstances under
which nuclear weapons could be used: “1) in case
an attack by nuclear weapons or other weapons
of mass destruction was launched or drew near is
judged, 2) in case a nuclear or non-nuclear attack by
hostile forces on the state leadership and the com-
mand organization of the state’s nuclear forces was
launched or drew near is judged, 3) in case a fatal
military attack against important strategic objects
of the state was launched or drew near is judged,
4) in case the need for operation for preventing the
expansion and protraction of a war and taking the in-
itiative in the war in contingency is inevitably raised,
5) in other case an inevitable situation in which it is
compelled to correspond with catastrophic crisis to
the existence of the state and safety of the people
by only nuclear weapons is created.”*

Notably, the law allows North Korea to use nuclear
weapons first if an external attack on the state “drew
near is judged”—that is, is deemed imminent—or dur-

ing wartime to prevent further escalation and secure
victory. The circumstances it describes are so broad
that they could allow Pyongyang to resort to preemptive
nuclear attacks at virtually any time, based on arbitrary
judgments that will not be transparent to external
observers and actors trying to deter North Korea.”
Illustrating the second characteristic of an asym-
metric escalation strategy, in 2021 Kim publicly ac-
knowledged for the first time that North Korea was
developing tactical nuclear weapons and declared
that “producing smaller and lighter nuclear weap-
ons for tactical uses” would be one of several key
strategic goals in his country’s five-year military
development plan (2021-25) for a nuclear weapons
program.” The following year, North Korea began
efforts to operationalize tactical nuclear weapons
for actual war-fighting missions. In September 2022,
Kim ordered the expansion of the operational roles
of tactical nuclear weapons and the acceleration
of their deployment.* In late December 2022, the
North Korean leader directed that “[n]ow that the
South Korean puppet forces who designated the
DPRK as their ‘principal enemy’ and openly trum-
pet about ‘preparations for war’ have assumed our
undoubted enemy, it highlights the importance and
necessity of a mass-producing of tactical nuclear
weapons and calls for an exponential increase of
the country’s nuclear arsenal.”” In 2023, Pyongyang
unveiled its tactical nuclear warhead and a range of
tactical nuclear platforms designed to target South
Korea.”® Since 2022, North Korea has significantly
increased the number of test-firings of short-range
ballistic and cruise missiles that exclusively target
South Korea.”” North Korea has clearly signaled its
intention and ability to carry out aggressive tactical

18 "Law on Consolidating Position of Nuclear Weapons State Adopted," KCNA Watch, April 1, 2013,
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1451896124-739013370/law-on-consolidating-position-of-nuclear-weapons-state-adopted/.

19 "Law on Consolidating Position of Nuclear Weapons State Adopted.”
20  "Law on Consolidating Position of Nuclear Weapons State Adopted."

21 "Law on DPRK's Policy on Nuclear Forces Promulgated," KCNA Watch, September 9, 2022,
https://kenawatch.org/newstream/1662687258-950776986/law-on-dprks-policy-on-nuclear-forces-promulgated/.

22 Ildo Hwang, "DPRK's Law on the Nuclear Forces Policy: Mission and Command & Control," IFANS Focus, October 12, 2022, https://
www.ifans.go.kr/knda/ifans/eng/pblct/PblctView.do?csrfPreventionSalt=null&pblctDtaSn=14058 &menuCl=P11&clCode=P11&koreanEngSe=ENG.

23 Bomi Kim, North Korea's New Weapon Systems: The Development of Tactical Nuclear Weapons and Its Implications (Institute for National
Security Strategy, 2022); Hans M. Kristensen, Matt Korda, Eliana Johns, and Mackenzie Knight, "North Korean Nuclear Weapons, 2024," Bulletin of
the Atomic Scientists, July 15, 2024, https://thebulletin.org/premium/2024-07/north-korean-nuclear-weapons-2024/.

24 Kim Tong-hyung, "N. Korea Says It Will Never Give Up Nukes to Counter US," Associated Press, September 9, 2022,
https://apnews.com/article/asia-united-states-south-korea-nuclear-weapons-north-acad3f4abf01c88a2dd8be02860d8c8e.

25  "Report on 6th Enlarged Plenary Meeting of 8th WPK Central Committee," KCNA Watch, January 1, 2023,
https://kcnawatch.org/newstream/1672543894-200963704 /report-on-6th-enlarged-plenary-meeting-of-8th-wpk-central-committee/.

26 Ji Da-gyum, "N. Korea Unveils First "Tactical Nuclear Attack Submarine," Korea Herald, September 8, 2023, http://koreaherald.com
/view.php?ud=20230908000504; Nam Hyun-woo, "North Korea Unveils Tactical Nuclear Warheads," Korea Times, March 28, 2023, https://

www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/nation/2024/08/103_347994.html.

27 Missile Defense Project, "Missiles of North Korea," Missile Threat, Center for Strategic and International Studies, June 14, 2018, https://
missilethreat.csis.org/country/dprk/; Wook Yang, "2023H St si7|feh 515t Gl HILE ube 2ot £0f X[£2 20241 =42 [2023 North Korea's Nuclear
Development Status and Assessment: Ongoing Provocations Expected in 2024 amid Bolstered Defense]," Asan Institute for Policy Studies, Issue Brief,
December 28, 2023, https://asaninst.org/bbs/board.php?bo_table=s1_1&wr_id=429&sfl=wr_subject%7C%7Cwr_content&stx=Nuclear&sop=and&page=1.
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nuclear operations against South Korea, if necessary,
using these short-range systems.”

The recent evolution of North Korea’s nuclear strat-
egy also clearly reflects the third characteristic of
an asymmetric escalation strategy. In recent years,
Pyongyang transitioned from its original assertive
nuclear command and control (NC2) system, wherein
Kim held all centralized power, to a more delegative
system. Specifically, North Korea’s 2013 nuclear law
specified that the state’s nuclear weapons “can be used
only by a final order of the Supreme Commander [Kim
Jong Un].”* In contrast, Pyongyang’s new delegative
system seems to be intended to ensure nuclear retal-
iation against a surprise attack on the North Korean
leadership. Notably, the 2022 law stipulates under the
newly added section of “command and control of nu-
clear forces” that “the state nuclear forces command
organization” shall assist the North Korean leader in
“the whole course from decision concerning nuclear
weapons to execution.”® The section also stipulates
that if Kim’s NC2 is incapacitated due to an enemy
attack, “a nuclear strike shall be launched automati-
cally and immediately . . . according to the operation
plan decided in advance.”® The core of this reform
is to transfer pre-authorized control of the nuclear
button to designated individuals.>

Pinpointing the origins of this evolution is beyond
this study’s scope, but a few plausible explanations
emerge. First, as Narang’s theory suggests, a weak-

ening of North Korea’s trust in China as its security
patron may be a contributing factor. The strained
relationship between the two communist allies in
recent years lends plausibility to this explanation.:
Second, South Korea’s domestic politics may have
played arole. The conservative Yoon administration,
which took office in May 2022, adopted a more hard-
line stance toward North Korea than its predecessor,
the Moon Jae-in administration.? Notably, Pyongyang
enacted its 2022 nuclear law just four months after
Yoon’s inauguration. Third, South Korea’s military
modernization has significantly weakened the ef-
fectiveness of North Korean conventional artillery
attacks, shifting the conventional balance of power
in favor of the South.® This shift may have prompted
Pyongyang to adjust its nuclear strategy, utilizing its
nuclear forces more actively for political and military
purposes within the Korean theater. Fourth, lessons
drawn from Russia’s threat of nuclear first use in the
Ukraine war might have driven North Korea’s shift.®

The Growing Cacophony

North Korea’s evolving nuclear strategy has created
a rift between Seoul and Washington in their threat
perceptions and their approaches to the evolving
North Korean threat. Table 1 examines differences
in South Korean and US perceptions of five issues.
The allies agree on only two issues.

Table 1. Summary of South Korean and US perspectives on North Korea’s evolving nuclear strategy and
appropriate responses.

The likelihood The need to The need for
The likelihood of North Korean | The likelihood of a | significantly enhance additional US
of North Korean localized North Korean full- | the specificity of US | military presence
nuclear first use provocations scale invasion commitments in South Korea
South
Increased Increased Increased Needed Needed
Korea
The US Increased Increased Not increased Not needed Not needed

Note: The values in this summary table represent an overall average perspective that includes both
public and elite perceptions from the two states. The terms “increased” and “not increased” use 2021 as
a reference point, when North Korea’s nuclear strategy began to evolve in earnest.

28  Miachel Lee, "North's Kim Threatens to Destroy Seoul During Multiple Rocket Launch Drill," Korea Joongang Daily, March 19, 2024, https://
koreajoongangdaily.joins.com/news/2024-03-19/national /northKorea/Norths-Kim-threatens-to-destroy-Seoul-during-multiple-rocket-launch-drill /2005880.
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South Korea

South Korean leaders and experts across the po-
litical spectrum have grown deeply concerned about
Pyongyang’s nuclear evolution toward a more offensive
and aggressive posture. In particular, they are highly
sensitive to North Korea lowering the threshold for
nuclear use in various scenarios, believing that the
likelihood of North Korea’s nuclear use—ranging from
peacetime to crisis and wartime—has significantly in-
creased.’” In January 2024, President Yoon criticized
Pyongyang, stating, “The North Korean regime is an
irrational group that has legalized the preemptive use
of nuclear weapons as the only country in the world
to do s0.”® In December 2022, Wi Sung-lac (now the
first National Security Advisor under the new Lee Jae
Myung administration) assessed that North Korea was
extremely escalating its threat to South Korea through
test-firings of various types of nuclear missiles.®

South Koreans are concerned that as North Korea’s
nuclear strategy grows more aggressive, Pyongyang
may be more inclined to undertake military actions on
the Korean Peninsula, such as localized provocations
or even large-scale invasions. In other words, with
North Korea now possessing a more offensive nuclear
doctrine and a range of supporting tactical nuclear
weapons, Pyongyang could become more embold-
ened to use military options. Former South Korean
Vice Minister of National Defense Baek Seung-joo
warned that North Korea, having gained confidence
from the legalization of nuclear weapons, might be
preparing for localized provocations similar to the
shelling of Yeonpyeong Island in 2010.> South Korean
experts have also frequently examined a scenario in
which North Korea rapidly occupies disputed islands
in the Yellow Sea. These experts warn that North
Korea could coerce South Korea into recognizing

these already lost islands as a fait accompli, either
by threatening a limited nuclear attack or launching
an actual “escalate to de-escalate” nuclear attack.®

Moreover, influential South Koreans warn that North
Korea’s new nuclear law could signal the prelude to
full-scale war. In January 2024, Kim Jong Un ordered
a constitutional revision to specify “the issue of com-
pletely occupying, subjugating and reclaiming South
Korea and annexing it as a part of the territory of
our republic in case a war breaks out on the Korean
Peninsula.”# In light of this development, a South
Korean expert argued that the new nuclear law re-
flects a dangerous ambition of “forceful absorption
and unification through nuclear means,” adding that
“North Korea has never abandoned its goal of unifi-
cation.”® President Yoon stated, “North Korea has
enacted a new nuclear law for first nuclear use to
reunify [the Korean Peninsula] under communism.”#
Then-opposition party leader Lee Jae Myung, stated
a few days after North Korea’s new nuclear law was
released: “I think this is a shocking and serious situ-
ation, because it appears North Korea has revealed
its intention to use nuclear weapons not just for
defense, but even for a preemptive attack.”#

Seoul believes that to effectively counter North
Korea’s evolving threats, Washington must signifi-
cantly enhance the specificity of its extended deter-
rence commitments to South Korea. For example,
South Korea wants the US to more concretely outline
in advance how it would respond to North Korean
aggression under specific scenarios. The informa-
tion requested by South Korea includes the specific
types of nuclear assets to be deployed, the locations
of these assets, and the operational processes to be
employed.* The rationale is this: Seoul believes that
if the US were to explicitly and concretely detail its
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nuclear commitments and publicly announce their
establishment—while keeping implementation details
confidential —Pyongyang would be more likely to trust
that US retaliatory actions would be carried out as
specified, and would thus be deterred from launching
nuclear or conventional attacks against South Korea.
Stated differently, Seoul perceives American ambigu-
ity as weakening the credibility and effectiveness of
extended deterrence. Some South Korean experts
contend that the US should formally codify that if
North Korea launches a nuclear strike against South
Korea, Washington will automatically intervene and
immediately retaliate with nuclear strikes.*

The Yoon administration sought to address the
lack of concreteness in US extended deterrence by
enhancing the viability of US nuclear commitments
and specifying implementation plans.* Seoul’s efforts
bore fruit with several tangible results, including the
endorsement of the Washington Declaration, the
establishment of the NCG, the convening of multiple
subsequent NCG meetings, the advancement of the
alliance’s conventional-nuclear integration (CNI) ini-
tiative, and the adoption of the US-ROK Guidelines for
Nuclear Deterrence and Nuclear Operations.* How-
ever, many South Korean elites and citizens remain
dissatisfied and continue to demand groundbreaking
measures, including the redeployment of nonstrategic
nuclear weapons to South Korea, the introduction
of a NATO-style nuclear sharing arrangement, and
the addition of a “nuclear attack protection clause”
to the US-ROK alliance treaty.>°

Finally, Seoul believes that North Korea now poses
a fundamentally different type of threat, and stresses
the need to maintain the current strength and role
of the United States Forces Korea (USFK) to deter

it. Most South Koreans view the existing US military
presence as the basic, minimum requirement for
effective extended deterrence. Some argue that more
American deterrent assets should be dedicated to
South Korea’s defense, including the redeployment
of tactical nuclear weapons to South Korea and the
permanent or semipermanent stationing of US stra-
tegic assets on South Korean soil.**

South Korean leaders also advocate limiting the
USFK’s role to defending South Korea from North
Korean incursions, fearing that expanding it beyond
the Peninsula could undermine US extended deter-
rence. For example, when asked if South Korea would
assist a US defense of Taiwan during a Chinese attack,
President Yoon stated that such a scenario would
likely provoke North Korea’s opportunism. He em-
phasized that the primary focus of the South Korea-
US alliance should be maintaining a strong defense
posture against North Korea.> This stance reflects
South Korea’s long-standing view of North Korea as
a more immediate threat than China. South Korea’s
position that USFK should concentrate exclusively on
deterring North Korea also reflects its concern that
it could be drawn into unwanted military conflicts
beyond the Peninsula. Specifically, apprehension is
growing among South Korean experts that if USFK
engages in a military confrontation with China in
the Taiwan Strait, then South Korea might also be
pulled into the conflict.®® Some might argue that the
so-called division-of-labor approach—where South
Korea takes the lead in deterring North Korea on
the Peninsula while USFK reorients toward other
regional contingencies—which the Trump admin-
istration is said to be pursuing, would shield South
Korea from the risk of entrapment.>* South Korean
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experts reject this view, however, warning that US
bases in South Korea would likely become targets of
Chinese attacks, thereby drawing South Korea into
an unwanted conflict.5s

The United States

The US interprets North Korea’s evolving nuclear
strategy and its implications quite differently from
South Korea—as shown in table 1, the two allies’ views
align on only two out of five key aspects. Like Seoul,
many in Washington have raised concerns that Pyong-
yang’s evolving strategy increases the likelihood of
a nuclear first use, citing the country’s 2022 nuclear
law.5® Moreover, North Korea’s continued advancement
and diversification of its nuclear weapons are viewed
as further exacerbating this risk. Narang, then-Acting
Assistant Secretary of Defense for Space Policy, em-
phasized in a 2024 speech that North Korea’s ongoing
nuclear developments are pushing it to recklessly
threaten South Korea and increasingly the US.%

The US also acknowledges that North Korea’s evolv-
ing nuclear strategy raises the potential for localized
military provocations by Pyongyang. In other words,
Washington agrees that Pyongyang’s evolution has
heightened the likelihood that North Korea will use
nuclear coercion to achieve economic, political, and
even military objectives. The 2023 analysis by the Of-
fice of the Director of National Intelligence (ODNI) on
North Korea, produced in January 2023 and declassi-
fied in June of the same year, serves as a key resource
for understanding the US perspective. The document
analyzes the potential purposes for which North Korea
might use its nuclear arsenal through 20305 It assesses
as “high” the likelihood that nuclear weapons could be
used for coercive purposes and notes that Kim “may
use limited military force to raise tensions as a means to
press key foreign governments into adopting positions
favorable to his objectives, confident that his growing
nuclear capabilities will deter any unacceptable retalia-
tion or consequences.”® The 2025 ODNI annual report
does not directly address how North Korea’s evolving
nuclear strategy affects its behavior, but it does note
that “Pyongyang is expanding its capacity for coercive
operations and using new tactics as it becomes more
confident in its nuclear deterrent,” highlighting the Kim
regime’s growing assertiveness fueled by its advancing
nuclear capabilities.®

The ODNT’s annual report and some American ex-
perts point to an increasing likelihood that North
Korea could launch low-level attacks against South
Korea, including shelling disputed islands in the Yellow
Sea and resuming provocations along the Northern
Limit Line. The experts view these potential local prov-
ocations as attempts to maximize the effectiveness
of coercive threats for political or economic gains.®
Many in Washington, however, assess that coercive
nuclear threats are highly unlikely to lead to a full-scale
invasion undertaken to reunify the Korean Peninsula
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under communism.®* For example, the 2023 ODNI
analysis mentioned above notes that North Korea’s
nuclear use “to seize territory and achieve political
dominance over the Peninsula . . . will be much less
likely than the strategy of coercion.”s

Washington’s assessments of the situation have led
to a position that differs from Seoul’s regarding the
need for a significantly more explicit commitment to
extended deterrence. Washington does acknowledge
some need for greater specificity, which has led to
the establishment of the NCG and efforts to push
for a CNI initiative.* While striving to enhance the
specificity of its extended deterrence commitments,
however, the US has also expressed opposition to
additional measures sought by Seoul, such as the
redeployment of nuclear weapons and the adoption
of nuclear sharing arrangements.® Fundamentally,
Washington wants to maintain a degree of ambiguity,
out of concern that overly explicit commitments
could increase the risk of being drawn into a nuclear
war.®® Such commitments could limit Washington’s
flexibility to employ alternative options, such as
massive conventional retaliation or a decapitation
strike aimed at eliminating Kim Jong Un.”

Moreover, Washington believes that overly specific
commitments would be counterproductive, empha-
sizing the value of calculated ambiguity.®® This stance
rests on the belief that ambiguity forces adversaries
to constantly guess about US red lines and retaliation

methods, keeping nuclear response a possibility even
in unlikely scenarios. This, in turn, promotes caution
in adversarial decisions about whether to invade and
thereby strengthens deterrence.* Additionally, Wash-
ington believes that excessively specific and detailed
nuclear commitments for numerous scenarios could
undermine the credibility of extended deterrence. If
North Korea concludes that a US deterrent nuclear
threat in a particular scenario is exaggerated or a
bluff, it might doubt the credibility of all other US
nuclear commitments.” Therefore, Washington pre-
fers to avoid overly detailed or specific declaratory
language in favor of ambiguous commitments.
Finally, Washington views the current size and
military capabilities of the USFK as substantial and
sufficient to deter North Korea. The Trump admin-
istration is reportedly even considering withdrawing
about 4,500 troops from the 28,500-strong USFK,”
signaling that it wants Seoul to take on a greater role
in countering North Korea.” In this context, the US
appears to regard permanent stationing of strategic
deterrent assets or the redeployment of nuclear weap-
ons to South Korea as politically unwise and militarily
redundant.”? A former US official at the National Secu-
rity Council, for example, argued that redeployment
of these assets is unnecessary and would undermine
extended deterrence. The official remarked that rede-
ployment would be akin to announcing that “we will
use nukes in Korea rather than engage our homeland.
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... We have to say our homeland is also threatened
along with your homeland.””

The Trump administration has signaled that it
is considering shifting USFK’s focus from strictly
deterring North Korea to also incorporating broader
missions beyond the Korean Peninsula.”s In May
2024, Elbridge Colby, who was later appointed as
Undersecretary of Defense for Policy, told South
Korean media that the USFK’s role should shift to-
ward countering China.”® Colby being named to the
Pentagon’s number three post has raised concerns in
Seoul that Washington will want a broader regional
role for USFK than Seoul prefers—a divergence that
could further weaken South Korea’s confidence in
US extended deterrence.”

Conclusion

North Korea’s nuclear strategy has evolved; as
conditions have changed, the US and South Korea
have diverged in their interpretations of this change.
This growing divergence explains the recent sharp
decline in South Koreans’ confidence in US extend-
ed deterrence: South Koreans believe that the US
is downplaying the significance of North Korea’s
evolving nuclear capabilities and posture, and failing
to take appropriate measures to address the new
threats this development poses.

Pyongyang also appears to be exacerbating
intra-alliance discord by selectively threatening Seoul
with nuclear first use while refraining from doing so
toward the continental US. Pyongyang’s announce-
ment that it is no longer seeking reconciliation with
South Korea and the deployment of various short-
range nuclear and conventional platforms targeting
the South seem calibrated to instill maximum fear

in Seoul.”® How the US effectively responds to North
Korea’s divergent threats will be pivotal in ensuring
credible extended deterrence for Seoul.

Since the start of the second Trump administration,
American policymakers have increasingly viewed
North Korea’s nuclear threat to South Korea and
its threat to the US homeland as distinct challeng-
es. Washington has signaled that it may prioritize
the “defense of the US homeland” while gradually
shifting deterrence responsibilities on the Korean
Peninsula to Seoul.” This bifurcated approach would
provide the US with greater strategic flexibility in
the Indo-Pacific region, especially to counter China’s
regional ambitions.

This approach, however, could encourage North
Korean nuclear provocations or military adventur-
ism, which could backfire if a crisis then requires
deeper US involvement in military contingencies
on the Korean Peninsula. It could also backfire if
such a development, in turn, were to create strategic
openings for China to move more assertively in the
Taiwan Strait or the East China Sea, with negative
consequences for stability elsewhere in the region.
American policymakers, therefore, should move away
from the belief that retasking USFK to focus on the
Chinese threat must involve redeploying them out-
side the Korean Peninsula. Instead, American leaders
should recognize that credible extended deterrence
can be achieved on the Korean Peninsula and across
the region by maintaining current USFK force levels
or with minimal withdrawals.

South Korea can also serve as a strategic outpost
for countering China’s regional dominance. This sce-
nario is particularly important for addressing China’s
growing maritime assertiveness in the Yellow Sea,
which has become increasingly apparent in recent
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in 2024," CNN, January 1, 2024, https://edition.cnn.com/2023/12/31/asia/north-korea-reconciliation-south-korea-intl-hnk/index.html; Kim Tong-
Hyung, "North Korean Leader Kim Supervises Latest Test of New Multiple Rocket Launcher," Associated Press, May 11, 2024, https://apnews.com
/article/north-korea-kim-jong-un-multiple-rocket-launchers-russia-24072528bcc233072c1a56ce7bf370da; Jiwon Song, "South Koreans Stay Calm
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months.* Indeed, concerns are mounting among both
South Korean and American experts that China is
seeking to transform the Yellow Sea into a “second
South China Sea.” Beijing has recently installed large
floating steel structures—claimed to be aquaculture
cages—in the Provisional Measures Zone (PMZ) es-
tablished between South Korea and China. These
actions echo China’s previous pattern of converting
what were originally weather-monitoring stations
in the South China Sea into military installations.®
Therefore, a more appropriate approach would
be to maintain the overall size of the USFK while
restructuring its current Army-centric composition—
centered around the Eighth Army—and gradually
increasing the proportion of naval and air forces
equipped with enhanced intelligence, surveillance,
and reconnaissance (ISR) capabilities. This strategy
would allow Washington to simultaneously pursue
three objectives: (1) maintaining robust extended
deterrence on the Korean Peninsula; (2) checking

China’s pursuit of regional hegemony; and (3) reassur-
ing Seoul of Washington’s unwavering commitment.
Furthermore, by enabling USFK to assume multiple
missions that counter both North Korea and China
simultaneously, this approach would also contribute
to the Trump administration’s purported pursuit of
greater strategic flexibility for USFK.** @
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The Domestic Politics Behind China’s

Strategic Force Improvements

Nicola Leveringhaus

China's nuclear expansion is occurring at a time of major domestic
political change, with implications for its nuclear weapons strategy.
Domestic changes of note include defense reforms, a contraction and
politicization of China's strategic community, as well as sustained top-
down interest in commemoration of China's nuclear weapons past, such
as the "Two Bombs, One Satellite" program. These domestic political
changes represent an unprecedented elevation of the national, social, and
political value of China's nuclear weapons by the CCP in the Xi era. How
should others in the region and beyond best respond to these changes?
The article ends with some thoughts on foreign state engagement with
China as Beijing expands and elevates the domestic importance of its

nuclear arsenal.

hina’s strategic force is undergoing vast

and unprecedented levels of improve-

ment. There is a compelling explanation

for this: Chinese military modernization,
which spans decades, now yields visible results, bol-
stering national strategic deterrence. Xi Jinping, the
current Chinese Communist Party (CCP) leader,
today commands the most powerful military since
the People’s Republic of China was established in
1949." Chinese strategic capabilities have become
more accurate, mobile, and diverse across the air,
sea, land, space, and cyber domains than ever be-
fore. These strategic assets include an estimated
600 nuclear warheads; vast numbers of intermedi-
ate-range conventional missiles, including the DF-
26, which has dual-use |/ “hot swappable” warhead

functions; an emerging operational nuclear mission
for bombers; and since 2020, the world’s largest navy,
which includes six Jin-class nuclear ballistic missile
submarines (SSBNs).?

China’s strategic force improvements are happen-
ing in real time and constitute an unsettling new
technological reality for the US and its allies and
partners in the Indo-Pacific. Indeed, since 2024 the US
frames China as part of a “multiple nuclear challenger
problem,”? an alteration to the “two-nuclear-peer”
framing in 2023 that pitted China alongside Russia,
with newer predictions that China might have at
least 1,000 nuclear warheads by 2030 and 1,500 by
2035.4 Excellent scholarly literature explains recent
changes in Chinese nuclear capabilities in relation to
United States capabilities, specifically how US strat-

1 Fiona A. Cunningham's recent book, Under the Nuclear Shadow: China's Information-Age Weapons in International Security (Princeton
University Press, 2025) is excellent on the history of these developments. See also M. Taylor Fravel and Evan S. Medeiros, "China's Search for
Assured Retaliation: The Evolution of Chinese Nuclear Strategy and Force Structure," International Security 35, no. 2 (2010): 48-87.

2 Hans M. Kristensen, Matt Korda, Eliana Johns, and Mackenzie Knight, "Chinese Nuclear Weapons 2025," The Bulletin of Atomic Scientists 81,

no. 2 (2025): 135-60, https://doi.org/10.1080/00963402.2025.2467011.

3 "Nuclear Threats and the Role of Allies," remarks by Acting Assistant Secretary of Defense for Space Policy Dr. Vipin Narang at CSIS, August 1,
2024, https://www.defense.gov/News/Speeches/Speech/Article/3858311/nuclear-threats-and-the-role-of-allies-remarks-by-acting-assistant

-secretary-of/.

4 Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory's Center for Global Security Research (CGSR), "China's Emergence as a Second Nuclear Peer:
Implications for US Nuclear Deterrence Strategy," 2023, https://cgsr.lInl.gov/content/assets/docs/CGSR_Two_Peer_230314.pdf.
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egy might be unintentionally fueling China’s nuclear
expansion, suggesting that a dangerous entangled
security dilemma dynamic is emerging between the
states.’ Yet much less literature discusses wider do-
mestic political changes and how these shape Chinese
nuclear thinking today.

Evolving Chinese Strategic
Capabilities

In the last five to six years, Chinese strategic forces
have become much more mobile, precise, and diverse
in their operationality in at least three areas.” First,
China now has sea-based nuclear deterrent capabili-
ties, having deployed (since 2015) six Jin-class SSBNs
with submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMSs) to
the South China Sea. External estimates suggest that
China seeks around ten SSBNs in total, with improved
anti-detection capabilities (making the SSBNs quiet-
er) as well as heightened readiness through a desired
continuous-at-sea ability. This Chinese effort reflects a
wider push among states in the Indo-Pacific to secure
deterrence at sea: North Korea, India, and Pakistan are
all developing—to varying degrees of success—SSBNSs.

A second advancement relates to intermediate
missiles like the DF-26, which are within range
of Northeast Asia as well as India and Guam. The
warheads on these missiles can be changed quickly
from a conventional to a nuclear role, hence the
“hot-swappable” element. While this element allows
greater flexibility in response to an attack,® analysts
worry that it could confuse the enemy and lead to
inadvertent escalation in a crisis.?

A third advancement relates to new missile silo
bases for longer-range intercontinental ballistic mis-
siles (ICBMs) like the DF-41. The three new Chinese

silo bases were identified using commercial satellite
imagery in 2021.”° These sites are situated in north-
ern China, specifically Jilantai in Inner Mongolia,
the northwestern city of Yumen, and Hami, near
Yumen. Chinese officials continue to deny that these
sites are silo bases, labeling them windmills instead.
Silo bases are important to survivability because
they harden and protect missiles from an incoming
strike; if these silo fields were to be filled, they could
in total house over 300 ICBMs, such as the DF-41,
which could reach the continental US.

Today these technical developments give the CCP
leadership more strategic options than ever before,
including for doctrinal transformation should Beijing
desire such change in the future. It remains unclear
whether these new capabilities translate into a trans-
formative shift away from assured retaliation and
China’s declared “no first use” (NFU) pledge.” It is
therefore useful to look beyond technical changes
to political indicators to interpret China’s changing
approach to nuclear weapons.

Domestic Politics and Nuclear
Weapons in China

Within the last decade, the Chinese leadership
has centralized control over foreign and security
policy initiatives and debates, with important effects
on Chinese nuclear policy and strategy. First, the
CCP has elevated the national social and political
value of its nuclear weapons to an unprecedented
degree, precisely at a time when China’s capabilities
and options are expanding rapidly. Second, China’s
domestic nuclear expert community has contracted,
with fewer senior nuclear strategy experts debating
and shaping nuclear policy and strategy in China.

5  Henrik Stalhane Hiim, M. Taylor Fravel and Magnus Langset Trean, "The Dynamics of an Entangled Security Dilemma: China's Changing Nuclear
Posture," International Security 47, no. 4 (2023): 147-87, https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00457. See also David Logan and Phillip C. Saunders,
"Discerning the Drivers of China's Nuclear Force Development: Models, Indicators, and Data, National Defense University," July 2023, https://
ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/News/Article/3471053/discerning-the-drivers-of-chinas-nuclear-force-development-models-indicators-an/, which
provides a very detailed and excellent discussion of different models China might be considering for its future nuclear strategy.

6 An exception to this is a report published after the first draft of this article by Tong Zhao, "Political Drivers of China's Changing Nuclear Policy:
Implications for US-China Nuclear Relations and International Security," Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, July 2024, 21-23, https://
carnegieendowment.org/research/2024/07 /china-nuclear-buildup-political-drivers-united-states-relationship-international-security?lang=en. This
report focuses in on the China-US relationship but also highlights a diminishing role for Chinese nuclear experts, as this article also argues.

7 Nicola Leveringhaus, "Chinese Nuclear Force Modernization and Doctrinal Change," IFRI, August 2022,
https://www.ifri.org/en/publications/briefings-de-lifri/chinese-nuclear-modernization-and-doctrinal-change.

8  Andrew S. Erickson, "Academy of Military Science Researchers: 'Why We Had to Develop the Dongfeng-26 Ballistic Missile," December 5, 2015,
https://www.andrewerickson.com/2015/12/academy-of-military-science-researchers-why-we-had-to-develop-the-dongfeng-26-ballistic-missile

-bilingual-text-analysis-links/.

9  James M. Acton, "Escalation Through Entanglement: How the Vulnerability of Command-and-Control Systems Raises the Risks of an

Inadvertent Nuclear War, International Security 43, no. 1 (2018): 65.

10 Hans Kristensen, "China's Expanding Missile Training Area: More Silos, Tunnels, and Support Facilities," Federation of American Scientists, fas.
org; Jeffrey Lewis and Decker Everleth, reported in https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/china-nuclear-missile-silos
/2021/06/30/0fa8debc-d9c2-11eb-bb9e-70fda8c37057 _story.html; Matt Korda and Hans Kristensen, "China Is Building a Second Nuclear Missile

Silo Field," Federation of American Scientists, fas.org.

1 David Logan and Phillip C. Saunders, "Discerning the Drivers of China's Nuclear Force Development: Models, Indicators, and Data, National
Defense University," July 2023, https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/News/Article/3471053/discerning-the-drivers-of-chinas-nuclear-force

-development-models-indicators-an/.
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The public elevation of nuclear weapons in China
today is evident in CCP commemoration of its own
strategic weapons history, which focuses on the Two
Bombs, One Satellite program [FAX—Z£, liang dan yi
xing] that resulted in three major scientific achieve-
ments: China’s atomic test in 1964, its hydrogen test in
1967, and a satellite launch in 1970.* Another focus
for commemoration is the Third Line / Front [= 4,
Sanxian], a massive industrial and civil defense project
from the Mao era that moved strategic assets and de-
fense industries away from vulnerable coastal and city
areas inwards into mountainous and inaccessible areas
to ensure survivability in the event of major war.® China
actively draws on both past events, invoking the “spirit”
[#5f#, jing shen] of the Two Bombs, One Satellite and
Third Line programs to incentivize ordinary Chinese
citizens and scientists working in strategic sectors in
China (from high-speed rail to space).

This commemoration comes at a time when Xi has
also openly reinforced the present-day value of China’s
strategic weapons with a stated aim in 2022 to build “a
strong system of strategic deterrence.”* Earlier closed-
door speeches by Xi in 2012 and 2014 to China’s People’s
Liberation Army Rocket Forces (PLARF, then named
the Second Artillery) reportedly reinforce how impor-
tant the force is to both China’s security as well as its
national rejuvenation as a great power.” Xi has also
made clearer in public statements where the CCP sits
in the nuclear decision-making process, reaffirming
that the Party’s Central Military Commission (CMC)
and Standing Politburo make the ultimate decision for
any use (or threat of use) of strategic weapons, hence
the party mantra that “the CMC leads, the theatre
commands fight, and the services equip.”

The anti-corruption campaign has also reinforced
centralization. In 2023, under the banner of the
anti-corruption campaign, former PLARF commander
Li Yuchao and his deputies Liu Guangbin and Zhang

Zhenzhong, as well as another former commander
of the Rocket Force at the CCP National Congress,
General Zhou Yaning, were removed from power. Cor-
ruption is broadly defined, from practical concerns
over the purchase of substandard technology and
faulty operation of weaponry like missiles, to fears
around external leaks of information and disloyalty
to the Party. The Party has also sought to increase
control through political education campaigns within
the PLA.” These individual high-profile expulsions
and political education campaigns speak to domestic
efforts to centralize and purge strategic military bu-
reaucracies from corruption and shore up a deeper
sense of loyalty to the Party.®

Defense reforms also occurred in 2015 and 2024,
expanding the operational mission mandate and force
status of China’s nuclear deterrents, especially its mis-
siles.” The first of these reforms, in December 2015,
elevated the status of China’s land-based strategic
nuclear and conventional forces, renaming them as
the PLARF. This change can be understood as part
of a wider effort to elevate the public status of these
forces in domestic politics and their role as important
markers of great power. Indeed, from 2017 onwards,
Xi Jinping started to talk much more openly about his
ambition for China to possess a top-tier world-class
military, in which possession of a credible strategic
arsenal would be key.* In the April 2024 reforms,
China established four new “arms” (Aerospace Force,
Cyberspace Force, Information Support Force, and
Joint Logistics Support Force) to support the four
services (PLA, PLAAF, PLAN, and PLARF).

Amid these reforms, Xi has spoken of an enlarged
operational mission for the PLARF. Traditionally, the
PLARF has been tasked to focus on retaliatory mis-
sions, namely counterattack (striking after the ene-
my has struck [[G%& A, houfa zhiren]). Yet recent
reporting in China suggests that new declared roles

12 Nicola Leveringhaus, "The Politics of Nuclear Commemoration in Asia: The China Case," ANU Coral Bell School, 2021,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B6o-TM-exUM.

13 Paul Kendall and Covell Meyskens, "Afterlives of the Third Front," The China Quarterly 260 (2024): 867-71.

14 "Xi Jinping Proposed to Achieve the Centenary Goal of the Founding of the Army and Create a New Situation in the Modernization of
National Defense and the Army," October 16, 2022, https://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2022-10/16/content_5718831.htm.

15 "China Unveils Most Advanced Dongfeng-41 Intercontinental Strategic Nuclear Missiles," China Military, 2019,
http://eng.chinamil.com.cn/CHINA_209163/TopStories_209189/9642096.html.

16 Research Institute of Party History and Documentation of the CPC Central Committee, Xi Jinping on the Holistic Approach to National
Security (Central Party Literature Press, 2018), http://en.qgstheory.cn/HolisticApproachtoNationalSecurity.html.

17  RFEPAREFERIFE PRSI A RTEEFIRAA RRBEBUAB S AR BRI [With the approval of Xi Jinping, Chairman of the
Central Military Commission, the Central Military Commission issued the "Opinions on Constructing the Ideological and Political Education System
of the People's Army in the New Era"], April 7, 2021, http://politics.people.com.cn/n1/2021/0407/c1001-32072091.html.

18 US scholarship on the role of military reforms for Party centralization includes excellent work such as Phillip C. Saunders et al., Chairman Xi
Remakes the PLA Assessing Chinese Military Reforms (US National Defense University, 2019),
https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/Books/Chairman-Xi/Chairman-Xi.pdf.

19 The latest defense white paper and strategic guidelines [ZE S5 & /5 5, junshi zhanliie fangzhen] were in 2019.
20 Xildinping, "R EEEMN/NEHSFTEGFN AR EF B E X FHAMA—FEPEEFRE+NRE BENERAS LIRS [Secure a Decisive

Victory in Building a Moderately Prosperous Society in All Respects and Strive for the Great Success of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a
New Era; hereafter "Work Report"]," October 18, 2017, http://www.gov.cn/zhuanti/2017-10/27 /content_5234876.htm.
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have been recently added to the PLARF beyond coun-
terattack, including “counter-balancing” and “winning
wars.”* Strategic counterbalancing seems to reflect a
geopolitical rather than technically driven assessment
in Beijing that, in an increasingly hostile and difficult
external security environment, more weapons would
have a stabilizing effect between China and its main
competitors.” Less is known from open-source infor-
mation about whether “winning wars” includes using
nuclear missions as opposed to other nonnuclear stra-
tegic assets in the cyber/space/advanced conventional
domain to achieve this goal.® The talk of “winning
wars” may be an attempt to talk up emerging capa-
bilities and keep the PLA incentivized in the coming
decades of military modernization, or it may simply
be a signal attempting to intimidate the United States.

Collectively, these domestic political changes rep-
resent an unprecedented elevation of the national,
social, and political value of China’s nuclear weapons
by the CCP in the Xi era. By CCP design, the past,
present, and future of China’s nuclear arsenal matters
more domestically and politically than ever before.

The second domestic political change relates to a
shrinking of the nuclear expert community, includ-
ing established and more senior Chinese arms con-
trol experts, since 2012.* This community includes
national weapons engineers, physicists, think tank
analysts, and academics in fields such as interna-
tional relations. Under former leaders Jiang Zemin
and Hu Jintao, these actors contributed to national
debates around China’s nuclear strategy and posture,
and conducted exchanges with foreign counterparts
through dialogues and knowledge exchange. This
expert community facilitated China’s signature to
the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty in 1996, and
many were participants in dialogues with the United
States, such as the discontinued Lab-to-Lab dialogue

of the 1990s, or bilateral Track 1.5 dialogues run by
the Pacific Forum.* Yet the influence of these Chi-
nese actors has seemingly waned in the Xi Jinping
era.?® Several Chinese domestic experts, for example,
did not anticipate examples of Chinese expansion,
such as the construction of the silo bases identified
through open-source commercial satellite imagery
in 2021”7 As China’s military builds up, the level of
informed insight that can be offered by this com-
munity of outward-facing experts—particularly of
mid- to senior-level experts—seems to be shrinking.

This contraction can be attributed in part to prac-
tical factors, such as constrained mobility during
and after the COVID-19 pandemic and the reality
that some of China’s senior nuclear experts are now
reaching retirement age.”® The contraction also re-
flects broader restructuring of the domestic expert
landscape in the Xi era and reorganization of dis-
ciplines within Chinese academic institutions. For
example, the rise of party committees in universi-
ties has increased, as have changes to the study of
international relations within one of the top-tier
universities based in Beijing, Tsinghua University,
where, for example, the study of national security
is separate from area studies.®

The domestic environment in which Chinese nuclear
strategy is debated has become more centralized and
politicized. The effects of these changes are as yet
unknown. The near-term outcome of this contraction
could be a more CCP-aligned, paranoid, younger, and
strategically less informed Chinese expert community
capable of engaging on nuclear issues with outsiders.
As higher education has come under tighter political
control, newer scholars may face greater domestic
political scrutiny over what they say and write, limiting
the potential for candid conversation in dialogue with
foreign counterparts. Although we should not assume

21 Brandon J. Babin, "Xi Jinping's Strangelove: The Need for a Deterrence-Based Offset Strategy," in Modernizing Deterrence: How China
Coerces, Compels, and Deters, ed. Roy D. Kamphausen, February 16, 2023, https://www.nbr.org/publication/modernizing-deterrence-how-china

-coerces-compels-and-deters/.

22 Hiim, Fravel, and Trgan, "The Dynamics of an Entangled Security Dilemma," 147-87.

23 On this, see Cunningham, Under the Nuclear Shadow.

24 Tong Zhao offers some additional factors in "Political Drivers of China's Changing Nuclear Policy: Implications for US-China Nuclear Relations
and International Security," Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, July 2024, 21-23, https://carnegie-production-assets.s3.amazonaws.com

/static/files/Zhao_Political%20Drivers_final-2024.pdf.

25  David Santoro and Robert Gromoll, "On the Value of Nuclear Dialogue with China, Pacific Forum," 2020, https://pacforum.org/wp-content
/uploads/2020/11/issuesinsights_Vol20No1.pdf. On the historical role of these actors over time in diplomatic arenas and Track 2 dialogues,

see also Nicola Horsburgh, China and Global Nuclear Order (Oxford University Press, 2015), and Alastair lain Johnston, Social States: China in
International Institutions, 1980-2000 (Princeton University Press, 2007). RAND published a report in 2023 looking at how to deepen Track 2
dialogues between the United States and China; see Amanda Kerrigan, Lydia Grek, and Michael J. Mazarr, "The United States and China—Designing
a Shared Future, The Potential for Track 2 Initiatives to Design an Agenda for Coexistence," RAND, November 21, 2023,

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA2850-1.html.

26  Tong Zhao, "Underlying Challenges and Near-Term Opportunities for Engaging China," Arms Control Today, January/February 2024, https://
www.armscontrol.org/act/2024-01/features/underlying-challenges-and-near-term-opportunities-engaging-china.

27  Tong Zhao, "Political Drivers of China's Changing Nuclear Policy," 8-9.
28  Tong Zhao, "Political Drivers of China's Changing Nuclear Policy," 23.

29 Yuxuan Jia and Ziluan Zeng, "Yan Xuetong Warns of Insulation of International Relations Discipline in China," The East Is Red, April 2, 2024,
https://www.eastisread.com/p/yan-xuetong-warns-insulation-of-international.
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that this will make Beijing uninterested in arms con-
trol, or that a younger, more politically focused expert
community will support larger forces and changed nu-
clear doctrine, the environment today prioritizes—to
an unprecedented level—CCP preferences. More effort
might be required to build shared understanding of
nuclear strategy between Chinese experts and foreign
counterparts. And it may be that a more centralized
emerging nuclear community will narrow space for
debate on force development, deployment, and use,
or will reduce interaction between informed Chinese
participants and outside actors on risk reduction and
crisis management. Perhaps because the opportunities
will be narrower as policy evolves, continued engage-
ment is likely to be increasingly important.

Interaction Between China and the
United States

China has become increasingly clear in outlining
how specific US technologies affect its own stra-
tegic choices. Even decades ago, in the late 1990s,
high-profile Chinese figures like former ambassador
Sha Zukang never minced his words in calling out
what he considered the damaging effect of US ballis-
tic missile defense in Asia on China’s small nuclear
arsenal.®* Chinese fears about the US deepening its
commitment to missile defense continued into the
2000s following US abrogation of the Anti-Ballistic
Missile (ABM) Treaty in 2003. More recently, in the
2010s and 2020s, these concerns have sharpened—
still centered around damage limitation capabili-
ties (missile defense), but with additional interest
in conventional counterforce strikes in US nuclear
strategy, evident in the 2018 and 2022 US nuclear
posture reviews (NPRs)* as well as the US decision
to withdraw from the Intermediate Nuclear Forces
(INF) Treaty in 2019. The US decision around INF
especially was seen in Beijing as a deliberate effort
by the US to increase its conventional counterforce
capabilities in the Northeast Asian region to counter
Chinese theater-level missiles in the region.?* Work
in 2024 by Li Bin and Wu Riqgiang argues that three
specific sets of technology undermine China’s nucle-

ar deterrent: the high kill probability of US missile
defense interceptors in coordination with US allies
in the region; US anti-submarine warfare limiting
China’s emerging SSBN capability; and a US space-
based system (Ground Moving Target Indicator) to
track Chinese mobile missiles.?

Yet China’s nuclear deterrent has only recently
ballooned to deal with the external concerns and
challenges above. Why did China take so long? Here
domestic political considerations, combined with
lessons from other nuclear powers, might offer some
insight. As noted earlier, since 2012 nuclear weap-
ons have assumed greater political and social value
and prestige, especially when attached, as they are
by Xi, to China’s wider road to revival and national
rejuvenation as a great power. China might also be
looking to the experiences of other nuclear weapons
states in managing their relations with the US. This
includes Russia as well as other nuclear weapons
states like India and North Korea. Yet how lessons
drawn from nuclear decision-making in Russia, In-
dia, and North Korea might have shaped—actively
or inadvertently—contemporary Chinese strategic
decisions remains poorly understood.

Challenges and Responses from the
US and Wider Region

US and regional responses to evolving Chinese
nuclear strategy have so far focused largely on tech-
nological advancements rather than domestic pol-
itics. This approach has led to calls for US nuclear
strategy to go beyond counterforce (military loca-
tions) targeting to include countervalue (population
centers) targets in China as well.3* Other experts
recommend a buildup in US nuclear forces once
the United States is no longer bound by the New
START Treaty (likely from February 2026), as well as
increased regional nuclear commitments to allies and
areturn to controversial capabilities featured in the
2018 NPRs such as the sea-launched cruise missile
(SLCM-N).* Others have called for the US to adopt
a sole-purpose nuclear doctrine (but not NFU) as
part of a transition to an active denial strategy, one

30  Sha Zukang, "Can BMD Really Enhance Security?," Remarks at the Second US-China Conference on Arms Control, Disarmament, and
Nonproliferation, April 28, 1999, Monterey, California; Chinese-Russian Press Communiqué on Consultations on Issues Pertaining to the ABM Treaty,

April 14, 1999, http://www.nti.org/db/china/engdocs/chrus499.htm.

31 "Trump's US Nuclear Posture Review," https://media.defense.gov/2020/May/18/2002302062/-1/-1/1/2018-NUCLEAR-POSTURE-REVIEW
-FINAL-REPORT.PDF; "Biden's Nuclear Posture Review in 2022," https://media.defense.gov/2022/Oct/27/2003103845/-1/-1/1/2022-NATIONAL

-DEFENSE-STRATEGY-NPR-MDR.PDF.

32 Hiim, Fravel, and Trean, "The Dynamics of an Entangled Security Dilemma," 147-87.

33 Bin Li and Rigiang Wu, "US Strategy of Damage Limitation vis-a-vis China: Long-Term Programs and Effects," China International Strategy

Review, 2024.

34 Keir Leiber and Daryl Press, "US Strategy and Force Posture for an Era of Nuclear Tripolarity," May 1, 2023,
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/issue-brief/us-strategy-and-force-posture-for-an-era-of-nuclear-tripolarity/.

35 CGSR, "China's Emergence as a Second Nuclear Peer."
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that would also require allies to do more in terms
of conventional deterrence.* It is unclear whether
attempts by the US State Department in the Biden
era to discuss NFU with China will continue in the
second Trump administration. The 2024 speech by
Vipin Narang, then-acting US secretary of defense for
space policy, makes clear that the United States will
continue to seek dialogue and forms of risk reduc-
tion.?” All of these recommendations and approach-
es will likely have implications for long-standing
discussions over mutual vulnerability—something
long desired in Beijing, but something about which
Washington has so far resisted official declarations.®

In the immediate term, US partners and allies in
Asia appear concerned that as China’s nuclear arse-
nal expands, Beijing will increasingly become more
confident in its ability to deter the United States’ use
of nuclear weapons.®* For Taiwan, this confidence
might lead China to initiate conventional conflict,

without fear of escalation to nuclear use from the
US.# Outside the region, US commitments to the
security of NATO because of the ongoing Russian war
against Ukraine have filtered into the Asian regional
security context, with Asian allies concerned about
the ability and political will of the US to operate in
multiple theaters simultaneously.

These fears reinvigorate preexisting domestic
debates around nuclear weapons proliferation
for some, as well as new deployment options in
an extended deterrence for others. In South Ko-
rea, extended deterrence was reaffirmed in April
2023 through the Washington Declaration between
the US and South Korea, but debates over the
reliability of that commitment remain.* In Japan,
China’s growing military capabilities and assertive-
ness have contributed to closer cooperation with
the US over missile defense, continued consultation
through the US-Japan Extended Deterrence Dialogue,
and internal debates about nuclear sharing and con-
ventional precision-strike options.#

Wider multilateral US partner and allied responses
to changes in Chinese strategic power have started to
take shape. For example, AUKUS has catalyzed closer
scientific, legal, political, and military discussions
among Australia, the UK, and the US, a significant
shift regardless of whether the arrangement deliv-
ers specific outputs on the timetable announced.
Extending new partnerships into AUKUS Pillar II
(emerging technologies), perhaps incorporating Ja-
pan and South Korea, could have a compounding
effect in terms of scientific cooperation. Put blunt-
ly, China cannot re-create these multi-state global
arrangements in strategic technology.

Conclusion

China’s nuclear expansion is occurring at a time of
major domestic political change, with implications
for Chinese nuclear strategy. These developments

36 Quincy Institute, "Active Denial: A Roadmap to a More Effective, Stabilizing, and Sustainable US Defense Strategy in Asia," June 22, 2022,
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Secretary of State Mallory Stewart in 2024 in Arms Control Today, "Engaging China and Russia on Arms Control: An Interview with US Assistant
Secretary of State Mallory Stewart," May 2024, https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2024-05/interviews/engaging-china-and-russia-arms-control
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39 A parallel can be drawn to Russia and the war in Ukraine. See Michael O'Hanlon & Caitlin Talmadge, "America Shouldn't Insist on a Strategic
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prompt a rethinking for foreign governments as to
how best to engage with China in the nuclear domain.

Above all, foreign discussions with China on nuclear
strategy will likely be shaped by and tethered to the
ideological party and political preferences and the
worldview of Xi Jinping to a higher degree than before.
Indeed, strategic concepts are being contested already,
such as preferences in China and Russia for the term
“political stability” over “strategic stability.”+ Engage-
ments around arms control should therefore factor
in not just technical assessments and awareness of
Xi Jinping’s own statements on nuclear matters—as
they likely do already—but also potential domestic
political costs and pressures for Chinese counter-
parts. However, opportunities for engagement also
exist, such as upgrading the P5 (Permanent Five of
the UN Security Council) nuclear glossary of terms
and expanding discussion in a P5-wide context around
pre-missile launch notification built on actions China
has taken unilaterally recently, as well as with Russia.

A domestic political lens for understanding the evo-
lution of China’s nuclear arsenal also highlights that
there may be utility in appealing to arguments around
concepts like mutual vulnerability and NFU because
they have strong political, rather than simply military,
value for China. Yet these concepts will need to be
discussed carefully, busting historical myths where
necessary. For example, the historical scholarly record
now shows that during the Cold War US-Soviet strategic
stability—as it was then conceived—was not straight-
forward, not least because Soviets did not feel mutual
vulnerability was enough.® Bringing in examples from
American or European historical experiences may be
less sensitive and could help reduce overconfidence
around the strategic value of mutual vulnerability.

As demonstrated in this article, current-day empha-
sis in China on historical commemoration showcases

how politically valuable China’s strategic capabilities
have become, and exclusively technical assessments
of the balance of forces or nuclear posture miss
these dimensions. Domestic political changes also
matter for gauging which geopolitical arguments
and by whom matter to China, especially beyond
the US-China lens. As China enters a new era with
respect to its nuclear forces, it is important to con-
sider not just technologies and capabilities, but the
wider domestic changes afoot. @
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Cascades of Competition: Southern Asia,
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Debak Das

Nuclear stability in Southern Asia is being shaped by different layers of
competition in the Indo-Pacific. This article highlights two dynamics that
are shaping nuclear competition in the region. The first, within Southern
Asia, is states finding space to escalate at lower levels of conflict to
address nuclear and military asymmetry. Pakistan is seeking to create
space to escalate at lower levels of conflict against India, while India is
doing the same against Pakistan on one side and China on the other. The
second dynamic is a cascade of reactionary vertical proliferation that is
occurring in the Indo-Pacific as a result of China and the United States'
strategic competition. While Washington and Beijing are responding to
each other's nuclear arsenals, India is responding to China's arsenal, and
Pakistan is responding to India's nuclear modernization. The technology
transfers and submarine proliferation in the Indo-Pacific precipitated by

AUKUS are intensifying this dynamic.

uclear security in Southern Asia is at
a crossroads. The two nuclear dyads
in the region—India and Pakistan, and
China and India—are on different tra-
jectories. While the nuclear arms race between India
and Pakistan has maintained the status quo despite
occasional crises between the states, the competition
between India and China has led to new doctrinal
and structural changes in New Delhi’s nuclear and
conventional force postures. This shift is informed
by two elements. The first is that the rise of China
as arevisionist threat in the Indo-Pacific has precip-
itated the convergence of different multilateral con-
stellations of states—aimed at checking Beijing—that
include India. And second, and more importantly,
China’s recent territorial threat to India along the
4,057-kilometer-long disputed Line of Actual Con-
trol (LAC) has led to significant changes in India’s
conventional and nuclear forces.
There are two dynamics within the region that
pose the biggest nuclear challenges to South Asia
and the Indo-Pacific. The first, within Southern Asia,

is the dynamic of states finding space to escalate at
lower levels of conflict to address nuclear and mili-
tary asymmetry. Pakistan is seeking to create space
to escalate at lower levels of conflict against India,
while India is doing the same against Pakistan on one
side and China on the other. The second dynamicisa
cascade effect of reactionary vertical proliferation that
is occurring in the Indo-Pacific region. This second
effect is a result of China and the United States’
strategic competition leading to nuclear moderni-
zation and vertical proliferation. The United States
is reacting to China’s nuclear modernization, while
China is increasing its nuclear forces to remain com-
petitive with Washington. Meanwhile, the qualita-
tive and quantitative increase in Chinese nuclear
forces has led to an Indian response to shore up its
second-strike capability and maintain a minimum
deterrent against Beijing. Furthermore, Pakistan is,
in turn, responding to India’s force modernization
by strengthening its own nuclear forces and creating
new spaces of asymmetric escalation against India
to ensure that New Delhi’s modernization does not
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leave Pakistan at a strategic disadvantage. Nuclear
submarine and other advanced military technology
transfer arrangements between Australia, the United
Kingdom, and the United States (under the AUKUS
agreement) have only added to this dynamic, with in-
creased insecurity and uncertainty in the Indo-Pacific.

Creating New Spaces of Escalation:
Doctrines and New Rocket Forces

Nuclear modernization in the India-Pakistan dyad
has seen both sides seek to match the other at every
level of the ladder of escalation. Pakistan’s nuclear
forces have about 170 nuclear warheads; air- and
ground-launched cruise missiles; and a host of
short-, medium-, and long-range ballistic missiles." Its
doctrine of “full-spectrum deterrence” accounts
for the first use of short-range battlefield nuclear
weapons—Ilike the Hatf IX Nasr—against India’s
conventional forces in a limited battlefield scenario.
For Pakistan, this doctrine has been aimed at address-
ing its conventional military asymmetry with India.

Pakistan’s doctrine of full-spectrum deterrence seeks
to ward off the possibility of conventional war with
India. As Gen. Khalid Kidwai, one of the architects of
the doctrine, stated: “Nastr, specifically, was born out
of a compulsion of . . . some people on the other side
toying with the idea of finding space for a conventional
war, despite Pakistan’s nuclear weapons.” Specifically,
this doctrine has targeted India’s ability to conduct
conventional operations against Pakistan in response
to lower-level—especially sub-conventional—escala-
tion. Recent statements by Pakistani officials (including
Gen. Kidwai) have led to concerns that Islamabad
has now reduced the minimum range of its nuclear
weapons to zero meters.? This means that beyond
tactical nuclear weapons, Islamabad’s nuclear arsenal
might now include sub-kiloton nuclear projectiles like
the Cold War-era Davy Crockett recoilless guns, or
nuclear land mines that could either be detonated in
place or travel very short distances.*

India has sought to match Islamabad with con-
ventional and dual-use weapons at lower levels of

escalation. New Delhi’s steady development of coun-
terforce weapons systems—which are responsive,
accurate, and shorter-range—has led scholars to
believe that India’s “no first use” (NFU) doctrine
may no longer apply to a conflict with Pakistan.’ This
belief stems from the perspective that counterforce
weapon systems tend to be associated with first-use
nuclear doctrines. India might be tempted to move
toward a counterforce nuclear doctrine that could
match Pakistan’s potential use of battlefield nuclear
weapons against conventional Indian forces. Such a
strategy would aim to check Pakistan’s ability to use
tactical nuclear weapons, thereby creating a space for
conventional Indian responses to sub-conventional
attacks from Pakistan. During the 2019 India-Pakistan
crisis, for example, India responded to a terror attack
on its territory at Pulwama with a conventional air
attack on Balakot in Pakistan. Speaking about the
potential threat of Pakistani nuclear escalation in
response to India’s strike, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi asked, “What do we have then? Have we kept
our nuclear bombs for Diwali (the festival of lights)?”¢

In May 2025, when India and Pakistan fought a
near-war conflict for four days, it became clear that
both sides believe that they have carved out space
under the nuclear umbrella to conduct conventional
operations against each other. India now considers
its new doctrine to be one of assured conventional
response against sub-conventional terror attacks on
its territory. After the conflict ended, Prime Minis-
ter Modi stated that New Delhi would not “tolerate
any nuclear blackmail,” affirming that sub-nuclear
conventional operations against Pakistan might be
the new normal.”

India is increasingly demonstrating that it has two
different strategies for its two nuclear competitors,
and New Delhi’s nuclear strategy toward China has
been considerably different. This is not surprising given
that in this nuclear dyad, India is at the weaker end
of conventional military asymmetry. Recent border
skirmishes between the two states along the LAC
in the Himalayas have led to territorial and military
losses for India. Since the violent clashes in the Gal-
wan Valley in June 2020, New Delhi has lost at least
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twenty army troops in combat against the Chinese
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) forces, and has lost
access to twenty-six of sixty-five patrolling points
in Eastern Ladakh.®

Sino-Indian skirmishes along the LAC have con-
tinued intermittently since 2020, with the last ma-
jor one in December 2022.° Despite India’s military
reinforcements at the LAC—with 50,000 additional
troops deployed at the border since 2020—and plans
to raise a new mountain division aimed at China,
skirmishes continue to take place.”

To tackle the conventional military asymmetry
against China, India is raising a new Integrated Rocket
Force (IRF) aimed at creating space for conventional
escalation against China.” The IRF will be a conven-
tional missile force with short- and long-range cruise
and ballistic missiles, and India’s newly developed
Pralay short-range (150-500km) ballistic missile is
expected to be the mainstay of this force.” Using a
rocket force dedicated to conventional military ac-
tion will likely allow India space to militarily engage
the PLA along the LAC without escalation to the
nuclear level. This room for conventional escalation
has become increasingly important given China’s
building of critical military infrastructure along the
LAG, including a motorable bridge over Pangong Tso
Lake, underground bunkers, and hardened shelters
for armored vehicles.® Opening this space for con-
ventional action by India will be central to its ability
to deter and counter greater Chinese military action.

Key to this strategy is that both India and China
have stated NFU policies. These policies have led to
an expectation that any Sino-Indian confrontation at
the conventional level would remain nonnuclear—
assuming both sides conform to their stated nuclear

doctrines. Scholars now doubt, however, whether
either India or China would conform to their NFU
pledges in time of war or crisis.* India’s development
of nuclear delivery capability suggests a hedging
strategy that is aimed at maintaining strategic sta-
bility, continuing its overt commitment to its NFU
pledge, and increasing its options to strike China if
and when necessary.

India’s recent nuclear modernization has increased
its ability to target China’s mainland; its Agni-V
intermediate-range ballistic missile (IRBM) has a
stated range of 5,000 kilometers.”s In March 2024,
New Delhi successfully tested MIRV (multiple inde-
pendently targetable reentry vehicles) technology
on an Agni-V missile. This technology is aimed at
bolstering India’s second-strike capability, and in-
tended to hold Chinese cities at risk with an increased
ability to penetrate Beijing’s missile defenses.” India’s
developing MIRV capability is designed, therefore,
to establish a secure mutual nuclear vulnerability
with China. This approach will help its IRF operate
at the conventional military level—an expected so-
lidification of strategic stability that will thus create
space for conventional crisis escalation.”

Proliferation Cascade: From the
Indo-Pacific to Southern Asia

The United States’ focus on competition with Chi-
na in the Indo-Pacific has directly impacted nuclear
stability in South Asia. While scholars previously
suggested that a “strategic chain” connects Pakistan,
India, China, and the United States, the relationship
between these states today reflects more of a cascade
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of reactionary vertical proliferation.”® This dynamic
is distinct from the Cold War-era nuclear arms race
between the United States and the Soviet Union, and
is closer to a system of “spillover effects” from the
nuclear modernization of one state to another.” In-
deed, it not clear that any of these states is aiming to
attain nuclear superiority over the other. Rather, each
is attempting to mitigate nuclear asymmetry and keep
up with the force modernization of its adversaries.

This cascade has, at its start, the United States,
which is currently modernizing its nuclear arsenal
to address the two-peer nuclear threat posed by
Russia and China.*® Next, China is increasing its
nuclear forces and building new intercontinental
ballistic missile (ICBM) silos and nuclear submarines,
seeking to address its nuclear asymmetry with the
United States. Meanwhile, India’s increasingly hostile
relationship with China has led it to focus its nucle-
ar modernization efforts to address its increasing
asymmetry with Beijing’s nuclear forces. Finally,
India’s qualitative and quantitative improvements
to its nuclear forces are increasing perceptions of
nuclear asymmetry with Pakistan, leading to Paki-
stan’s nuclear force modernization and diversification
in response.

In 2024, the United States announced that it has a
stockpile of 3,748 nuclear warheads.” Additionally, the
US is conducting a wide-ranging nuclear moderniza-
tion program that includes new warhead designs and
weapon types.** Competing with China is emerging as
a critical pillar of the United States’ nuclear strategy.
More than 60 percent of the United States’ ballistic
missile submarine patrols occur in the Pacific and
are aimed against China and North Korea.”® Further-

more, the United States’ 2023 bipartisan Strategic
Posture Commission recommended that Washington
increase the size and scope of its nuclear arsenal to
“address the possibility that China will field large-scale,
counterforce-capable missile forces that pose a threat
to US strategic nuclear forces on par with the threat
Russia poses to those forces today.”*

Suggestions of an expanded US strategic and
tactical nuclear arsenal, along with wide-ranging
advancements in missile-defense capability, have
had an effect on China, which has responded to
the United States’ strategic posture by significantly
expanding its own nuclear forces.* A recent report
shows that Beijing is in the process of building about
350 new ballistic missile silos alongside numerous
new strategic nuclear delivery systems.*® The total
number of Chinese missile brigades has also in-
creased. Beijing’s expanding silo-based ICBM force
will increase its second-strike retaliatory capability,
and China is expected to possess around 1,000 war-
heads by 2030.”” Additionally, China is developing
more advanced nuclear-powered ballistic missile
submarines (SSBNs), submarine-launched ballistic
missiles (SLBMs), and road- and rail-mobile ICBM
systems, and has already deployed MIRVs on its
ballistic missiles.”® According to military and
diplomatic officials in Washington, this expansion of
Chinese nuclear and missile arsenals might be with a
view toward seeking qualitative and quantitative parity
with the United States.* From Beijing’s perspective,
these developments are a result of the United States’
overt characterization of its relationship with China
as one of “competition.”* For the immediate future,
as China aims to keep up in its competition with the
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United States, it is likely to continue with its nuclear
force modernization and expansion.

China’s nuclear and missile advancements have led
to response from India. New Delhi’s nuclear force
development has been aimed toward addressing its
asymmetry with China.? With most of its deployed
nuclear force already able to target all of Pakistan,
India’s next generation of nuclear force development
is aimed at mitigating the threat from Beijing. Its Agni
family of land-based IRBMs—soon to be armed with
MIRV-ed and MaRV (maneuverable reentry vehicle)
warheads—is aimed at targeting different parts of
China. While there has been no official confirmation
on the next version of the missile, Agni VI, this version
is expected to have a range of between 9,000 and
12,000 kilometers, with a three-ton nuclear payload.>
Beyond the Chinese mainland, this missile will aim
to give India the capacity to strike Chinese targets—
aircraft carriers and SSBNs—in the central Pacific
Ocean and the southern Indian Ocean.®

In addition to increasing the capabilities of its
land-based ballistic missiles, India is also increas-
ing its sea-based nuclear capability, with the aim of
having a more secure and dispersed second-strike
capability against China and building up a greater
naval footprint in the Indo-Pacific. In August 2024,
the second SSBN of New Delhi’s nuclear triad, the
INS Arighaat, was commissioned, substantially in-
creasing India’s nuclear strike capacity.* Along with
India’s first SSBN—the INS Arihant—the Arighaat
now forms a strategic naval force that will likely con-
duct regular deterrence patrols in the Indo-Pacific.
India is building three more SSBNs that will be larger
than the first two.* Currently, India’s two SSBNs are
armed with the K-15 Sagarika SLBMs, which have a
range of 750 kilometers, a short range that severely
limits India’s ability to strike China from the sea.
To address this problem, India’s next two SSBNs
will be armed with the K-4 SLBMs, with a striking

range of 3,500 kilometers, and the yet-unnamed fifth
SSBN is expected to carry the 5,000-kilometer-range
K-5 SLBM.*

Finally, India’s nuclear force modernization and ex-
pansion of its nuclear forces has led to vertical prolif-
eration in Pakistan. Pakistan is developing new delivery
vehicles with the goal of seeking parity with India on
the nuclear front, and its fissile materials and weapons
arsenal are expected to continue growing.# Its develop-
ment of diverse delivery systems seeks to ensure that
if India does abandon the NFU vis-a-vis Pakistan, it will
not be able to conduct a “splendid” first strike (that s,
a strike in which all of Pakistan’s nuclear weapons are
attacked, thus nullifying Islamabad’s ability to strike
back). Pakistan’s building of road-mobile transporter
erector launchers (TELSs) and sea-launched cruise and
ballistic missiles is aimed at dispersing its nuclear force
to counter any such possibility.®

Additionally, in keeping with the dynamic of cre-
ating space for low-scale nuclear escalation to deter
conventional attacks as a part of its full-spectrum
deterrence strategy, Pakistan has developed ground-,
air-, and sea-launched nuclear-capable short-range
cruise missiles.® Islamabad has also deployed tac-
tical nuclear weapons (TNWs) in the form of the
60-kilometer-range Hatf IX Nasr ballistic missile.
Pakistan’s TNWs have been developed to counter
India’s “Cold Start” doctrine, which aimed to conduct
proactive conventional military operations on Paki-
stani territory in response to sub-conventional attacks
on Indian territory.+° Through both its nuclear doc-
trine and its development of advanced nuclear-de-
livery systems, Pakistan has sought to ensure that it
is able to compete with India’s nuclear abilities, even
if those capabilities may now be driven primarily by
China’s actions.

This cascade of proliferation results directly from
the United States’ competition with China. The more
Washington centers the Indo-Pacific in its nuclear
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strategy, the more downstream effects there will likely
be on other nuclear states, whether they are either
directly in competition with the United States or with
a rival that is also impacted by US nuclear strategy.

AUKUS and the Nuclearization
of the Indo-Pacific

The United States has significant direct and indirect
effects on the proliferation of nuclear and missile sys-
tems across the Indo-Pacific. Its AUKUS deal with the
United Kingdom and Australia will give Canberra con-
ventionally armed nuclear-powered attack submarines
(SSNs) in service of a “free and open” Indo-Pacific.
While Pillar One of AUKUS deals with nuclear sub-
marines, Pillar Two provides for the United States to
share key technology (related to hypersonic missiles,
electronic warfare, artificial intelligence, and advanced
cyber capabilities) with its allies.# This technology
sharing, motivated by strategic competition with Chi-
na, may lead to several downstream effects that are
likely to intensify the risks of naval competition and
proliferation in the Indo-Pacific and Southern Asia.

Consistent with the cascade dynamic, China will
feel pressure to respond to AUKUS. Its Foreign Minis-
try has described the deal as a “wrong and dangerous
path” that will “only motivate an arms race, damage
the international nuclear nonproliferation regime, and
harm regional stability and peace.”’# Of course, the
AUKUS deal by itself will not lead to these outcomes.
But China’s response to AUKUS likely will. Beijing’s
new SSBNs—especially the Type og6—have made
considerable qualitative technical advancements that
make them a formidable change in the Indo-Pacif-
ic.# A proliferation of United States, United King-
dom, and Australian SSNs because of AUKUS in the
Indo-Pacific might put China’s six-boat SSBN force—
and its second-strike capability—at risk. This dynamic
could lead to a considerable increase in the number
of Chinese SSNs and SSBNs developed over the next
few years—a development that would, in turn, likely
impact India’s projected SSBN and SSN force.

India’s commitment to the Indo-Pacific primarily
focuses on its side of the western Indian Ocean and
South Asia. However, it has a long-standing commit-
ment to keeping the sea lines of communication free
and open from the Gulf of Aden to the Straits of Ma-
lacca. Increased militarization of the Indo-Pacific via
proliferation of nuclear submarines and other naval
deployments by China—even if simply a response to
AUKUS—will prompt India to develop its own naval
capacity, and particularly, to consider an increase
in its nuclear submarine force, specifically SSNs.
Currently, India builds its own SSBNs but hasleased out
Akula-class SSNs from Russia intermittently since
1987. India plans on inducting one such leased SSN
into its fleet by 2028 and is reportedly considering
leasing a second submarine from Moscow as well.* In
addition, in 2024, India announced that it has started
a program to build its own indigenous SSNs. The
first of these submarines is expected to be deployed
by 2037 and will, crucially, lead to increased Indian
independence in the field of naval force projection.®

Once all five of India’s planned Arihant-class
SSBNs are deployed and India moves toward a
continuous-at-sea deterrence posture—as other na-
vies with a similar force structure have—there will
be a broader question of how this force operates and
interacts with China’s nuclear submarines and forces
in a nuclear-crowded Indo-Pacific. Will the QUAD
grouping (which includes India, Japan, Australia,
and United States) coordinate their naval strategies
and SSN deployments in the Indo-Pacific? How will
the United States and its allies view India’s use of
leased-out Russian Akula submarines in the region?

Finally, an increased Indian naval force with nucle-
ar submarines—both SSNs and SSBNs—is likely to
threaten Pakistan’s access to and freedom of navigation
in the Arabian Sea and Indian Ocean. Islamabad has
been developing the sea-leg of its nuclear forces and
has developed a nuclear-capable Babur sea-launched
cruise missile (SLCM) with a range of 450 kilometers
to be deployed on its diesel-powered Agosta 9oB sub-
marines.* An increase in India’s submarine forces
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may prompt Pakistan to consider increasing its naval
forces as well. Importantly, the AUKUS deal has seta
precedent for China to lease or sell nuclear-powered
attack submarines to Pakistan if both states decide
to pursue that path. Given Beijing and Islamabad’s
long history of nuclear and missile cooperation—and
common interest in checking India—this scenario
could become more likely.

The United States needs to consider the downstream
consequences of its Indo-Pacific nuclear strategy. In-
troducing more nuclear-powered submarines through
other states and potentially deploying nuclear-armed
cruise missiles on its own SSNs to enhance its ability
to use tactical nuclear weapons in the Indo-Pacific
will generate responses from its immediate nuclear
competitors, whose responses will have their own
effects on others.#” This scenario might continue—and
exacerbate—proliferation and modernization cascades
across the Indo-Pacific region.

Conclusion

Analysts suggest that the Indo-Pacific is “at the
cusp of a new missile age, driven by perceptions of
rising insecurity.”#® If this is true, then the dynamics
leading to this insecurity must be understood. There
are three main drivers of proliferation and insecurity
in South Asia and the Indo-Pacific: the dynamic of
creating spaces of escalation under the shadow of
nuclear weapons; proliferation cascades resulting
from great power competition; and the risk of na-
val buildup precipitated by AUKUS.# Each of these
drivers share underlying elements—reaction-driven
vertical proliferation and modernization of nuclear
weapons and their delivery systems—that amplify
regional insecurity and must be addressed.

Thus far, competition has been the driving force
behind United States-China tensions, intensifying
the security dilemma between both states.>® This
dynamic is now generating spillover effects in other
regions, like South Asia. From the United States’ per-

spective, then, deemphasizing the nuclear aspect of
its competition with China in the Indo-Pacific could
have a stabilizing effect on the unfolding regional
cascade of proliferation.

Central to nuclear delivery-system proliferation and
modernization is the question of nuclear posture.
The expansion of nuclear delivery systems in both
China and India—with varying ranges, payloads, and
accuracies—suggests that these states are reducing
the threshold for the potential use of nuclear weapons
and might each be tempted to abandon their NFU
policies in the future.s Scholars have suggested that
NFU policies might not hold much weight anyway—
that is, they are “cheap talk” when it comes to a war
or nuclear crisis.>* So far, however, both China’s and
India’s NFU policies have had greater weight because
they are coupled with nuclear postures characterized
by a lack of numerical and qualitative capacity to
strike their adversaries first. These capacities are
now changing, such that both China and India might
possess first-strike capability soon. This develop-
ment may tempt both states to abandon their NFU
policies. If more first-use-oriented weapon systems
are introduced in the Indo-Pacific, rather than states
simply shoring up their second-strike capabilities,
we might see more of a Cold War-type arms race
dynamic among the region’s nuclear weapons states.

Finally, given the proliferation of missile systems
and nuclear submarines, there is growing risk of
serious accidents and inadvertent escalation. During
the Cold War, nuclear missile submarines collided
with each other in the ocean, sometimes significantly
damaging each other.”* More recently, in 2009, two
nuclear-armed SSBNs—the British HMS Vanguard
and the French Le Triomphant—collided deep in
the Atlantic Ocean.5* A greater number of SSNs and
SSBNs in the Indo-Pacific will only raise the like-
lihood of such accidents. On the missile front, in
2022, India accidentally fired a supersonic BrahMos
cruise missile into Pakistan.® The missile was not
armed, and a major escalation was averted, but the
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incident highlighted the risks of inadvertent esca-
lation among nuclear adversaries, emphasizing the
need to have better missile safety management and
crisis communication. Widespread missile prolifera-
tion in the Indo-Pacific and South Asia is therefore
another area where mechanisms will be needed to
mitigate the risks of rising insecurity. @
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MENA at the Threshold? Proliferation

Risks and Great Power Competition

Nicole Grajewski and Jane Darby Menton

This article situates the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) in the
global nuclear order, emphasizing how the region has both challenged
and spurred adaptations in international nuclear governance for decades.
It then examines two pressing contemporary issues: the uncertain
trajectory of Iran's nuclear program after Israeli and US military strikes
in June 2025, and the anticipated expansion of nuclear energy across
MENA, which could also result in more countries with capabilities that
would be conducive to pursuing the bomb. Both developments underscore
the difficulties of managing nuclear latency in a conflict-prone region,
where tensions among local actors inflect nuclear decision-making. While
there are opportunities to mitigate these challenges, and principles that
policymakers should follow in addressing them, nuclear aspirations are
likely to remain a prominent feature of MENA's security landscape so
long as underlying tensions between regional actors remain unresolved.

he Middle East and North Africa (MENA)
occupy a unique and volatile position
within the global nuclear order. At the
heart of this dynamic lies a long history
of challenges to international nuclear governance,
coupled with Israel’s status as the region’s sole
nuclear-armed state and the only MENA country
that operates outside the Nuclear Non-Proliferation
Treaty (NPT), a position that has both resulted from
and contributed to the region’s pervasive security
dilemmas. Israel’s undeclared arsenal; proliferation
attempts in states including Iran, Iraq, Libya, and
Syria; and regional counterproliferation practices,
including kinetic attacks on nuclear infrastructure,
have fueled insecurity and motivated latent nuclear
ambitions across MENA for generations.

Today, the region faces two nuclear challenges that
demand urgent attention from policymakers and schol-
ars alike. First, as this article goes to press in early
July 2025, the long-simmering Iranian nuclear crisis
appears to be at an inflection point. For years, Iran
has been a “threshold state,” meaning that it would be

capable of building nuclear weapons relatively quickly
if it chose to do so. Efforts to contain the program
diplomatically stalled after the United States withdrew
from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA)
in 2018, although talks resumed during the Biden
and second Trump administrations. In June 2025,
Israel invoked the long-discussed “military option,”
nominally to prevent Iran from obtaining the bomb,
while talks between Washington and Tehran were
still ongoing. In addition to striking nuclear sites and
personnel, Israel eliminated swaths of the country’s
military leadership and targeted Iran’s ballistic mis-
sile program, government institutions, and critical
infrastructure. On June 21, the United States also
intervened with targeted strikes on Iranian nuclear
facilities in Natanz, Isfahan, and Fordow.

The military and political effects of these events
are still unfolding, with profound implications for the
nuclear landscape in MENA. Key questions include
the extent to which kinetic counterproliferation has
set back Iran’s nuclear capabilities; whether Iranian
leaders will dismantle their remaining infrastructure
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or doggedly pursue weaponization; and whether the
international community can confidently assess that
Iran is not covertly reconstituting a nuclear weapons
program in the years to come. The reactions of other
regional powers will also be important; for example,
if Iran crosses the nuclear threshold, Saudi Arabia
has vowed to follow suit.

These risks and uncertainties play out against the
backdrop of a second challenge, which, while less
acute, has implications for regional and global nucle-
ar governance. In recent years, MENA has become
a bellwether for the opportunities and complexi-
ties of peaceful nuclear cooperation in a period of
renewed great power competition. As demand for
nuclear energy is increasing globally, countries like
the United Arab Emirates, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia
are already advancing nuclear energy initiatives that
feature varying degrees of transparency and com-
mitment to international safeguards. Competition
among US, Russian, and Chinese nuclear suppliers
for contracts and influence in MENA will impact the
rules and norms that govern the transfer of nuclear
technologies worldwide.

The long saga of Iran’s nuclear program and the
expected growth of nuclear capacity across MENA
underscore the difficulties of managing nuclear latency
in a conflict-prone region, where nuclear aspirations
are deeply implicated in tensions among local ac-
tors. The region’s history of attempted and (mostly)
thwarted proliferation has shaped the global nuclear
order and how those within MENA perceive the norms
and institutions that comprise it. This fraught legacy,
including the mix of diplomacy and coercive efforts
to contain Iran’s nuclear program, continues to inflect
the landscape today, as the uptick in civilian nuclear
projects across MENA interacts with gaps in nuclear
governance and rising competition among the major
nuclear powers in ways that could deepen existing
fault lines and contribute to future proliferation cri-
ses. While there are opportunities to mitigate these
challenges, policies designed to resolve specific issues
are unlikely to endure if dynamics that drive fissures
within the region and skepticism toward the global
nonproliferation regime remain unaddressed.

MENA and the Nuclear Order

The MENA region serves as a microcosm of ten-
sions within the global nuclear order, highlighting

the challenges and adaptations of nuclear govern-
ance and the inconsistent application and diffusion
of international norms. MENA is distinguished by
the lack of universality in NPT membership, an ex-
tensive history of clandestine nuclear weapons pro-
grams, and uneven implementation of global rules.
At the same time, efforts to resolve proliferation
crises in the Middle East have spurred innovations
in counterproliferation, including the use of military
strikes and covert sabotage operations to degrade
concerning programs, as well as novel approaches to
safeguards, sanctions, monitoring and verification,
and multilateral diplomacy.

At least for now, Israel remains the only regional
actor to successfully cross the nuclear threshold. It
allegedly developed nuclear weapons during the 1950s
and 60s, motivated by a perceived existential threat
from neighboring Arab states and the desire to deter
large-scale conventional attacks. Israel’s nuclear ar-
senal has influenced the way other MENA countries
interact with the global nuclear order. Although Israel
maintains a policy of deliberate opacity about its nu-
clear capabilities, their existence is an open secret, and
many regional actors view the international commu-
nity’s tacit acceptance as a glaring double standard.
That said, despite Israel’s abstention, every other
MENA state is now a member of the NPT. The dearth
of trust among regional actors has made them more
reliant on international regimes and institutions to
manage nuclear issues, although compliance has been
marred by haphazard implementation and violations
of varying severity.> Tensions among MENA states
have also undermined efforts to develop collective
security arrangements that could underpin a more
cohesive approach to nonproliferation and nuclear
governance at the regional level.?

Outside of Israel, multiple MENA states have explored
the nuclear weapons option, with different degrees of
intensity and success. For example, Egypt pursued
nuclear weapons in the 1960s, but technical challenges
and leadership ambivalence led to a shift in focus under
President Anwar Sadat, culminating in NPT ratification
in 1981.4 Iraq has been an NPT signatory since 1969,
and though it came close to acquiring nuclear weap-
ons under Saddam Hussein, its weapons program was
effectively neutralized after the 1991 Gulf War. Libya
spent decades secretly pursuing nuclear weapons, only
to voluntarily dismantle its program in 2003 under
international supervision. This development was ini-
tially seen as a success story, but many governments
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have interpreted Libyan disarmament as a cautionary
tale since the fall of Muammar Qaddafi in 20115 Syria’s
nuclear ambitions, allegedly supported by North Korea,
were halted by an Israeli airstrike in 2007.°

As these examples illustrate, regional tensions
have spurred interest in nuclear weapons and in-
jected volatility into nuclear crises. Prior to the war
in Ukraine, “every known military attack on a nuclear
installation” had taken place in the Middle East, most
launched by other states in the region.” A key actor in
this domain has been Israel, which has consistently
employed both overt and covert strategies to prevent
the emergence of rival nuclear powers in MENA. No-
table examples include the assassinations of Iraqi
and Iranian nuclear scientists; cyberattacks such as
the Stuxnet operation (likely conducted jointly with
the United States) on Iran’s nuclear infrastructure;
and military strikes, including the 1981 destruction of
Iraq’s Osirak reactor and the 2007 bombing of Syria’s
suspected plutonium-producing facility at Deir ez-Zor.
Nuclear installations have also come under fire during
conventional wars, most notably when Iraq attacked
Iran’s nuclear facilities in the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq War.

Yet if there is ample precedent for using military
force against nuclear infrastructure in MENA, the
legacy of these efforts is somewhat mixed. Counter-
proliferation operations against Syria are generally
viewed as a success story, while the Israeli strike on
Iraq’s Osirak reactor both set the program back and
encouraged Baghdad to pursue proliferation path-
ways that would be harder to detect. The full scope
of Iraq’s reconstituted program only became apparent
ten years later, after its defeat in the First Gulf War.?

Although militarized counterproliferation tends to
attract more attention, past failures to detect covert
nuclear weapons programs in MENA have also cata-
lyzed significant reforms to the global nonprolifera-
tion architecture, creating new tools to apprehend
and reverse illicit weapons programs. For example,

the revelation of Iraq’s clandestine nuclear program
contributed to the development of the Addition-
al Protocol (AP), a critical evolution in safeguards
implementation, which has enhanced the capacity
of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)
to detect and deter undeclared nuclear activities.®
The First Gulf War also set the precedent for using
multilateral sanctions as both carrot and stick in
the context of nonproliferation.’® UN Security Coun-
cil sanctions played a role in subsequent efforts to
manage North Korea’s and Iran’s nuclear programs.

These developments have not eliminated the risk of
secret nuclear weapons programs. Small enrichment
and reprocessing facilities remain difficult to detect,
and activities associated with weaponization are even
harder to perceive.” The efficacy of enhanced safeguards
measures is also contingent upon their universal im-
plementation, a goal that remains elusive in MENA. In
some cases, the discovery of covert nuclear activities
has advanced efforts to institutionalize nonproliferation
norms. For example, in the early 1990s, Algeria—facing
pressure from the United States and China—agreed
to join the NPT and place a suspicious reactor at Ain
Oussera under IAEA safeguards.”

Overall, however, regional nuclear dynamics reflect
both a reliance on external security guarantees and
resistance to external interference. While the UAE
has embraced the “gold standard” of nonprolifer-
ation—implementing the Additional Protocol and
renouncing enrichment and reprocessing (activities
that could also produce fissile material for nucle-
ar weapons)—other states remain reluctant. Iran
suspended implementation of the AP in 2006 and
again in 2021, and Egypt, Syria, and Saudi Arabia
have all refused to adopt it or to forgo the option to
develop sensitive nuclear technologies.” This uneven
approach to safeguards leaves some states with the
latitude to pursue nuclear capabilities that could be
redirected toward military ends.

5  Malfrid Braut-Hegghammer, Unclear Physics: Why Iraq and Libya Failed to Build Nuclear Weapons (Cornell University Press, 2016).
6 Oliver Holmes, "Israel Confirms It Carried Out 2007 Airstrike on Syrian Nuclear Reactor," The Guardian (March 21, 2018).
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9 Laura Rockwood, "Evaluation of the Impact of the Model Additional Protocol on Non-Nuclear Weapon States with Comprehensive Safeguards
Agreements," Swedish Radiation Safety Authority, 2018, https://vcdnp.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/201823-evaluation-of-the-impact-of-the
-model-additional-protocol-on-non-nuclear-weapon-states-with-comprehensive-safeguards-agreements.pdf.

10 "Irag: A Chronology of UM Inspections,” Arms Control Today, 2002, https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2002-10/features/irag-chronology
-un-inspections; Kelsey Davenport, "UN Security Council Resolutions on North Korea," Arms Control Association, January 2022,
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/un-security-council-resolutions-north-korea.

1 R. Scott Kemp, "The Nonproliferation Emperor Has No Clothes: The Gas Centrifuge, Supply-Side Controls, and the Future of Nuclear

Proliferation," International Security 38, no. 4 (Spring 2014): 39-78.
12 https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/nukevault/ebb228/index.htm.

13 It resumed implementation under the JCPOA, but suspended it again in 2021, as part of an escalating campaign of noncompliance, following

US withdrawal from the agreement.
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Immediate proliferation risks in the Middle East—
with the notable exception of Iran—appear to have
declined in recent decades. The current configura-
tions of nuclear infrastructure in most MENA coun-
tries, which primarily consist of research reactors and
nascent power programs, would not lend themselves
to rapid weaponization.* Moreover, the technical and
political hurdles to weaponization, including the need
to expel international inspectors or withdraw from
the NPT, dissuade overt activities. That said, the
long-term implications of safeguard gaps and weak
regional institutionalization are potentially severe.
Tensions among regional powers have long been
drivers of proliferation, and deteriorating security
conditions, prompted by developments in Iran or
intensifying conventional conflict in the region, could
make nuclear weapons more appealing, or frustrate
efforts to arrest potential proliferation cascades.

Iran’s Threshold Status and the
Looming Threat of Weaponization

The most acute proliferation risk in MENA today
is Iran. The history of Iran’s program exemplifies the
trend lines and fault lines that define the region’s
nuclear landscape. Once emblematic of so-called
rogue states with clandestine nuclear ambitions, Iran
subsequently evolved into a threshold state. Efforts
to prevent Iran from crossing that threshold have
spurred innovative approaches to both diplomacy
and coercion for decades. The trajectory of Tehran’s
program following military escalation between Iran
and Israel as well as US counterproliferation strikes
will have significant ramifications for regional sta-
bility and MENA’s nuclear landscape.

Iran’s nuclear program began during the 1950s.
Although progress stalled after the 1979 revolution,
Tehran embarked on a covert nuclear weapons
program in the late 1980s, which remained hidden
until the early 2000s. According to US intelligence
assessments, Iran suspended its dedicated weaponi-
zation program in 2003. By that point, however, it
had made significant progress. Initially, Iran lacked
the necessary fissile material to build a bomb, but

it steadily addressed that shortfall by expanding
uranium-enrichment capabilities semitransparently
in subsequent years. After secret enrichment facil-
ities at Natanz and Fordow were revealed in 2002
and 2009, respectively, Iran declared the sites to
the IAEA and accepted safeguards. (The NPT does
not ban enrichment in non-weapon states, but most
countries have concluded it is not cost-efficient.)
Although Iranian leaders have long insisted that their
nuclear program is exclusively peaceful, estimates
of the time it would take for Iran to produce enough
highly enriched uranium (HEU) for its first nuclear
weapon shrunk as its enrichment program advanced.

Past revelations about Iran’s clandestine nuclear
facilities, and concerns about its known activities,
have triggered attempts to contain its nuclear ambi-
tions, including sanctions, covert actions, and mul-
tilateral negotiations.*® In 2015, diplomatic efforts
culminated in the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Ac-
tion (JCPOA), which featured innovative trade-offs
between sanctions relief and verifiable restrictions
on nuclear activities, including caps on enrichment
levels, significant reductions in enriched uranium
stockpiles, and modifications to a reactor that would
have been conducive to plutonium production. The
JCPOA also required Iran to implement the AP and
supplementary monitoring and verification measures
that would make it harder to conceal illicit activities.

Although US intelligence assessed Iran to be com-
plying with the agreement, the JCPOA, along with
its restrictions and monitoring regime, unraveled
after the Trump administration pulled out in 2018.7
After that, despite Washington’s “maximum pres-
sure” sanctions campaign, Tehran significantly ad-
vanced its nuclear program. Iran has developed and
deployed advanced centrifuges, shrinking the time
needed to actualize a decision to proliferate, and in
2021, it became the only nonnuclear weapon state
enriching uranium to 60 percent, a short technical
step away from weapons grade.”® Iran also curtailed
IAEA monitoring capabilities, reducing international
oversight of its obligations under both the JCPOA and
its broader Comprehensive Safeguards Agreement.

Iran is not the only state to reach the nuclear
threshold. For example, although Japan adheres to

14 Mark Fitzpatrick, ed., Nuclear Programmes in the Middle East: In the Shadow of Iran, (International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2008); Eric
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16 For background on the JCPOA, see Muhammad Javad Zarif et al., Raz-i sar bih muhr: Barjam kashishi siturg bara-yi huqtq, amniyat va
tawsa'ah-i Irén [The Nuclear Deal: The Untold Story of JCPOA: Protecting Iran's Security, Rights and Development] (Tehran: Intisharat-i Ittila'at,

2021).

17 Majma*-e Tashkhis-e Maslahat-e Nezam, "Tavaquf-i ta'ahhudat-i hastah' 1-i Tran, sinaryiha-yi mumkin va tahlil-i dyandah-i barjam [Suspension
of Iran's Nuclear Commitments, Possible Scenarios and Analysis of the Future of the JCPOA]" (Dabirkhanih-i Majma'-i Tashkhus Maslahat-i Nizam,
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its 1967 nonnuclear principles, its vast stockpile of
weapons-usable fissile material and development
of missile capabilities that could be adapted for nu-
clear delivery provide it with the option to quickly
assemble nuclear weapons.” But Iran has presented
a thornier challenge, due to the sophistication of its
program, its checkered history with the IAEA, and
the entanglement of its nuclear ambitions in vola-
tile regional security dynamics. Iran has achieved
several crucial steps toward nuclear weaponization,
including research on the design and engineering of
warheads (as evidenced by past activities), sophis-
ticated delivery systems, and the establishment of
the requisite command-and-control infrastructure,
primarily within the Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps (IRGC) Aerospace Force.

Iranian policymakers have also wielded their
threshold status as a form of leverage, emphasiz-
ing that the only thing standing between them and
the bomb is a political decision. As Ali Akbar Salehi,
former head of Iran’s Atomic Energy Organization,
remarked in February 2024: “It’s like having all the

parts to build a car: we have the chassis, the engine,
the transmission, everything.”*° Iranian leaders have
periodically invoked the threat of proliferation to
deter specific interventions, including strikes on their
nuclear facilities and the reimposition of “snapback”
sanctions at the UN.

While certain domestic factions have long favored
proliferation, Iran’s nuclear program has historically
played an important, but not exclusive, role in its
defense strategy.” After Hamas’s brutal attack on
Israel in October 2023, shifts in the regional balance
of power raised questions about Iran’s ability to
maintain this ambiguous posture.* Israeli military
operations in 2024 effectively eliminated Iran’s ability
to project power through proxies like Hamas and
Hezbollah, and military exchanges between Israel
and Iran damaged the country’s air defenses and
ballistic missile program. The unexpected collapse
of the Assad regime in Syria further circumscribed
Tehran’s regional clout. Meanwhile, reports indicat-
ed that Iranian public opinion was becoming more
supportive of nuclear acquisition.

These developments spurred debates over whether
aweakened Iran would be more bent on proliferation,
or more amenable to diplomatic off-ramps.** In April
2025, Tehran and Washington agreed to bilateral talks,
brokered by Oman, to head off the prospects of mil-
itary escalation.® In June, however, days before the
next round of negotiations, Israel launched extensive
strikes against Iranian nuclear and military sites and
personnel, triggering Iranian retaliation. The United
States eventually joined Israel’s counterproliferation
campaign, with targeted strikes on three nuclear sites,
including the hardened enrichment facility at Fordow.

Israel’s decision to use force is consistent with
decades of Israeli strategy, but the scope and scale of
its June 2025 campaign vastly exceeded past counter-
proliferation operations. Notably, Israeli strikes were
not limited to nuclear facilities, but included military
targets and leadership and critical infrastructure.
To many observers, the nature of the strikes along
with statements from Israeli leaders encouraging the
Iranian people to rise up against the regime implied

19 Toby Dalton and Eli Levite, "Iran's Nuclear Threshold Challenge," War on the Rocks, May 23, 2024,
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21 Nicole Grajewski, "Iran Is at a Strategic Crossroads," Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, October 3, 2024,
https://carnegieendowment.org/emissary/2024/10/iran-israel-missile-attack-nuclear-strategy-what-now?lang=en.

22 Ellen Knickmeyer, "US Says Iran Moving Forward on a Key Aspect of Developing a Nuclear Bomb," AP News, July 19, 2024,
https://apnews.com/article/iran-nuclear-weapons-sullivan-blinken-2ba2de90dce5047c4a698b2d57a90e4b.

23 Peyman Asadzade, "A Majority of Iranians Now Favor Possessing Nuclear Weapons. Their leaders Take Note," Bulletin of the Atomic
Scientists, June 13, 2024, https://thebulletin.org/2024/06/a-majority-of-iranians-now-favor-possessing-nuclear-weapons-their-leaders-take-note/.
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Geranmayeh, "lran Has Every Reason Now to Go Nuclear," Foreign Policy, October 24, 2024, https://foreignpolicy.com/2024/10/24/iran-nuclear
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25 Andrea Shalal, "Trump Repeats Threat to Use Military Force If Iran Does Not Agree to Nuclear Deal," Reuters, April 9, 2025,
https://www.reuters.com/world/trump-repeats-threat-use-military-force-if-iran-does-not-agree-nuclear-deal-2025-04-09/.
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objectives beyond the nuclear program.* The United
States’ decision to join this campaign, through limited
albeit dramatic strikes on Iranian nuclear infrastruc-
ture, has no obvious precedent, although the United
States had long threatened military action against
Iran’s nuclear program. Washington’s intervention
was followed by a push for diplomacy, with Iran
and Israel agreeing to a ceasefire several days later.

The impact of Israeli and American strikes on
Iranian nuclear capabilities and intentions remains
unclear. While the program has undeniably been de-
graded, questions persist. In time, Iran could rebuild
a nuclear weapons program, especially if it still has
access to advanced centrifuges and HEU stockpiles.””
The implications of conflict between Iran and Israel
for the regional nuclear landscape also remain to be
seen, though Iran’s previous strategy of wielding its
threshold status as leverage appears to be discredit-
ed. Throughout the conflict, other regional powers,
especially the Gulf States, who would be vulnerable
to Iranian retaliation, have called for diplomacy.?®
Further escalation, or a concerted Iranian sprint
for the bomb, could destabilize the Middle East and
encourage other states to pursue arsenals of their
own. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman has
repeatedly stated that if Tehran acquires a nuclear
weapon, “we will have to get one.””®

Great Power Competition and Civilian
Nuclear Programs in MENA

Heightened uncertainty about Iranian nuclear ca-
pabilities could spur wider interest in nuclear weap-
ons precisely as the expansion of civilian nuclear
programs in multiple MENA states might create a
more permissive environment for acquiring sensitive
technologies. Since 2020, when the UAE brought its
first reactor online, MENA has become a locus of
intense competition among great powers, who vie
for lucrative nuclear contracts and long-term strategic

influence as countries across the globe aim to reduce
their reliance on oil and gas, meet clean-energy targets,
and project technological prowess. The contours of
future nuclear challenges in the Middle East will
partly be contingent on which projects come to fru-
ition, what kinds of reactors and fuel cycle facilities
states opt to build, and the strings that are (or are
not) attached to these programs.

While peaceful nuclear power need not lead to pro-
liferation, MENA’s uneven safeguards and the land-
scape and history of clandestine programs remain
potential flashpoints.*® Saudi Arabia and Egypt, for
example, have long resisted certain nonproliferation
measures, complicating efforts to strengthen global
and regional norms. The way nuclear cooperation
agreements play out in the Middle East will have
implications for the expansion of nuclear programs
elsewhere, and for the longevity of institutions like
the NPT and the Nuclear Suppliers Group.

Civilian nuclear projects offer external powers a
chance to secure long-term leverage over energy
policy, technology transfer, and even foreign policy.®
Although nuclear exports to the Middle East are
not new, the supplier landscape has shifted. The
United States, once dominant, has seen its influ-
ence diminish, while Russia and China have risen to
prominence.® Competition among nuclear suppliers,
and the ability of potential recipients to triangulate
among them, could lower the barriers to technolo-
gy diffusion and challenge the coherence of global
nuclear governance.® US civil nuclear cooperation
agreements—known as 123 agreements—typically
require partners to ratify the AP, abstain from enrich-
ment and reprocessing (ENR) activities, implement
stringent security measures, and adhere to inter-
national nonproliferation treaties and conventions.
Erosion of the United States’ capacity as a nuclear
supplier complicates its ability to leverage peaceful
assistance to set global standards for responsible
nuclear development. For example, while the UAE
signed a 123 agreement with the United States, the
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reactors for its nuclear program were ultimately
supplied by South Korea, with limited support from
US companies.3

Russia and China, meanwhile, have demonstrat-
ed a greater willingness to pursue contracts with
countries that have questionable records in nucle-
ar safety, security, and nonproliferation, and to at-
tach fewer strings to those partnerships. Russia’s
“build-own-operate” model also appeals to Middle
Eastern states by offering long-term financing and
full project management for large nuclear ventures.
Egypt is building its first nuclear plant with the Rus-
sian state corporation Rosatom, and Russia remains
the primary civilian nuclear supplier to Iran. Mean-
while, China is boosting its regional engagement.3
In 2022, President Xi announced plans for deeper
cooperation with Gulf countries on nuclear energy,
security, and space. This development is already
visible in Saudi Arabia, where Chinese scientists
are reportedly aiding uranium exploration and have
bid on the Kingdom’s first nuclear plant.?” Although
Riyadh would still prefer partnering with the United
States or South Korea for larger projects, the prospect
of Chinese or Russian deals gives it greater leverage
in negotiations with Washington.

Russia and China’s expanding nuclear cooperation
in MENA—and the US struggle to balance nonpro-
liferation with commercial and strategic interests—
has led recent US administrations to show growing
flexibility in order to compete. Saudi Arabia’s nuclear
aspirations have become a central focus of evolving
US policy. Saudi officials have asserted their intention
to develop the complete nuclear fuel cycle, including
uranium enrichment. During the first Trump admin-

istration (2017-21), officials explored a more assertive
nuclear export strategy that would not necessarily
require partners to adopt the “gold standard.”?® In
2023, reports emerged that the Biden administration
was working on an agreement to normalize relations
between Saudi Arabia and Israel that might include
provisions for a US-operated uranium-enrichment
facility on Saudi soil.®* In April 2025, US Secretary
of Energy Chris Wright stated that Washington was
on the “pathway” to an agreement with Riyadh, and
he did not rule out enrichment on Saudi territory.+

At this point, the details of any potential arrange-
ments remain highly speculative, and the potential
destruction of Iran’s enrichment program adds com-
plexity to an already intricate calculus.# US officials
maintain that any agreement with Saudi Arabia would
entail extensive safeguards, whereas refusing to en-
gage might encourage the Kingdom to seek out more
permissive suppliers.# In Israel, policymakers appear
more apprehensive. As current opposition leader
and former Prime Minister Yair Lapid put it: “Israel
can’t agree to uranium enrichment in Saudi Arabia,
because it endangers its national security. . . . It would
lead to a regional nuclear arms race.”# While the
transparent construction of nuclear reactors, subject
to appropriate safeguards, is not generally seen as
a major proliferation threat, more states acquiring
the capacity to produce fissile material could make
it easier for them to actualize weapons ambitions
in the future.* If Riyadh starts enriching uranium,
it may prompt others like the UAE to follow suit.*
Any US-Saudi nuclear deal will therefore face intense
scrutiny, both regionally and globally.
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Challenges, Risks, and
Recommendations

Intensifying regional tensions—including conflict
between an undeclared nuclear power (Israel) and a
threshold nuclear state (Iran)—along with efforts to
expand civilian nuclear programs in multiple Middle
Eastern countries are already altering the nuclear land-
scape in MENA. These trends have resurfaced existing
fault lines and generated new challenges, especially on
the question of nuclear latency—that is, technologies,
expertise, and infrastructure that would make it easier
for a state to pursue nuclear weapons in the future.

Managing contemporary nuclear challenges across
the region will not be easy. Trying to prevent Iran
from crossing the nuclear threshold remains crucial
for regional security and the global nuclear order,
but a purely punitive approach risks undermining
regional stability and making nuclear weapons more
appealing. At the same time, the demise of the JCPOA,
which Iran was abiding by, and the sequence of events
that has followed, including the scale and scope of
Israeli military strikes and American involvement, will
likely complicate future nonproliferation diplomacy
with Iran and other states. Iranian leaders have not
forgotten the fate of regimes in Iraq and Libya that
gave up their nuclear programs.

Analysts have long warned that military action
might push Tehran toward more aggressive pursuit
of anuclear arsenal. Iran could still act on its periodic
threats to withdraw from the NPT and has already
said that it will roll back cooperation with the IAEA.
Whether now or in the future, Iranian leaders might
conclude that acquiring nuclear weapons is the only
way to ensure the regime’s long-term security, and
other governments in the region might reach similar
conclusions. Military strikes have set Iran’s nuclear
program back, perhaps considerably, but they have
not eliminated technologies and know-how that
would allow it to eventually reconstitute a nuclear
weapons program, in ways that might be harder to
detect and monitor.

Whatever Iran ultimately decides, questions about
its residual capabilities and the potential for clan-
destine reconstitution will remain salient for the
foreseeable future. Previous experience dismantling
nuclear programs in Iraq and Libya, both signifi-
cantly less sophisticated than Iran’s, suggest that
even if Iran ultimately agrees to back away from the

threshold, this process will be fraught, especially if
Iranian officials become uncooperative.

In the years to come, MENA’s nuclear landscape is
likely to be characterized by considerable uncertainty.
The United States and its partners should therefore try
to uphold high standards of nuclear safety, security,
and safeguards, and support a more coherent and
cohesive regional approach to nuclear governance.

Balancing these imperatives will pose challenges.
Israeli and American military operations against Iran,
including attacks on safeguarded nuclear facilities,
have reanimated frustrations about double standards
in the nuclear order, although there appears to be
at least nominal consensus within the region on the
need for de-escalation. Gulf states in particular do
not want to be dragged into a regional war. Despite
their issues with Tehran, most MENA governments
condemned the Israeli attacks and signed a joint
statement calling for the establishment of a Middle
East Zone Free of Nuclear Weapons and Other Weap-
ons of Mass Destruction and highlighting the “urgent
need” for all regional actors to join the NPT—an
exhortation that, at present, only applies to Israel.#
But these relations remain fragile. Iran’s decision to
respond to US strikes by launching missiles at an
American military base in Qatar, though telegraphed
in advance, underscored the live possibility of re-
gional escalation, and likely unsettled neighboring
states. Doha eventually played a role in urging Tehran
to agree to a ceasefire.¥

Efforts to restore regional stability, alongside the
anticipated expansion of civilian nuclear programs
across MENA, might create openings for improved
cooperation. Sharing best practices on nuclear safety
and security, including how to safeguard reactors
against insider and outsider threats, could be mutually
beneficial. More ambitious ideas, such as establishing
a regional nuclear consortium—something that US
and Iranian officials reportedly discussed during the
spring 2025 negotiations—are likely off the table until
tensions cool, although policymakers could conduct
more rigorous feasibility studies on multilateral ap-
proaches to the nuclear fuel cycle in the interim.#

At the end of the day, any solution to the nuclear
challenges in the Middle East remains contingent
on the region’s broader security dynamics. Policies
that seek to reduce immediate proliferation threats
are unlikely to achieve enduring success if the un-
derlying geopolitical tensions that drive nuclear
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weapons ambitions remain unresolved. Ultimately,
nuclear challenges in the Middle East are beholden
to the region’s rivalries, grievances, and simmering
conflicts. Until these broader tensions—whether
between Israel and its neighbors, Iran and Saudi
Arabia, or among other regional powers—are mean-
ingfully addressed, nuclear governance efforts will
face significant limitations, and nuclear ambitions
will remain a prominent feature of MENA’s security
landscape. @
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A Nuclear Veto? The Credibility-

Consensus Trade-Off and NATO Nuclear

Use Procedures

Jacklyn Majnemer

Do NATO allies have a veto over the use of American nuclear weapons

stationed in Europe? While the alliance has publicly indicated that
a NATO nuclear mission would require consensus approval from the
Nuclear Planning Group, NATO allies have limited practical means to veto
American unilateral use of these weapons. The authorization procedures
within NATO for the use of American nuclear weapons stationed in Europe
pose inherent trade-offs between credibility and consensus. Meaningful
consensus decision-making undermines the credibility of the American
nuclear weapons on European soil, but enhancing credibility raises the
risk of American nuclear use emanating from Europe that is unwanted by
NATO allies. Given the recent erosion of the security environment and
allies' trust in the US, there are reasons to think that the tension between

credibility and consensus might become more salient within NATO.

he United States deploys an estimat-

ed 100 B61 nuclear bombs in five NATO

countries: Belgium, Germany, Italy, the
Netherlands, and Turkey.' The US has

custody and control over these nuclear weapons,
which are fitted with Permissive Action Links to
prevent unauthorized use.” In wartime, some of these
bombs are designated to be delivered by NATO allies
under nuclear sharing arrangements, while others
would be delivered by American forces stationed in
Europe. Allies can deliver these weapons only if the
US first authorizes their use and releases them to the
ally. Therefore, only the US has positive control over
the American nuclear weapons stationed in Europe.
Do NATO allies have negative control over weap-
ons stationed in Europe? In other words, do they

have the ability to prevent nuclear use after Amer-
ican authorization? If NATO allies have veto power
over the use of nuclear weapons stationed in Eu-
rope, what are the implications for these weapons’
credibility as deterrents? If not, what are the impli-
cations for alliance unity if nuclear use becomes a
realistic prospect?

The authorization procedures for the use of Amer-
ican nuclear weapons stationed in Europe pose in-
herent trade-offs between credibility and consensus.
This problem is not new and can be traced to the
Cold War. During the Cold War, the Americans were
unwilling to commit to consensus decision-making
on nuclear use because of their fear that it would
undermine the credibility of its nuclear weapons in
Europe.? European allies, while concerned about the

1 Hans M. Kristensen, Matt Korda, Eliana Johns, and Mackenzie Knight, "

no. 6 (November 2, 2023): 393-406.
2 Kristensen et al., "Nuclear Weapons Sharing, 2023," 395.

Nuclear Weapons Sharing, 2023," Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 79,

3 Jeffrey H. Michaels, "No Annihilation Without Representation’: NATO Nuclear Use Decision-Making During the Cold War," Journal of Strategic

Studies (May 11, 2022): 6.
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credibility of the American extended deterrent, also
feared the prospect of American unilateral nuclear
action in Europe undermining their interests.* The
US sought to protect its flexibility, while NATO allies
pushed for a meaningful say in decision-making on
nuclear use.’ According to the available evidence,
the issue of ensuring both timely release and allied
consultation was obfuscated rather than resolved
during the Cold War.® After the fall of the Soviet
Union, the issue retreated into the background.

Given the recent erosion of the security environ-
ment and trust in the US, there are reasons to think
that the tension between credibility and consensus
might become more salient within NATO today. As
in the Cold War, allies cannot guarantee that their
views on nuclear use will always align with those
of the US. Concerns about entrapment, escalation,
the costs of war, and national sovereignty provide
incentives for European politicians and citizens to
worry about unwanted nuclear use and push for
further guarantees of preventative control over weap-
ons stationed on their soil or elsewhere in Europe.’
President Donald Trump’s unprecedentedly hostile
attitude toward NATO allies will likely amplify these
concerns. Further, discussions of nuclear use, con-
sultation, and authorization will only become more
important as the security environment continues
to deteriorate. However, any attempt to secure a
credible veto over nuclear weapons in Europe will
diminish these weapons’ credibility and will likely be
opposed by both the US and insecure allies; if these
opposing concerns become politically salient and
cannot be resolved, increased intra-alliance tensions
are the likely result.

Why Nuclear Deployments in Europe?

This analysis is limited to the approximately 100
nonstrategic nuclear bombs that are stationed in Eu-
rope, not the totality of the American nuclear arsenal.
While these weapons represent a fraction of the total
American nuclear stockpile, they take on a unique role
within NATO. Analysts that support the continued
deployment of these weapons argue that they fill a
gap on the escalation ladder, providing a more limited
nuclear option to respond to Russian aggression in
cases where “strategic retaliation would be dispro-
portionate.”® The US and hosting allies have invested
in upgrades to the B61 bomb, dual-capable aircraft,
and the air bases that host these capabilities.” In light
of Russia’s increasingly aggressive stance and large
nonstrategic nuclear arsenal, some commentators
and politicians have called for various augmentations
of nuclear sharing in NATO, including proposals to
increase nuclear deployments to Europe, expand the
number of nuclear host sites, and expand participation
in the dual-capable aircraft (DCA) mission.”

Experts have extensively debated the operational
value and military credibility of these weapons in
the post-Cold War environment.” Previous work
has also analyzed the importance of NATO nuclear
sharing as a “tool of alliance management” and as
a symbol of the US’s extended nuclear commitment
and alliance cohesion.”” However, the potential is-
sues related to authorization of American weapons
deployed in Europe since the end of the Cold War
have not received as much attention. Allies’ concerns
about preventative control and how those concerns
might undermine allied unity in the post-Ukraine
invasion environment have not been extensively
discussed.” The secrecy surrounding NATO nuclear
sharing provides some limitations to the analysis of

Michaels, "No Annihilation Without Representation," 6.

Michaels, "No Annihilation Without Representation,” 6; see also Kristensen et al., "Nuclear Weapons Sharing, 2023," 399-400.

4
5
6 See Michaels, "No Annihilation Without Representation.”
7

On unwanted use theory, see Lauren Sukin, "Credible Nuclear Security Commitments Can Backfire: Explaining Domestic Support for Nuclear
Weapons Acquisition in South Korea," Journal of Conflict Resolution 64, no. 6 (July 2020), especially 1014-16.

8  Alexander Mattelaer, "Nuclear Sharing and NATO as a 'Nuclear Alliance," in Alliances, Nuclear Weapons and Escalation: Managing Deterrence
in the 21st Century, ed. Stephan Fruhling and Andrew O'Neil (ANU Press, 2021), 123-31.

9  Kristensen et al., "Nuclear Weapons Sharing, 2023."

10 Frank Kuhn, "Making Nuclear Sharing Credible Again: What the F-35A Means for NATO," War on the Rocks, September 14, 2023,
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these issues, as much of the relevant data is classified.
Nevertheless, material available from the Cold War
and today allows for the assessment of the extent and
implications of an allied nuclear veto in NATO. The
interest in preventative control during the Cold War
demonstrates that NATO allies can push for more
of a say on nuclear use decisions, despite—or even
because of—an insecure international environment,
making these topics highly relevant today.

Does an Allied Veto Exist?

An allied nuclear veto has two potential mechanisms.
First, given that the use of American nuclear weapons
in Europe would be a NATO operation, a veto could
exist at the multilateral level. Second, since weapons
are stationed on the host’s territory and require a
prior agreement with the host, a veto could also exist
at the bilateral level. While the US has made formal
commitments to consensus decision-making on the
multilateral and bilateral level, the practical ability of
allies to actually veto American nuclear use is debat-
able. Nuclear hosts, especially in cases where their
forces are tasked with the delivery of these weapons,
have more practical tools available to prevent unwant-
ed nuclear use than non-hosting allies.

Multilateral Veto:
Formal Commitments

NATO?’s policy as of 2022 has been to use consensus
decision-making to authorize NATO nuclear mis-
sions. A NATO factsheet on nuclear sharing states:
“A nuclear mission can only be undertaken after
explicit political approval is given by NATO’s Nuclear
Planning Group (NPG) and authorisation is received
from the US President and UK Prime Minister.”*
Full consensus of the NPG—which includes all allies
except France—would likely be difficult to achieve.s
Even if responding to a nuclear strike, which would
be the most likely circumstance for full approval,
NPG consensus on nuclear retaliation would not

be guaranteed. For example, if faced with a limited
nuclear strike, or in a situation in which Russia was
losing a conflict, allies may take different positions
on the moral appropriateness and strategic utility of
a nuclear versus a conventional military response.

NATO?s official position of consensus is puzzling
if one views European nuclear deployments only
through the lens of credibility. During the Cold War,
the US resisted a NATO-wide veto over nuclear use
decisions for this reason, instead providing a more
limited commitment to consult with allies if time
and circumstances permitted.’® However, whether
NATO’s commitment to consensus fully amounts to
a multilateral veto depends on the practical ability
of NATO allies to prevent the US’s unilateral use of
its nuclear weapons in Europe.

Multilateral Veto:
Practical Considerations

Aside from Washington’s commitment “on paper”
to consensus decision-making, there are also opera-
tional implications if the US fails to gain NPG approval
for a nuclear mission. Several non-host NATO allies
support NATO’s nuclear missions through Conven-
tional Support for Nuclear Operations (CSNO)—pre-
viously known as Support of Nuclear Operations
With Conventional Air Tactics (SNOWCAT)—which
includes the Czech Republic, Denmark, Hungary,
Poland, and two unconfirmed allies as of 2023.”7 The
CSNO mission includes support such as providing
midair refueling, reconnaissance, and suppression
of air-defense systems. Attempting to trigger nuclear
use outside of an official NATO channel could mean
that CSNO would not be available to the US.

The US could, however, use its own forces to sup-
port nuclear employment. Depending on the tar-
get, some participants in CSNO might also agree to
provide conventional support even without NATO
approval. Overall, there appear to be only limited
practical means by which non-host allies can prevent
the US from employing its own nuclear weapons,
even when those weapons are stationed in Europe.

14 NATO, "NATO's Nuclear Sharing Arrangements," February 2022,
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Bilateral Veto: Formal Commitments

Available records show that the UK, Canada, Italy,
and West Germany have negotiated bilateral consul-
tation agreements or joint authorization agreements
with the US for the weapons stationed on their soil,
although the terms of these agreements were not
uniform.”® For example, in 1968 West Germany ne-
gotiated a limited bilateral consultation agreement,
which was not part of their original nuclear stock-
pile agreement.” Conversely, in 1962, the Italians
and Americans finalized both their nuclear stockpile
agreement and a consent for nuclear use agreement,
which explicitly called for joint authorization:

In connection with the stockpiling of United States
atomic weapons in Italy, it is understood that the
decision to employ these weapons will be taken
only in agreement with the Governments of Italy
and the United States of America. The agreement
of the two Governments would be given in light
of circumstances at the time and having regard
to the undertaking they have assumed in Article
5 of the North Atlantic Treaty.>®

The Canadian stockpile agreement, signed in 1963,
called for joint authorization and consultation “where
practical”:

The release of nuclear warheads to meet oper-
ational requirements will be the subject, where
practical, of prior intergovernmental consulta-
tion. They will be used, when authorized by both
Governments, only in accovdance with procedures
established by the appropriate Allied Commander
or by the Canadian and United States military
authorities as applicable.”*

Details of the procedures for the use of nuclear
weapons stationed in Canada were finalized in 1965,
with an exchange of notes on the “Authorization for
the Operational Use of Nuclear Weapons.”** This
document set out the “emergency” circumstances
in which the commander of the North American
Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) could bypass
Canadian authorization—for example, if the USSR
attacked North America or another NATO ally.”

The contents of other bilateral stockpile agree-
ments covering NATO hosts are still classified;
therefore, it is uncertain whether and when these
NATO hosts were able to negotiate their own joint
authorization or consultation agreements during
the Cold War. In 1968, NATO agreed that “special
weight” would be given to host countries when the
alliance was considering nuclear use.* This special
status was also to be conferred upon the country
providing or employing the delivery vehicles for the
nuclear weapons.* This did not amount to a “formal
veto,” however, making the implications of “special
weight” in NATO decision-making unclear.>

Bilateral Veto:
Practical Considerations

Several commentators have highlighted NATO
nuclear hosts’ practical ability to veto nuclear use
originating from their soil, particularly where the
host controls the means of delivery.”” In these cases,
host states can order their forces to stand down
despite US authorization, preventing nuclear use
by refusing to deliver the weapons. This “practical
veto,” however, has limitations.

Not all host states are tasked with the delivery of
all the weapons on their soil. In some cases, Amer-
ican forces stationed in the host state take on this

18 Matthew Jones, "A Matter of Joint Decision": The Origins of British Nuclear Retaliation Procedures and the Murphy-Dean Agreement of 1958,"
The English Historical Review, October 18, 2024, https://doi.org/10.1093/ehr/ceae161; Michaels, "No Annihilation Without Representation," 6-12.

19 William Burr, "Consultation Is Presidential Business": Secret Understandings on the Use of Nuclear Weapons, 1950-1974," Briefing Book #159,
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role, giving the US control over both authorization
and delivery of these weapons. For example, while
Italian forces and aircraft are tasked with the em-
ployment of the estimated 10-15 nuclear bombs at
Ghedi Air Base, the 20-30 nuclear bombs at Aviano
Air Base are slated for delivery by American aircraft
and personnel.?® In Turkey, the 20-30 bombs at Incir-
lik Air Base are designated for American delivery.*
Unlike Aviano, however, the US is not permitted to
permanently station its aircraft at Incirlik, meaning
that American forces would need to “fly in during
a crisis to pick up the weapons, or the weapons
would have to be shipped to other locations before
use.”® In these cases, the US has more flexibility
to act unilaterally. Even when host state forces are
tasked with delivery, the US retains the option of
not releasing nuclear weapons to hosts and flying
their own nuclear-capable aircraft into or the nuclear
bombs out of the host state.

There are also possible limitations to the ability
of the US to unilaterally transport nuclear weapons
into and out of the host state without their consent.
Given that the nuclear weapons are stationed on the
host’s territory and at their military bases, host states
can try to prevent the US from using their airspace
or obstruct the movement of American dual-capable
aircraft or personnel on their territory.?* Whether
a host would be willing or able to take this kind of
action against the US is unclear.

In summary, compared to non-host allies, NATO
nuclear hosts have received more concrete commit-
ments for joint authorization and consultation, and
have more practical means available to prevent the
use of nuclear weapons stationed on their territory.
On the other hand, whether hosting amounts to
preventative control is debatable. In certain cases, to
assert this veto, the host would have to take drastic
action to obstruct the US.

If host states have a practical veto, would they
exercise it? While this would depend on the circum-
stances, several factors may increase hosts’ reluc-
tance to authorize nuclear use, which has serious
implications for the credibility of the nuclear mission.
First, all nuclear hosts are located off the front lines
of NATO, making them less exposed than allies on
the eastern flank. Unlike during the Cold War, nu-
clear hosts like Germany are no longer vulnerable

to the threat of a rapid Russian overrun, meaning
that they are now more likely to be concerned with
the risks of entrapment and nuclear escalation, thus
encouraging more caution on nuclear use.®* Second,
the populations of Germany, Belgium, and the Neth-
erlands have historically been anti-nuclear and are
more likely to oppose nuclear use. While a recent
study of attitudes in Germany and the Netherlands
has found a rise in pro-nuclear attitudes since the
Russian invasion of Ukraine, it is unclear whether
these changes will persist.® And the recent rise not-
withstanding, a majority of both German and Dutch
respondents still opposed nuclear use, even as a re-
sponse to a Russian nuclear strike.?* Turkey, while not
high in anti-nuclear sentiment, has developed more
friendly relations with Russia and has demonstrated
willingness to act as a spoiler of alliance consensus
when it has suited Ankara’s interests. Finally, multiple
host states have experienced growth in the influence
of far-left and far-right political movements with
NATO-skeptic attitudes and more friendly dispo-
sitions towards Russia. These factors also increase
the likelihood that hosts will seek reassurance on
preventative control. This may put hosts at odds
with more vulnerable allies, such as Poland and
the Baltics, which might be more concerned with
credibility over consensus—particularly given the
high value that such states also place on American
deployments in Europe.

Between Credibility and Consensus:
Why Allies Care About Preventative
Control

Given that increasing the number of vetoes on
nuclear use risks undercutting the credibility of
NATO’s nuclear mission, why would allies push for
preventative control? Why would NATO signal that
a nuclear mission would require an NPG consensus?
While NATO allies have an interest in maintaining
the integrity of the alliance’s nuclear deterrent, they
cannot guarantee that their interests related to nucle-
ar use will always align with those of the US or with
the rest of NATO. Allies therefore have incentives
to push for a nuclear veto to ensure that nuclear
weapons will not be used in situations that might
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undermine their interests and security. The US also
has incentives to reassure allies that their views and
interests will inform nuclear use decisions, to main-
tain alliance ties and foreign nuclear deployments.

Allies relying on a nuclear patron face the risk of
unwanted nuclear use, even if it is done ostensibly
on the ally’s behalf. Recent research on attitudes
in South Korea has found that higher belief in the
credibility of a patron’s nuclear commitments can
increase rather than decrease public support for pro-
liferation in a vulnerable ally.? According to analyst
Lauren Sukin, this is because more credible nuclear
commitments can increase allied fears of unwanted
nuclear use by the nuclear patron.** Obtaining an
independent nuclear arsenal then becomes a means
for the ally “to regain control over their nuclear fate”
to avoid entrapment and escalation initiated by a
nuclear patron.®” These findings suggest that even
vulnerable allies without nuclear weapons on their
soil can be concerned with preventative control and
that citizens may support drastic action to obtain it.

NATO nuclear hosts face unique risks. Without
a credible check on the decision-making authority
of the nuclear patron, these allies are vulnerable to
nuclear use that is initiated from their territory and
uses their equipment and personnel, without any
consideration of their interests. Nuclear hosts can
therefore become targets of preventative or retali-
atory strikes in response to actions they oppose.®®
When considering a preventative or preemptive
strike against nuclear weapons based in Europe, an
adversary is only likely to weigh the preferences of
the host state if they can impact decision-making
on use. Likewise, an adversary might see a nuclear
host state as culpable in an attack initiated from
their soil, regardless of whether they authorized it
or not, making them a target for retaliation.

Aside from calculations about the threat of entrap-
ment and escalation, concerns about sovereignty
also push host states to negotiate a nuclear veto.
From this perspective, preventative control is an
end unto itself and a matter of national pride. Al-
lies do not need to envision a particular scenario
of unwanted use to believe that they should have a

say in decision-making and not simply defer to the
United States, particularly for weapons stationed
on their soil.

There are many examples of nuclear hosts seeking
reassurance on consultation and joint authoriza-
tion during the Cold War, including Canada, West
Germany, Italy, and the UK. In 1963, the Canadian
opposition leader, Lester B. Pearson, reassured the
Canadian public that, under a nuclear sharing agree-
ment, “a US finger would be on the trigger; but a
Canadian finger would be on the safety catch.”
When he became prime minister, he pushed for a
joint authorization provision in the 1963 stockpile
agreement, even though the weapons stationed on
Canadian soil were for the interception of incoming
Soviet bombers, which increased the need for rapid
release and reduced concerns about entrapment
and escalation.* The decision to negotiate for joint
authorization overrode the objections of the Canadi-
an military, which argued that a “two key” or “dual
control” system was more appropriate for “offensive
weapons” rather than for nuclear weapons for air
defense, which “could only be used when enemy
forces are overhead” and time was of the essence.#
West Germany “repeatedly sought US assurances
about nuclear consultation,” revealing that vulnerable
allies can be concerned with both abandonment and
unwanted nuclear use.* Italy “attached great political
importance” and bargained hard in the 1960s for a
joint authorization agreement for the American nucle-
ar weapons on their territory, overcoming American
resistance to this provision.® In the UK, parliamen-
tary criticism in the late 1950s about the vagueness
of existing consultation agreements between the US
and the UK led the British government to negotiate
the Murphy-Dean agreement, which provided a more
detailed framework for joint authorization.* This
example demonstrates that host governments can
be pressured at the domestic level to revise existing
nuclear agreements.

Nevertheless, the content of these agreements
varied, and practical means for preventing unilateral
American nuclear use were often limited or unclear.
For example, Canada’s agreement on use procedures

35 Sukin, "Credible Nuclear Security Commitments Can Backfire."
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included a variety of emergency circumstances in
which Canadian approval could be bypassed.” In
the case of Italy, while joint authorization was nego-
tiated in principle, only the Jupiter missile systems
stationed in Italy between 1960 and 1963 were under
a physical dual-key system, meaning that their release
required physical keys from both Italian and Ameri-
can military personnel. For other weapons systems
stationed on their soil, Italy lacked this practical
means of preventing unilateral American nuclear
use.# Trust in the US was therefore essential for
these agreements to provide reassurance to allies.

Why Today?

For most of the Cold War, the procedure for au-
thorizing nuclear use within NATO was “deliberately
vague.”# By not clearly committing to either unilateral
American authority or consensus decision-making,
the alliance avoided explicitly confronting the impli-
cations of adopting either approach. Despite the lack
of clear procedures for NATO nuclear authorization,
both deterrence and cohesion held.

Today, it is possible that the tension between cred-
ibility and consensus will similarly be swept under
the rug, avoiding conflict both inside and outside
NATO. Increasing concerns about the Trump admin-
istration’s commitment to NATO as well as the presi-
dent’s sensitivity to challenges to his authority might
discourage allies from questioning American nuclear
deployments. Allies may worry that criticism of use
procedures might elicit rebuke from Washington
about European ingratitude and encourage the with-
drawal of American equipment and personnel from
Europe. The increasing salience of NATO’s nuclear
mission, given the darkening security environment
in Europe, however, may cause allies to scrutinize
nuclear authorization procedures in a way that they
have not since the end of the Cold War.

While increasing insecurity may promote solidarity
within NATO and encourage allies to smooth over
political issues related to authorization, there are also
reasons to think the opposite. In the 2010s, NATO
retained nuclear weapons in Europe primarily for
political reasons: to maintain alliance cohesion, to
avoid sending a signal of decreased American nuclear
commitment, and to use as leverage in bargaining
with Russia on reducing Moscow’s own tactical nu-
clear stockpile. When nuclear weapons are retained

as political symbols or bargaining chips, allies do not
need to consider possible nuclear use to grasp their
value. When they are perceived as usable weapons
of war and credible means of deterrence, allies are
more likely to consider the mechanisms that underlie
their authorization and release. At the same time, as
tensions increase, allies are likely to worry again that
these weapons might be either used or targeted—and
more insecure allies may increasingly question the
credibility of these weapons and the feasibility of
consensus decision-making, especially if host states
appear reluctant to authorize their use.

This increased salience may have effects outside
of elite circles and internal NATO discussions, draw-
ing more public scrutiny onto the alliance’s nuclear
mission and decision-making on nuclear use. While
public opposition to nuclear hosting has been high
in Germany, Belgium, and the Netherlands since the
end of the Cold War, this anti-nuclear sentiment did
not translate into concrete steps toward withdrawal
of nuclear weapons from their territory. This inac-
tion was in part due to the low salience of nuclear
weapons, which made it easier for politicians not to
address the issue and instead quietly defer to more
insecure allies like Poland and the Baltics, which have
pushed for nuclear weapons to remain in Europe. As
the threat of nuclear war increases, the public might
become more interested in the rules and procedures
that govern the nuclear weapons on their soil, as well
as in their country’s role in decision-making and the
extent that these weapons serve national security
interests. Continued opacity around the contents of
nuclear sharing agreements could fuel this dynamic
by obscuring reassurances on joint authorization
and nuclear consultation.

Given that the US retains custody and full con-
trol of these nuclear weapons in peacetime, trust
in the US is an important component in trying to
resolve the credibility-consensus dilemma. This
trust is based on three beliefs. First, that the US
will not act outside of the core security interests of
its NATO allies. Second, that the US will honor its
agreements on nuclear use and consultation. Third,
that the US will competently maintain the security
of the nuclear weapons on foreign soil. The Trump
administration has given allies reason to doubt the
US on all three of these.*

The Trump administration has indicated that US
interests diverge from and are even in direct opposi-

45  Clearwater, Canadian Nuclear Weapons, 246-56.

46 Leopoldo Nuti, "Italy's Nuclear Choices," UNISCI Discussion Papers, no. 25 (January 2011): 181.

47 Nuti, "Italy's Nuclear Choices," 181.
48 Michaels, "No Annihilation Without Representation,” 1.

49 On how the Trump administration might increase both fears of abandonment and entrapment within allies, see Betts, "Nervous Allies and Trump."
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tion to its NATO allies.*° For example, Trump’s recent
rebuke of Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky
and subsequent cutoff of military aid to Ukraine,
along with his support for Ukrainian concessions
to Russia, has put the US at odds with most NATO
allies, who view these moves as weakening Ukraine
and emboldening Russia at a critical point in the
conflict.” Trump also has repeatedly threatened the
sovereignty of Canada and Greenland, positioning
the US as a potential aggressor against allies it has
promised to defend.> In addition, Trump has accused
NATO allies of undermining the US’s economic in-
terests, threatening to implement a suite of tariffs
that would be damaging to European and Canadi-
an economies.’ Given these moves, it may not be
so far-fetched for NATO allies to wonder whether
American nuclear weapons will be used in service
of their security interests or against them.

This lack of trust is compounded by Trump’s rep-
utation for unreliability on institutionalized com-
mitments. Trump has repeatedly demonstrated a
willingness to break agreements and exit institutions
when he deems it to be in his interest. On NATO
commitments specifically, Trump has suggested that
an ally’s eligibility for collective defense under Arti-
cle 5 should be conditional on their level of defense
spending, an unprecedented move that signals a more
transactional outlook toward maintaining defense
commitments to allies.’* In fact, recent polling in
several NATO nations “showed a dramatic decline of
trust in US collective defense commitments” since
Trump has assumed office for the second time.
Even if there is a settled procedure in place to ensure
consensus before nuclear use, allies have more reason
than ever to wonder whether their supposed veto
is real or exists only on paper. Moreover, allies may
wonder whether American unreliability, combined
with their diverging security interests, undercuts the

credibility gains that come with the current nuclear
sharing system.

Finally, the Trump administration’s chaotic firing
and rehiring of personnel at the National Nuclear
Security Administration, along with revelations that
officials discussed sensitive information on Signal,
might increase allies’ concerns about the safety and
security of nuclear weapons based in Europe.®® While
neither of these events is directly related to forward
nuclear deployments or nuclear sharing, they could
be seen as a worrying trend of an increasingly lax
approach toward nuclear safety and information
security in the US. The mere perception of a less
responsible or capable US could erode allied confi-
dence that hosting American nuclear weapons aug-
ments—rather than undermines—that country’s
national security.

Conclusion

Do NATO allies have a veto over the use of Ameri-
can nuclear weapons stationed in Europe? Officially,
NATO maintains a policy of consensus decision-mak-
ing, with NPG approval needed before a NATO nu-
clear mission can go forward. Practically speaking,
however, non-host allies have few effective means
of preventing unilateral nuclear use by the US. Host
states have traditionally received more commitments
on preventative control and have more tools at their
disposal—for example, during the Cold War, the US
negotiated bilateral joint authorization agreements
with at least three host states, and nuclear hosts
were recognized in NATO as having “special status”
when considering nuclear use. Through control of
delivery systems, personnel, and airspace, host states
gain some practical means of obstructing unwanted
nuclear use, but it remains debatable whether this
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New York Times, March 3, 2025, https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/03/us/politics/trump-ukraine-military-aid.html.
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amounts to a full-scale bilateral veto in the face of
determined US use.

These arrangements thus pose a potential dilemma
for the alliance: Consensus undermines the credibility
of the nuclear weapons on their soil, but enhancing
credibility could raise the risk of American nuclear
use emanating from Europe that is unwanted by
NATO allies.

Two factors may draw out this dilemma within
NATO countries and amplify political debates over
nuclear sharing arrangements. First, today’s insecure
strategic environment has increased the salience
of nuclear weapons, which creates conditions for
politicians and citizens in NATO ally states to be
more interested in the authorization procedures
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of the weapons stationed in their countries and on
the territory of their neighbors. Second, the Trump
administration’s stance toward NATO and Europe
has eroded a factor that has been necessary to hold
NATO nuclear sharing together: trust in the US—trust
that the US will use these weapons to defend allies,
trust that the US will keep to their agreements on
consensus and consultation, and trust in US respon-
sibility in administering its nuclear arsenal all matter
greatly. Without trust in the US, NATO allies will
not be assured of either credibility or consensus. @

Jacklyn Majnemer is a postdoctoral fellow in
political science at the London School of Economics
and Political Science.



Latin America and Contemporary

Nuclear Challenges

J. Luis Rodriguez

Latin American approaches to managing nuclear risks emphasize communal
efforts promoting arms control, disarmament, and the irreversibility of
nuclear nonproliferation. For these countries, nuclear weapons are not
necessary for their security but, instead, represent the primary source
of nuclear risks, regardless of who possesses them or how a possessor
behaves. As a result, these countries have decided not to acquire these
arsenals—but this decision is not automatic. Latin American countries
have used the regional and global nonproliferation regimes to lock in this
calculus and secure their access to peaceful atomic technologies. It would
be a mistake, however, to take these institutions for granted and assume
that they will keep managing nuclear risk automatically. The regional
approaches may face challenges stemming from the intrinsic difficulties
of utilizing peaceful nuclear technologies, the modernization efforts of
nuclear powers, and escalating geopolitical tensions among great powers,

especially if arms races extend to Latin America.

s the world entering a new nuclear age? On

August 1, 2024, Vipin Narang, acting assistant

secretary of defense for space policy at that

time, stated that the US government is prepar-
ing for a new era of nuclear contest. He argued that
three factors—“coordinated adversarial behavior, the
plausibility of limited nuclear employment, and the
failure of arms control efforts”—force the United
States to adopt a competitive strategy similar to the
Cold War.> While Narang emphasized the potential
novelty of this age, the urgency to step back from
the nuclear brink is not new. During the Cold War,
international society faced nuclear crises in which
adversaries coordinated their positions, nuclear de-
ployment seemed feasible, and arms control appeared

to fail. During the Cold War, nuclear-armed states were
not the only countries that attempted to constrain
great powers’ competition, show restraint, and reduce
nuclear risks. Latin America also responded to the
“ordering imperative” that nuclear weapons posed.? In
today’s potentially novel environment, Latin America
might face similar imperatives again.

Latin America had a first-row seat to the dangers
of nuclear arsenals during the Cuban Missile Crisis in
October 1962. To manage this challenge, Latin Ameri-
can governments constituted a regional nuclear order
guaranteeing their access to peaceful atomic technol-
ogies.* This order also prioritized removing the area
from a logic based on nuclear deterrence and the fear
of a potential nuclear war. Instead of developing nu-

1 Reja Younis, "A New Nuclear Age?" Center for Strategic and International Studies, August 20, 2024, https://www.csis.org/analysis/new-nuclear-age.

2 "Nuclear Threats and the Role of Allies: A Conversation with Acting Assistant Secretary Vipin Narang," Center for Strategic and International
Studies, August 1, 2024, https://www.csis.org/analysis/nuclear-threats-and-role-allies-conversation-acting-assistant-secretary-vipin-narang.

3 William Walker, "Nuclear Order and Disorder," International Affairs 76, no. 4 (2000): 705, https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.00160.

4 Ménica Serrano, Common Security in Latin America: The 1967 Treaty of Tlatelolco, research papers, University of London, Institute of Latin

American Studies 30 (1992).
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clear arsenals or asking for the protection of a nucle-
ar-armed state, Latin American countries prohibited
the proliferation and stationing of nuclear weapons in
the region. They also secured nuclear-armed states’
commitments, such as denuclearizing their territories in
Latin America, extending negative security assurances,
and constraining nuclear deployments to the region.

Since then, Latin America has usually ap-
proached nuclear challenges communally, favoring
confidence-building approaches. The region has
constructed an architecture of nuclear governance with
the Treaty for the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons in
Latin America and the Caribbean—commonly known as
the Treaty of Tlatelolco—as its baseline. With this treaty,
Latin American countries constituted the first nuclear
weapon-free zone (NWFZ) in a densely populated area
by renouncing their prerogatives to build, acquire, and
store nuclear weapons. Tlatelolco became a testament
to the region’s quest to create alternatives to nuclear
deterrence while establishing a right to equitable access
to peaceful nuclear technologies. These states have also
partnered with the International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA) to build verification and safeguards measures,
asking the IAEA to work with regional organizations
in managing nuclear risks.®

Origins of the Latin American Nuclear
Approach

After the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, Latin Ameri-
can governments recognized that nuclear arms races
brought the probability of destruction to their region.
They wanted to ban nuclear weapons in Latin America
and the Caribbean to avoid global annihilation from
starting in their vicinity, but fault lines emerged around
how to conceptualize and operationalize such a pro-
hibition.” Certain applications of atomic technologies,
like nuclear explosions for infrastructure projects,
and some governance goals, like prohibiting maritime
nuclear transit, divided the NWFZ architects.® After
months of negotiations and concessions, Tlatelolco
opened for signatures in February 1967. To back up
their commitments, Latin American states built a
verification architecture that could help them address

proliferation fears, given the dual-use nature of these
technologies. Tlatelolco aimed to modify the Cold War
nuclear status quo in the region. The initial challenge
for this project was to convince enough countries to
join the NWFZ, especially those with latent capabili-
ties, such as Argentina, Brazil, and Chile. These states
joined Tlatelolco in the 1990s after they transitioned
to democracies and the Cold War ended.

Latin American nuclear ordering actions did not
stop at the region’s edge. These countries successfully
extrapolated some elements of Tlatelolco into the
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), helped by
the fact that the negotiations building these treaties
happened during the same years. Representatives
from Brazil and Mexico—the only two Latin American
countries in the exclusive initial NPT negotiations—
actively suggested Tlatelolco as a precedent that the
NPT negotiators should emulate.” These diplomatic
teams faced nuclear-armed states who were reluctant
to balance different nuclear logics and requirements,
such as deterrence, disarmament, and development.
As aresult, the NPT, in contrast with Tlatelolco, froze
the global distribution of nuclear weapons status, while
extending a commitment to promote development
and a pledge to start disarmament talks.”

The Latin American approach to managing nuclear
risks has focused on promoting the irreversibility of
nonproliferation. These countries have decided not
to acquire nuclear weapons, but this decision was not
automatic. Several countries, including Argentina, Bra-
zil, Chile, and Cuba, did not join the NPT or Tlatelolco
until after the end of the Cold War in the 1990s, when
most countries in the region transitioned to democracy.
While neither Argentina nor Brazil developed nuclear
warheads, both countries had nuclear programs with
the potential for military applications during the Cold
War. Moreover, they were not the only countries with
internal factions asking for weaponization. Chile and
Mexico decided against developing nuclear weapons
programs despite pressures from their militaries.”
Ultimately, the regional and global nonproliferation
regimes locked in these countries’ calculus that nuclear
weapons are not necessary for their security and, in-
stead, represent the primary source of nuclear risks.”
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Latin American countries have also built a robust
verification approach to guarantee nonproliferation
and denuclearization in the region. Tlatelolco con-
ditions members to have a safeguards agreement
with the IAEA to adhere to the treaty fully. To oper-
ationalize this condition, the IAEA cooperates with
regional organizations such as the Agency for the
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons in Latin America and
the Caribbean (OPANAL) and the Brazilian-Argentine
Agency for Accounting and Control of Nuclear Ma-
terials (ABACC). Even though Brazil and Argentina
have not signed an additional protocol with the IAEA,
ABACC has full access to their nuclear facilities to
enforce verification and safeguards measures.” Thus,
the region has a comprehensive system to verify the
peaceful use of all nuclear materials.

Latin America also presents a model for managing
potential competition between countries with latent
nuclear capabilities. Argentina and Brazil challenged
the Tlatelolco regime by not initially adhering to the
treaty, but their model of bilateral nuclear security
agreements helped overcome potential rivalries and
manage nuclear risks. This model began when the
two countries—both military dictatorships during the
Cold War—sought to deal with the growing restric-
tions of the international nonproliferation regime.*
They therefore engaged in a process of confidence
building that relied on verification measures and
instruments. In 1980, they signed the Agreement for
the Peaceful Use of Nuclear Energy, which created a
nuclear cooperation mechanism promoting reciprocal
supply and technical cooperation, nuclear common
safety procedures, and criteria for the protection
of fissile materials.” The two countries paired this
technical cooperation with diplomatic coordination
in international fora to face restrictions, especially
regarding nuclear materials and equipment supply.*®

The technical cooperation-diplomatic coordina-
tion method gained importance when Argentina and
Brazil transitioned to democracies. The democratic

Latin America and Contemporary Nuclear Challenges

administrations of both countries in the mid-1980s
added a more explicit political dimension to their
bilateral nuclear policies, relying on verification to
guarantee the demilitarization of their enterpris-
es. The Argentine and Brazilian governments or-
ganized several periodic meetings to achieve this
end, including presidential visits to each country’s
installations. During the second half of the 1980s,
they created institutions to strengthen verification
and confidence-building programs—for example, the
opening of more nuclear installations to reciprocal
visits. During this process, the countries constantly
worked together to guarantee transparency and the
peaceful nature of their atomic enterprises.”

As noted earlier, Argentina and Brazil created a bi-
lateral organization to monitor their nuclear commit-
ments. ABACC verifies the peaceful nature of these
countries’ atomic activities. Argentina, Brazil, ABACC,
and the IAEA also signed a four-party agreement in
1991 to create a system for safeguards and verifica-
tion, strengthening their commitment to respect and
fully adhere to the nonproliferation regime. ABACC
can even conduct impromptu inspections without
prior notification. Some experts from Latin America
recommend this dual approach—partnering with
international organizations and building a regional
architecture—as a robust method to verify denu-
clearization beyond Latin America.”®

Ultimately, Argentine and Brazilian collaboration
with the IAEA allowed both countries to ratify Tlatelol-
co in 1994. Article 13 of this treaty requires state par-
ties to have safeguard agreements with the IAEA.
The Argentine and Brazilian commitments helped
to move “toward completion of the Latin American
NWFZ,” especially by strengthening and deepening
their nonproliferation, safeguards, and verification
obligations.” Moreover, the Argentine and Brazil-
ian adhesion to Tlatelolco also helped increase and
heighten the cooperation between the IAEA and
OPANAL in conducting verification and inspection

13 In 1982, writing for the IAEA Bulletin, OPANAL's secretary general pointed to the need to improve safeguards capabilities to enable "all
Member States to benefit as soon as possible from the enormous potential offered by the use of nuclear energy for peaceful purposes.” Since
then, Latin America has built and strengthened its verification architecture to guarantee their freedom to develop and freedom from fear. See J. R.
Martinez Cobo, "The Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone in Latin America," IAEA Bulletin 24, no. 2 (1982): 58, https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/files
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activities. The effect of this partnership was to create
averification system that, according to some analysts,
might be “more comprehensive in the inspection of
safeguards than the present nonproliferation interna-
tional regime” since it responds to bilateral, regional,
and international standards simultaneously.*
Apart from Tlatelolco and the NPT, the region
has a track record of cooperating to strengthen the
global nuclear order. All but one country in Latin
America, Dominica, have signed and ratified the Com-
prehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT). While
the CTBT remains unenforced, the Latin American
countries see the anti-nuclear-test regime as an in-
strument to prove nonproliferation and disarmament
commitments. The CTBT Organization (CTBTO) has
actively helped these countries to build and strength-
en their political, legal, and technological verification
capacities. In turn, these countries have facilitated
the operation of CTBTO monitoring facilities, with
Argentina (9), Brazil (7), and Chile (7) hosting the
highest number of stations in Latin America.”

Potential Nuclear Risks Emerging
from Latin America

Latin American approaches to managing nuclear risks
and promoting safety have helped strengthen the global
nuclear order. As a result of their historical experiences,
Latin American countries see nuclear weapons as the
primary source of nuclear risk. These countries have
worked to address regional challenges on their own
terms and have expressed concern about the actions
and policies of states possessing nuclear arsenals. Chal-
lenges could emerge from the region, however, given
the military, medical, and energy applications of nuclear
technologies, and potential geopolitical tensions could
test the region’s nonproliferation calculus, especially
if arms races extend to Latin America.

In December 2021, Brazil started a process to fulfill
a long-standing attempt to develop nuclear-powered
submarines. The administration of former Brazilian

president Jair Bolsonaro informed the IAEA that the
country wanted to start talks on using nuclear mate-
rial under safeguards in propulsion and the operation
of submarines. These conversations began in June
2022 and have continued under the presidency of
Luiz Indcio Lula da Silva.*» Worries about this de-
velopment come as Australia, the United Kingdom,
and the United States have established a security
framework (commonly known as AUKUS) to share
nuclear-powered submarines, which could lead to
an expansion of this technology and create poten-
tial proliferation risks.?® To calm fears, Brazil has
restated its commitment to nonproliferation. The
Lula administration has confirmed that “nuclear
material will not be used for the production of nu-
clear weapons or other nuclear explosive devices.”*
Regional verification practices, however, might need
to be adapted to monitor these new capabilities if
and when they emerge.

Nuclear safety challenges might also arise since
Latin America is taking increasing advantage of the
peaceful applications of nuclear technology. To pre-
vent and address risks, governments in the region
have partnered with international organizations such
as the IAEA as well as private companies to improve
capacity. For example, to manage the hazards as-
sociated with using and transporting radiological
materials, countries have worked together to im-
prove their standards through the Ibero-American
Forum of Radiation and Nuclear Safety Regulatory
Agencies, known as FORO, since 1997. Member states
have focused primarily on developing and improving
verification, radiation, waste, and transport safety
measures.” They exchange information and experi-
ences and work toward harmonizing safety practices.
FORO works closely with the IAEA, formalizing this
cooperation through operational arrangements that
help member states share policies. Latin American
countries have also started talks on training oper-
ators and inspectors, regulating shifts, and setting
decision-making protocols for crises.*
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Latin America has explored nuclear energy sparsely.
Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico are the only countries
with nuclear power plants in the region, and nuclear
power represents a small component of their respec-
tive energy matrices. At the same time, some Latin
American countries are at the forefront of nuclear
research and design innovation. The National Atomic
Energy Commission of Argentina is developing small
modular reactors (SMRs) for electrical power genera-
tion.” These SMRs could service all of Argentina, and
advancing the design of a commercial SMR module
could potentially service other states.?®

The management and disposal of nuclear waste
could also bring new risks for the region to manage
if the use of peaceful nuclear technologies increases.
Nuclear waste in the region has low or very low levels
of radiation. Governments usually centralize nuclear
waste management through state-run institutions
and use near-surface or open-source repositories
with engineering barriers, either on-site for power
plants or in a centralized location for waste produced
via medical applications. While SMRs reduce some
of the safety risks associated with power plants,
they present challenges regarding the disposal of
the reactive waste they produce. SMRs could also
increase the quantities of waste, multiplying the
challenges associated with its disposal.*®

Geopolitical tensions between the United States and
China could create new diplomatic and security risks
for Latin America. While countries in the region have
traditionally sought US technology transfers to improve
their capabilities, they have deepened their technolog-
ical collaboration with China in recent years. In the
nuclear power realm, China has offered its nuclear
cooperation to the region. Only Argentina has partnered
with China to build nuclear power plants so far, but
despite this limited nuclear power collaboration, Latin
American governments argue that China is a viable,
sometimes indispensable, partner for enhancing their
scientific capabilities. US officials, however, portray
these technological partnerships as a potential threat.®

Beyond diplomatic tensions, Latin America-China
technological cooperation could make the region a
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potential site for US-China conflicts. Some US analysts
interpret China’s outreach to Latin America as “a stra-
tegic move to extend [China’s] military reach closer to
US boundaries,”® especially by constructing dual-use
systems. For instance, China is building and running
space ground-control sites in South America to track
and command spacecraft and for data acquisition.
Beijing has two telemetry, tracking, and control sites
in Argentina and one in Chile. China argues that this
network is necessary for scientific exploration and
helps the host nation build technological capacities
essential for economic development.

US analysts worry that this network could improve
China’s knowledge of US space operations and capac-
ities to deploy and guide hypersonic missiles over
the Western hemisphere. They point out that China’s
military-civil fusion and its policy of limiting access
and oversight to the host country raise concerns about
the military use of these scientific and commercial in-
stallations. The analysts further argue that Argentina’s
and Chile’s current arrangements could help China
exploit these stations without these countries’ control
or even acquiescence. Argentina and Chile might be
unable to sever space-collaboration ties with China,
as some countries like Sweden have done.®* Instead,
these countries could revise their existing agreements
to include more oversight and transparency to deter
and detect unknown military activities.

Novel Nuclear Dynamics and
Challenges

Latin American countries have grown increasingly
frustrated about the slow pace of global nuclear disar-
mament. During the original NPT negotiations in the
1960s, the region advocated for eliminating nuclear
weapons, but ultimately accepted the commitment
of nuclear-armed states to reducing their nuclear
arsenals over time. Today, Latin American coun-
tries argue that they and most non-nuclear-weapon
states have held their side of the NPT bargain by
respecting their nonproliferation commitments. They

27  For an explanation on small modular reactors, see Joanne Liou, "What Are Small Modular Reactors (SMRs)?," Nuclear Explained, International
Atomic Energy Agency, https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/news/what-are-small-modular-reactors-smrs.

28  See https://www.argentina.gob.ar/argentinian-nuclear-power-plant#6.

29 Lindsay M. Krall, Allison M. Macfarlane, and Rodney C. Ewing, "Nuclear Waste from Small Modular Reactors," Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences 119, no. 23 (2022): 1-12, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2111833119.

30 Laura J. Richardson, "Statement of General Laura J. Richardson, Commander of the US Southern Command, before the 118th Congress, House
Armed Services Committee," March 12, 2024, https://www.southcom.mil/Media/Special-Coverage/SOUTHCOMs-2024-Posture-Statement-to

-Congress/.

31 Guido L. Torres and Laura Delgado Lépez, "Space, Speed, and Sovereignty: Hypersonic Tensions in the Southern Hemisphere," Center for
International Security and Cooperation, May 21, 2024, https://www.csis.org/analysis/space-speed-and-sovereignty-hypersonic-tensions-southern
-hemisphere. See also Laura Delgado Lépez, "Orbital Dynamics: The Domestic and Foreign Policy Forces Shaping Latin American Engagement in
Space," Center for Strategic and International Studies, July 23, 2024, https://www.csis.org/analysis/orbital-dynamics-domestic-and-foreign-policy

-forces-shaping-latin-american-engagement.

32 Torres and Delgado Lépez, "Space, Speed, and Sovereignty."
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contend that nuclear-armed states, in contrast, are
backtracking on their disarmament obligations by
modernizing and expanding their nuclear arsenals.®

Latin American countries have expressed concerns
about the actions and policies of nuclear countries.
They track developments not only in nuclear-armed
countries but also in nuclear umbrella states and
those hosting these weapons in their territory. At
the 2022 NPT Review Conference, for example, sev-
eral Latin American delegations publicly objected to
nuclear-armed states modernizing and expanding
their nuclear arsenals. At the 2023 NPT Preparato-
ry Committee, the delegations presented concerns
about the increasing number of countries hosting
nuclear weapons.> Parallel to its NPT responsibilities,
Latin America has supported efforts to build new
commitments to control and ban nuclear arsenals
to address this challenge.®

Despite their apprehensions, most Latin American
governments have a policy of avoiding naming and
shaming specific countries for their nuclear behav-
iors. The region has not collectively criticized Rus-
sia for nuclear saber-rattling during its invasion of
Ukraine. Some individual countries have explicitly
named and objected to that behavior: Chile, for ex-
ample, has publicly denounced Russia since 2022, and
Ecuador has condemned Russia at the UN Security
Council for allegedly planning to deploy tactical nu-
clear weapons in Belarus.?® But most Latin American
countries have used multilateral nuclear architec-
tures to instead condemn all explicit and implicit
nuclear threats, without naming Russia overtly.

Only as nuclear-armed states have moved from
rhetoric to planning nuclear attacks have Latin Amer-

ican countries reacted more forcefully. For example,
OPANAL resolutions for the past few years have not
mentioned Russia by name.” On May 6, 2024, however,
Russia announced that it was planning to conduct
military exercises to test practical aspects of the prepa-
ration and use of nonstrategic nuclear weapons.® In
response, OPANAL members published a joint com-
muniqué denouncing nuclear saber-rattling and all
instances leading to potential nuclear escalation—but
again, did not name Russia.®®

Latin American states argue that their denouncing
strategy relies on the premise that nuclear weapons are
the primary source of nuclear risks, not nuclear-armed
states themselves. In other words, this strategy con-
demns the weapon, not the country.* As such, Latin
America’s most recent nuclear governance goal has
been to support the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nu-
clear Weapons (TPNW), which asks to ban nuclear
arsenals due to the potential humanitarian and envi-
ronmental consequences of nuclear wars.* Latin Amer-
ican countries have used the momentum generated by
the TPNW to press for more ambitious disarmament
goals. They have pointed out the dangers of prioritiz-
ing nuclear arsenals in national security strategies,
expressing growing anxiety about the United States,
Russia, and China expanding and modernizing their
nuclear arsenals. Leaders in Latin American countries
perceive this as nuclear-armed states backtracking and
conditioning their disarmament progress on having
more effective nuclear arsenals.®

Latin American governments have also support-
ed the strengthening and creation of new NWFZs.
They see these governance commitments as nuclear
risk-reduction measures and tools to disarm the

33 Christopher Dunlap, "Disarmament over Deterrence: Nuclear Lessons from Latin America," Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, August 1, 2018,
https://thebulletin.org/2018/08/disarmament-over-deterrence-nuclear-lessons-from-latin-america/.

34 Hanna Notte, "Russia, the Global South and the Mechanics of the Nuclear Order," Survival 66, no. 3 (2024): 49-57, https://doi.org/10.1080/0

0396338.2024.2357480.

35  Sergio Duarte, "The Contribution of Latin America and the Caribbean to Multilateral Nuclear Nonproliferation and Disarmament," Peace
Review 36, no. 2 (2024): 190-99, https://doi.org/10.1080/10402659.2024.2331724.

36  Heather Williams and J. Luis Rodriguez, "Debating Global South Reactions to Russian Nuclear Threats," Center for Strategic and International
Studies, July 30, 2024, https://www.csis.org/analysis/debating-global-south-reactions-russian-nuclear-threats.
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world gradually.® Latin American countries have
favored creating a Middle Eastern NWFZ to guar-
antee nonproliferation and disarmament. Although
they recognize that some Middle Eastern countries
might not initially join this effort, they point to their
experience creating a successful NWFZ gradually:
Argentina, Chile, Cuba, and Brazil did not fully join
the Latin American zone until the 1990s, decades
after the treaty creating this mechanism opened for
signatures. As the UN has hosted efforts to establish
a Middle Eastern zone free of weapons of mass de-
struction,* participants have recognized the value
of the Latin American ascension formula. Egypt, for
example, has stated that ratifying nations do not
have to be part of a regional zone from the outset,*
opening the door for potentially innovative ways of
constructing new governance architectures.

Conclusion

Latin American approaches to managing nuclear
risks favor communal efforts based on multilateralism
and international law. These countries have built
nuclear institutions to secure their legal access to
peaceful atomic technologies that promote indus-
trialization. They have worked with international
organizations to ensure that they can benefit from
these tools and knowledge, in areas ranging from
medical applications to energy production, while
sharing best practices for the safe use, transport, and
disposal of these technologies and materials.* At the
same time, Latin American states see nuclear weap-
ons as the main source of nuclear risks, regardless
of who possesses them or how a possessor behaves.
They perceive the actions by nuclear-armed states—
which are modernizing, expanding, and threatening
to use their nuclear arsenals—as well as the prospect
of countries considering acquiring nuclear weapons,
as dangers.

To face these problems, Latin American countries
posit that the most efficient strategy to prevent the

Latin America and Contemporary Nuclear Challenges

dawn of a new nuclear age would be to ban nuclear
weapons. They have therefore promoted strength-
ening disarmament and nonproliferation responsi-
bilities to sustain the global nuclear order, pushing
for stronger bilateral and multilateral commitments
promoting nonproliferation, arms control, and dis-
armament. They have built regional architectures
to lock these obligations in and cooperated with
international organizations to strengthen their non-
proliferation obligations.

Latin America has relied on the nonproliferation
regime to promote security, but it would be a mistake
to take these institutions for granted and assume
that they will keep managing nuclear risk automati-
cally. To complement existing efforts, Latin American
governments must also open channels for dialogue
on addressing nuclear risks. A step in this direction
happened in April 2024, when Latin American officials
met for the first time with the Western hemisphere’s
only nuclear-armed state, the United States, and
the country under its nuclear umbrella, Canada, to
discuss potential nuclear risk-reduction policies.*
Latin American countries must also invest in training
the next generation of nuclear experts to maintain
the region’s nonproliferation architecture.® As the
global nuclear order faces new and evolving challeng-
es, Latin America’s communal approach will offer
important insights into managing these emerging
nuclear risks. @
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