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STRATEGIC CONVENTIONAL ARMS: DEADLOCKS AND SOLUTIONS

After a heated debate that lasted for eight months, on December 22, 2010 the U.S. Senate ratified
the New START treaty signed by the Russian and U.S. presidents in Prague on April 8, 2010. The
next day the Russian parliament stepped up the ratification process. The New START treaty was
ratified in the middle of January and entered into force on February 5, 2011.

Even before New START was signed, Washington indicated its willingness to begin talks with
Russia on the next round of cuts that would include not only deployed warheads but non-deployed
nuclear weapons as well, including those designed to be delivered by non-strategic carriers.1 For
now Russia has adopted a wait-and-see approach. In fact, shortly before the ratification of the
treaty in the Senate, several Russian Duma committees had voted to revise the already approved
document because they doubted that the Senate ratification would ever come.2 But it is safe to
assume that if Russia joins the next round of talks, it will try to put missile defense and strategic
non-nuclear weapons on the agenda.3

This paper is devoted to the problem of strategic conventional arms. As shown below, U.S. and
Russia disagree about the impact of strategic conventional arms on strategic stability. The sides
do not even share a common vision on what types of conventional arms should be referred to as
strategic. In further analysis the term strategic conventional arms is defined as arms that carry
conventional payloads and might have a counterforce capability, and therefore affect the strategic
balance between the U.S. and Russia.4

This article offers an analysis of the New START treaty limitations with respect to
strategic conventional arms. The analysis shows that the new treaty contains the following
measures:

q numerical limits on intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), submarine-launched ballistic
missiles (SLBMs), ICBM and SLBM launchers, deployed warheads on conventional ICBMs
and SLBMs;

q transparency measures with respect to those strategic delivery systems equipped for
conventional armaments, for which similar systems equipped for nuclear armaments exist
(ICBMs, ballistic missile submarines, heavy bombers); and

q limited transparency measures with respect to those strategic delivery systems equipped
for conventional armaments, for which similar systems equipped for nuclear armaments
have been eliminated or converted to systems equipped for conventional armaments
(SSGNs, heavy bombers).

Our analysis also shows that strategic conventional arms are limited by the New START treaty
to a much lesser extent than by the old treaty. Moreover, the new treaty does not prohibit
the development of some types of strategic arms that were banned by the previous treaty.
The article also discusses possible ways of resolving the problem of strategic conventional
arms.
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ATTITUDES OF THE SIDES

President Dmitry Medvedev has stressed on more than one occasion Russia’s concerns with
respect to strategic systems armed with conventional weapons, and suggested that this factor
needs to be taken into account as nuclear arms are reduced.5 Russian officials also emphasized
the existence of a strong link between the Pentagon’s ‘‘Prompt Global Strike’’ (PGS) concept,
which serves as a framework for the development of strategic non-nuclear arms, and ballistic
missile defense programs.6

Over the past few years dangers of this type have been accentuated in documents reflecting the
views of the Russian military�political leadership. Both ‘‘The National Security Strategy of the
Russian Federation till 2020’’ and ‘‘The Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation’’ adopted in
2009 and 2010 respectively list the deployment of strategic conventional precision-guided
weapon systems as one of the main dangers for Russia*along with the development and
deployment of strategic missile defense and militarization of space.

Nevertheless, one should admit that Moscow has not yet clearly articulated what kind of
arms*along with conventional ICBMs and SLBMs*it regards as strategic conventional arms.
One may not rule out that Russia also includes some other strategic conventional offensive arms
like heavy bombers, and long-range air (ALCMs) and sea (SLCMs) launched cruise missiles in this
category. Russian military experts consider these types of arms as a substantial destabilizing
factor.7 New types of weapons prohibited by the ‘‘old’’ START treaty but developed now within the
framework of the PGS program may be another concern.

The views of the U.S. side on strategic conventional arms fundamentally differ from the Russian
views. Although at the signing of the new START treaty the U.S. side admitted the impact of
conventional ICBMs and SLBMs on strategic stability and agreed to set up limits on such systems,
nevertheless it gives a high priority to the development of strategic conventional systems and, at
the very least, does not envisage making such systems a subject of future negotiations. When the
U.S. administration submitted the new Treaty to Congress, it made clear that the treaty does not
contain any constraints on the testing, development, or deployment of the current or planned PGS
systems. Besides that, it is a view of the U.S. side that not all new kinds of weapon systems of
strategic range would be new kinds of strategic offensive arms subject to the New START treaty.
Specifically, it stated that it would not consider future strategic-range non-nuclear systems that
do not otherwise meet the definitions of the Treaty to be new kinds of strategic offensive arms for
the purposes of the Treaty.8 Similar understanding was expressed in the Foreign Relations
Committee’s Resolution of Advice and Consent to Ratification.9

EXISTING TYPES OF STRATEGIC CONVENTIONAL ARMS

Transparency measures of the New START treaty cover the Ohio class strategic nuclear
submarines that have been converted to long range SLCM carriers (SSGNs), and those heavy
bombers which are no longer used for nuclear missions. Besides SSGNs, sea-launched cruise
missiles can also be carried by attack submarines and surface ships. However, neither attack
submarines nor surface ships are covered by the New START treaty.10

SSGNs Armed with Long Range Cruise Missiles

The conversion of four Ohio class strategic submarines to SSGNs was finished in 2008. Each
converted SSGN is capable of carrying 154 long-range Tomahawk SLCMs. The ‘‘old’’ START
treaty counted each SSGN as a platform with 24 SLBM launchers, because the conversion was
conducted by procedures other than those specified in the previous treaty.

In accordance with the New START treaty, four SSGNs are now also counted as 96 Trident-1
SLBM launchers. However, the new Treaty specifies simplified procedures aimed at excluding
these launchers from the tally:11

q No later than three years after the Treaty entered into force, the United States of America
shall conduct an initial one-time exhibition of each of these four SSGNs. The purpose of
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such exhibition shall be to confirm that the launchers on such submarines are incapable of
launching SLBMs.

q After the completion of the initial exhibition, the United States of America shall periodically
provide an opportunity for the Russian Federation to confirm that none of the launchers on
the four SSGNs has been reconverted and each of them remain incapable of launching an
SLBM. The Russian Federation shall have the right, while conducting a Type One
inspection at a submarine base, to inspect designated launchers on an SSGN if such a
submarine is located at the submarine base. Throughout the life of the Treaty, the number
of such inspections shall not exceed a total of six inspections for all four SSGNs existing at
the time of the Treaty’s entry into force, and the number of such inspections shall not
exceed two inspections for each SSGN.

If either Party decides to convert other ballistic missile submarines to SSGNs, such submarines
will be subject to similar measures, and an additional number of inspections will be agreed within
the framework of the Bilateral Consultation Commission (BCC).

Heavy Bombers Equipped for Non-nuclear Armaments

In accordance with the New START treaty, the U.S. counts now less than 206 deployed and non-
deployed heavy bombers (47 B-1B, 18 B-2 and 141 B-52), including those bombers that have
been decommissioned and put into storage.

After implementing the New START the United States plans to retain no more than 60 heavy
bombers equipped for nuclear armaments, including all 18 B-2s and no more than 42 B-52s.12

The rest of the bombers will be excluded from the tally mostly by means of converting them to
carrying non-nuclear armaments. Heavy bombers equipped for non-nuclear armaments are not
limited by the Treaty, but they are also subject to Type Two inspections if they are located at the
air bases, i.e. at the facilities at which the deployed heavy bombers are based.

The New START treaty does not require irreversibility of conversion. In fact, procedures for the
conversion of nuclear bombers to non-nuclear ones can be chosen by the side that conducts the
conversion. It is well known that during the implementation of the previous START Treaty the U.S.
side failed to demonstrate the irreversibility of the conversion of the B1-B heavy bombers to heavy
bombers equipped for armaments other than long-range nuclear ALCMs.13 It is therefore likely
that a similar situation may occur in the future with respect to the conversion of nuclear heavy
bombers to non-nuclear uses. Moreover, the new treaty stipulates a simplified procedure for
excluding from the accounting procedures the B1-B heavy bombers, whose nuclear missions
were abandoned by the Nuclear Posture Review of 2001.14

q No later than one year after the Treaty entered into force, the United States of America
shall conduct a one-time exhibition of a B-1B heavy bomber equipped for non-nuclear
armaments to demonstrate that the B-1B heavy bomber is incapable of employing nuclear
armaments. The features that distinguish a heavy bomber equipped for nuclear
armaments from a heavy bomber equipped for non-nuclear armaments are recorded.

q All B-1B heavy bombers that have been converted prior to the completion of such an
exhibition and that have the recorded distinguishing features shall be included in the
category of heavy bombers equipped for non-nuclear armaments.

Upon completion of the conversion of the last B-1B heavy bomber to a heavy bomber equipped
for non-nuclear armaments, all B-1B bombers will cease to be subject to the Treaty.15 From that
moment, they can be based or temporarily located outside the national territory with no prior
notification.16 Nevertheless, the Russian side will have the right to inspect conventional B-1B
heavy bombers that are located at Dyess or Ellsworth Air Force Bases. Such inspections can be
conducted with the purpose of verifying that the designated B-1B heavy bombers remain
incapable of employing nuclear armaments. No more than three B-1B bombers are allowed to be
inspected during one inspection. No more than one such inspection may be conducted each year
at either Ellsworth Air Force Base or Dyess Air Force Base. Such inspections shall count towards
the annual quota for Type Two inspections.
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FUTURE TYPES OF STRATEGIC CONVENTIONAL ARMS

Conventional ICBMs and SLBMs

The New START treaty sets the following limits with respect to conventional ICBMs and SLBMs,
their launchers, and warheads:

q Deployed conventional ICBMs and SLBMs are included in the limit of 700 for deployed
ICBMs, deployed SLBMs, and deployed heavy bombers.

q The aggregate number of warheads on ICBMs and SLBMs deployed for non-nuclear
armaments is included in the limit of 1,550 for warheads on deployed ICBMs, deployed
SLBMs, and nuclear warheads counted for deployed heavy bombers.

q Deployed and non-deployed conventional ICBM and conventional SLBM launchers are
included in the limit of 800 for deployed and non-deployed ICBM launchers, deployed and
non-deployed SLBM launchers, and deployed and non-deployed heavy bombers.

Conventional ICBMs and SLBMs are subject to Type One inspections. The Treaty does not have
any restrictions on the number of warheads used during tests of ICBMs or SLBMs of any types.

Analysis of the Treaty shows that it has a loophole allowing unlimited deployment of conventional
ICBMs. In particular, the definition of a ‘‘non-deployed launcher of ICBMs’’ excludes soft-site
launchers. The Treaty defines a ‘‘soft-site launcher’’ as any land-based fixed launcher of ICBMs
or SLBMs other than a silo launcher.17 At the same time, soft-site launchers of ICBMs are not
considered as deployed launchers of ICBMs, and thus they are not subject to the limits stipulated
by the Treaty. The old START Treaty explicitly prohibited ICBM deployment in soft-site launchers,
and this provision eventually became an obstacle for the implementation of the U.S. Air Force
plans for conventional ICBM deployment. The New START treaty opens such a possibility. If the
United States chooses to deploy ICBMs based at soft-site launchers (such options as
Vandenberg or Cape Canaveral were considered previously), such launchers would not count
towards the Treaty limit for deployed and non-deployed launchers.

If a soft-site launcher accommodates an ICBM, the U.S. side could consider such a missile as
non-deployed.18 The U.S. could therefore argue that the Treaty limits neither the quantity of
ICBMs at soft sites, nor the number of warheads deployed on such ICBMs. If the United States
proceeds with these deployment plans, the base at which soft-site ICBM launchers are deployed
will likely be declared a test range, so that it will not be subject to inspections.

The new treaty allows for excluding from the tally the SLBM launchers that have been converted
by rendering them incapable of employing SLBMs.19 Currently the United States plans to deploy
240 Trident-2 SLBMs on 12 submarines,20 so that each submarine would carry 20 deployed
launchers for SLBMs. Plans for the deployment of armaments in converted launchers for SLBMs
have not been clarified yet. One cannot rule out the possibility that the converted launchers of
SLBMs will accommodate long-range SLCMs or other land attack weapons.

The Russian side will have the right to inspect converted launchers of SLBMs during Type Two
inspections with the purpose of verifying that SLBM launchers installed on ballistic missile
submarines remain incapable of employing SLBMs.

Other Future Strategic Conventional Arms

As mentioned above, when Paragraph 2 Article V was being negotiated, the U.S. side explicitly
stated that it would not consider all new kinds of strategic-range weapons systems as new kinds
of strategic offensive arms subject to the New START treaty. Thereby it meant that the programs
developed as part of the Prompt Global Strike concept would not be limited by the new treaty.

For the time being the PGS programs are at the research and development stage,21 and no
decisions have yet been made on what kind of armaments will be deployed. At the same time, one
may expect that the New START treaty will not pose any obstacles for the development or impose
any limits for the deployment of the following types of future strategic conventional armaments:
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q Offensive arms that use stages of ICBMs as delivery vehicles and maneuverable
conventional warheads as payloads. If most of the flight path of such an offensive weapon
is non-ballistic (e.g. depressed trajectory), it will not be covered by the definition of a
ballistic missile,22 and will not be subject to the Treaty limits;

q Heavy bombers converted for non-nuclear weapons, such as conventional air-to-surface
ballistic missiles or conventional long-range ALCMs. In particular, the new treaty will not
prohibit the deployment of conventional long-range ALCMs on B-1B heavy bombers;

q New types of heavy bombers, equipped for non-nuclear armaments, including conven-
tional air-to-surface ballistic missiles and conventional long-range ALCMs;

q Military airplanes, other than heavy bombers (with a range of less than 8,000km), armed
with conventional long-range ALCMs;

q Conventional ground based long-range cruise missiles (GLSMs) with a range exceeding
5,500km.23

PROSPECTS FOR THE SOLUTION OF THE PROBLEM OF STRATEGIC CONVENTIONAL

ARMS

It is not difficult to notice that in the context of current U.S.�Russian relations there is a similarity
between the problem of strategic conventional arms and the problem of ballistic missile defense.
The United States justifies the development of strategic conventional arms and missile defense by
the need to face limited threats from rogue states. Russia considers this trend, as well as the
development of missile defense systems, as a tendency that threatens the survivability of its
future strategic forces. Russia’s concerns are growing because strategic conventional arms are
frequently considered in the United States as the first line of missile defense (‘‘pre-boost-phase
defense’’) carrying out the task of preventively destroying threatening ballistic missiles of a rogue
state or substantially lowering their attack potential, thereby increasing the effectiveness of the
following layers of a missile defense system.

The problem of strategic conventional arms may lead the next round of U.S.�Russian negotiations
on nuclear reductions to a dead-end. In any event, it is difficult to expect a breakthrough in finding
a solution to this problem as long as both sides refuse to abandon the concept of mutual assured
destruction, and mutual confidence is not yet strong enough for that to happen.

The same is true of the problem of missile defense. It is interesting that the U.S. side recognizes
the need to find a mutually acceptable solution and is trying to initiate joint scientific and technical
programs on missile defense cooperation with Russia.24 The United States apparently hopes that
the success of such programs will strengthen mutual confidence, so that Russia stops
considering the future U.S. missile defense system as a threat to itself. The United States will
likely propose such a dialogue on joint missile defense cooperation programs as an alternative to
discussion of missile defenses in the context of nuclear weapons reductions, and try to decouple
the problem of missile defenses from the dialogue on strategic offensive arms by moving it into
the framework of another dialogue focused on missile defense cooperation.

Since the approaches of the two sides towards the problem of missile defenses differ
fundamentally, and the numerous earlier attempts at cooperation in this field have been far
from successful, it is difficult to see how this latest attempt can succeed. Even assuming that
Washington’s approach will allow a solution to be found to the problem of missile defense, a
similar approach to the problem of strategic conventional arms is unlikely to work. In addition to
apparent similarities between these two problems there are also significant differences.

First of all, in contrast to the dialogue on missile defense, a U.S.�Russian discussion on strategic
conventional arms has not even started yet. At this moment officially Washington does not see any
need to discuss this particular issue with Moscow.

Second, as the dialogue between the two sides on missile defense cooperation has demon-
strated, the issue of the precise nature of such cooperation is extremely sensitive. Even if one
were to accept that a future joint missile defense system has a defensive nature, the sides are still
unable to find a consensus as to what specific threat that system is going to be aimed against. It is
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evident that any attempt to define the source of such a threat will entail substantial political costs
for Russia, which does not consider any foreign country as a rogue state. Hypothetical
cooperation in the area of offensive arms would entail even higher costs, primarily for Russia.

Finally, it is possible that Moscow actually has some individual missile defense technologies it
could offer Washington. But the United States is far ahead of Russia in the development of
precision-guided munitions. The existing imbalance looks set to continue to grow since Russia
cannot afford the same kind of investment in this field.

At this time solving the problem of strategic conventional arms seems possible within the frame of
dialogue on strategic offensive arms only. An approach similar to the one used during the
negotiations on the New START treaty might bring the desired results. Russia’s main interest was
the reduction of U.S. strategic forces, and the United States was mostly interested in greater
transparency of Russian strategic forces. In spite of this asymmetry of interests, the two sides
have managed to achieve a compromise. Negotiations on the next round of nuclear reductions
are unlikely to be limited to arms covered by the New START treaty. A potential compromise can
be sought in a broader field. For example, Russia might attempt to achieve substantial benefits for
itself in solving the problems of missile defense and strategic conventional arms in return for
certain concessions regarding non-strategic nuclear weapons. Only time will tell to what extent
both sides are prepared to discuss such an agenda.
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