vach20 — ()CCASIONAL PAPER Volurme 3, Nurber 3

Expert Commentary on the
2022 Nuclear Posture Review

\/\/\/\< NATIONAL INSTITUTE FOR PUBLIC POLICY



Expert Commentary on the
2022 Nuclear Posture Review

Edited by

Keith B. Payne

National Institute Press®



Published by

National Institute Press®
9302 Lee Highway, Suite 750
Fairfax, Virginia 22031

Copyright © 2023 by National Institute Press®

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or
utilized in any form or by an electronic, mechanical or other means, now known
or hereafter invented, including photocopying, and recording or in any
information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the
publisher. The views expressed in this Occasional Paper are those of the authors
alone and do not represent any institution with which they have been affiliated.

National Institute for Public Policy would like to thank the Sarah Scaife
Foundation for the generous support that made this Occasional Paper possible.
The commentary by Keith B. Payne is adapted from his article, The 2022 NPR:
Commendation and Concerns, Information Series, No. 544 (Fairfax, VA: National
Institute Press, January 10, 2023).

Cover design by Stephanie Koeshall.



Table of Contents

PO ACE. . e s e e e v

What is a “Responsible” Nuclear Power? Assessing the
2022 Nuclear Posture Review..........ccococeivvicinnncinncnene. 1
Matthew R. Costlow

Nuclear Posture Review and the Politics of
ALl ASSUTANICE ... e e eeeereeeeeeneean 11
Michaela Dodge

Commentary: The Biden 2022 Nuclear Posture Review ...19
John R. Harvey

The Biden NPR: Embracing Foundations, Rejecting
Improvements...........ccccoviiiiiiiiiiiiiii 33
Rebeccah L. Heinrichs

The Transformation of Deterrence:
Serving War and Not Peace...........ccccoceiiviiinnncinnccnne. 41
Peter Huessy

2022 Nuclear Posture Review: Ideology Meets Reality .....51
Susan Koch

2022 Nuclear Posture Review: Operationally Flawed? .....63
David |. Lonsdale

2022 NPR—Light on Fear, Heavy on Confusion................ 73
Curtis McGiffin
The 2022 NPR: Commendation and Concerns .................. 85

Keith B. Payne

The 2022 “Nesting” Experiment ..........ccccceeecerreeinnenenne. 97
Brad Roberts



The Biden Administration’s Nuclear Posture Review.....107
Mark B. Schneider

Explaining the 2022 Nuclear Posture and
WHhy it Matters........cccooeeinineiiiiccirecceeeeereeecees 121
Robert Soofer

About Right: Biden’s 2022 Nuclear Posture Review........ 131
Ashley . Tellis

A Moderate, Europe-Compatible
Nuclear Posture ReVIEW .......ccuueeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeees 139
Bruno Tertrais

The 2022 Nuclear Posture Review:
A Case of Schizophrenia .........cccoceeuevernieuccenneeinreecnes 147
David |. Trachtenberg



About Right:
Biden’s 2022 Nuclear Posture Review

by Ashley J. Tellis

For a candidate who argued during his presidential
campaign that “the sole purpose of the U.S. nuclear arsenal
should be deterring —and, if necessary, retaliating against —
a nuclear attack,”! Joe Biden’s 2022 Nuclear Posture Review
has turned out about right on multiple counts. The
administration’s declaratory policy, for example, correctly
walked back the position taken by Biden the candidate
when it admitted that a “sole purpose” declaration does not
serve U.S. interests at this juncture. Thus, the administration
has in effect conceded that no matter how noble the
president’s impulses during the campaign may have been —
seeking a safer world in the presence of nuclear weapons —
achieving that outcome depends as much on the choices
made by others, including America’s adversaries, as it does
on the United States.

In this context, getting the balance right on matters of
nuclear doctrine, force structure, and operational posture
will always be challenging because of the tensions inherent
in the multiple objectives simultaneously pursued by
Washington. The first and most important task facing the
United States in the nuclear realm is to maintain effective
nuclear forces to protect the U.S. and allied homelands as
well as their core interests in the global system. This
objective requires the United States to maintain nuclear
forces of a certain size and quality depending on the
character and capabilities of its adversaries and the nuclear
strategies that they are judged to pursue. At a time when

1“The Power of America’s Example: The Biden Plan for Leading the
Democratic World to Meet the Challenges of the 21st Century,”
https:/ /joebiden.com/americanleadership/ #.
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the United States finds itself locked into great-power
competition with at least two major rivals, Washington’s
capacity to devalue nuclear weapons will be stressed,
especially when one competitor, Russia, has already
demonstrated a blatant proclivity for nuclear coercion and
the other, China, has embarked on a dramatic
transformation of its nuclear arsenal.

Beyond coping with great-power nuclear threats,
Washington has to deal with the responses provoked by its
own order-managing activities globally. The United States,
whether it admits it or not, is a hegemonic power. It protects
its security and interests, as well as those of its allies, by
preserving an international system that is in the ultimate
analysis upheld by the use of force. The application of
power that is consequently necessary to maintain the U.S.-
led international order will inevitably prompt some states
to acquire nuclear weapons precisely in order to prevent
Washington from undermining their specific interests.
Therefore, even if the United States foreswore the
possession and use of nuclear weapons, the very fact that
other states will feel threatened by U.S. conventional
military advantages and its willingness to use force to
preserve an international order that favors its interests
would be reason enough for some challengers —both major
and minor —to acquire nuclear weapons.

The United States has attempted to diminish these
incentives by, on the one hand, maintaining a global
nonproliferation regime that seeks to curtail the spread of
nuclear weapons while, on the other hand, limiting the
issuance of nuclear threats and accepting commitments to
eventual nuclear disarmament. This solution is precarious,
however, because the existence of nuclear rivals compels
the United States to maintain and modernize its nuclear
arsenal continuously, even if doing so runs counter to the
competing objectives of nonproliferation and disarmament.
The latter goals are undoubtedly valuable insofar as they
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reduce the number of states with nuclear weapons and, by
extension, diminish the nuclear dangers facing the United
States.

But the basic trilemma is unavoidable: The United States
cannot neutralize the threats posed by nuclear rivals, induce
states threatened by U.S. conventional military power to
eschew the acquisition of nuclear weapons, and honestly
meet its international disarmament obligations
simultaneously. Something has to give, and until the
international system ceases to be fundamentally rivalrous —
an outcome that will not be realized within history as we
know it— the ambition to abolish nuclear weapons will have
to be surrendered despite pretenses to the contrary.

It is to the Biden Administration’s credit that the nuclear
posture review clearly affirms the reality that nuclear
weapons remain the bedrock of U.S. and allied security,
providing “unique deterrent effects that no other element of
U.S. military power can replace.”?2 Consistent with this
appraisal —which has been shared on a bipartisan basis for
decades—the 2022 review declares the importance of
preserving the nuclear triad and modernizing it
appropriately; emphasizes not just the imperative of robust
deterrence but also the need to effectively respond to any
adversary nuclear use; underscores the priority of
preserving deterrence effectiveness both by maintaining the
capacity for flexible response and by holding at risk those
assets most valued by an adversary; commits to deploying
the requisite nuclear capabilities to deter and neutralize
strategic coercion that seeks to discourage U.S. defense of its
allies or force war termination on unacceptable terms; and,
pledges to make investments in the nuclear infrastructure,
workforce, and research and development activities

2U.S. Department of Defense, 2022 Nuclear Posture Review (Washington,
D.C.: Department of Defense, 2022), p. 1, available at

https:/ /media.defense.gov/2022/Oct/27/2003103845/-1/-1/1/2022-
NATIONAL-DEFENSE-STRATEGY-NPR-MDR.PDF.
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required to sustain the effectiveness of U.S. nuclear
weapons indefinitely.

These elements are corroborated by the administration’s
budget requests, which are intended to fund the
replacement systems for the existing triad, the upgrades to
the nuclear command and control system in the face of
emerging threats, and the rejuvenation of the warhead
production infrastructure necessary to maintain the nuclear
arsenal. To that degree, the critics of the 2022 review are
correct: the Biden Administration has not moved
significantly to reduce the U.S. reliance on nuclear weapons,
but it could hardly be expected to given the troubling
transformations in the Russian and, more importantly,
Chinese nuclear arsenals—even if the problems posed by
North Korea and Iran are entirely disregarded. Castigating
the review as “a major step backward,”3 thus, overlooks the
fact that the United States, too, is a prisoner of structural
constraints that are not solely of its own making. In
circumstances where the United States and its allies have to
be defended against nations that appear willing to exploit
their nuclear reserves either for coercion or because of fears
about their own weaknesses in the face of U.S. advantages,
Washington has no choice but to maintain the nuclear
weapons necessary not simply to deter but, more
emphatically, to deter through strategies of discriminate
damage limitation rather than through the crude alternative
of mutually assured destruction.

To the degree possible, the United States must seek to
protect its interests through the use of conventional military
forces rather than nuclear weapons in the first instance. This
is especially true in foreseeable future contingencies
involving China. This priority actually justifies the

3 Lisbeth Gronlund, “The new US nuclear posture review is a major step
backward,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, November 4, 2022,

https:/ / thebulletin.org/2022/11/ the-new-us-nuclear-posture-review-
is-a-major-step-backward/.
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administration’s cancellation of the nuclear sea-launched
cruise missile (SLCM-N) because this weapon’s deployment
would complicate naval operations, reduce conventional
weapon loadouts when these are at a premium, and fail to
offer any unique capability beyond that of the long-range
standoff weapon when it is inducted into the inventory. The
decision to preserve the W76-2 low-yield warhead, in this
context, is eminently sensible because it provides rapid and
flexible response with high penetration capability and is
deployed on nuclear ballistic missile submarines. These
forces support deterrence of nuclear escalation within a
conventional conflict without forcing acute tradeoffs vis-a-
vis the conventional weaponry deployed in a given theater.
Both these decisions have been debated—and are
admittedly debatable —but they should not detract from the
fact that the broad direction set and affirmed by Biden's
2022 review is eminently sound in the face of the evolving
great power competition confronting the United States.
There are, however, discomforting uncertainties
looming on the horizon. For starters, it is simply unclear
what the final size of the Chinese nuclear arsenal will be as
it continues its current expansion. Unlike the front-line U.S.
and Russian nuclear forces that are constrained by the New
START Treaty, China’s nuclear expansion is unconstrained
by any legal regime and Beijing is in any case not limited by
any meaningful fissile material production constraints. For
all the insinuation that China had stopped producing
weapons-related highly enriched uranium in the late 1980s,
it is unclear whether Beijing has actually done so. And the
prospective availability of new fast breeder reactors implies
that China could produce vastly increased quantities of
weapons-grade plutonium for its expanding nuclear
arsenal in relatively quick order. All of this implies that the
2022 Nuclear Posture Review’s commitment to pursuing
further nuclear reductions through arms control will be
sorely tested. Given current developments, it is unclear
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whether Russia would be willing to engage in further
nuclear reductions and, although Moscow will cite U.S.
missile defenses as the chief obstacle, the rapidly enlarging
Chinese arsenal also effectively constrains further Russian
reductions at exactly the time when Beijing has no interest
in participating in any nuclear arms control —a condition
that is likely to persist if China does in fact seek to achieve
nuclear parity with the United States.

Furthermore, the character of the strategic nuclear
threats facing the United States are also poised to mutate
considerably as a result of China’s continuing nuclear
transformation. Until recently, only Russia could hold at
risk critical segments of America’s strategic nuclear forces;
China at best had only the capability to threaten U.S.
countervalue targets. Within the next decade, however,
China could well acquire the technical capacity to execute
effective counterforce strikes on U.S. land-based ballistic
missiles and its bomber force bases. Beijing today can
execute such missions against various regional adversaries
in and around Asia, but these capabilities could extend to
threatening U.S. nuclear forces within the continental
United States itself during this decade or the next. Chinese
forces, in a sharp departure from the past, will also enjoy
dramatically faster launch capabilities than were ever
contemplated by Beijing previously. Moreover, China
appears to be leaving behind its previous conviction that
nuclear weapons are unusable in favor of preparing for at
least some forms of limited nuclear use. These
developments will complicate the standing U.S. nuclear
strategy of damage limitation and, although the review
correctly notes that “a near-simultaneous conflict with two
nuclear-armed states would constitute an extreme
circumstance,”# the U.S. strategic deterrent ultimately will
have to be sized and configured to neutralize even the least
probable contingencies if Washington is to satisfactorily

4U.S. Department of Defense, 2022 Nuclear Posture Review, op. cit., p. 12.
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discharge its national defense, extended deterrence, and
global order-maintenance obligations simultaneously. It is
in this context that the need to develop effective weapons to
defeat hard and deeply buried targets with alacrity —now
that the B83-1 bomb is being retired—also becomes
pressing.

Even more urgently, the United States needs to
accelerate the conventional military investments as well as
rethink the kind of nuclear capabilities and posture that will
be required for successful regional deterrence in Asia. The
2022 review makes a persuasive case that the
administration’s current initiatives suffice for effective
nuclear deterrence in Europe. In contrast, the requirements
for effective nuclear deterrence in Asia, particularly in light
of the expanding Chinese nuclear capabilities, deserve
deeper consideration. Because the possibility of Chinese
limited nuclear use represents the most likely challenge in
the theater, the United States in concert with its allies needs
to reexamine the requirements for regional nuclear
assurance. But, of greater significance, Washington needs to
quickly complete the currently contemplated U.S.
conventional force transformations, to include the
acquisition of new capabilities as well as the appropriate
force posture adjustments, precisely in order to avoid
relying excessively on U.S. nuclear responses as a means of
preserving stability in East Asia. Since a conflict with China
cannot be ruled out tout court at a time when the United
States is equally —and correctly —insistent that it “will not
be deterred from defending our Allies and partners, or
coerced into terminating a conflict on unacceptable terms,”5
the importance of mustering formidable conventional
military capabilities backed up by the appropriate nuclear
reserves and strategic defenses will be critical for protecting
U.S. interests in Asia and elsewhere.

5 Ibid., p. 11.
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Finally, given the myriad uncertainties on the horizon —
many of which are detailed in the 2022 review —it is odd
that the administration has eliminated the “ hedge against
an uncertain future” as a formal role of nuclear weapons.”®
While there may be opportunities to reduce the size of the
U.S. reserve stockpile in the future, the character of the
evolving international environment suggests that it may not
yet have outlived its usefulness. Consequently, dropping
the “hedge” as a formal objective will hopefully not
undermine the otherwise sensible approach to managing
nuclear weapons enunciated in Biden’s 2022 nuclear
posture review.

Ashley |. Tellis is the Tata Chair for Strategic Affairs and a senior fellow
at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, specializing in
international security and UL.S. foreign and defense policy, with a special
focus on Asia.

6 Ibid., p. 3.



