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Nuclear weapons policy under President Bush
June 1, 2001

On May 1, 2001, President Bush gave a keynote speech in which he outlined US plans for the deployment of a missile
defense system dubbed Star Wars and also hinted at plans to cut the US nuclear arsenal.

Nuclear reductions are long overdue, but the Bush Administration is also considering changes to the nuclear weapons in its
arsenal and the military strategy which governs their deployment and use. The indications so far are that these changes will
mean a smaller but still massively destructive nuclear arsenal with new weapon designs being deployed that are more
“usable” for instance in regional conflicts. Combined with the destabilising effects of the proposed deployment of the Star
Wars missile shield the new nuclear weapons policy of the United States raises the chilling prospect of a return to, rather
than a departure from, the Cold War and the sparking of a new nuclear arms race.

Effectively, while the Bush administration is building the Star Wars “shield” it is also sharpening the sword – reshaping its
nuclear arsenal.

In his May 1 speech at the National Defense University in Washington DC, President Bush gave an insight into his thinking
on nuclear weapons policy and repeated his commitment to retaining a nuclear arsenal

He stated that he was “committed to achieving a credible deterrent with the lowest possible number of nuclear weapons
consistent with our nuclear security needs…” He went on to state that he would “… change the size, the composition, the
character of our nuclear forces in a way that reflects the reality that the Cold War is over…”

There are eleven formal military reviews currently underway in the U.S.  Two were mandated by legislation from the
Clinton administration, but President Bush has also instructed Defense Secretary Rumsfeld to review US military posture,
which resulted in a further nine studies being undertaken.

Specialist panels are reviewing every aspect of US defence strategy, ranging from military pay to the best available options
for missile defense. However, it is unlikely that these reviews and studies will stray far from the direction outlined in
President Bush’s most recent statements. For example, the study on the future composition of US nuclear forces and their
doctrine is being lead by Steve Maaranen, seconded from the Los Alamos nuclear weapons laboratory and Elaine Bunn
from the National Defense University. A paper co-authored by Bunn published in February of this year closely mirrors the
broad nuclear policy review President Bush called for in his May 1 speech. In the paper Bunn advocated a fundamental
reassessment of the “purposes of nuclear weapons, missile defenses and the requirements of deterrence and stability in the
new security environment…” and a proper mix of offensive nuclear weapons and defensive ‘missile defense’ systems  to
handle three threat scenarios – “the reemergence of a potential challenge from Russia, challenges from a hostile China, and
aggression by states of concern.” .1

A report by the National Institute for Public Policy (NIPP) from January 20012 is considered to be the best indicator of the
Bush administration’s future direction on nuclear weapons policy. The report was co-authored by Ambassador Robert
Joseph now Senior Director for Proliferation Strategy, Counterproliferation and Homeland Defense at the White House,
Stephen Cambone now Principal Deputy Under Secretary for Policy at the US Department of Defense and Stephen Hadley,
now a Deputy National Security Advisor at the White House.

In this report the group advocate:

The carrying out of a “comprehensive review” of nuclear force posture which should examine
“current and potential threats, US deterrence and wartime goals, nuclear targeting strategy and
warhead options, enemy passive and active defenses, conventional strike capabilities and third
Country use.” This is underway;

                                                                
1 “The US Strategic Posture Review: Issues for the New Administration”, by Elaine M Bunn and Richard D Sokolsky,
Strategic Forum No. 177, February 2001 available at http://www.ndu.edu/inss/strforum/sfl177.html
2   “Rationale and Requirements for US Nuclear Forces and Arms Control, Volume 1, Executive Report, National Institute
for Public Policy, January 2001
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Maintaining an ability to increase or decrease the US nuclear arsenal and the nuclear offensive and
defensive force posture at any given moment without the constraints of the current arms control
and disarmament process is critical”.

“Further adjustments to the US strategic nuclear force must not be rendered practically or legally
“irreversible” via codification in the traditional arms control process”;

Maintaining a capability to “design and build new weapons” which includes maintaining an ability
to conduct nuclear tests. This is already US policy;

Significant, unilateral cuts in the US nuclear arsenal and nuclear force posture to fit today’s
strategic environment but only if advocated by the aforementioned review whilst “retaining the
prerogative and capability to reconstitute or further reduce [nuclear] forces as made necessary or
possible by future developments in the strategic environment” The first part of this has been
revealed but the second part has not; and

The restructuring of the strategic arms control process.

The group also expressed the opinion that current and future deterrence and wartime roles for nuclear weapons might
include:

Deterring weapons of mass destruction (WMD) use by regional powers;

Deterring WMD or massive conventional aggression by an emerging global competitor;

Preventing catastrophic losses in conventional war;

Providing unique targeting capabilities (deep underground/biological weapons targets);  and

Enhancing US influence in crisis.”

What is clear from such examples is that people now in key positions in the Bush administration are promoting a new
salience and greater role for nuclear weapons in future military conflicts.

New Nuclear Weapons

Work is already being conducted by the US nuclear weapons laboratories on “providing unique targeting capabilities”.
According to the DOD's "Defense Technology Area Plans," an annual internal review dated February 2000, the U.S. is
actively pursuing research to develop low yield nuclear weapons that would be effective against underground targets.  A
stated goal for 2001 is to "demonstrate the effectiveness of nuclear weapons capabilities in defeating deep structures using
precise, low yield attacks by HE [High Explosives] simulation ."3

Congress has also asked the US Department of Defense (DoD) and US Department of Energy (DoE) to conduct a study on
“the defeat of hardened and deeply buried targets”, and to report back to it no later than July 2001.

The US nuclear weapons laboratories have also been pushing hard for ‘mini-nukes’.  In the summer of last year, Stephen M
Younger, an associate director and head of nuclear weapons work at Los Alamos nuclear weapons laboratory, called for a
“fundamental rethinking of the role of nuclear weapons” and “of the composition of our nuclear forces”. He suggested that
by 2020 advances in long-range conventional weapons technology could be such that conventional weapons could take
over some of the roles nuclear weapons are currently assigned such as the destruction of mobile nuclear weapons launch
systems that could be anywhere in a vast area. Younger also argued that there were very few targets that require high-yield
nuclear warheads anymore and that precision targeted lower yield nuclear bombs should form the bulk of any future US
nuclear force.

If the United States were to go down the path of producing low-yield, earth penetrating nuclear warheads it would blur the
barrier between using nuclear and conventional weapons. In the past, the extreme devastation that could be caused by just
one nuclear weapon has led politicians to think twice before authorising their use. Low-yield nuclear warheads could make

                                                                
3   Defense Technology Area plan released under the Freedom of Information Act to the Western States Legal Foundation.
4   “Nuclear Weapons in the Twenty-First Century”, Stephen M Younger, Associate Laboratory Director for Nuclear
Weapons, Los Alamos National Laboratory, LAUR-00-2850, June 27, 2000
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the use of nuclear weapons militarily more acceptable and therefore more likely to be used in conventional conflicts such as
Bosnia or the Gulf war.

It would also provide the US military with an ability to take out national leaders from so-called ‘rogue states”, hiding in
their bunkers. As these bunkers tend to be in urban areas the use of a ‘normal’ nuclear weapon to guarantee their
destruction would cause politically unacceptable damage and high levels of civilian casualties.

The military claim that these ‘mini-nukes’, on the other hand, would guarantee the death of anyone targeted with ‘reduced
collateral damage’, or could be used to destroy stockpiles of chemical or biological weapons held by such a ‘rogue-state’
with little or no release of the material into the environment.

The Federation of American scientists disputes this claim.

“… the use of any nuclear weapon capable of destroying a buried target that is otherwise immune
to conventional weapons will necessarily produce enormous numbers of civilian casualties. No
earth-burrowing missile can penetrate deep enough into the earth to contain an explosion with a
nuclear yield even as small as 1 percent of the 15-kiloton Hiroshima weapon. The explosion
simply blows out a massive crater of radioactive dirt, which rains down on the local region with
an especially intense and deadly fallout…”5

It was such a fear of ‘mini-nukes’ blurring the line between the use of conventional or nuclear weapons that led Congress in
1994 to any US nuclear weapons laboratory from researching and developing nuclear weapons with a yield of less than five
kilotons.

The US is also actively increasing its work in all areas of nuclear weapons design, development, production and
deployment and has embarked on a multi-billion dollar programme to retain the capability to design, develop, produce and
deploy new nuclear warheads at any point in the future. This programme, known as the "Stockpile Stewardship
Programme" (SSP), aims to "ensure that the US nuclear stockpile remains safe, secure and reliable without nuclear
testing". It includes work to ensure significant qualitative improvements in the capability of most of the current US nuclear
stockpile, including two replacement warhead designs for Trident submarine launched ballistic missile.

By 2010 the US hopes to have in place, through the SSP:

• The ability to respond to specific contingencies, such as a decision to resume nuclear testing, design and
produce new weapons, sufficient supplies of tritium and counter nuclear incidents;

• New tritium in the inventory and a reliable tritium production source of sufficient capacity to support the
nuclear weapons stockpile;

• A reliable pit manufacturing capacity sufficient to meet stockpile requirements;

• Enhanced surveillance and experimentally validated computational capabilities sufficient to predict the timely
onset and effects of aging on nuclear weapons safety and reliability;

• Improved understanding of experimentally validated, model-based weapons science;

• Experimental capabilities sufficient to fully validate computational modeling for stockpile assessment and
simulation;

• Improved understanding of nuclear weapons response to normal and abnormal environments;

• Scientific, engineering, technical, computing and simulation expertise required for stockpile assessment;

• Smaller, more efficient infrastructure capable of meeting all program requirements;

• Assured replication or replacement options for weapon components in the stockpile; and

• Integrated, agile, and rapidly expandable design and production system to implement stockpile refurbishment
in a timely manner;

                                                                
5   Federation of American Scientists Public Interest Report, January/February 2001, available on the web at
http://www.fas.org/faspir/2001/v54n1/v54n1.pdf
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The design of two new warheads to replace the ones currently used onboard Trident submarines is at the heart of the SWPP.
US weapons designers are now working on upgrading the arming, fusing and firing (AF&F) mechanism for the
approximately three thousand W76 Trident warheads currently deployed. This will mean a significant qualitative
improvement in the warhead’s capability, especially to destroy hardened targets.

Rather than refer to "new" designs, however, the US Department of Energy prefers to describe this work as "refurbishment"
(replacing old components with new ones). For example, at a meeting to discuss the SWPP, concern was expressed about
the name of the programme and the phrase "High Margin Warhead". A name change to "Replacement Warhead" was
suggested by Los Alamos but it "was suggested that the use of the word ‘warhead’ [might] not be acceptable."6

It is clear that the aim of SWPP and other components of the Stockpile Stewardship Program is to qualitatively improve the
US arsenal so that it is smaller, but has more flexibility and is capable of destroying the new targets war planners now have
in mind.

Although US nuclear forces will almost certainly be reduced, the price paid for this reduction will be a US nuclear force
that has new rationales and new roles that will make nuclear weapons more likely to be used in regional conventional
conflicts. A form of nuclear blackmail could become the norm in a Bush administration’s application of its defence and
foreign policy. This will give renewed currency to nuclear weapons as a tool in international relations, and provide
justification to other nations in their attempt to acquire a nuclear weapons capability.

The current nuclear weapons capability of the United States

The current US arsenal (even after full START II implementation) is estimated to consist of:7

• 5000 operational warheads – 4,000 for strategic use (i.e. the START II agreed level of 3,500 plus
500 spares) and a further 1,000 warheads for tactical purposes;

• 2,500 ‘augmentation’ or ‘hedge’ warheads – this is a contingency stockpile available for
redeployment back onto delivery vehicles;

• 3,000 in ‘inactive reserve status’ – these are warheads stored just in case there is a need to replace
warheads in the active stockpile if they develop reliability or safety problems.

In addition, the US remains committed to forward deployment of US nuclear forces in seven NATO bases in the
Netherlands, UK, Greece, Turkey, Italy, Germany, and Belgium. It maintains a further 3,200 US nuclear warheads on
constant alert, mainly at sea8, ready to fire at an enemy; the same level of readiness as at the height of the Cold War. The
US also retains a stockpile of 85,000 kilograms of weapons grade plutonium, most of which is contained in existing nuclear
warheads.

The operational stockpile is deployed on 500 single warhead Minuteman III missiles, 14 Trident submarines, air-launched
cruise missile carrying B52s and bomb-carrying B2 aircraft capable of delivering 5,000 nuclear warheads.

While aircraft and land-based missiles may have been taken off a high state of alert, the US Trident submarine fleet still
maintains at least nine or ten submarines at sea, 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. At least half of these submarines are
always within range of their selected target area.

President George W Bush has vowed to review the ‘alert status’ of US nuclear forces to see if it can be further reduced.

Nuclear Arms Reduction Process Stalled

Along with the other nuclear weapon states, the United States has rationalised and downsized its nuclear arsenal since the
end of the Cold War. It has moved away from a large, diverse nuclear arsenal of, for example, approximately 25 distinct
warhead types fifteen years ago, to one that today consists of ten types of warhead. From a peak of more than 32,000
nuclear weapons in the US arsenal in the mid-1960s, estimates for the year 2000 put the US active arsenal at 10,500 nuclear

                                                                
6   Minutes of a DOE Team Meeting for the SLBM WPP in Germantown, June 6, 1996
7   “Taking Stock – Worldwide Nuclear Deployments 1998, p.11, William M Arkin, Robert S Norris, Joshua Handler,
NRDC Nuclear Program, March 1998
8   “Dangerous Directions”, William M Arkin and Hans Kristensen, the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, March/April 1998
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weapons.9 This reduction has been brought about by the bilateral Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) and
Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, and unilateral initiatives including the destruction of some 3000 artillery shells
and short range Lance missiles and the withdrawal of tactical nuclear weapons from US surface ships and attack
submarines.

However implementation of START II has stalled because Republican Senators linked it, during the Clinton years, to
rejection of the ABM treaty. As a result, efforts to progress further cuts in the huge remaining arsenals of Russia and the US
are stalled. In 1997, the US and Russia signed a series of protocols in Helsinki which included an agreement that START
III would be completed by the end of 2007, reducing strategic warheads levels on both sides to between 2,000 and 2,500
each. As importantly, START III would be the first of the START series of treaties to include transparency measures
concerning warhead stocks, and would entail destruction of actual warheads.

The Helsinki accords have also yet to come to fruition. US military action in Iraq and the former Yugoslavia, combined
with its plans to deploy a National Missile Defence system have led to a freeze in US-Russian relations that appears
unlikely to thaw in the near future. Most recently, the United States rejected a Russian offer to reduce the number of
operational strategic nuclear warhead numbers under START III to 1,500 on each side. The United States rejected the offer,
presumably because it believed the figure was too low to maintain what it regards as a minimum nuclear deterrent.10

Even after START II is implemented and the strategic arsenal is  cut to between 3,000 to 3,500 warheads on each side, both
the United States and Russia will still have a nuclear force of Cold War proportions. For example, the US will still have up
to seven nuclear warheads capable of annihilating each available Russian military target.

"Altogether, at current levels, the United States maintains a robust short-warning first strike
capability. When current reductions and upgrades are completed under START II (in the 2007
timeframe), the United States will retain 900 warheads with hard-target kill capability. In
comparison, the Russian force in its START II day-to-day configuration will likely represent some
300 targets. Even adding supporting command and storage, there will be fewer than 500 targets
for US nuclear planners to aim their 3,500 accountable START II warheads at. Such a level of
overkill capability – potentially seven highly accurate warheads per target (if ignoring China) – is
of Cold War proportions and difficult to justify for even the most hardened Cold [War] warrior.
Other reasons for the overkill in the US enduring arsenal must be found outside Russia, primarily
in China but increasingly also in "rogue states."  11

Bush Prepares to Withdraw from International Arms Control and Disarmament Treaties

Under the Bush administration, major international arms control treaties are now in jeopardy.

Bush has rejected the Anti Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, described by many arms control experts as the cornerstone of
global stability.

  “Now is the time not to defend outdated treaties but to defend the American people…”12

On the global ban on nuclear testing the Bush administration view is:

“…The President made clear when he was running for President that he did not believe that the
Comprehensive Test Ban treaty furthered the nonproliferation goals that we do think are extremely
important because it was not verifiable, because it didn't include certain parties, and because it certainly

                                                                
9   Nuclear Notebook, Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, March/April 2000
10   “Russia: cut arsenal to 1,500 warheads US resists, prefers 2,000 to 2,500 units”, Washington Post, 28 January 2000, pg
17
11   US Nuclear Strategy Reform in the 1990s”, Hans M Kristensen, Research Associate, Nautilus Institute, prepared
remarks for the international symposium: denuclearization of Asia and the role of Japan issues of realizing nuclear-free
Asia, Tokyo, 18-19 December 1999
12   Governor George W Bush, speech to the 2000 Republican National Convention
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did nothing about the states that we are most concerned about when we talk about national missile
defense…”13

and  "…The President-elect does not plan to ask the Senate to take up again for ratification the Comprehensive Test Ban
Treaty…” 14

Bush Cuts Funds for Nuclear Non-Proliferation Programmes

The Bush administration has put forward its Fiscal Year 2002 budget for the Department of Energy (DOE), which designs,
develops, builds and maintains the US nuclear arsenal and manages the bulk of funds for the nuclear non-proliferation aid
programme to Russia and the Newly Independent States.

The DOE office of Defense Nuclear Nonproliferation “works to

(1) prevent the spread of materials, technology, and expertise relating to weapons of mass destruction (WMD);

(2) detect the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction worldwide;

(3) provide for international nuclear reactor safety, and;

(4) eliminate inventories of surplus fissile material usable for nuclear weapons.

 “The program addresses the danger that hostile nations or terrorist groups may acquire weapons of mass
destruction or weapons-usable material, dual-use production technology or weapons of mass destruction
expertise…”15

Despite this Department’s invaluable work its budget has been cut by just under USD $123 million, a massive twenty point
six percent cut from the previous year’s budget. If this  cut is passed into law by Congress then the DoE will only be able to
fund non-proliferation programmes in one of the ten ‘nuclear cities’ in Russia.

In the same budget, the funding for nuclear weapons design, development and production has increased by USD $5.6
billion, an increase of 4.3% on the previous year.

Continued Nuclear Weapons Testing

Under the "Stockpile Stewardship and Management Plan", the US government is also conducting the so-called "sub-
critical" tests, which do not produce a sustained chain reaction and reach criticality. These tests are performed 300 metres
underground at the Nevada Test Site with chemical high explosives and plutonium, the fissile material used in nuclear
warheads. These tests combined with data from three dimensional computer simulations is intended to be an alternative to
acquiring data through nuclear testing. The sixth and last to date of these tests called Oboe-6 was carried out on December
14, 2000 at the Nevada Test Site.

The US claims the programme is only to modernise old designs and to increase the warheads' life and safety rather than to
build new weapons. The line between substantial modification of an existing design and a new design is being blurred but it
is clear that the US plans to use subcritical tests for both new and modified designs. For example, in a "1996 Green Book"
released by the Department of Energy to the Natural Resources Defence Council in 1997 the DOE stated that:

"Nuclear weapons in the enduring stockpile will eventually be replaced...This work is anticipated to
begin around 2010. In the meantime future national policies are supported for deterrence by retaining
the ability to develop new nuclear options for emergent threats..."16

                                                                
13   National Security Council Advisor Condeleeza Rice in briefing to reporters at the White House, February 22, 2001,
available at < http://www.usinfo.state.gov/topical/pol/arms/stories/01022262.htm>
14   Statement of Secretary of State-designate Colin L Powell prepared for the confirmation hearing of the US Senate
Committee on Foreign Relations scheduled for 1030 am, January 17, 2001
15 US Department Of Energy Budget highlights, Fiscal Year 2002 Budget Request, DOE-CR-0068-8, April 2001
16   “Stockpile Stewardship and Management Plan”, US Department of Energy Office of Defense Programs, February 29,
1996
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The document shows that the DOE Stockpile Stewardship programme will also provide "a continuum of warhead design
options" and provision for actual manufacture of new submarine launched warheads.

US subcritical tests have also encouraged other countries to test -- India stated in May 1998 that it would use data from its
underground tests to undertake subcritical tests and Russia conducts up to half a dozen sub-critical tests a year. The
continued use of the Nevada Test Site for sub-critical testing maintains expertise for a return to nuclear testing and could
obstruct verification of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty.

The US argues that subcritical tests are important to maintain the safety of the nuclear stockpile. In fact, a very small
proportion of nuclear tests were ever for safety reasons, and several noted nuclear weapons scientists agree that subcritical
tests are not essential to maintain the safety of the US nuclear arsenal. Safety could instead be maintained by careful
surveillance of the stockpile so that aging material was removed when signs of deterioration occurred rather than trying to
extend warhead lives. Improved data on plutonium behaviour is being gathered primarily to assist in nuclear weapon design
codes, not to meet safety concerns. A much cheaper and more conservative stewardship programme could meet safety
concerns and would not be provocative from a proliferation perspective.

Conclusion

President George W Bush is not a disarmer and any policies he announces in coming months will not make the world a
safer place, they will make it a more dangerous one. His policy towards nuclear non-proliferation and arms control is
clearly one of isolation from, not engagement with, the international community.

The welcoming voices over possible cuts in the numbers of nuclear weapons will be drowned out by the condemnation
Bush receives for pursuing a global missile defense system. His commitment to Star Wars will inevitably lead to a new
nuclear arms race.

The Bush administration refuses to be bound by the international norm of multilateral treaties and international negotiation
and agreement. Ignoring such norms allows Bush could increase the US nuclear arsenal again without the lengthy
withdrawal process or the legal constraints that normally accompany treaties.

The only way that President Bush and his administration can prove they are committed to one day bringing about a world
free of nuclear weapons is by:

(a) scrapping the Star Wars programme;

(b) halting all reviews of new nuclear warheads and delivery systems;

(c) increasing aid to Russia and the Newly Independent States to safeguard their nuclear weapons and materials;

(d) resuming talks with North Korea;

(e) agreeing to begin immediate negotiation and implementation of a START III Treaty with Russia that will bring
strategic nuclear warheads levels down to one thousand warheads on each side and that those warheads removed
under START III are irreversibly destroyed;

(f) Immediately sending to the House and Senate for ratification the global treaty that bans nuclear testing;

(g) Restoring good relations with China.
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