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This issue brief analyzes Russia’s nuclear post-
ure, meaning the composition of the Russian 
strategic triad, its non-strategic nuclear arms, and 
Moscow’s current nuclear doctrine. Although 
Moscow’s policy of limited transparency on both 
capabilities and doctrines makes it hard to assess 
its nuclear posture precisely, a number of open 
sources1 allow for a good overview. Since large 
parts of the Russian nuclear deterrent are under-
going modernization, a closer look at the future 
Russian nuclear architecture is taken. The im-
pacts of Russia’s disarmament obligations under 
the New START treaty are also examined, par-
ticularly as the Russian numbers have gone up in 
recent months. While there is currently no polit-
ical sign that Russia will miss the final 2018 New 
START ceilings, the qualitative modernization 
and the slow pace of New START implementa-
tion is a worrisome signal for nuclear disarma-
ment. The consequences of this negative trend 
might affect the global non-proliferation regime. 
 

 
The Strategic Triad 
 
Russia’s Soviet-era nuclear missiles and systems 
still represent the core of its strategic nuclear 
capabilities (see Table 1, p. 10). This situation is 
progressively changing as Russia modernizes 
each ‘leg’ of its strategic triad. RS-24 missiles, in 
both mobile and silo versions, will gradually 
replace the remaining SS-18, SS-19, and SS-25. 
Delta-class submarines will be decommissioned 
at a rate that will likely be equivalent to the pro-
duction rate of the Borei-class subs. Russia’s 
bomber fleet will not, however, see major 
changes before the mid-2020s as a new bomber 
is only in its early developmental phase. Aside 
from modernization programs, the strategic triad 
will maintain capabilities for ensuring the inhe-
rited missions of deterrence and second-strike. 
  

Strategic Missile Forces 
 
There are currently three Cold War era ICBMs 
in Russia’s strategic missile forces: the silo-based 
RS-20V (SS-18) and RS-18 (SS-19) and the road-
mobile RS-12M Topol (SS-25). These missiles 
are all in the process of being phased out.2 The 
46 ten-warhead RS-20Vs currently represent 
Russia’s most important missiles in terms of the 
percentage of total warheads. This situation will 
remain so in the short- to mid-term as their ser-
vice life has been extended to 25-30 years, which 
means that they could stay in operation up until 
the early-2020s. Similarly, the six-warhead RS-18, 
the oldest missile of Russia’s arsenal, will see its 
service life expire by 2019.3 The remaining 117 
road-mobile single-warhead RS-12Ms, which are 
going through a life extension program, should 
also reach the end of their operational lives in 
2021 and gradually make way for the new gener-
ation of RS-24 missiles. 
 
Comprising roughly 193 ‘old’ missiles, they con-
stitute about 63.5 percent of Russia’s total num-
ber of ICBMs and around 78.3 percent of the 
total number of warheads in its strategic missile 
forces. By 2016, Russia projects seeing the num-
ber of old systems decrease to 30-40 percent 
and, by the early 2020s, the vast majority of 
these weapons should be completely retired.4 
 
The ‘new’ generation of ICBMs has now been in 
deployment since 1997. The single-warhead RS-
12 Topol-M5 (SS-27 Mod 1) was developed in a 
silo and road-mobile version, which were dep-
loyed in 1997 and 2006 respectively. The dep-
loyment phase of these two versions of the mis-
sile was completed in 2013 and Russia’s missile 
forces now account for 60 silo-based and 18 
road-mobile Topol-Ms for a total of 78 war-
heads.6 This ICBM type was a direct replacement 
for the aging RS-12Ms (also a single warhead 
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missile). However, it cannot substitute for the 
Multiple Independently Targetable Reentry Ve-
hicle (MIRV) RS-20Vs and RS-18s in terms of 
warhead numbers. Indeed, as the central com-
ponent of Russia’s strategic architecture, a rela-
tive decrease in the number of warheads in its 
ICBM forces compared to the two other com-
ponents of its triad was not a coherent outcome. 
Hence, Russia developed a MIRVed version of 
the Topol-M, the RS-24 Yars (SS-27 Mod 2), 
which is said to have enhanced combat and op-
erational capabilities.7 
 
The RS-24, which was first deployed in 2010, 
also comes in a road-mobile and a silo version. 
Four regiments of mobile RS-24s are now in 
operation for a total of 33 missiles. The two 
latest regiments deployed in 2013, composed of 
nine and six missiles, were put on ‘experimental 
combat duty’ and it is unknown whether these 
missiles are mounted with warheads.8 Multiple 
regiments of mobile RS-24s will be deployed 
through 2014 and further on, mainly replacing 
the RS-12Ms. Deployment of the RS-24 in silo 
should begin in 2014, gradually replacing the 
remaining RS-18s and RS-20Vs in their different 
locations. This missile will be at the forefront of 
Russia’s deployment of ICBMs for the foreseea-
ble future.9 The total number of RS-24 Moscow 
plans on commissioning is uncertain and will 
depend on production rates and financial means. 
However, it is estimated that it could possibly 
involve a total of around 120 to 150 missiles in 
the future.10 The missile’s number of warheads is 
uncertain. Estimates11 vary from three to ten 
warheads, assuming that the silo version could 
carry a greater number of warheads than the 
mobile version. Based on official Russian state-
ments, this paper will make the assumption that 
the RS-24 has a payload of four warheads. In 
addition, a new solid-propelled ICBM that 
would eventually supplement the Topol-M and 
the Yars has been test-launched in 2012 and 
2013 and could be deployed around 2015.12 The 
specification of this new ICBM (RS-26 Rubezh) 
are classified, however, it could be equipped with 
new advanced warheads that are capable of trav-
eling at hypersonic speed and performing missile 
defense evading maneuvers.13 
 
In summary, Russia currently has an inventory 
of about 304 ICBMs, carrying a total of approx-
imately 967 warheads. These missiles are spread 
across Russia’s three Missile Armies, which are 

composed of a total of 12 Missile Divisions. 
After the modernization period of its strategic 
missile forces, Russia’s number of Missile Divi-
sions should go down to seven (three silo divi-
sions and four road-mobile divisions). Replacing 
the single-warhead SS-25 mobile missiles with 
mobile MIRVed RS-24s could see the propor-
tion of mobile missile warheads significantly 
increase from 14 percent today to roughly 70 
percent by the early 2020s.14 This shows Russia’s 
effort to enhance the survivability of its forces. 
Once dispersed, these mobile ICBMs are consi-
dered to be Russia’s most survivable weapons 
because of the difficulty of destroying them all in 
a disarming first-strike. That said, Russia’s mis-
sile forces structure will maintain both silo-based 
and mobile missiles for the foreseeable future, 
with the former bound to the concept of deter-
rence and the latter to ensuring Russia’s second-
strike capability. 
 
Strategic Naval Forces 
 
Russia’s strategic naval forces currently have two 
models of Cold War era submarines. Of them, 
three 667BDR Kalmar (Delta III) submarines 
are in service within the Pacific Fleet. They are 
equipped with the D-16R missile system with 16 
RSM-50 Volna missiles (SS-N-18 Stingray), 
which carry three warheads each; adding up to 
48 SLBMs and 144 warheads for that class of 
submarine. The Kalmar will be the first to be 
replaced by the next generation of Borei-class 
SSBNs. Moreover, six Project 667BDRM Delfin 
(Delta IV-class) SSBNs presently constitute the 
backbone of Russia’s strategic fleet and will re-
main so in the short- to mid-term. They are in 
operation within the Northern Fleet. These 
submarines have recently completed a moderni-
zation program including refueling of nuclear 
reactors and installation of the new four-
warhead RSM-54 Sineva missiles (SS-N-23).15 
Together, the six 16-missile-capable Delta IV-
class submarines account for a total of 69 
SLBMs and 384 warheads (only four Delta-IV 
are currently operational).16 
 
The Layner, said to be a further modification of 
the SS-N-23, could be put in service with some 
of the Delfin-class submarines within a few 
years. Although the missile’s characteristics re-
main unclear, it is said that the payload could 
consist of up to ten warheads and could include 
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additional decoys and penetration aids against 
ballistic missile defenses.17 
 
After almost 25 years without commissioning a 
new submarine in its strategic fleet, it is now 
possible to see what this component of Russia’s 
triad will look like in the future. The plan is for 
eight new generation Project 955 Borei-class 
ships to gradually replace the old Delta IIIs and 
Delta IVs by the early 2020s.18 This submarine 
was designed to be equipped with 16 missile 
tubes and each Borei-class submarine (first ver-
sion and upgraded version) is set to carry the 
RSM-56 Bulava missiles (SS-NX-32), which is 
declared to carry up to six warheads.19 In addi-
tion, the subs will be equipped with long-range 
cruise missiles (either the 3M10/RK-55 Granat 
or the newer missile, the Kalibr).20 
 
After 15 years of design, development, produc-
tion and testing, the first of the Borei-class, the 
Yuri Dolgoruki, entered service with the North-
ern Fleet in early 2013. The second Borei-class 
submarine, the Alexander Nevsky, was commis-
sioned, also with the Northern Fleet (although it 
will later be transferred to the Pacific Fleet), at 
the end of December 2013 after undergoing its 
acceptance tests throughout the year.21 However, 
as long as the Bulava missile is not fully opera-
tional, the two first Borei subs are likely to be 
restricted to perform a secondary role.22 The 
third sub, the Vladimir Monomakh, finished its 
sea trials in late 2013. It is scheduled to test-
launch Bulava missiles and conduct some extra 
exercises before its formal commissioning within 
the Pacific around late 2014. These plans will, 
however, very much depend on the development 
progress of the Bulava.23 
 
The fourth and subsequent submarines will con-
stitute an upgraded version of the Borei-class 
known as the Project 955A class submarine (Bo-
rei-A). It is supposed to be stealthier and to dif-
fer significantly from the previous ones, as it will 
be equipped with new advanced sonar, naviga-
tion, communications, and fire-control sys-
tems.24 Following a period of uncertainty con-
cerning the submarine’s number of missile tubes, 
a senior defense industry source stated in early-
2013 that the number of tubes would not differ 
from the previous Borei model.25 The first of 
these Borei-A class subs, the Knyaz Vladimir, 
was laid down for construction in July 2012 and 
is expected to sail in its fleet towards 2015-2017. 

Although they were both scheduled to be laid 
down in 2013, construction of the second Borei-
A sub began in July 2014 and the third one of 
the class, the Mikhail Kutuzov, should be laid 
down in late 2014.26 Those two subs are ex-
pected to sail in their fleet towards 2020. 
 
Strategic Bombers 
 
Russia’s Long-Range Aviation Command cur-
rently operates two nuclear-capable heavy 
bombers, the Tu-95MS (Bear H) in two models 
and the Tu-160 (Blackjack). Even though there 
are uncertainties about the number of bombers 
and their operational status27, it is estimated that 
the fleet is composed of 13 Tu-160s, 30 Tu-
95MS16s and 29 Tu-95MS6s.28 The Tu-95MS 
strategic bomber can carry up to six AS-15A 
(Kh-55) cruise missiles in its bomb bay. The 
upgraded version of the bomber, the Tu-
95MS16, can carry an additional ten missiles 
under its wings29 and the Tu-160 is capable of 
carrying twelve AS-15B30 (Kh-55SM) or AS-16 
(KH-15) missiles. Furthermore, a modernization 
program will enable the Tu-160 to carry gravity 
bombs and non-nuclear cruise missiles. A new 
long-range cruise missile has now been in devel-
opment for a long time. The Kh-101, the con-
ventional system variant, and the Kh-102, the 
nuclear system variant, are meant to eventually 
replace the aging AS-15s.31 
 
The Tu-160 and Tu-95MS are being upgraded 
with new avionics and new weaponry to improve 
their combat effectiveness and about half of the 
Tu-95MSs will be overhauled to extend their 
lifetimes until the new bomber, referred to as the 
PAK DA, enters service to replace both bomb-
ers. With adequate maintenance, the bombers 
could stay in operation up until 2030 allowing 
enough time to develop the new bomber. This 
new subsonic aircraft will have improved stealth 
capabilities. Moreover, it will be equipped with 
advanced electronic warfare systems and it 
should be armed with new and advanced long-
range nuclear-capable cruise missiles and high-
precision conventional weapons.32 With full-
scale research and development scheduled to 
begin in 2014, a prototype of the PAK DA is 
supposed to be ready for 2020 and the bomber 
could begin service around 2025.33 
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Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons 
 
The knowledge surrounding Russia’s arsenal of 
non-strategic nuclear weapons (NSNWs), more 
specifically of its architecture and the exact sta-
tus of its weapons, remains extremely vague. So 
far, Moscow has only stated that the “remaining 
non-strategic nuclear weapons have been re-
moved from combat duty, undeployed and con-
centrated in centralized storage sites on the Rus-
sian territory.”34 
 
Experts’ estimates of Russia’s arsenal vary signif-
icantly due to diverging baselines and different 
methodologies of accounting. The general esti-
mate of Russia’s NSNWs arsenal is roughly 
2,000 operationally assigned NSNWs warheads35 
(see Table 2, p. 10), distributed in Russia’s mili-
tary structure (ground, naval, air, and air-defense 
forces). Another 2,000 warheads are said to be 
retired and awaiting dismantlement.36 A recent 
study37 suggests that the total number of opera-
tionally assigned NSNWs warheads might be of 
approximately 860 to 1,040. 
 
Most of today’s estimations of Russia’s arsenal 
derive from estimates of the arsenal’s 1991/92 
size, which generally varies from about 15,000 to 
21,700 NSNWs warheads.38 This coincides with 
the bilateral U.S.-Russian Presidential Nuclear 
Initiatives (PNIs), which included plans, with no 
timelines, to cut and/or eliminate NSNWs and 
to reduce their operational status. Since then, 
information and statements released concerning 
the relative (as opposed to absolute) implemen-
tation of the PNIs, and the delivery platforms’ 
nominal loading capacities, serve as a vague basis 
from which estimates are based on. Thereby, 
today’s estimates are generally consistent with 
Moscow’s 2005 Statement that it had reduced its 
arsenal of NSNWs by 75 percent from its 1991 
size.39 
 
Estimates suggest that Russia’s air force is 
equipped with a combined 730 AS-4 (Kh-22) air-
to-surface dual-capable missiles and gravity 
bombs, representing about half of the 1991 
numbers.40 This makes it the biggest category of 
NSNWs in Russia’s military structure. The fleet 
of dual-capable bombers includes about 150 Tu-
22M3 Backfire-C intermediate-range bombers, 
which can deliver Kh-22 Burya (AS-4 Kitchen) 
dual-capable cruise missiles, Kh-15 (AS-16 
Kickback) dual-capable short-range missiles41 

and gravity bombs, and roughly 50 only-bomb-
capable Su-24M Fencer-D tactical bombers and 
Su-34s (Fullback).42 Other sources include a 
broader spectrum of aircrafts certified for nuc-
lear missions. Although some Su-24Ms are now 
going through a modernization program, they 
will eventually get replaced by the Su-34 bomb-
er.43 An improved version of the Kh-22 missile, 
the Kh-32, is apparently in the works and would 
possibly be deployed on an upgraded version of 
the Tu-22M3: the Tu-22M5.44 
 
Approximately 700 NSNWs warheads are as-
signed to Russia’s 190 dual-capable naval deli-
very platforms45, which represent about a third 
of its 1991 size.46 These weapons include land-
attack sea-launched cruise missiles, anti-
submarine weapons, air defense missiles, torpe-
does, and depth bombs. Russia’s five dual-
capable cruise missiles represent its most impor-
tant group of this wide variety of weapons and 
are also used against naval forces. Moreover, 
Russia has two types of anti-submarine missiles 
that can be launched from either submarines or 
ships and depth bombs delivered by some mari-
time aircrafts.47 Each of Russia’s submarines can 
technically carry NSNWs. The first of the new 
nuclear-powered, dual-capable, Severodvinsk-
class attack submarine (Yasen-class) was handed 
over to the Northern Fleet in December 2013. 
Four other subs have gradually been laid down 
for construction with the second one expected 
to sail within its fleet around 2017.48 The model 
is equipped for antisubmarine missiles and has 
eight vertical launch tubes for cruise missiles. 
Russia plans on commissioning eight to ten of 
them as part of its 2011 to 2020 arms procure-
ment program.49 
 
An estimated 430 NSNWs are assigned to Rus-
sia’s air-defense, missile defense and coastal 
defense forces (subordinated to the Navy), ap-
proximately 60 percent less than in 1991.50 The 
majority of them is assigned to the S-300 air-
defense interceptor system which is located 
along Russia’s periphery, near highly valued 
installations and around major cities such as 
Moscow. A third of the systems are assumed to 
have a secondary nuclear capability in times of 
crisis.51 Taking into account that they will even-
tually be replaced by the S-400 Triumf (SA-21 
Growler) air defense system, it is difficult to 
know what kind of impact this change could 
have on the number of NSNW warheads as-
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signed to this division, as the capability of each 
of the S-300 interceptors (SA-10, SA-12 and SA-
20) is unclear and doubts remain about whether 
the S-400 will be nuclear-capable at all.52 This 
system should form the foundation of Russia’s 
theater and missile defense as a total of 28 regi-
ments (composed of two or three battalions—
four systems—each) are anticipated to be dep-
loyed by 2020.53 Another segment of NSNWs is 
assigned to the gazelle interceptor (SH-08) as 
part of the A-135 ballistic missile defense sys-
tem, which has five sites surrounding Moscow 
and is currently being upgraded. A few warheads 
are also allocated to the SSC-1b (Redut) coast 
defense missiles, which are deployed in the Bal-
tic Sea Fleet and the Pacific Fleet. 
 
Although Russia was expected to eliminate all 
existing types of NSNWs for its ground force 
weapons systems as part of the PNIs, it did not 
make similar commitments for systems under 
development such as Iskander. It is estimated 
that Russia’s ground forces still have around 170 
NSNWs.54 They are assigned to two short-range, 
road-mobile, ballistic missiles, the OTR-21 
Tochka (SS-21 Scarab) and the Iskander (SS-26 
Stone), which are mainly deployed in the western 
and eastern extremities of Russia. However, the 
latter one’s nuclear capability is less clear.55 Mos-
cow is in the process of replacing its Tochkas 
with Iskanders, which should eventually be dep-
loyed with all tactical missile brigades.56 
 
Further on, Russia has kept some NSNWs for 
its short-range dual-capable platforms. These 
include short-range air-to-surface and naval avia-
tion missiles and anti-ship and anti-submarine 
depth bombs and torpedoes, which are especially 
meant to deter and/or de-escalate large-scale 
attacks on the field. In addition, Moscow relies 
on intermediate nuclear capabilities such as sea-
launched cruise missiles for attack submarines 
and the long range Tu-22M3 bomber. Based on 
their characteristics, they are said to be capable 
of performing strategic missions.57 They still 
account for a significant segment of Russia’s air 
and naval forces stockpiles. 
 

 
Nuclear Doctrine  
 
The Russian Nuclear Doctrine is expounded in 
three official documents: the “2010 Military 
Doctrine”, which includes, among other things, 
its nuclear posture for the coming decade as well 

as an assessment of its perceived threats, “Rus-
sia’s National Security Strategy to 2020”, and 
‘The Foundations of State Policy in the Area of 
Nuclear Deterrence until 2020’. The latter one, 
which is not publicly available, is said to include 
precise and detailed criteria for the use of nuc-
lear weapons (under what circumstances and 
level of use) and the role played by each compo-
nent of the strategic nuclear triad according to 
different scenarios of conflict.58 
 
According to the 2010 Military Doctrine, Russia 
regards its nuclear arsenal as an important means 
of “preventing the outbreak of nuclear military 
conflicts and military conflicts involving the use 
of conventional means of attack (a large-scale 
war or regional war).” In order to prevent and 
deter military conflicts (nuclear conflicts in-
cluded), Russia needs, among other things, “to 
maintain strategic stability and the nuclear deter-
rence potential at an adequate level”. This means 
that it needs to maintain the capacity to inflict 
“the required damage on the aggressor whatever 
the conditions of the situation”. 
 
Russia’s main red line for the employment of 
nuclear weapons is as follows: “The Russian 
Federation reserves the right to utilize nuclear 
weapons in response to the utilization of nuclear 
and other types of weapons of mass destruction 
against it and (or) its allies, and also in the event 
of aggression against the Russian Federation 
involving the use of conventional weapons when 
the very existence of the state is under threat.” 
However, there is no definition of what the ‘very 
existence of the state’ means. 
 
Instead, Moscow has publicly identified a num-
ber of external military threats that influence 
strategic stability, among them: “the plans for 
unilateral deployment of strategic missiles de-
fense systems; the development of non-nuclear 
SOA [strategic offensive arms]; potential dep-
loyment of weapons in outer space; increasing 
quantitative and qualitative imbalances in con-
ventional weapons amidst persistent, or emerg-
ing regional conflicts”.59 
 
There are no official documents describing the 
exact role attributed to Russia’s NSNWs. Rus-
sian experts often refer to them as a counter-
weight or a neutralizer to certain external 
threats.60 Concretely, these threats are: 1) con-
ventional force imbalances vis-à-vis NATO and 
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neighboring third countries (perhaps meaning 
China) and 2) U.S. high-precision conventional 
weapons. Furthermore, NSNWs are seen as 
means to deter, to de-escalate or to terminate 
both nuclear attacks and conventional attacks 
that could threaten to overpower Russian con-
ventional capabilities.61 
 

 
The Impact of New START 
 
New START requires Russia and the United 
States to reduce strategic nuclear warheads to 
1,550 each, deployed strategic missiles and 
bombers to 700, and deployed and non-
deployed strategic missile launchers and bomb-
ers to 800 each for the year 2018. As seen earlier, 
Russia is gradually replacing its Cold War era 
nuclear triad with new generation systems. This 
process is likely to continue until the mid-2020s. 
While Russia has been below the agreed New 
START ceilings during the last years, latest data 
shows a significant increase in deployed 
ICBM/SLBM warheads and heavy bombers. 
Russia, just like the United States, is now above 
the limit. This political signal is particularly wor-
rying with a view to the 2015 NPT Review Con-
ference. 
 
Strategic Missile Forces 
 
Russia’s strategic missile forces may be the com-
ponent of its triad that is the most affected by 
the slow production rate. Indeed, considering 
Russia’s production of ICBMs over the past 
decade62, even an optimistic assessment of Rus-
sia’s capacities to deploy missiles would see the 
number of strategic nuclear missiles go down by 
approximately one third to 220 and the number 
of warheads go down to roughly 650 by the early 
2020’s.63 This may explain, to a certain extent, 
why a new liquid-fuel, silo-based MIRVed heavy 
ICBM, named Sarmat, with an estimated payload 
of up to six to ten warheads, was placed on the 
agenda of the procurement program through 
2020.64 Indeed, production of such a missile 
would offset the massive reduction of warheads 
that will come from the retirement of the 10-
warhead RS-20Vs. Together with a new ad-
vanced ICBM targeting system, currently under 
development, and a capacity to carry a number 
of decoys and other penetration aids, this 
MIRVed missile would be more effective in 
prevailing against missile defense capabilities of 

other states.65 A Defense Ministry source stated 
that Russia would begin construction of a full-
size prototype in 2014.66 The missiles are sche-
duled for deployment around 2020, although 
delays can be envisaged. 
 
Strategic Naval Forces 
 
The impact of the modernization plans of the 
strategic fleet on New START numbers will 
depend on many variables, such as the rate of 
production of the new subs (and the readiness of 
the Bulava missile) relative to the decommission-
ing of old ones. As the Delta-IIIs and Delta-IV 
are likely to be withdrawn from service at the 
rate at which the new subs are built, the impact 
on the number of deployed launchers should not 
be too significant. However, the number of war-
heads should progressively increase as the Bula-
va missile, which will eventually be carried by the 
Borei-class submarines, has an estimated payload 
of six warheads, compared to the three and four 
warheads of the RSM-50 and RSM-54 of the 
Delta-class submarines. By 2022, Russia’s stra-
tegic fleet inventory could include six Borei-class 
and three Delta IV subs adding up to a total of 
156 missiles and 840 warheads.67 When the 
modernization plan is completed, Russia’s fleet 
should consist of eight Borei-class subs, amount-
ing to 128 SLBMs with a total of 768 warheads. 
However, it is important to note that these 
numbers relate to Russia’s full inventory and do 
not reflect what is included in Russia’s published 
aggregate numbers of strategic offensive arms, 
released bi-annually as part of the New START 
Treaty. 
 
As a result of the diminishing number of 
ICBMs, Russia’s strategic fleet is set to carry a 
greater share of Russia’s strategic warheads. 
However, this greater statistical share does not 
mean that this portion of Russia’s strategic triad 
is able, in its current state, to carry a heavier load 
of deterrence responsibilities. Indeed, with 
doubts about whether Russia is able to maintain 
continuous deterrent patrols at sea throughout 
the year68, Russia’s strategic fleet is potentially 
vulnerable to other state’s conventional naval 
capabilities, such as U.S and British anti-
submarine warfare. Consequently, it can be ar-
gued that this reduces the survivability potential 
of its fleet69 as long as submarines remain at 
designated ports.70 As the Borei-class model 
replaces the old subs, Russia’s strategic deter-
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rence capability should gradually improve 
through more efficient and reliable deterrence 
patrols. 
 
Strategic Bombers 
 
Unlike the other two legs of the triad, the stra-
tegic bomber forces will not face many changes 
in the short to mid-term. Indeed, major changes 
may only occur when the PAK DA becomes 
operationally deployable. Moreover, as long as 
the New START counting rules stay the same, it 
is not likely that changes in this component of 
Russia’s triad will have a significant impact on its 
official and declared numbers of deployed nuc-
lear warheads. Indeed, the counting rule states 
that each bomber counts as one operationally 
deployed nuclear warhead. As a result, while the 
bomber fleet could technically carry a maximum 
load of approximately 810 nuclear weapons, out 
of which around 200 to 300 may be stored at 
bomber bases, the strategic bombers component 
of Russia’s triad accounts for an estimated max-
imum of 72 warheads (depending on operational 
status of bombers). 
 
Increase in Numbers 
 
The latest official figures from New START 
show that Russia is 172 deployed launchers and 
bombers below the 700 limit and 93 warheads 
on deployed delivery systems above the 1,550 
limit (official numbers: 528 deployed launchers 
and bombers; 1643 warheads on deployed deli-
very systems).71 This marks a serious increase 
since 2013. Although, it can be argued that the 
continuing increases since 2013 are mostly due 
to normal events in the maintenance of strategic 
forces (e.g. temporary spikes associated with the 
overhaul of submarines)7273, the increase in 
numbers comes at a significant time. 
 
With the Ukraine conflict, relations between 
Russia and the West have experiences an all-time 
low since the end of the Cold War. Mutual accu-
sations are the order of the day and particularly 
Russia has not shied away from belligerent lan-
guage. On August 29, 2014 Russian President 
Vladimir Putin explained that Russia is ‘streng-
thening our nuclear deterrence forces and our 
armed forces […] I want to remind you that 
Russia is one of the most powerful nuclear na-
tions,’ the President said. Later, he warned that 
‘we must always be ready to repel any aggression 

against Russia and [potential enemies] should be 
aware […] it is better not to come against Russia 
as regards a possible armed conflict.’74 At the 
same time, Russia as well as the United States 
held nuclear strike exercises in May 2014.75 
 
Against this background, the sudden increase in 
Russian numbers looks like a form of political 
signaling, intended to show Russian resolve in 
the crisis. While currently no side has indicated 
to back out of New START and on-site inspec-
tions as well as notifications continue in a regular 
manner, the high numbers of Russia and the 
United States at the mid-term of treaty imple-
mentation are a worrying trend. 
 

 
Arms Control in Times of Crisis 
 
For the time being, Russia seems very reluctant 
to engage in further nuclear arms control or 
even disarmament measures. In the realm of 
bilateral arms control, Russia has so far not ans-
wered the 2013 pledge of U.S. President Obama 
to seek further cuts. Moscow has indicated that 
it sees no need to engage before the expiry of 
New START in 2021. At the same time, Russia 
has considerably raised the ante for a possible 
follow-on agreement. Moscow argues that it 
should take into account current weapons devel-
opments (e.g. conventional precision-guided 
munitions, ballistic missile defenses, and outer 
space weapons) as well as third country arsenals. 
Whether such demands are only of a tactical 
nature to halt further reductions or whether they 
really reflect serious Russian security concerns 
remains a matter of speculation. 
 
While the strategic dialogue with the United 
States is thus, at best, delayed, mutual allegations 
concerning the Intermediate-Range Nuclear 
Forces (INF) have come to the fore in recent 
months. Washington accuses Russia of having 
test-flight a ground-launched cruise missile 
(GLCM) which exceeds the treaty’s limitations 
on ranges between 500-5,500 kilometers. Russia 
in turn accuses Washington to use drones that 
have equal characteristics comparable to the 
objects banned by INF; to use target missiles for 
BMD purposes which would fall under INF 
categories; and to employ launchers as part of 
the EPAA which could, theoretically, also launch 
cruise missiles of the banned category. While the 
treaty’s Special Verification Commission has 
convened in September in Moscow without 
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clarifying the outstanding issues, the prospect of 
possible non-compliance has given rise to arms 
control critics in both capitals. Some even ques-
tions not only INF but also call for withdrawal 
from New START. So far, officials have re-
mained calm and underscored the continuing 
relevance of INF. It is however not clear, what 
will happen if parties fail to remove the out-
standing compliance issues. 
 
The Ukraine conflict has also left its marks on 
the multilateral realm of nuclear arms control. 
Since Russian annexation of Crimea is a breach 
of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum (signed by 
Ukraine, Russia, the United States, and Great 
Britain) which guaranteed the territorial integrity 
of Ukraine in return for giving up thousands of 
Soviet nuclear weapons under NPT accession of 
Ukraine, also negative security assurances are 
significantly weakened. Particularly with a view 
to a possible Iran deal, Iranian negotiators might 
correctly ask what value such guarantees have. 
 
Taken together, the qualitative build-up and 
modernization of the Russian nuclear arsenal, 
Russian reluctance to engage in further reduc-
tions in the next years, the deadlock around the 
EPAA, INF compliance issues, and the devalua-
tion of negative security assurances by Moscow 
send a worrisome signal to all non-nuclear wea-
pons states who insist on Russia fulfilling her 
commitments under the NPT. Article VI of the 
NPT binds all five recognized nuclear weapons 
states to undertake negotiations on “nuclear 
disarmament, and on a treaty on general and 
complete disarmament under strict and effective 
international control.” The language in New 
START notes that Russia and the United States 
are “endeavoring to reduce further the role and 
importance of nuclear weapons”. Even though 
New START has lowered their levels of nuclear 
arms, both continue to rely on unreasonably 
large arsenals. At the NPT Review Conference 
in 2015, and at the very latest in 2020, non-
nuclear weapons states will correctly pose the 
question about significant fulfillment of disar-
mament obligations. Simply pointing to New 
START as a ‘major achievement’ will most likely 
be not enough to ease the justified concerns of 
the vast majority of NPT members. 
 
While nuclear arms control is thus experiencing 
hard times, particularly Russia and the United 
States might return to those policy instruments – 

not so much for the sake of the international 
community but more for reasons of national 
security. Over the mid- to long-term, both sides 
might come to agree that cooperative arms con-
trol measures are still a viable tool, even in an 
adversarial relationship. What might sound like 
wishful thinking at the moment has in fact its 
blueprints in the history of the Cold War. Coop-
erative arms control measures between the for-
mer two superpowers were almost always an 
instrument for achieving a more reliable degree 
of military stability. Even though, Moscow and 
Washington might differ today in their respec-
tive assessment of what stability should achieve, 
a general dismissal of the principle of stability is 
not in sight. Even during the darkest periods of 
the Cold War, the two superpowers were able to 
forge meaningful arms control agreements. Why 
should that not be possible today? 
 
Given these considerations, neither Moscow nor 
Washington should rule out a certain level of re-
engagement on arms control issues such as fur-
ther strategic reductions. What was sensible and 
justifiable before the Ukraine conflict has not 
lost its rationale under the current circums-
tances. This fact does, however, also apply to the 
obstacles that have hindered progress already 
before the new situation. 
 
Washington has never specified its 2013 offer to 
reduce strategic arms with Moscow. While 
Washington was also interested in addressing 
Russian NSNWs, Russia was more inclined to 
achieve a significant reduction of U.S. deployed 
strategic delivery vehicles (possibly down to 400) 
and launchers (possibly down to 500). Here 
policy goals diverge significantly. In addition, the 
hotly debated issue of ballistic missile defense, 
future conventional high-precision weapons, and 
outer space capabilities are all a matter of con-
tention. None of these issues will disappear with 
the current crisis and some positions will even 
harden. In any case, it will require both sides a 
decisive will to engage on these complicated 
issues, coupled with a lot of creative thinking on 
how to address the most pressing obstacles. 
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Conclusion 
 
As part of the modernization process of the 
Russian Army, Moscow has ordered a significant 
qualitative overhaul of the Russian nuclear 
forces in all three legs of the Russian triad. While 
Moscow is modernizing, its overall arsenal of 
nuclear warhead still exceeds massively any rea-
sonable security needs. Efforts at reducing the 
Russian arsenal in a mutually agreed manner 
with the United States beyond New START are 
experiencing considerable problems. The fallout 
from the Ukraine conflict has already damaged 
bilateral relations. There is the danger that the 
standstill in U.S.-Russian nuclear arms control 
relations might severely affect the NPT regime. 
The Ukraine conflict will certainly continue to 
complicate any cooperative approach in the 
short to mid-term. However, its incalculable 
implications might even lead to a certain level of 
re-engagement in order to achieve a more pro-
found level of stability. With the already existing 
obstacles (missile defense, conventional preci-
sion-guided weapons, outer space) still in place, 
any re-engagement on the issue will call for crea-
tivity, common interest, and enough political will 
and capital. While the obstacles are well-known, 
the arguments in favor of achieving lower levels 
in strategic arms have not changed as well. What 
was reasonable during the last Cold War has not 
lost its validity in the current crisis. 
 
 

*** 
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