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Abstract

Moscow's nuclear weapons doctrine, posture, and strategy are at an inflection point. Russian political leadership have
repeatedly invoked and signaled with nuclear weapons to deter a direct US or North Atlantic Treaty Organization
intervention into the war in Ukraine. Some Russian nongovernmental expert elites have advocated for a nuclear strike on
Europe coupled with a shift to a preemptive nuclear doctrine, while others within the Russian military expert community
have proposed more aggressive signaling with nuclear forces as well as changes to the strategic operations system.
This report examines the ongoing debates in Russia about the ineffectiveness of nuclear weapons threats among three
stakeholder groups: high-level political officials, the military-analytical community, and nongovernmental experts. The
paper examines the potential implications of these debates for Russia’s nuclear policy and posture. The concluding
section discusses implications for US and allied forces.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Moscow'’s nuclear weapons doctrine, posture, and
strategy are at an inflection point. Historically,
Russia has leveraged its nuclear arsenal to
maintain its great power status, deter nuclear and
significant conventional attacks, manage escalation,
and threaten nuclear employment in combat in
response to existential risks. Since February 2022,
Russian political leadership has repeatedly
invoked and signaled with nuclear
weapons in its efforts to deter the L
US and the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization  (NATO) from /
directly intervening in the war /
in Ukraine and to compel a :I
cessation of Western military \
aid to Kyiv. In tandem with this
signaling, Russian experts and
military analysts have debated
the effectiveness and credibility
of Moscow'’s nuclear messaging and

discussed whether Russia may need to
implement measures to restore nuclear signaling
credibility.

MILITARY
ANALYTICAL

COMMUNITY

Previous CNA studies regarding the Russian
military’s views on nuclear weapons have sought
to articulate the underlying concepts of Moscow's
strategy and planning. The following study takes
a different approach by examining the views of
three stakeholder communities within Moscow's
interconnected nuclear ecosystem to provide an
early examination of what lessons Russian elites are
learning from Russia’s nuclear signaling in Ukraine
and what possible changes they are advocating for
Russia’s nuclear policy and posture.

This study focuses on the views of the following
three groups: (1) high-level political officials within
the Kremlin who hold the most influence on Russia’s

HIGH-LEVEL
POLITICAL
OFFICIALS /SN

VIEWS FROM THREE
STAKEHOLDER
COMMUNITIES

nuclear policy given President Vladimir Putin’s role
as the ultimate decision-maker; (2) a small circle of
military planners and scholars in Russian Ministry
of Defense institutes, referred to as “the military-
analytical community,” whose writings are the basis
for nuclear planning; and (3) civilian experts who
have questionable influence on the Kremlin's nuclear
policy and posture but provide the Kremlin
with alternative information. The
debates and perspectives vocalized
s among the three stakeholder
\ communities reflect ideas that
policymakers consider behind
\: closed doors, and all three
: communities can offer nuance
and arguments that may help
outsiders  understand  how
Russian strategy is continuing to
evolve.

CIVILIAN
EXPERTS

The report examines how these
stakeholders have discussed the role of
nuclear weapons during the war in Ukraine and the
implications for Russian nuclear policy and posture.
The views of these stakeholders do not represent a
coherent body of thought, and we do not attempt
to present them as such. Instead, we treat these
groups as communities in an ecosystem and seek
to offer a range of perspectives before synthesizing
some common themes. By understanding these
three separate networks of thought, we can provide
a more holistic assessment of what lessons Moscow
has learned since its full-scale invasion of Ukraine.
For each set of perspectives, we examine the source
and its position in its respective community. We
then explore what the writing says about the role
of nuclear weapons in Ukraine, the effectiveness of
Russian nuclear threats, potential lessons that Russia
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should draw from this experience, and how they
believe Russian policy and posture should change
as a result.

The writings of stakeholder communities evoke a
quest for a multifaceted escalation management
strategy that can credibly communicate threats and
alter Western decision-making to shape the calculus
on what kinds of weapons should be provided
to Ukraine. Russian officials, civilian experts, and
military analysts generally agree that Russia’s nuclear
signaling in the context of its invasion of Ukraine has
not achieved all its desired goals; however, these
communities diverge somewhat on the reasons why.
Both military and civilian experts suggest that Russia
should resort to more assertive measures to restore
its signaling credibility, including the following
actions:

® Revisiting or withdrawing from arms control
agreements

e Changes or clarifications to Russia’s public
nuclear doctrine

® Nonnuclear measures such as
communicating threats to conventionally
strike weapons depots within NATO member
territory, introducing a no-fly zone over the
Black Sea, conducting underwater and air
patrols over the coasts of adversaries, and
introducing dual-capable weapons outside
Russian territory, among other measures

® Nonverbal nuclear measures such as more
exercises, conducting nuclear tests and
warning about nuclear threats, demo-
nuclear explosions, flexible demonstrations
of combat readiness, and exhibiting new
military systems and their capabilities,
among other measures

The communities disagree on what options
Moscow should employ to achieve its goals in
Ukraine. The official, civilian, and military discourses
vary substantially on the issue of limited nuclear
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employment in relation to the war. Most Russian
officials, including Putin, have rejected the idea of
lowering Russia’s nuclear threshold and remain
verbally committed to Russia’s current nuclear
doctrine throughout the period examined. However,
the actions of the Russian government, including
the deployment of nonstrategic nuclear weapons in
Belarus and joint nuclear exercises with nonstrategic
weapons, have undermined the credibility of this
commitment. The writings of the military-analytical
community did not mention Russia’s limited
employment of nonstrategic nuclear capabilities.
Instead, they focused on suggestions for the Russian
authorities to achieve greater clarity in the new
roles of nuclear weapons in emerging strategic
operations. Meanwhile, civilian experts have publicly
wrestled with the logic and possible consequences of
a limited nuclear strike throughout the war, but most
of the civilian analytical community has rejected the
idea of a limited nuclear strike on NATO territory.

Civilian expert and military-analytical communities
have debated whether and how to change Russian
nuclear policy and posture to improve its coercive
credibility. Broadly, sources in these communities
recommend that Russia either stay committed to
current doctrine but engage in more explicit nuclear
signaling via forceful demonstrations, or revise
doctrine and posture to signal a lower threshold
for nuclear use. The military-analytical community
makes numerous arguments about how Moscow can
improve its declaratory policy, including the use of
more explicit doctrinal language and signaling with
nuclear weapons. These writings show a commitment
to advocating for a strategic deterrence system
with ample escalation management options and
operational employment roles for strategic nuclear
and nonnuclear capabilities.

Against the backdrop of these debates, Russian
civilian experts perceive shifts in Russian nuclear
policy and posture, such as Russia’s announced
deployment of nuclear weapons to Belarus, even
as Russian officials have remained rhetorically
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committed to established doctrine. Other experts
chose to interpret the move to a dual-capable
delivery system and nonstrategic nuclear weapons
to Belarus as a prelude to an upcoming change in
official Russian nuclear policy and posture. However,
most experts implicitly or explicitly emphasized the
symbolic nature of the move. Even so, what this shift
means for the future of Russian nuclear policy and
posture is unclear and contentious among Russian
civilian experts.

In conclusion, this report finds that some stakeholders
believe that Russia’s current doctrine and posture is
evolving, even as officials have repeatedly verbally
committed Russia to its current doctrine. Stakeholder
communities perceive that Russia lacks a coercive
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advantage given the fact that its nuclear signaling has
not compelled the West to entirely cease its military
assistance toward Ukraine. Overall, military analysts
and Russian civilian experts visualize a multifaceted
escalation management strategy. Russia seeks a
strategy that credibly and articulately communicates
the potential costs and futility of continuing to arm
Ukraine as Russia itself maintains ample escalation
options. This report argues that the US and its allies
are likely to deal with a Russia that may engage in
more explicit forms of nuclear signaling subject to
the battlefield conditions in Ukraine as it seeks a
coercive advantage. Nonetheless, it would be unwise
for the US and its allies to entirely dismiss Moscow's
nuclear signaling, given the high risk of getting it
wrong.
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INTRODUCTION

Moscow’s nuclear weapons doctrine, posture,
and strategy are at an inflection point. Given the
performance of Russia’'s conventional forces,
Western analysts have debated the nature of the
Russian nuclear threat. In 2023, the US intelligence
community warned that, over the short to medium
term, the losses of Russian ground forces and
expenditures of long-range precision strike munitions
during the war in Ukraine could force the Russian
military to increase its reliance on nuclear and other
asymmetric capabilities.! The October 2023 report of
the Strategic Posture Commission similarly noted that
Russia’s conventional losses could increase Russia’s
reliance on nuclear capabilities and warned about
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Building on past CNA work on the
Russian military’s views regarding
escalation management, this study

growing Russian nuclear strategic and nonstrategic

draws on open-source Russian-
threats.2

language data to explore how
Russian leadership, the civilian
expert community, and the military
expert community view the use

of nuclear threats during the war
in Ukraine and to discuss the
implications for Russian nuclear
policy and posture.

Building on past CNA work on the Russian military’s
views regarding escalation management, this study
draws on open-source Russian-language data to
explore how Russian leadership, the civilian expert
community, and the military expert community view
the use of nuclear threats during the war in Ukraine
and to discuss the implications for Russian nuclear
policy and posture.?

' Office of the Director of National Intelligence, Annual Threat Assessment of the U.S. intelligence Community, 2023, p. 14, https://
www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2023-Unclassified-Report.pdf.

2 Madelyn R. Creedon et al., America’s Strategic Posture The Final Report of the Congresszonal Commlsszon on the Strategtc Posture
of the United States, IDA, 2023, pp. 9-10, https:
posture.

3 Anya Fink, The General Staff’s Throw Welght The Russian Military’s Role and Views In US-Russia Arms Control, CNA, 2024, https://
-role-in-us-russian-arms-control; Nicole Grajewski, Russia and The Global Nuclear
Order CNA 2024, https://www.cna. orgUeports(20241031ru55|a and-the-global-nuclear-order; Anya Fink and Michael Kofman, Russian
Strategy for Escalation Management: Key Debates and Players in Military Thought, CNA, 2020, https://www.cna.org/archicanCNA _Files/
pdf/dim-2020-u-026101-final.pdf; Anya Fink, Michael Kofman, and Jeffrey Edmonds, Russian Strategy for Escalation Management:
Evolution of Key Concepts, CNA, 2020, https://www.cna.org/reports/2020/04/russian-strategy-for-escalation-management-key-
concepts; CNA Russia Studies Program, Foundations of State Policy of the Russian Federation in the Area of Nuclear Deterrence, CNA,

2020, https://www.cna.org/reports/2020/06/state-policy-of-russia-toward-nuclear-deterrence.

CNA | www.cna.org 1



http://www.cna.org
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2023-Unclassified-Report.pdf
https://www.dni.gov/files/ODNI/documents/assessments/ATA-2023-Unclassified-Report.pdf
https://www.ida.org/research-and-publications/publications/all/a/am/americas-strategic-posture
https://www.ida.org/research-and-publications/publications/all/a/am/americas-strategic-posture
https://www.cna.org/reports/2024/03/russian-military-role-in-us-russian-arms-control
https://www.cna.org/reports/2024/03/russian-military-role-in-us-russian-arms-control
https://www.cna.org/reports/2024/03/russia-and-the-global-nuclear-order
https://www.cna.org/archive/CNA_Files/pdf/dim-2020-u-026101-final.pdf
https://www.cna.org/archive/CNA_Files/pdf/dim-2020-u-026101-final.pdf
https://www.cna.org/reports/2020/04/russian-strategy-for-escalation-management-key-concepts
https://www.cna.org/reports/2020/04/russian-strategy-for-escalation-management-key-concepts
https://www.cna.org/reports/2020/06/state-policy-of-russia-toward-nuclear-deterrence

As the first study that systematically draws from
the perspectives of three different stakeholder
communities, the report will attempt to paint a
holistic picture of the domestic debate regarding
Moscow'’s nuclear policy and posture, allowing the
reader a view of the evolution of Russian nuclear
discourse.

This report looks at the initial lessons stakeholder
communities may be drawing from Moscow's use
of nuclear threats during in the war in Ukraine—
specifically, the options for changing Russian
nuclear policy and posture that the Russian civilian
and military expert communities have proposed. The
study first explores Russian leadership’s views on the
role of nuclear weapons in the war and statements
about possible changes to Russia’s nuclear doctrine
or posture. The second section explores the views
of the military-analytical community through critical
summaries of key articles from Russian military
journals. The report then focuses on civilian views
from 2019 to 2023 with an emphasis on the debate
provoked by Sergey Karaganov's proposal to update
Russia’s nuclear doctrine to reflect a lower nuclear
threshold.

This emphasis is warranted because Karaganov's
provocative  proposal likely prompted an
unprecedented level of public engagement by
the Russian expert community regarding possible
changes to Russia’s nuclear policy and posture
amid the Russia-Ukraine war. Moreover, this
debate elicited the only public interaction since
2022 between the highest level decision-maker on
Russia’s nuclear policy, President Vladimir Putin, and
the Russian civilian expert community, represented
by Sergey Karaganov, a Russian political analyst who
is part of the Council for Foreign and Defense Policy,
and Fyodor Lukyanov, the Research Director of the
Valdai Discussion Club. These figures represent two
of the stakeholder groups examined in this study.

4

University Press, 2010), p. 51.
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The report then examines views across the military
expert community on changes to declaratory policy,
the evolution of the strategic operations system,
new proposals on nuclear signaling, and the role
of strategic deterrence in the context of the war in
Ukraine. The report then discusses key themes and
develops a framework to analyze Russia’s nuclear
policy and posture. The final section provides
conclusions. Finally, the appendix contains an
excerpt from past CNA work on Russian approaches
to escalation management. The concepts in the
appendix are helpful to better understand some
of the views espoused by the three stakeholder
communities.

Theoretical framework

Writing in 2010, Russian scholar and policy
practitioner Alexey Arbatov noted the existence of
a "paradoxical situation under which genuine policy-
making on nuclear weapons [in Russia] is the most
closed and narrow of all defense-related policy-
making, while public discussion on this subject is the
broadest and most substantive of Russia’s various
security dilemmas.” He described the varying
contributions of three sets of stakeholders: high-
level political officials, a narrow circle of military
planners and supporting scholars in Russian Ministry
of Defense (MOD) institutes, and nongovernmental
experts.

The first two groups were (and remain) the ones
with tangible influence on Russia’s nuclear policy
and planning, while the latter group was vocal but
had very little potential influence on actual nuclear
weapons employment planning. We use Arbatov’s
framework to paint a holistic picture of Russian
views about the role of nuclear weapons. According
to Arbatov's framework, nuclear policy-making
occupies a unique position in Russia given the
secrecy and the importance that surrounds nuclear

Alexei Arbatov, "Russia,” in Governing the Bomb: Civilian Control and Democratic Accountability of Nuclear Weapons (Oxford
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weapons. However, the special position of nuclear
weapons in terms of public awareness and expert
debate contributes to their singular role. Thus,
years of arms control negotiations contributed to
more public information, and decisions to reduce
defense spending and military reforms led to greater
openness about defense matters. According to his
framework, this “openness” included the involvement
of broader nongovernmental circles in the debates
(and indirectly in the decision-making) regarding
nuclear policy.

Describing key stakeholder
communities

This study takes a cue from Arbatov by drawing on
open-source Russian-language data to explore the
role of Russian nuclear weapons during the war
and how certain stakeholders view these roles and
discuss their implications for Russian nuclear policy
and posture.

RUSSIAN POLITICAL LEADERSHIP

This stakeholder community encompasses Russian
government officials in leadership positions.
Although interplay between Russia’'s nuclear
bureaucracy and Russian heads of state is crucial
for Russian nuclear policy, Putin holds the ultimate
authority on nuclear decision-making. Even so, this
community holds the most influence on Russian
nuclear decision-making and intersects with Russian
civilian experts through public interactions. At the
same time, Russian leadership interacts with the
military-analytical community through the General
Staff, which is responsible for the development of

5

2019,
narratives/.

6
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military plans. As this study shows, they also track
discussions among Russian civilian experts. The
central limitation for studying this community is that
we are rarely aware of the conversations that go on
behind closed doors.

RUSSIAN CIVILIAN EXPERTS

Although Russian civilian experts may have little
influence on nuclear policy, they can provide the
Kremlin with alternative information that can acquire
instrumental value in times of crisis. In addition,
members of the Russian civilian expert community
also hold links with their Western counterparts and
can provide them with insight into Kremlin decision-
making.®> Hence, they can influence how Western
experts think about these issues, especially because
civilian experts are generally active in debates about
deterrence issues with Western counterparts. This
fact inevitably injects a tension into the following
analysis because it studies the work of Russian civilian
experts while simultaneously being influenced by
their work. Finally, paying attention to even minor
differences in the writings of the Russian civilian
expert community can be helpful in recognizing
existing societal dynamics, regardless of whether
they indicate inertia or the possibility of change.

Furthermore, the contributions of some civilian
experts, such as The Institute of World Economy and
International Relations’ (IMEMO) Alexey Arbatov and
Vladimir Dvorkin, have been instrumental in various
debates within the military-analytical community
regarding nuclear deterrence. Some experts in the
civilian community have also held positions in the
Russian government.

Anton Barbashin and Alexander Graef Thinking Foreign Policy in Russza Thmk Tanks and Grand Narrattves Atlantic Council,

Alexander Graef, "The Limits of Critique: Responses to the War Against Ukraine from the Russian Foreign Policy Expert

Community,” Journal of International Relations and Development 26, (2023), pp. 762-75, https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057

s41268-023-00303-4.
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MILITARY ANALYSTS

This study examined writings in authoritative
military journals published by the Russian General
Staff, Russian MOD research institutes, and service
academies. Military-analytical writings are the basis
for the concepts or theory behind military planning.
The General Staff is responsible for developing
possible courses of action, including crafting nuclear
options for the country’s political leadership. Ideas in
military-analytical writings rarely develop in a straight
line. We are limited in assessing this community
because we do not know how these writings influence
classified nuclear discussions or plans.

Table 1. Data Sources

Component of Analysis Data
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Methodology

Focusing on the period from February 2022 to late
2023, we reviewed statements on nuclear weapons
by Russian officials, Russian civilian nongovernmental
articles and interviews on nuclear weapons, and
articles on nuclear weapons that appeared in
authoritative military journals. These views do not
represent a coherent body of thought, and we do
not attempt to present them as such. Instead, we
treat them as their own respective groups and seek
to offer a mosaic of perspectives before synergizing
some of their common themes. Table 1 offers a
summary of these sources.

Leadership views

We collected a dataset of more than 200 speeches, articles, and media

coverage items from February 2022 to November 2023 in which select
Russian officials referenced nuclear weapons. Covered officials include
Vladimir Putin, President of the Russian Federation; Sergei Shoigu, Minister
of Defense; Valeri Gerasimov, Chief of Staff of the Armed Forces; Nikolai
Patrushev, President of the National Security Council; Dmitri Peskov,
Spokesperson for the Kremlin; Sergei Lavrov, Minister of Foreign Affairs;
Dmitri Medvedev, Vice President of the National Security Council; and other
officials in the Ministries of Defense and Foreign Affairs.

Civilian expert views

We collected a systematic dataset of 60 articles, reports, and interviews

with Russian nongovernmental elite experts between February 2022 and
November 2023. However, we build on articles from 2019 to 2023 and
acknowledge some articles in the February 2024 timeframe. Many of these
articles centered on a debate about the credibility of nuclear deterrence
and proposed nuclear employment in Ukraine that began in the summer of
2023 with an article by Sergey Karaganov.

Military expert views

We collected a dataset of 50 articles focused on nuclear weapons and

strategic deterrence issues from the General Staff journal Military Thought
between February 2022 and November 2023, but we acknowledge articles
from up to February 2024. The respective section, however, details several
specific articles focused on nuclear weapons credibility and the evolution
of strategic deterrence from a key General Staff planning institute, from
leadership and senior scholars affiliated with the Strategic Rocket Forces,
and from the General Staff Academy analytical center.

Source: CNA.
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Since February 2022, Russian official nuclear
signaling has sought to prevent a direct US/NATO
military intervention into the conflict and to first
prevent and then compel a cessation to substantial
Western military assistance to Ukraine. Although
we cannot know the extent to which signaling (as
opposed to just the existence of a Russian nuclear
arsenal) has contributed to preventing US/NATO
intervention, it has clearly failed to prevent or stop
Western military assistance, but it has constrained
the parameters of what military assistance the West
provides Ukraine. Over time, Putin has appeared to
calibrate his nuclear threats. Instead of the frequent
public discussions of Russia’s nuclear might that
appeared to discomfit Russian partners in China and
India in the spring of 2023, he has suspended Russia’s
participation in US-Russian and global nuclear arms
control agreements, raised the possibility of nuclear
testing, and announced the move of some Russian
nonstrategic nuclear weapons to Belarus. Some of
his and other Russian officials’ statements suggest
that they are frustrated that at least some elements
of Russian nuclear signaling may not have been
viewed as credible in the West.

The full-scale war in Ukraine—and with it the
prolonged experience of being in an unresolved
nuclear crisis—has also created wide debate across
the Russian civilian and military expert communities.
Russian civilian experts, who are denizens of
academic think tanks and government advisory
groups, have publicly discussed the potential merits
and demerits of striking targets in Ukraine or in the
West with nuclear weapons, even engaging Putin on
this issue.

Meanwhile, across Russia’s authoritative military
journals, military experts from the General Staff,
service branch academies, and MOD research
institutes have debated the potential downstream
implications of the evolving threat environment for
Russia’s efforts to signal with nuclear weapons and
its nuclear employment plans.
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For each set of perspectives, we examine the sources
and their positions in their respective community. We
then explore what they say about the role of nuclear
weapons in the war in Ukraine, the effectiveness of
Russian nuclear threats, potential lessons that Russia
should draw from this experience, and how they
believe Russian policy and posture should change as
a result. For this study, we asked the same structured
questions for each dataset (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Questions for structured analysis

o Who are these sources?
o Do their views matter?

o What do they say about the role of nuclear
weapons in the war in Ukraine (e.g., should
they be used for deterrence, escalation
management, war termination)?

o What do they say about the effectiveness of
Russian nuclear threats?

@ \What do they say about lessons that Russia
should learn from how it has used nuclear
weapons threats in the war in Ukraine?

@ What are the implications for Russian
nuclear policy according to these sources?

@ Whataretheimplications for Russian nuclear
posture according to these sources?

Source: CNA.

We examined the writings, statements, and interviews
of each respective stakeholder through these
questions to assess key themes related to the role
of nuclear weapons, lessons learned, and proposed
changes to posture or policy. Afterward, we explored
the proposals of each stakeholder regarding Russia’s
future nuclear policy and posture using a set of
categorical nuclear concepts, described more in the
next subsection.

CNA | www.cna.org 5
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Exploring potential changes to
Russia’s nuclear policy and posture

Nuclear policy is primarily understood as declaratory
policy, which consists of formalized doctrinal
statements intended to deter adversaries and assure
allies. This policy must be backed by a nuclear
posture that indicates credible employment plans.
For this reason, scholars draw a distinction between
nuclear policy (what one says one will do with
nuclear weapons) and nuclear posture (what nuclear
weapons one fields and how one plans to use
them).” In exploring how different communities in
Russia view lessons learned from the use of nuclear
signaling in Ukraine, this study focused on both
policy and posture. See Table 2 for definitions.

Table 2. Components of nuclear policy and posture

Component Definition

Nuclear policy Declaratory policy

I |\0scow Does Not Believe in Tears

This structure allowed us to better identify gaps in
the perspectives of the respective communities and
develop analytical indicators for understanding the
evolution of Russian nuclear policy and posture in
the future. We then coded the content of our sources
in accordance with the structured analysis questions
in Figure 1, and we ultimately organized our data
using the categories in Table 2 to better compare the
views of each stakeholder community. In addition,
we did not assume that all stakeholders would
perfectly fit each component of our definitions for
policy and posture, nor did we assume they would
be uniform because debates are often nonlinear,
and the stakeholders present their own separate
viewpoints.

« Formalized public doctrinal
statement about the role of nuclear
weapons and their intended use

Nuclear posture Capabilities

+ Types and numbers of weapons
« Location of weapons

 Force shaping criteria or limits on
weapons, if any

Employment plans

« Situations in which weapons would
be used

+ Concepts of employment

Nuclear command and control (NC2) « Civilian/military relations in NC2

arrangements

arrangements
« Degree of predelegation

Source: CNA and Narang, Nuclear Strategy in the Modern Era.
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RUSSIAN POLITICAL LEADERSHIP

Since the start of the war, Russian leaders have
generally stuck to a consistent message stressing
that Russian doctrine has remained the same and
is effective in deterring the most serious and direct
Western threats to Russian
security. We structured the
following section around

far failed to deter the US, NATO members, or Ukraine
from those actions.

Russia’s official elite have strongly stressed the
continuity of Russian declaratory policy in their public
remarks. Dmitry Medvedev,
Deputy Chairman of the

. . Security Council (whose
key themes regarding the We conclude that, faced with ) (
role of nuclear weapons - role as a spokesperson
' battlefield setbacks and a for the Kremlin is unclear),
lessons learned, and . .
vigorous public debate among appears to have been
proposals. . - . . i
Russian civilian elites, Russian the ~ most  aggressive
We conclude that, faced leaders from Putin down have and independent senior
with battlefield setbacks and leader speaking about

stressed their adherence to
published Russian nuclear

a vigorous public debate

Russian nuclear use in or

among Russian civilian in relation to the Ukraine
elites, Russian leaders doctrine from 2022 to war. In addition, Kremlin
from Putin down have November 2023. spokesperson Dmitry
stressed their adherence to Peskov has repeatedly
published Russian nuclear stressed that even he

doctrine from 2022 to

November 2023. When Putin has considered or
announced changes, he has referenced US policy
and posture, not developments in Russia’s war
against Ukraine.

Putin’'s February 24, 2022, speech set the contours
for how Russian nuclear rhetoric would play out as
the war progressed; specifically, Russia’s nuclear
arsenal would deter Western "aggression” and
safeguard Russia.® However, the West's increasing
arms transfers to Ukraine and Russia’s bid to annex
four Ukrainian provinces posed challenges to
Russian official rhetoric. These newer threats that
high-end weapons or counterattacks on Russian soil
(including parts of Ukraine that Moscow now claims
as its own) could or would lead to escalation have so

remains true to the same
terms of reference as the rest of the government—
the established Russian nuclear doctrine. When
confronted with the 2023 Karaganov-instigated
debate among civilian elites about limited nuclear
weapons use against Ukraine or US NATO allies, Putin
clearly and firmly rejected Karaganov's proposals
and insisted Moscow remained committed to its
established course.

In their discussions of Russia’s nuclear policy and
posture, Russian officials publicly appear focused on
United States policy and posture, not developments
in the Ukraine war. When Putin has publicly mused
about or announced changes (e.g., to Russia’s stance
on preemptive strikes, nuclear testing, or nuclear
sharing arrangements), he has rhetorically justified

8 “Address by the President of the Russian Federation,” President of Russia, Feb. 24, 2022, accessed Feb. 26, 2024, http://en.kremlin.

ru/events/president/news/67843.
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these moves or statements by pointing to US
behavior. In Putin’s justifications, US nuclear sharing
with NATO allies set the template for Russian nuclear
sharing with Belarus. Putin also believes Russia’s
adoption of a preemptive strike concept would be
an act of "borrowing” from US theory, and he claims
Russia would resume nuclear testing if the US did
so first.

Role and effectiveness of
nuclear weapons in the Russia-
Ukraine war

In 2020, the Russian Federation expanded and
clarified the language in its 2014 military doctrine
regarding nuclear deterrence. Current Russian
declaratory policy is stipulated in the June 2020 Basic
Principles of State Policy of the Russian Federation on
Nuclear Deterrence.® The document clarifies the role
of nuclearweapons and stipulates possible conditions
for the employment of nuclear weapons.’® According
to it, Russia reserves the right to use nuclear weapons
in response to the use of nuclear and other types of
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) against it or its
allies, as well as in the event "of aggression against
the Russian Federation with the use of conventional
weapons when the very existence of the state is in
jeopardy.”

Among the conditions that make it
possible for Russia to employ nuclear
weapons are the arrival of reliable
data on the launch of ballistic missiles
attacking its territory or that of its allies,
the use of nuclear weapons or other
WMD by an adversary against it or its
allies, attacks by an adversary against
critical governmental or military sites (the

9
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disruption of which would undermine the
possible response actions of its nuclear
force), and aggression against Russia
with the use of conventional weapons
that jeopardizes the very existence of the
state. This language does not contradict
Russia’s 2014 military doctrine, which
stipulated that nuclear weapons are a
critical factor in preventing the outbreak
of nuclear conflicts involving the use of
conventional weapons.

From 2022 to late 2023, Russian officials employed
the threat of nuclear escalation in attempts to
deter direct Western intervention in Ukraine, deter
or constrain Western lethal aid to Ukraine, protect
Russian territorial integrity, and defend Russia’s treaty
allies. Despite these threats, Putin has reiterated
the conditions that make it possible for Russia to
employ nuclear weapons within its current nuclear
doctrine as stipulated by the 2020 Basic Principles
of State Policy of the Russian Federation on Nuclear
Deterrence. Nonetheless, Russian officials appear
to believe that these threats have proven effective
in deterring direct Western military intervention,
somewhat effective in safeguarding Russian
territorial integrity, and less effective in deterring
Western military assistance to Ukraine.

The role of nuclear weapons

Invocations of Russia’s nuclear weapons began on
the first day of the full-scale invasion. In his address
on February 24, 2022, Putin made repeated and
explicit references to Russia’s nuclear arsenal, and
he drew several red lines—some linked to implicit
nuclear threats. He reminded listeners that “Russia
remains one of the most powerful nuclear states”
and added that Russia "has a certain advantage in

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, Basic Principles of State Policy of the Russian Federation on Nuclear Deterrence;

also see CNA's unofficial translation of the document at https://www.cna.org/reports/2020/06/state-policy-of-russia-toward-nuclear-

deterrence.
10

Deterrence.

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, Basic Principles of State Policy of the Russian Federation on Nuclear
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several cutting-edge weapons.” The first red line was
that any direct attack on Russia will trigger “defeat
and ominous consequences” for the aggressor
state. Putin explicitly named NATO expansion on
Russia’s borders as a red line as well, although
he acknowledged that the West had already
overstepped this line many times. He also called
the possibility of Ukraine's acquisition of nuclear
weapons unacceptable to Russia.

Finally, he warned that for anyone who "tries to
stand in our way [in the course of the Ukraine war]
or create threats for our country and our people,”
Russia’s response will be swift with consequences
“such as you have never seen in your entire history.""
This final warning was likely an implicit reference to
nuclear weapons. This speech set the basic framework
for how Russian officials would invoke (explicitly or
implicitly) nuclear weapons through 2023: Russia’s
nuclear status and technological edge will deter
foreign intervention in the war and guarantee against
threats to Russia’s territorial integrity.

DEPLOYING FOREIGN TROOPS TO
DEFEND UKRAINE

Senior Russian leaders have made statements linking
general foreign interference in the Russia-Ukraine
war with possible nuclear escalation. In late April
2022, in the context of the Sarmat intercontinental
ballistic missile (ICBM) test, Putin warned that any
third-party intervention that Russia considered a
“strategic threat” would be met with a “lightning
fast” reaction. This warning echoed the one he had
issued in his February 24, 2022, speech announcing
the start of Russia’s invasion. He appeared to
discourage any preemptive strikes by adding that all
the required decisions for this response had already
been taken.” On November 1, Medvedev argued

" “Address by the President of the Russian Federation.”

12
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that the West's attempts to deny Russia “total
and final victory” could trigger "world conflict."
(MedvedeV's role as a spokesperson for the Russian
regime has been unclear throughout the conflict.
Although he has at times appeared to speak freely in
his official Telegram channel, as discussed below, the
Kremlin spokesperson, Dmitry Peskov, has explicitly
supported some of Medvedev's nuclear-related
statements and generally disavowed or rejected
none of them.)

ARMS TRANSFERS

Russian leaders began issuing consistent and direct
nuclear-related threats against foreign military
assistance to Ukraine only in late 2022, and they
appeared to focus on heavy and long-range
systems as red lines. However, in June, Putin issued
a statement that appeared to suggest that Western
military assistance to Ukraine would simply lead to a
drawn-out conflict to Ukraine’s detriment.

Early in the war, Russian leaders were circumspect
about the possible link between Western military
aid and nuclear escalation. Starting in late 2022
and early 2023, two senior officials—Medvedev and
Shoigu—began warning that the West's decision
to provide long-range strike systems would be, in
Medvedev's words, “the fastest way to escalate the
conflict to the irreversible consequences of a world
war.” By May 2023, Sergei Lavrov, the Minister of
Foreign Affairs, Dmitry Peskov, the Spokesperson
for the Kremlin, and Medvedev were issuing what
appeared to be coordinated warnings. Lavrov warned
that Western lethal aid made them parties to the
conflict, “increasing the threat of direct military clash
between nuclear powers.” Medvedev stated that
“the more destructive the weapons [the West gives
Ukraine], the greater the likelihood of the scenario

“Putin Threatens the West With Lightning-Fast Retaliatory Strikes” (IMyT1H rpo3ut 3anagy MOAHWEHOCHBIMM OTBETHLIMU YAapamu),

Nezavisimaia gazeta, Apr. 28, 2022, https://dlib.eastview.com/browse/doc/76682173.
13 Telegram Channel: “Dmitry Medvedev,” Nov. 1, 2023, https://t.me/medvedev_telegram/203.

CNA | www.cna.org 9



http://www.cna.org
https://dlib.eastview.com/browse/doc/76682173
https://t.me/medvedev_telegram/203

that we call nuclear apocalypse.”™ A few days later,
Peskov stated that Western aid and involvement
are "growing every day,” which could lead Western
countries to overstep “the limit.”"

However, in June, Putin complicated this coalescing
message by stating that Western assistance to
Ukraine would simply “prolong” and "aggravate”
the situation for Ukraine.® Putin passed on an
opportunity to threaten nuclear consequences for
escalating Western aid; rather, he threatened only
drawn out, apparently conventional, consequences
that would lead to the same place: Ukraine’'s defeat.

LIMITED NUCLEAR EMPLOYMENT AND
WMD

In the invasion’s first weeks, through March, senior
officials in the MFA consistently and vociferously
rejected any possibility of Russian nuclear first use in
Ukraine. Maria Zakharova stated that Russian nuclear
first use “cannot be realized under any pretext and
under any circumstances.” Lavrov stated that he
believed that any nuclear war would be initiated by

14
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the West because it "was brought up exclusively by
Western representatives.””” Another Russian MFA
figure stressed that Russia would “never escalate
anything” and would use nuclear weapons only as
laid out in its military doctrine.™

An MOD reportin April accused the West of preparing
a provocation with WMD and stated that Russia had
no intention of using a nonstrategic nuclear weapon
in Ukraine.” An MOD spokesperson reiterated this
point, arguing that nuclear use would be irrelevant
to Russia’s war goals in Ukraine.> An MFA figure
made similar comments in May.?'

In October 2022, amid Western concerns that
Russian rhetoric about a possible Ukrainian dirty
bomb was a pretext for Russian nonstrategic use,
Russian leaders again denied any plans to use nuclear
weapons in Ukraine. On October 7, Lavrov stressed
that increased discussion of nuclear use was driven
by “reckless” Ukrainian actions.?? In mid-October,
Shoigu stated that “from a military point of view,
there is no need to use nuclear weapons in Ukraine

“Medvedev Sees the Threat of Nuclear Apocalypse Due to the Delivery of Arms to Ukraine” (MezBezeB yBuAen yrpo3sy agepHOro

anokasuncmca us-3a noctaBok opyxus YkpauHe), RIA Novosti (PUA Hosoctun), May 23, 2023, accessed Feb. 26, 2024, https://ria.

ru/20230523/f-16-1873603172.html.

5 “Peskov Answers the Question of Where This Is All Headed"” (Meckos oTeeTv Ha BONpOC, k Yemy Bce aguxercs), RBC (PEC), May

27,2023, accessed Feb. 26, 2024, https://www.rbc.ru/rbcfreenews/64720f049a79471910f3aea.

16

“Putin: Delivery of Western Arms to Kyiv Achieves Nothing but Only Inflames the Conflict” (MyTuH: noctaBkm 3anagHbix

BOOPY>KeHW KneBy HU4Yero eMy He fagyT, TONbKO pa3oxryT koHbaumkT), TASS, June 13, 2023, accessed Feb. 26, 2024, https://tass.ru/

armiya-i-opk/18270689.

17

“Lavrov Said He Does Not Believe in the Possibility of a Nuclear War” (JlaBpoB 3asBW/, UTO HE BEPUT B BO3MOXHOCTb Hauana

aaepHol BoriHel), RBC (PBK), Mar. 10, 2022, https://www.rbc.ru/politics/10/03/2022/6229d7fa9a79475af15dc043.

18

26, 2024, https://tass.com/politics/1425609.

“Russia Adheres to Responsible Approach to Matter of Use of Nuclear Weapons — Diplomat,” TASS, Mar. 22, 2022, accessed Feb.

19 Telegram Channel: "Ministry of Defense of Russia,” Apr. 23, 2022, https://t.me/mod russia/14689.

20

“Sergei Shoigu Declares That a Goal of the Special Operation Is the Non-Nuclear Status of Ukraine” (Ceprei LUoliry Ha3Ban

Lesibto cneuonepaunu besbagepHblin ctatyc YkpanHbl), Novye Izvestiia (Hoble V3BecTus), May 24, 2022, https://dlib.eastview.com/

browse/doc/77409401.

21

"Russia Does Not Intend to Use Nuclear Weapons in Ukraine, Says MFA" (Poccus He HamepeHa NprYMeHATb SAepHoe opyxue Ha

YkpauHe, 3assuav 8 MUA), RIA Novosti (PUA Hoeoctu), May 6, 2022, https://ria.ru/20220506/oruzhie-1787168284.html.

22

“Sergei Lavrov Commented on Zelensky's Statement About a Preventative Strike on Russia” (Ceprein J/laBpoB NpOKOMMEHTVPOBa

cn0Ba 3eN1eHCKOro o NpeBeHTMBHOM yaape no Poccum), Pervyi Kanal (Mepsbin Kanan), Oct. 7, 2022, https://www.1tv.ru/news/2022-

10-07/439189-sergey_lavrov.

rokommentiroval_slova_zelenskogo_o
the Width of the 'Red Line" Following the Ministry of Defense, Maria Zakharova Spoke About a ‘Dirty Bomb™”

“The West Should Not Measure
(«3anaay He cnegyet

reventivnom_udare_po_rossii;

N3MEpPATb WMPUHY ,KPacHOWN nvmvm "». Mapus 3axapoBa Bcneg 3a MI/IHO60pOHbI 3arosopuna o «rpﬂsHom 60M6e») Meduza (Megay3a),
hiri

Oct. 24, 2022, https:
minoborony-zagovorila- o-guaznoy bombe.
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to achieve our goals.”? In mid- and late October,
Lavrov and Zakharova warned against speculation
about Russian nuclear use and urged the West
and Ukraine to desist from “leading the world to a
nuclear disaster.”* On October 18, an MFA figure
asserted that Russia "has not and does not threaten
Ukraine with nuclear weapons.”® Finally, on October
27, 2022, Putin dismissed the idea of a Russian
nonstrategic nuclear strike in Ukraine as something
that would make no sense politically or militarily.?

PROTECTING RUSSIAN TERRITORIAL
INTEGRITY

Russian leaders, particularly Putin, have implicitly and
explicitly highlighted the role of nuclear weapons in
securing Russian territorial integrity. This view was
particularly notable in September 2022 immediately
before and after Russia’s illegal annexation of several
Ukrainian provinces.

In a speech on September 21, 2022, Putin warned
that attempts to "blackmail us with nuclear weapons”
could easily turn on the blackmailers and promised
to defend Russia with “all systems available to us” in
the event of a threat to Russia’s territorial integrity.?”

I |\0scow Does Not Believe in Tears

He repeated this promise a week later in a speech
marking the illegal annexation of several Ukrainian
provinces to the Russian Federation.?® In an October
interview, Putin highlighted the provision of the
Russian nuclear doctrine that envisions the use
of nuclear weapons "to protect its sovereignty,
territorial integrity, and to ensure the safety of the
Russian people."?

Throughout 2022 and into 2023, Western policy-
makers and analysts expressed concern and
reservations about supporting or enabling Ukrainian
strikes on Crimea and attempts to oust the Russian
occupation there.® If Russia saw an attack on Crimea
no differently than it did an attack on internationally
recognized Russian territory, then such an action
would carry escalation risks much higher than those
incurred by actions elsewhere in Ukraine.

In 2022 and early 2023, Medvedev made several
comments that seemingly sought to confirm that the
Kremlin indeed saw Crimea as it did Khabarovsk. In
June 2022, he stated that "any attempt to encroach
on Crimea is a declaration of war on our country.
And if a country that is part of NATO does this, it

23 “Shoigu: Russia Has No Need to Use Nuclear Weapons in Ukraine” (LLoviry: y Poccum HeT HeobXxoanMOCTV MPUMEHATb saepHoe

opy>xue B YkpanHe), New Times, Aug. 16, 2022, https://dlib.eastview.com/browse/doc/79533963.

24 "Sergei Lavrov Commented on Zelensky's Statement About a Preventative Strike on Russia”; “The West Should Not Measure the

Width of the ‘Red Line"”; ”

Zakharova: There Is Evidence of Kyiv's Intentions to Use the Nuclear Factor” (3axapoBa: ecTb A0Ka3aTeNbCTBO

HamepeHu KuneBa wncnonb3oBaTth AgepHbin daktop), Radio Sputnik (Pagmno CnytHuk), Oct. 26, 2022, https://radiosputnik.ria.

ru/20221026/zakharova-1826814130.html; “Zakharova States That Zelenskyy Wants to Start a Global Nuclear Confrontation” (3axapoBa
3asBWJIa, UTO 3e/IEHCKUIA XOTen Bbl HauaTb aaepHOe NPOoTMBOCTOSHNE B Mupe), TASS, Oct. 27, 2022, https://tass.ru/politika/16170653.

%5 “MFA: Russia Does Not Threaten and Has Not Threatened Ukraine with Nuclear Weapons” (MU/: Poccus He yrpoxana v He

yrpoxaet YkpauHe sgepHbiM opy>xkmem), Gazeta.ru (lazeta.ru), Oct. 18,2022, https://www.gazeta.ru/army/news/2022/10/18/18827485.
shtml.

26 Vladimir Putin, “Valdai International Discussion Club Meeting,” Oct. 27, 2022.

27 Vladimir Putin, “Address by the President of the Russian Federation,” Sept. 21, 2022.

28 Vladimir Putin, “Signing of Treaties on Accession of Donetsk and Lugansk People’s Republics and Zaporozhye and Kherson
Regions to Russia,” Sept. 30, 2022.

29 Putin, "Valdai International Discussion Club Meeting.”

30 Malcolm Chalmers, “Crimea Could Be Putin’s Tipping Point in a Game of Nuclear Chicken,” Financial Times, May 15, 2022, https://
www.ft.com/content/d632cae8-f06d-4f9d-9d90-f1cd0dfd7a70; Liana Fix and Michael Kimmage, “Go Slow on Crimea,” Foreign Affairs,

Dec. 7, 2022, https://www. fore|gnaffa|rs com(ukrame[go slow- crlmea Pierre de Dreuzy and Andrea G|II| Ru55|a s Nuclear CoerC|on in
Ukraine,” NATO Rewew https: 11/2
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is a conflict with the entire North Atlantic Alliance,”
which he stated would cause World War 111.3

On February 4, 2023, an interviewer asked Medvedev
how Russia would respond if Kyiv “started carrying
out strikes on Crimea or deeper in Russia” with the
backing of the United States. His response hinted
at a nuclear threat: “Our answer could be anything.
[Putin] has been quite clear about this. We will not
have any restrictions and are ready to respond with
any type of weapons depending on the character
of the threat” in accordance with Russian doctrinal
documents, including those on nuclear deterrence.
He concluded, “I can assure you: the answer will be
fast, firm, and convincing.”*

In March 2023, Medvedev repeated that attempts to
“retake Crimea” could be the basis for “all forms of
defense, including those provided for in the nuclear
deterrence doctrine....So draw your own conclusions:
it's perfectly clear that there is a basis for using any
weapon. Absolutely any....I hope our ‘friends’ across
the ocean understand this.”>* In both comments,
Medvedev (1) grounded his threat in established
doctrine and (2) conjured the specter of a possible
nuclear response while leaving the door open to
respond to attacks with conventional means.
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RHETORIC ABOUT DEFENDING
BELARUS

Beginning in mid-2022, Russian leadership began
building the foundations for introducing a nuclear
sharing arrangement with Belarus. In his June 25,
2022, meeting with Putin, Belarusian President
Alexander Lukashenko requested nuclear weapons
from Russia as part of a symmetrical response to
alleged NATO nuclear posturing on Belarus' borders.
At that meeting, Putin demurred on nuclear weapons
themselves, but promised to provide Belarus with
the nuclear-capable Iskander-M, a system fielded by
Russian ground forces, and Su-25 jets.**

In late October 2022, Shoigu asserted that Ukraine
was ready to use a dirty bomb and host NATO
nuclear weapons and that Russia and Belarus thus
had to jointly ensure their military security.>* In
early December, Putin stated that Russia would not
“give anyone nuclear weapons” but promised that
Russia would use “all available means” to defend
allies “if required.”** However, later in the month,
he suggested that he had changed his mind on
the first point, repeatedly indicating that Russia
would prepare Belarusian forces to deploy nuclear
weapons. He described this approach as mirroring
NATO's nuclear sharing.>”

31 Dmitry Medvedev, “The Nuclear-Free Status of the Baltic Will Become a Thing of the Past” («besbsgepHblii cTatyc Bantmkm

yraéT B npowwnoe»), Argumenti i Fakti (AprymeHTbl 1 dakTbi), June 28, 2022, https://aif.ru/politics/world/dmitriy_medvedev_aif _ru

bezyadernyy_status_baltiki_uydyot v_proshloe.

32 Telegram Channel: “Nadana Friedrichson,” Feb. 2, 2023, https://t.me/FridrihnShow/7596.

33 “Medvedev: Ukraine's Attempt to Recapture Crimea Will Give the Russian Federation Grounds for Using Any Weapons”
(MeaBeaeB: nombiTka YKpanHbl oTBoeBaTb KpbiM AacT ocHoBaHWe PO K nprMeHeHuto toboro opyxus), TASS, Mar. 24, 2023, https://

tass.ru/politika/17360995.

3 "Meeting with the President of Belarus, Alexsandr Lukashenko” (Bctpeua c Mpe3ngeHtom benopyccumn AnekcaHapom JlykatieHko),

President of Russia (Mpe3ngeHT Poccun), June 25, 2022, http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/68702.
3 Sergei Shoigu, “Minister of Defense Sergei Shoigu'’s Introductory Remarks at the Meeting of the Joint Board,” Nov. 2, 2022, https://

telegra.ph

stupitelnoe-slovo-Ministra-oborony-Rossijskoj-Federacii-generala-armii-Sergeya-SHojgu-na-zasedanii-sovmestnoj-

Kollegii-11-02.

36 “Russia Will Defend Its Allies with All Available Means, Says Putin” (Poccusi 6yaeT 3alumiyaTh COFO3HMKOB BCEMU UMEHOLLMMMCS
cpepcteamu, 3aasun MyTtuH), RIA Novosti (PUA Hosoctn), Dec. 7, 2022, https://ria.ru/20221207/rossiya-1837041112.html.

37 “Putin Supports the Idea of Stationing Planes with Nuclear Warheads in Belarus” (MyTvH noaaepxan vaeto NOAroTOBKM
caMoneToB C agepHbiMu 6oesapasamu B benopyccum), Lenta (JleHTa), Dec. 19, 2022, https://lenta.ru/news/2022/12/19/puttin_/; "Putin

Announced the Deployment of Nonstrategic Nuclear Weapons to Belarus” (IMyTuH 3asBua 0 pa3meLLeHn TaKTUUYeCKoro saepHoro

opyxus B benopyccun), Lenta (Jlenta), Mar. 25, 2023, https://lenta.ru/news/2023/03/26/yadernoye/.
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Effectiveness

STRATEGIC DETERRENCE

Since February 2022, Russian leaders have
repeatedly stated that Russia’s nuclear arsenal
safeguards the country’s sovereignty and integrity.
In 2022, the MOD repeatedly praised Russian
nuclear forces for safeguarding Russia and ensuring
strategic deterrence. In April and May, the MOD
and Medvedev both praised Russian strategic forces
for providing an effective deterrent to protect
Russian independence.®® The MOD highlighted the
Sarmat system, a liquid-fueled ICBM currently in
development, as impossible to intercept.®® The MOD
made a similar statement in October.*> On December
17,2022, Shoigu credited Russian nuclear forces with
“successfully implement[ing] nuclear deterrence.”*
In January 2023, he described Russia’s nuclear forces
as “the main guarantee of our state's sovereignty
and territorial integrity."#

Putin has also praised Russia’s nuclear forces as a
strong and reliable deterrent against strategic attacks
on Russia. In April 2022, he praised the Sarmat system
as capable of “reliably ensuring Russia’s security
against external threats” and sending a "wakeup
call for those who are trying to threaten our country
in the frenzy of rapid, aggressive rhetoric.”# At the
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end of 2022, Putin directly addressed the theory
of mutually assured destruction. He highlighted
that Russia’s swift and large-scale response to an
adversary nuclear strike would ensure that “nothing
remained of the adversary” and was thus a “serious
deterrent.”# However, he also warned that Russia
needed to be aware that this deterrent effect might
be weakened if adversaries, such as the United
States, who he argued have embraced a theory
of preventive strikes, were to believe themselves
capable of carrying out such a strike.*®

WESTERN MILITARY INTERVENTION
Russian leaders have at times attributed success to
the specter of nuclear escalation in deterring direct
intervention but have repeatedly acknowledged that
the West has largely ignored warnings about the
escalation risks of weapons deliveries.

In May, Medvedev appeared to link the West's
decision not to intervene directly in Ukraine with
Russia’'s nuclear weapons arsenal, noting that
Russian nuclear forces “calm those who are trying
to push our country towards a third world war.”* In
October 2022, Ambassador Anatoly Antonov noted
that some people in the United States understood
the stakes of nuclear saber rattling and were calling
for protecting US-Russian relations.#” Meanwhile,

3 Telegram channel: “Ministry of Defense of Russia,” Apr. 20, 2022, https://t.me/mod_russia/14556; Telegram channel: "Dmitry

Medvedev,” May 17, 2022, https://t. me/medvedev_telegram/80.
3 Telegram Channel: “Dmitry Medvedev,” May 17, 2022.

40 Telegram Channel: “Ministry of Defense of Russia,” Oct. 18, 2022, https://t.me/mod_russia/20952.
41 Telegram Channel: “Ministry of Defense of Russia,” Dec. 17, 2022, https://t.me/mod_russia/22706.

42

Sergei Shoigu, "Opening Speech by the Minister of Defense of the Russian Federation, General of the Army Sergei Shoigu,
at a Thematic Conference Call with the Leadership of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation,” Jan. 10, 2023, https://telegra.
h/Vstupitelnoe-slovo-Ministra-oborony-Rossijskoj-Federacii-generala-armii-Sergeya-SHojgu-na-tematicheskom-selektornom-

soveshchanii-01-10.

4 Vladimir Putin, “Test Launch of Sarmat ICBM,” Apr. 20, 2022, http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/68252.

a4

“Press Conference Following the Visit to Kyrgyzstan” (Mpecc-koHbepeHums no ntoram sBusmta B Kuprmsuio), President of Russia

(Mpe3ngeHT Poccnm), Dec. 9, 2022, http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/70061.

4 "Press Conference Following the Visit to Kyrgyzstan.”

4 "Medvedev Calls the Atomic Shield the Guarantee of Russia’s Independence” (Measenes Ha3gan agepHbiin WUT obecnevyeHnem

He3aBucumoctn Poccun), RIA Novosti (PUA Hosoctu), May 17, 2022,

“Russian Ambassador Urges USA Not to Wave the Nuclear Baton” (Mocon Poccumn npussan CLUA He pa3maxvath sigepHON
aybuHkon), RIA Novosti (PUA Hosoctu), Oct. 20, 2022, https://ria.ru/20221020/yadern

47

https://ria.ru/20220517/oruzhie-1789079450.html.

-1825367994.html.
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Peskov stated that Russia had to constantly reiterate
its red lines to the West because Western leaders “do
not get it the first time."*®

However, Putin and other senior Russian leaders have
acknowledged that the West appears undeterred by
Russia’s vague warnings about supplying Ukraine
with weapons. In February 2023, Putin characterized
Western aid to Ukraine as “participation” in the war
and alleged Ukrainian crimes.* In March 2023, Putin
appeared to recognize that Russian threats had failed
to deter the West from crossing Russian “red lines”
with respect to weapons deliveries to Ukraine, both
before and after February 2022.5° In May 2023, Peskov
suggested that Western states providing lethal
assistance to Ukraine might overstep the “rational”
limit preventing more drastic escalation.”” In each
case, Russian leaders implicitly acknowledged that
Russia’s pronounced red line on arms transfers had
not stopped the West. Peskov’s statements seemed
to suggest that they were not backing away from
this rhetoric; indeed, he seemed to imply that the
West might eventually cross a nuclear line if it did
not change course.

TERRITORIAL INTEGRITY

Medvedev has repeatedly credited Russia’s nuclear
weapons with safeguarding Russia's general
territorial integrity. In December 2022, Medvedev
stated that absent a strategic nuclear arsenal,
Russia’s adversaries would "break us up into parts.”s
In late July 2023, Medvedev made a case for nuclear

48
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weapons’ having played a broader deterrent role
throughout the conflict, saying they had prevented
any attempt by Ukrainian forces to seize Russian
land, which would have led to a nuclear response.
We did not find any public comments addressing the
failure of nuclear threats to deter Ukrainian strikes
on Russia’s claimed or internationally recognized
territory in the timespan the study covered.

Declaratory nuclear policy

Russian officials have stressed continuity in
declaratory nuclear use policy, while their actions on
arms control suggest some policy changes even if
these have not culminated in posture changes.

Nuclear employment

Since February 2022, Putin and his subordinates
have generally committed themselves to established
Russian doctrine on nuclear use and have on several
occasions rejected the need to revise it.

PREVENTIVE OR DISARMING STRIKES

In December 2022, Putin discussed the possible
logic of revising Russian nuclear doctrine to embrace
the concept of preventive* strikes in addition to
retaliatory strikes in the context of a nuclear exchange.
He discussed what he believes is a US strategic and
planning concept of a preventive (npeseHmugHeili)
strike with hypersonic missiles, which if successful
would prevent a Russian strategic response, and

“Peskov States that the West Must Recognize the ‘Red Lines’ Drawn by Moscow” (MeckoB 3asBwA, Uto 3anaz AO/XKeH YBUAETb

“KpacHble IMHUKN", 0603HaueHHble MockBol), Interfax (MHTepdakc), Oct. 30, 2022, https://www.interfax.ru/russia/870212.
4 Agence France Presse, NATO Taklng Part In Ukralne Confllct With Arms Supplles Putin,” Barron’s, Feb. 26, 2023, https://www.
li 60886649

50 “Putin Agrees That the West Violates Red Lines with Arms Deliveries to Ukraine” (MyTvH cornaceH, 4to 3anaz nepecekaer kpacHble
JMHMW NOCTaBKaMu opy>ms Ha YkpauHy), TASS, Mar. 26, 2023, https://tass.ru/politika/17371931.

51 "peskov Answers the Question of Where This Is All Headed.”

“Medvedev Explains Why the West ‘Cannot Tear Russia Apart™
z.ru/1436611/2022-12-06/medvedev-rasskazal-pochemu-zapad-ne-

52

Poccuto Ha uactu»), lzvestia (U3Bectns), Dec. 6, 2022, https://i

(Mep,Bep,eB pacckasan, novyemy 3anap, «HE MOXEeT nopBaTtb

mozhet-porvat-rossiiu-na-chasti.
5 Telegram Channel:
54

“Press Conference Following the Visit to Kyrgyzstan.”

“Dmitry Medvedev,” July 30, 2023, https://t. me/medvedev_telegram/362.

In this discussion of “preventive,” Putin appears to be referencing the idea of a first strike with strategic nuclear weapons. See

CNA | www.cna.org 14



http://www.cna.org
https://www.interfax.ru/russia/870212
https://www.barrons.com/articles/nato-taking-part-in-ukraine-conflict-with-arms-supplies-putin-60886649
https://www.barrons.com/articles/nato-taking-part-in-ukraine-conflict-with-arms-supplies-putin-60886649
https://tass.ru/politika/17371931
https://iz.ru/1436611/2022-12-06/medvedev-rasskazal-pochemu-zapad-ne-mozhet-porvat-rossiiu-na-chasti
https://iz.ru/1436611/2022-12-06/medvedev-rasskazal-pochemu-zapad-ne-mozhet-porvat-rossiiu-na-chasti
https://t.me/medvedev_telegram/362

he contrasted this concept with Russia’s current
nuclear doctrine of retaliatory-meeting (omeemno-
ecmpedyHelti)  strikes. He concluded that “if a
potential adversary believes it possible to carry out
a preventive [npeseHmusHsil] strike, while we do
not, then this forces us to think about the threats
such ideas create for us in the field of defense of
other countries.” Putin did not commit Russia
to changing its position on preventive strikes, but
he stated that "if we are to talk of this disarming
[o6e3opyxusarowyuli] strike, perhaps we should think
about adopting the innovations of our American
partners and their ideas for ensuring their security.”*®
Although this statement hinted at a willingness to
consider preventive strikes, Putin appears to have
made no further public comments discussing or
encouraging the idea.

COMMITMENT TO PUBLISHED
NUCLEAR DOCTRINE

Aside from Putin’s December 2022 comments
discussed above, Russian leaders have repeatedly
and emphatically stressed the Russian government’s
continued commitment to the published nuclear
concepts. In September and early October 2022,
several senior officials, most notably Peskov and
% "Press Conference Following the Visit to Kyrgyzstan.”

% “"Press Conference Following the Visit to Kyrgyzstan.”
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Medvedev, stressed that Russia’s nuclear military
doctrine remained unchanged and in effect*” In
January 2023, Peskov affirmed that recent statements
by Medvedev about how Western interventions in
the Ukraine war could drive Russia to escalate to
nuclear war were in “full accordance with our nuclear
doctrine” and did not represent an innovation.*® In
June 2023, Ambassador Antonov stated that despite
the “cheap rhetoric” of the US elite, Russian nuclear
policy remained unchanged and the "terms of
[nuclear weapon] use remain the same.”*

In October 2023, at the Valdai Discussion Club, Putin
responded directly to Sergey Karaganov, who had
argued that Russia should revise its nuclear use policy
considering the Russia-Ukraine war (see Civilian
Expert Perspectives). He acknowledged Karaganov's
concerns and praised the debate taking place, but
he concluded, "l don't see this necessity to change
our [nuclear use] concept.”® He highlighted Russia’s
advanced and capable nuclear forces, including
the new Sarmat system, which should keep “any
person with a right mind and clear memory” from
considering using nuclear weapons against Russia.®'
He added that he did not see any current situation
that threatened the existence of the Russian state.®

57 "Russia Has Not Changed lts Course to Nuclear Weapon Use, States Ryabkov” (Poccusi He MeHsiia noaxod K NMpUMEHEHHo

afepHoro opyxus, 3assun Pabkos), RIA Novosti (PYUA Hosoctum), Sept. 26, 2022, https://ria.ru/20220926/oruzhie-1819527537.
html; Telegram Channel: "Dmitry Medvedev,” Sept. 27, 2022, https://tme/medvedev_telegram/181; "Peskov: Irresponsible People
Speak About Nuclear Escalation” (MeckoB: o fgepHOM 3ckanaunm roBopst 6e30TBeTCTBEHHbIE Ntoan), Kommersant (KommepcaHT),
Sept. 30, 2022, https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/5592603; “Kremlin Reacted to Kadyrov Calling for the Use of Nuclear Weapons”
(Kpemnb otpearvposan Ha npu3bis Kagbiposa ncnonab3osathb sgepHoe opyxue), Radio Sputnik (Pagno CnyTHuk), Oct. 3, 2022, https://
radiosputnik.ria.ru/20221003/kreml-1821119794.html; “Peskov Commented on Medvedev's Statement About Nuclear Weapons”
(MeckoB npokoMMeHTUpoOBan 3asBaeHe MeageseBa o agepHoM opyxuu), Radio Sputnik (Pagno CnyTtHuk), Sept. 27, 2022, https://
radiosputnik.ria.ru/20220927/medvedev-1819779314.html.

%8 “Peskov Said That Medvedev's Statement Does Not Indicate a Change in Russian Nuclear Doctrine” (Meckos ckasan, uto
3anBreHVe MesBeseBa He O3HaYaeT M3MeHeHNe agepHON AOKTpUHbI PO), Interfax (MHTepdakc), Jan. 19, 2023, https://www.interfax.
ru/russia/881377.

% "Antonov: Speculation in USA About Russia’s Possible Use of WMDs Is Absurd” (AHToHOB: criekyasiyum B8 CLLUA 0 BO3MOXHOM
npumeHeHun Poccrenn TAO abeyppaHbl), Radio Sputnik (Pagno CnytHuk), June 23, 2023, https://radiosputnik.ria.ru/20230623/
antonov-1879911595.html.

80 “Nuclear Weapons Have Come to the Fore Again” (SiaepHoe opyxue CHOBa BbILLIO Ha MepBbli naaH), Nezavisimoe voennoe

obozrenie, Oct. 13, 2023, https://dlib.eastview.com/browse/doc/88255125.

61 “Nuclear Weapons Have Come to the Fore Again.”
2 “Nuclear Weapons Have Come to the Fore Again.”
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Arms control

The collapse of US-Russian arms control agreements
continued after the start of Russia’s full-scale invasion
of Ukraine. Russia has downgraded or ended its
participation in several key
arms  control  agreements,
while stressing that it has not
yet commenced concomitant
substantial changes in Russian
posture, force size, or testing
practices. In each case, Russia
has framed its actual or
threatened actions as reciprocal
responses to US actions. This
subsection focuses on how

The collapse of US-Russian
arms control agreements
continued after the start of
Russia’s full-scale invasion
of Ukraine. Russia has
downgraded or ended its
participation in several key
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that also affect or encompass British and French
warheads.®

During the First Session of the Preparatory
Committee for the 11th Review Conference of the
Parties to the Treaty on the
Non-Proliferation of Nuclear
Weapons (NPT) in August 2023,
a Russian statement reiterated
that Moscow would continue
to adhere to the central
quantitative limits stipulated in
the New START Treaty despite
its decision to suspend the
treaty. It also noted that it
continues to “inform the United

Moscow has talked about its
arms control issues rather than
possible indicators of change
in its nuclear posture.

arms control agreements,
while stressing that it

has not yet commenced
concomitant substantial

States of launches of ICBMs and
submarine-launched  ballistic
missile through an exchange
of relevant notifications and

In February 2023, Medvedev
said Russia’'s ~ suspension
of the Treaty Between the
United States of America and
the Russian Federation on
Measures for the Further Reduction and Limitation
of Strategic Offensive Arms (New START) was a
response to Western interference in the Ukraine
war. He stated that Western leaders mistakenly
believed they could isolate strategic stability efforts,
likely referring to arms control initiatives or talks
from their policies aimed at countering Russia. He
indicated that he believed Western leaders might be
willing to make concessions, such as cutting support
to Ukraine or accepting quantitative warhead limits

changes in Russian
posture, force size, or
testing practices.

observeaunilateral moratorium
on the deployment of ground-

launched intermediate- and
shorter-range missiles until
similar  US-made  weapons

emerge in relevant regions.”®
However, the Russian delegation alleges that
Washington's plans to deploy ground-launched
intermediate- and short-range missiles in Europe
and the Asia Pacific region put pressure on the
moratorium.®

In October 2023, Russia announced its plans to
withdraw its ratification of the Comprehensive
Nuclear Test Ban Treaty (CTBT). Mikhail Ulyanov,
Russia’s representative to international organizations

6 Telegram Channel: “Dmitry Medvedev,” Feb 22, 2023, https://t. me/medvedev_telegram/272.

64

“Statement by the Delegation of the Russian Federation at the First Session of the Preparatory Committee for the 11th Review

Conference of the Parties to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (Cluster 1: Nuclear Disarmament), Vienna,
August 3, 2023,” The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, Aug. 3, 2023, https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/

news/1900234/.

65 “Statement by the Delegation of the Russian Federation at the First Session of the Preparatory Committee for the 11th Review
Conference of the Parties to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (Cluster 1: Nuclear Disarmament), Vienna,

August 3, 2023."
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in Vienna, clarified on Twitter (now X) that “the aim is
to be on equal footing with the #US who signed the
Treaty but didn't ratify it. Revocation doesn’t mean
the intention to resume nuclear tests.” The process
was completed on November 2, 2023.% In October,
Putin indicated that Russia would resume nuclear
testing only if the United States tested first.”

Russia’s announcement of the deployment of
nuclear weapons to Belarus (discussed in the next
section) is another example of it backing away from
past narratives regarding treaty commitments.
Previously, it argued that NATO’s nuclear sharing
agreements are counter to the NPT.%¢ Now, Moscow
has chosen to justify its nuclear sharing plans with
Belarus by citing those same NATO nuclear sharing
agreements. According to Grajewski, these actions,
including the decision to deploy nonstrategic
nuclear weapons to Belarus, are broader symptoms
of Moscow's “intransigence,” in which it has shifted
from critiquing US policy to actively mirroring
it. This form of mimicry aims to draw attention
to occurrences in which norms are selectively or
perhaps inconsistently enforced, thus excusing
Russia’s actions from international scrutiny.®

Nuclear posture

Russian statements and actions have stressed
Moscow’'s nuclear modernization and introduced
cutting-edge weapons systems to give Russia
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an advantage over the United States. Russian
leadership’s actions, particularly the 2023 deployment
of nonstrategic nuclear weapons to Belarus, imply
some potential changes in employment plans and C2.

Capabilities

Russian leaders, particularly Putin, have repeatedly
praised new Russian weapons systems as giving
Russia a key edge in preserving strategic deterrence
with the United States. In March 2022, Putin praised
the new Sarmat ICBM system as part of a robust
guarantee against nuclear use by adversaries.”
In late 2022, the MOD highlighted the Sarmat
system as impossible to intercept.’' In September
2022, Medvedev highlighted Russia’s “strategic
nuclear weapons and newly acquired weapons”
as guaranteeing rapid retaliation to Western
escalation.” In January 2023, Medvedev celebrated
Russia’s acquisition of the Tsirkon missile, which he
claimed could overcome any air defense systems, and
he promised that Russia would continue developing
and producing cutting-edge weapons to strengthen
Russia’s position against the West.”? In October
2023, Putin highlighted Russia's Sarmat ICBM and
Burevestnik nuclear-powered cruise missile as new
capabilities coming online that would reinforce
Russia’s deterrence position.

In addition, throughout the war, Sergei Shoigu
has stressed the importance of Russian nuclear

6 Mikhail (@Amb_Ulyanov) Ulyanov, “#Russia plans to revoke ratification (which took place in the year 2000) of the
Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty..,” Post, Twitter (now X), Oct. 6, 2023, 12:03 p.m., https://twitter.com/Amb_Ulyanov/

status/1710324981840654830.
7 “Nuclear Weapons Have Come to the Fore Again.”

8 “Statement by the Deputy Head of the Delegation of the Russian Federation at the Tenth Review Conference of the Parties to the
Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (Cluster 1: Nuclear Disarmament),” Aug. 5, 2022, https://reachingcriticalwill.org/

images/documents/Disarmament-fora/npt/revcon2022/statements/5Aug_MCI_Russia.pdf.

89 Grajewski, Russia and The Global Nuclear Order.

70 “Nuclear Weapons Have Come to the Fore Again.”

" Telegram Channel: “Dmitry Medvedev,” May 17, 2022.
2 Telegram Channel: “Dmitry Medvedev,” Sept. 22, 2022.
3 Telegram Channel: "“Dmitry Medvedev,” Jan. 5, 2023.
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modernization.® An MFA statement in October
justifying Russian nuclear modernization stressed
that Russia’s moves were a reaction to US plans to
modernize and improve nuclear weapons deployed
in Europe.” However, in late 2022, Putin signaled
that he believes that Russia’s strategic nuclear
forces (SNF) are in relatively good shape compared
with other branches of the Russian armed forces
and thus require comparatively less modernization
investment.”

Employment plans

LIMITED NUCLEAR USE

In September 2022, Medvedev stated that he
believes Russian nuclear use in Ukraine would be
effective and not trigger a Western military response.
Specifically, he predicted that Western leaders would
“swallow the [Russian] use of any [nuclear] weapon
in the current conflict” to avoid the destruction of
Western capitals.”

However, Putin and other officials have repeatedly
rejected the idea that a limited nuclear strike would
be effective or necessary. They did so explicitly
once more in response to the 2023 civilian debate
discussed in the next subsection, in which Putin,
responding to a civilian proposal that would have
opened the door to lowering Russia’s nuclear

74 "
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threshold, recommitted himself publicly once again
to Russia’s established nuclear doctrine.

BELARUS

The principal development in nuclear weapon
employment plans has been Russia’s deployment
of nuclear weapons to Belarus, which represents
likely the boldest move by the Russian government
regarding force posture changes. The 2023
deployment of Russian nonstrategic nuclear weapons
to Belarus can be traced to early indicators in 2021
and 2022 before the invasion of Ukraine. Alexander
Lukashenko, Belarus's authoritarian leader, began
openly indicating his willingness to host Russian
nuclear weapons in November 20217 as Russia was
building up its pre-invasion force. Less than a month
later, Russia Deputy Foreign Minister Sergei Ryabkov
stated that Russia may deploy intermediate-range
nuclear missiles to Europe without direct mention
of Belarus.”

Ryabkov's statement was the first public indication
from Russia of potential nuclear deployment prior to
the invasion. Russian Foreign Ministry spokesperson
Maria Zakharova first noted that there was no
intention to transfer nuclear warheads to Belarus or to
deploy them on delivery vehicles. Overall, the transfer
of nuclear weapons was not preordained, and other
Russian officials have emphasized that this transfer
was a possibility rather than a de facto decree.®

Shoigu, "Opening Speech by the Minister of Defense of the Russian Federation, General of the Army Sergei Shoigu, at a Thematic

Conference Call with the Leadership of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation”; Sergei Shoigu, “Theses of the Opening Speech
of the Minister of Defense of the Russian Federation, Army General S.K. Shoigu at a Meeting of the Board of the Russian M|n|stry
of Defense,” Nov. 30, 2022, https://telegra.ph/Tezisy-vstupitelnogo-slova-Ministra-oboron

SHojgu-na-zasedanii-Kollegii-Minoborony-Rossi-11-30; Telegram Channel: “Ministry of Defense of Russia,” Mar. 26, 2022 https://t.
me/mod russia/13593.

7> "Russian MFA: Russia Will Take into Account ‘Nuclear Modernization’ of the USA in Europe” (MAZ, P®: Poccus byaeT yuntsiBaTb

"agepHyto mogepHusaumo” CLUA B EBpone), Radio Sputnik (Pagno CnytHuk), Oct. 29, 2022, https://radiosputnik.ria.ru/20221029/

bezopasnost-1827719745.html.

76 “Putin Names the Strong Points of the Russian Armed Forces” (MyTuH Ha3Ban CubHblE CTOPOHbBI poccuiickon apmum), Radio

Sputnik (Pagno CnyTHuk), Dec. 21, 2022, https://radiosputnik.ria.ru/20221221/vs-rf-1840307864.html.

7 Telegram Channel: "“Dmitry Medvedev,” Sept. 27, 2022.

8 Vladimir Isachenko, “Belarus President Offers to Host Russian Nuclear Weapons,” AP, Nov. 30, 2021, https://apnews.com/article/

russia-ukraine-germany-migration-europe-ablefae5e65bf01af3be2f6139ef6f4b.

79 Geoploneer Staff “Russia Says It May Deploy Intermed|ate Nuclear Weapons in Europe Geopolltlcal Report, Dec. 13, 2021,
|
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https://www.geopolitical.report/russia-says-it-may-deploy-intermediate-nuclear-weapons-in-europe/
https://thebulletin.org/2023/04/russia-is-deploying-nuclear-weapons-in-belarus-nato-shouldnt-take-the-bait/

As part of this preparation and institutionalization
phase, Belarus requested Iskander missile training
inside Belarus on February 17, 2022.2" Russia’'s
Iskander-M is a nonstrategic, theater-level system
capable of delivering nuclear and conventional
munitions, meaning it is a dual-capable delivery
system. However, these systems are typically fielded
by Russian ground forces. Next, Belarus amended its
constitution on February 27, 2022, to allow Belarus
to shift to a neutral versus nonnuclear state to allow
for future nuclear deployment on its territory.®2 The
legal change came into effect on March 15, 2022.

After Russia’s invasion, Russia and Belarus took
actions toward creating the capability and
infrastructure for nuclear sharing, including providing
Belarus with dual-capable delivery systems via
“Su-25 aircraft” and the Iskander-M system. Other
infrastructure upgrades were necessary for the
future basing of nuclear weapons on Belarusian soil
in storage facilities.®

On March 25, 2023, Putin announced plans to
station Russian nuclear weapons in Belarus and for
the signing of a nuclear sharing agreement. The
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agreement was signed by Russian Defense Minister
Sergei Shoigu and Belarusian Defense Minister Viktor
Khrenin in Minsk. During a national address on March
31, 2023, Lukashenko said that “if necessary, Putin
and | will decide and introduce strategic nuclear
weapons here... The entire infrastructure has been
created and is ready.” In addition, the Russian MOD
reported that Belarusian pilots were being trained
to handle special ammunition during trainings
involving SU-25s.84

As preparation for nuclear sharing continued through
the spring, Belarus tested troop readiness,® began
training on the Iskander system,®* and upgraded
deployment areas.®” This activity culminated in a
statement by Putin on June 9, 2023, that deployment
of nuclear weapons would occur “on July 7 or 8,
[when] preparations for the corresponding [nuclear]
facilities will be done, and we will start activities
regarding the deployment of the corresponding
type of weapons on your territory at once.”®® Overall,
regardless of when Russia completes the eventual
transfer of nuclear weapons to Belarus, it is clear that
the move is in progress and may have significant
ramifications for strategic stability in Europe.

8 Belarus BY, "Belarus to Ask Russia to Set Up Iskander Training Center,” BY, 2022, https://www.belarus.by/en/government/events/
belarus-to-ask-russia-to-set-up-iskander-training-center_i_0000140778.html.

8 Belarus BY, “Lukashenko: New Constitution Will Enter into Force on 15 March,” BY, 2022, https.//www.belarus.by/en/government/
documents/lukashenko-new-constitution-will-enter-into-force-on-15-march_i_0000141705.html.

8 "Vladimir Putin Made a Series of Important Statements in an Interview With Journalist Pavel Zarubin” (Bnagumup MyTtuH
CAenan cepvito BaXKHbIX 3asB/NIEHUI B MHTEPBbIO XypHanucty Masay 3apybuHy), Ttv.Ru, 2023, https://www.1tv.ru/news/2023-03-

25/449776-vladimir_putin_sdelal seriyu vazhnyh zayavleniy v_intervyu zhurnalistu pavlu_zarubinu; Jaroslaw Adamowsky,
Defense News, Dec. 20, 2022, https://www.defensenews.com/global/

Says Its Russian S-400, Iskander Missiles Enter ‘Combat Duty,”

"Belarus

europe/2022/12/20/belarus-says-its-russian-s-400-iskander-missiles-enter-combat-duty/; “Belarus Has Put the S-400 and Iskander

Systems on Combat Duty” (benopyccus noctaBuia Ha 6oeBoe gexypcTBo komnaekcbl C-400 n «ckaHaep»), TASS, 2022, https://tass.

ru/mezhdunarodnaya-panorama/16635011.

8  “Russian Defense Ministry: Belarusian Pilots Are Ready to Use Nuclear Weapons” (MO P®: 6enopycckue NETUMKU TOTOBBI

npvMeHsATb fsaepHble 6oenpunacekl), Radio Sputnik, 2023, https://radiosputnik.ru/20230414/letchiki-1865348971.html.
8 "Vladimir Putin Made a Series of Important Statements in an Interview with Journalist Pavel Zarubin” (Bnagumup MyTvH caenan
CEPVIIO BaXKHbIX 3afBNEHWI B MHTEPBbIO XypHanucTy Masny 3apybuHy).

8% AFP, Belaru5|an Troops Begin Tra|n|ng on Russian Nuclear Capable MISSI|e System,” Moscow Tlmes Apr. 4, 2023, https://www.
bl il

8 Matt Korda, Eliana Johns, and Hand Kristensen, “Video Indicates That Lida Air Base Mlght Get Ru55|an Nuclear Sharlng MlSSlon

in Belarus,”

Federation of American Scientists, Apr. 19, 2023, https:

get-russian-nuclear-sharing-mission-in-belarus/; Timothy Wright and W|I||am Alberque, "The Credlblllty and Impllcatlons of Russia’s

Missile and Nuclear Proposal to Belarus,”

IISS, July 21, 2022, https://www.iiss.or

online-analysis/online-analysis/2022/07/the-

credibility-and-implications-of-russias-missile-and-nuclear-proposal-to-belarus.
8 "Vladimir Putin Made a Series of Important Statements in an Interview with Journalist Pavel Zarubin” (Bnagumup MyTuH caenan
Cepvito BaxKHbIX 3asB/IeHWI B MHTEPBbLIO XYpHanucty Maeny 3apyouHy).
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C2 arrangements

Russian leaders have stressed the adequacy of NC2
arrangements. At several points since 2022, Putin and
other senior leaders have stressed that Russia's NC2
is prepared to respond promptly to an adversary’s
nuclear strike. When introducing the Sarmat ICBM
test, Putin hinted at Russia’'s C2 arrangements,
stating that all the decisions required to launch a
“lightning fast” reaction to an adversary’s nuclear
strike had already been taken.®

However, in one speech, Putin mused about how
a successful Western preemptive strike against C2

I |\0scow Does Not Believe in Tears

infrastructure could undercut deterrence.®® Although
Putin noted at the time that changes in Russian
doctrine (and implicitly, in C2) might be necessary to
mitigate this possibility, he has not followed up on
this publicly.

Russia’s deployment of nonstrategic nuclearweapons
has had an unclear effect on C2 arrangements. No
public Russian statements indicate any change in C2
arrangements, and US assessments reportedly do
not anticipate significant changes.”

8 "putin Threatens the West With Lightning-Fast Retaliatory Strikes.”

90
91

of NATO,” CNN, July 8, 2023, https:
html.

“Press Conference Following the Visit to Kyrgyzstan” (Mpecc-koHbepeHLms no utoram Busmnta B Knprusmto).

Natasha Bertrand and Kylie Atwood, “Western Intel Officials Hunt for Signs of Wagner and Nuclear Warheads in Belarus Ahead
www.cnn.com/2023/07/07/politics/belarus-wagner-russia-nuclear-weapons-nato-summit/index.

CNA | www.cna.org 20



http://www.cna.org
https://www.cnn.com/2023/07/07/politics/belarus-wagner-russia-nuclear-weapons-nato-summit/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2023/07/07/politics/belarus-wagner-russia-nuclear-weapons-nato-summit/index.html

I |\0scow Does Not Believe in Tears

MILITARY ANALYST PERSPECTIVES

Since February 2022, Russian military analysts from
MOD institutes, service academies, and the General
Staff Academy Research Center
have debated issues relating
to the role of Russia’s nuclear
weapons during the war.2 This
section highlights several sets
of recommendations from
authoritative scholars within the
military-analytical community
aimed at improving the
credibility of Russian strategic
deterrence. In contrast to the
civilian analyst community, the
military-analytical community
does not discuss using
nonstrategic nuclear weapons
(NSNW) earlier during a regional conflict.

Instead, the debate provides four perspectives: (1)
a call for changes in declaratory policy, (2) a call for
more explicit demonstrations and signaling with
strategic nuclear weapons, (3) a call for a shift in
the system of strategic operations, and (4) a recent
authoritative view on the need to facilitate the
evolution of strategic deterrence. We summarize
a set of key articles by the military-analytical
community that represent major perspectives in the
ongoing debate about the role of nuclear weapons
during the war.

Most of these writings blame the United States for
seeking to inflict “strategic defeat” on Russia and

9 This section was primarily written by Anya Fink.
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This section highlights
several sets of
recommendations from
authoritative scholars
within the military-
analytical community
aimed at improving the
credibility of Russian
strategic deterrence.

dismantle the strategic stability architecture. They
paint the war in Ukraine as an important event in the
evolution of the international
order toward polycentricity. In
this evolution, “the strategic

balance of forces (largely
of the military-political and
ideological character) that

had existed for 70 years has
completely collapsed, initiating
revolutionary  processes in
shaping a new world order.”*

Here, we must make a major
caveat. Recent US government
assessments  suggest  an
increase in Russia’s “reliance”
on nuclear weapons that involves, inter alia, the
expansion of Russia’s nuclear warhead stockpile
and its upload capacity.** These developments, or
any discussions of a need to increase the stockpile
of NSNW or use these capabilities earlier during a
regional conflict, are not featured in the authoritative
military journal articles between 2022 and 2024
that we examined for this study. The reason for
this absence could be that there is already an
explicit role for these NSNW capabilities in terms of
signaling, demonstrations, or military employment
at the regional level of war.® As discussed in this
section, however, several military authors hint at the
potential for demonstrative use of strategic nuclear
weapons to buttress deterrence.

A. V. Serzhantov and S. |. Muzyakov, “Interstate Confrontation in Current Conditions: Factor Analysis” (Me3xrocyaapctseHHoe

NPOTMBOBOPCTBO B COBPEMEHHbBIKX YCKOBUMAKX: GakTOpHbIN aHanns}, Vestnik Akademii Voennykh Nauk, no. 4, 2023.
% Madelyn R. Creedon et al., America’s Strategic Posture: The Final Report of the Congressional Commission on the Strategic Posture

of the United States, pp. 9-10.
95

Kofman, Fink, and Edmonds, Russian Strategy for Escalation Management: Evolution of Key Concepts.
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Declaratory nuclear policy

Role of nuclear weapons in strategic
deterrence

For several decades, Russian military thinkers have
written on the evolution of the strategic deterrence
concept.® This section focuses on a key article that
can be viewed as a response to those questioning
the effectiveness of Russian nuclear signaling since
February 2022. We focus on this article because it
sets the stage for other articles to be discussed in
this section. In the December 2023 issue of Military
Thought, A. K. Mar'in of the General Staff Academy
Research Center argued that

the formation of the new [multipolar]
architecture, rules and principles of
the world order is accompanied by
the emergence of new challenges and
threats to Russia’s military security,
which requires the clarification of
the content and intensification of
strategic deterrence measures as a
key element of foreign policy aimed
at strengthening strategic stability,
ensuring the national security of
the state and preventing military
conflicts.”

Mar'in argues that new threats have emerged to
Russia’s security, and these require specific strategic
deterrence measures to ensure Russia’s security.
Mar'in concludes that

an improved theory of strategic
deterrence in the foreseeable
future should aim at planned and
operational regulation of geopolitical

96

Key Concepts.
97

coBpeMeHHbIX ycnosusax), Voennaya Mysl', no. 12 (2023).
98

COBPEMEHHbIX yCﬂOBI/IﬂX).
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and regional stability with a minimum
of armed pressure on the enemy,
mainly for undermining its military
and economic capabilities, and
informational and  psychological
impact aimed at destabilizing the
domestic political situation in the
opposing state and the refusal of
its leadership to cease efforts of
achievement of its goals through
violent methods.*

This line of thought is generally consistent with the
idea that Russia’s inability to achieve signaling goals
has little to do with nuclear weapons and signaling

with these capabilities per se and much more to do
with the need to broadly integrate these and other

means in a holistic strategy with effective nonmilitary
means. In other words, strategic deterrence—as it is
understood in the institutions close to the General
Staff—needs to be balanced across conventional,
nuclear, and other capabilities.

Mar'in lists the following factors affecting the content
of strategic stability:

e "The emergence of new threats that call for
a correction to the deterrence strategy [new
counters to new threats]”

e "The expansion of geography and the
spheres of emerging crises and possibilities
on reacting to threats”

e “Preventive impact on the most important
things of value to the adversary and the
deprivation of advantages [including
disarming of the adversary]”

® "The implementation of joint limiting
nonmilitary means against the adversary
and his opponents”

See extensive discussion of the concept in Kofman, Fink, and Edmonds, Russian Strategy for Escalation Management: Evolution of
A. K. Mar'in, “Specifics of Strategic Deterrence in the Present Conditions” (OcobeHHOCTU CTpaTernyeckoro CAepXXvBaHUs B

Mar'in, “Specifics of Strategic Deterrence in the Present Conditions” (OcobeHHOCTU CTpaTermyeckoro CAepXuBaHUs B
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e "The creation of a real threat of aggression
by the demonstration of employing armed
forces”

He argues that Russia, which has “nuclear weapons
capable of assured infliction of assigned damage
to any aggressor-state or coalition of states in the
most difficult circumstances,” believes it has the
ability to assure its own security by “the means of
employment of all forces and means at its disposal,
including nuclear weapons, but only in the situation
where all measures have been exhausted or have
proved ineffective.”

When a crisis is emergent, military forces primarily
serve as a deterrent against adversary use of armed
forces. When a crisis is escalating, “when nonmilitary
means have been exhausted, military forces could be
used as a measure of last resort, and then the active
instrument of realization of strategic deterrence
policy will be the armed forces.” He notes that
Russia’s executive in chief (the Russian president)
will decide which forces to use and how, as well
as the approaches they will take, “considering the
potential escalation level,” and the goals they will
seek to achieve. In this context, strategic deterrence
activities are implemented with the following
principles in mind:

® "The continuity of strategic deterrence
activities, carried out at all phases of
escalation of interstate relations”

¢ "The flexibility of the implementation
mechanism of the activities and their
proportionality to the emerging military
threats”

® "The uncertainty for the potential aggressor
regarding the scale, time, and areas of
carrying out activities, and the composition
of the involved forces and means”
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e "The decisive transition from conduct of
deterrence activities to military actions in a
situation where deterrence of the aggressor
has not succeeded”

® "The maintenance of the composition
of the involved forces and means at a
level sufficient for the implementation of
strategic deterrence tasks”

® "The centralized planning of involved forces
and means, supporting the most complete
correspondence of the scale, forms,
and approaches to their comprehensive
employment to the character and direction
of military threats”

Strategic deterrence activities employing military
forces are just one component of all deterrence
activities that, as a whole, are aimed at “convincing
the military-political leadership of unfriendly states
of the hopelessness of their efforts to achieve their
goals through violent means.” The goals of said
activities are laid out in Russia’s military doctrine of
2014, among other documents.

Mar'in notes the continued dominance of Cold
War perspectives among political elites in nuclear
states about the role of nuclear weapons in strategic
deterrence, saying that these elites "hold an
ambiguous opinion that in the foreseeable future
nuclear deterrence will remain an important tool for
ensuring national security, designed to prevent the
initiation of large-scale aggression, primarily on the
part of members of the nuclear club.”

According to the author, this perspective persists
because “nuclear weapons continue to be regarded
as cost-effective, politically effective, and effective
and reliable in military terms to neutralize the most
dangerous external threats to the security of the
State.” In turn, Russia’s open position on nuclear
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weapons is a factor in deterring aggression and
ensuring military security rejects double standards.
Russia’s position meets the country’s fundamental
interests and is fully consistent with international
obligations and principles of nuclear strategy.

The author notes the “sequential implementation”
of the following deterrent activities (among others)
with military capabilities:

e “The conduct of reconnaissance-information
actions”

¢ “Demonstration of military presence and
military force”

e “Actions in providing security of the
economic security of the state”

e "Peacekeeping actions”

e “Actions in air defense, protection, and
safeguarding the state border in the
airspace”

e "The increase (deployment) of grouping of
forces in the directions of the threats”

¢ ’Infliction of the threat of infliction of single
strikes”

He then proceeds to clarify the roles of various parts
of the Russian forces and branches and the roles they
play in implementing strategic deterrence activities.
These roles include the following:

e The ability of the navy to engage in power
projection in “numerous key European
and Asian industrial centers, playing an
important role in ensuring their economic
stability. The impairment of performance
of such centers and life-sustaining systems
can lead to serious political, economic, and
other changes in activities of the opposing
side.” In a period of threatened aggression,
the navy can “increase the intensiveness” of
its implementation of strategic deterrence
activities as well as the number of deployed
forces.
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e The importance of the Aerospace Forces
(especially the air and missile and space
forces) to Russia’s comprehensive ability
to deter the adversary, control the
environment, and react to changes in the
environment.

® The key role of the Strategic Rocket Forces
owing to their “combat composition,
capabilities, and significance of assigned
tasks.” They “hold an important place
because they have the broadest variety of
combat equipment [and] mighty strategic
warheads able to successfully counter the
missile defense of the potential aggressor.”

Mar'in further notes that because of the widespread
employment of a range of nonmilitary means,
established deterrence approaches that are
combined with “military-forceful actions” may be
“insufficiently effective and not always [guarantee]
the achievement of desired results in assuring military
security.” As a reason for this, he notes that Russia’s
responses have primarily aimed to counter the US
policy of “forceful compellence.” Instead, he argues
that the more effective approaches are in political,
economic, diplomatic, and other means that are
buttressed by credible military forces. He calls for an
“integrated approach” of government and military
authorities to engage in preventive and proactive
actions with the support of powerful military
potential and the wide information opportunities
for the formation of the necessary international
authority and the indisputable military and political
reputation of the state. Information and the use of
information-psychological means, he argues, are key
to achieving goals without the use of force, as are
emerging “dynamic deterrence” concepts that aim
to influence the adversary’s values. For this reason,
he argues that reworking strategic and doctrinal
documents is necessary to ensure their effectiveness
in an evolving international environment.
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Declaratory policy

Over the past several years, Military Thought has
featured numerous articles from the analytical
team at the 27th MOD research institute. Led by
V. V. Sukhorutchenko, the institute supports the
development of modeling and planning for the
General Staff. Its research facilitates the evolution
of Russia’s system of strategic operations and
related deterrence concepts involving nuclear and
strategic conventional weapons.”® This team has
been preoccupied with the potential implications
of Russia’s ability to plan and develop forces in
the context of the collapse of the arms control
architecture, NATO’s expansion closer to Russia’s
borders, and the entrenched hostility in Russia’s
relations with the West.

In the May 2023 issue of Military Thought, V. V.
Sukhorutchenko, A. S. Borisenko, and E. A. Shlotov
called for Russian leadership to pursue a more
assertive or offensive declaratory policy.”® This
policy would be in response to a “significant part
of the current generation of Western politicians
and analysts being unable to understand the full
consequences of their current steps, and the danger
of possible escalation of the current armed conflict
and its potential growth into a full-scale nuclear
war.” The authors argue that

after large-scale wars of the past and
the real employment of WMD, there

99
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has been more than one generation
that doesn't understand the
consequences of mass employment
of even conventional weapons, let
alone nuclear or chemical weapons,
natural experiments in the context of
developing biological weapons.'

Their proposed approach to declaratory policy
involves more explicit statements by the Russian
leadership as well as revisions to doctrinal documents
in order to signal to decision-makers, experts, and
populations in the West. These statements and
revisions, in the words of the authors, would be
aimed at

communicating the possible
consequences of the further increase
of external military dangers and
threats, ways of countering them, as
well as the role and place of the Armed
Forces of the Russian Federation
in resolving the tasks of forceful
strategic nuclear and nonnuclear
deterrence, forms and means of their
employment, main goals aimed at
preventing aggression against the
state, defense of its sovereignty and
territorial integrity, as well as the
deescalation (cessation) of military
conflicts on conditions acceptable to
the Russian Federation.'®

For more on the participation of the 27th MOD institute in the debates about Russia’s escalation management strategy, see Fink

and Kofman, Russian Strategy for Escalation Management: Key Debates and Players in Military Thought.
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V. V. Sukhorutchenko, A. S. Borisenko, and E. A. Shlotov, "Russian Federation Policies in the Area of Assuring Military Security in

the Environment of Stagnation of the International-Legal System of Control over the Armed Forces and Military Activities” (MoanTrka
Poccuiickonn ®Pesepaummn B obnactm obecneyeHns BOeHHOW 6e30MacHOCTM B YCAOBUAX CTarHaLuMy MeXAyHapOoZHO-MpaBoOBOW
CUCTEeMbl KOHTPOJIA HaZ BOOPY>KEHMSAMUN 1 BOEHHOW feaTenbHocTbro), Voennaya Mysl’, no. 5 (2023).

101 Sukhorutchenko, Borisenko, and Shlotov, “Russian Federation Policies in the Area of Assuring Military Security in the Environment
of Stagnation of the International-Legal System of Control Over the Armed Forces and Military Activities” (Monntuka Poccuinckon
depepaunn B 0baact obecrneyeHns BOeHHOM 6€30MacHOCTM B YC/IOBUAX CTarHaLn MexayHapoAHO-NPaBOBOV CUCTEMbI KOHTPOS
HaZ BOOPY>XEHUAMUN 1 BOEHHOW AeATEIbHOCTBIO).

102 Sukhorutchenko, Borisenko, and Shlotov, “Russian Federation Policies in the Area of Assuring Military Security in the Environment
of Stagnation of the International-Legal System of Control Over the Armed Forces and Military Activities” (Monntuka Poccuinckon
®epepauymmn B 0bnact obecrneyeHns BOEHHOW 6€30MacHOCTU B YCNOBUSAX CTarHaLMm MexXayHapoAHO-NPaBOBOM CUCTEMbI KOHTPOA
HaZ, BOOPY>KEHWUAMUN 1 BOEHHOW AeATeNbHOCTbLHO).
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The authors propose six principles of declaratory
policy. One way to read these is as critiques of the
approach to declaratory policy during the war in
Ukraine. The principles are as follows:

1. “Publicity of the main strategic goals
(principles) of countering military threats to
security.” According to the authors, this publicity
would improve Russia’s ability to deter external
threats and relieve international concern about
Russia’s potential "aggressive” use of certain
capabilities.

2. "Ability to base declaratory policy on effective
strategic nuclear and nonnuclear deterrence
forces, mechanisms, and instruments.”
According to the authors, this ability would
combine military and nonmilitary means such
that the former serves as the foundation for the
latter.

3. “Combining cautiousness and military
decisiveness of declarations on the possibility
of retaliatory employment of armed forces
and nuclear and strategic nonnuclear weapons
under the stated conditions.” According to the
authors, this principle highlights the value of
declaratory statements about the “compelled
use” of military force in response to conditions
outlined in the doctrine as well as declaratory
“ultimatums” that include the potential
employment of nuclear and strategic nonnuclear
weapons “during a time of declared critical
military security” conditions.

4. "Military feasibility of declared statements.”
According to the authors, this feasibility would
strengthen deterrence mechanisms because it
would “eliminate the possible perception that
the declared statement is not supported by the
resolve of the military-political leadership to
implement them, as well as the availability” of
military capabilities.
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5. “Adequacy of declared statements to the
conditions of the emerging and forecasted
military-political and strategic environment,
the scale of the real threats to Russia’s military
security.” According totheauthors, ensuring such
adequacy would involve balancing escalatory and
deescalatory statements and actions depending
on the evolution of the security environment.

6. “Centralized statute management of the
activity of federal executive bodies and
ministries and agencies of the Russian
Federation, ensuring the implementation of
state declarative policy in the area of providing
military security.” According to the authors,
such centralization would involve carrying out
policies that are "unified” and "coordinated at
the highest level.”

The authors further argue that Russia’s legal,
conceptual, and doctrinal documents (in particular
those focused on the implementation of nonnuclear
deterrence) may not be providing a sufficient effect
in terms of deterring the current and future actions
of the United States and its NATO allies. As an
element of declaratory policy, they claim that these
documents on nuclear and nonnuclear deterrence
need to contain information on the following topics:

® "On the officially adopted views of the
military-political leadership of the Russian
Federation on the role and place of
nuclear and strategic nonnuclear forces in
solving the tasks of strategic nuclear and
nonnuclear deterrence.”

e “On the main capabilities realized by nuclear
and strategic nonnuclear weapons, as well
as information and control systems.”

® “On the key conditions of the transition to
the employment of nuclear and strategic
nonnuclear weapons, as well as the
prerogative of decision-making on their use.”
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e "On certain possible types of key critical
targets of the adversary (including those
located outside its national territories)
that may be affected by both nuclear and
strategic nonnuclear weapons depending on
the involvement of the state in the military
conflict and its scale and intensity.”

e "On the capabilities of defense-industrial
complex enterprises as a way to create
future military technology as well as to
maintain (modernize) the existing types of
weapons, military and special technology.”

To ensure the credibility of capability demonstrations,
the authors argue for the importance of exhibitions
of military systems and their capabilities, training
and exercises that would demonstrate these
capabilities, the ability of the forces to employ them
on the adversary's “territories and critically important
targets of military and economic infrastructure” and
the "presence of air- and naval-based dual-capable
systems outside of the borders of the Russian
Federation” as a “practical demonstration” of nuclear
and nonnuclear capabilities that could be used in a
timely fashion.

This type of declaratory policy would be aimed
at Russia’'s adversaries and their allies. These
audiences, the authors maintain, need to understand
the consequences of increasing missile defense
and strike systems deployment close to Russia’s
borders. In particular, they need to understand the
consequences of Russia’s employment of nuclear and
nonnuclear capabilities on critically important targets
on their territories and the ecological implications
of such employment. In addition, they claim that
Russia’'s “forced employment of nonstrategic
nuclear weapons” and “retaliatory employment of

103
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nuclear weapons in circumstances when Russia’s
existence is at stake could lead to a large-scale
war with catastrophic consequences.” Further, the
Western “political elites” of these countries need to
understand the “irreversibility of employment...of
strategic weapons when one or several declared key
conditions” of employment have been met.

In sum, the authors from the 27th MOD institute
argue that Russia’s declaratory policy, including
statements by high-level leadership and doctrinal
documents, needs to be much more explicit about
threats, red lines, and consequences—particularly if
the United States and Russia are unable to engage in
risk-reduction discussions. Their perspectives can be
read as a critique of official signaling during the war
in Ukraine and a proposal for a much more holistic
and coordinated approach.

Arms control

The community acknowledges the threats posed to
Russia by the disintegration of several arms control
agreements.”® In aJuly 2022 article, Sukhorutchenko,
Borisenko, and Shlotov argue that these threats
include uncertainty regarding the development of
strategic offensive and defensive groupings, the
proliferation of WMD, the deployment of short-
range or mid-range ground-based ballistic or cruise
missiles as a result of the end of the Intermediate-
Range Nuclear Forces Treaty, unlimited US
missile defense capabilities, and the "continuing
uncontrolled militarization of outer space as a new
sphere of strategic confrontation.””® According to
the authors, arms control is crucial because it allows
for less spending on armaments as treaties maintain
balance at a less costly level.

For a detailed discussion on the military’s views on arms control, see Fink, The General Staff's Throw-Weight: The Russian Military's

104 V. V. Sukhorutchenko, A. S. Borisenko, and E. A. Shlotov, “Threats to the Military Security of the Russian Federation Determined by
the System of Control of Armaments and Military Activities” (Yrpo3bl BoeHHOW 6e30macHocTv Poccuiickoit ®epepalimm, obycnosieHHble
CUCTEMOW KOHTPOAS HaJ BOOPYXXEHUAMW U BOEHHOW AesnTenbHOCTbO), Voennaya Mysl’ (July 2022).
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Nuclear posture

The following articles mainly discuss changes to
Russian nuclear employment plans, capabilities, and
signaling approaches.

Employment plans and capabilities

Over the past decade, Russian military thinkers
and planners have worked to reconceptualize the
system of strategic operations. These operations
are military planning concepts that set out how
the Russian armed forces would operate in certain
wartime situations.’ One of the newly emerging
and debated operations is the strategic deterrent
forces operation, which would involve the limited
employment of precision conventional and nuclear
strikes. It has been described in a Russian military
dictionary as follows:

A prospective type of strategic actions
of armed forces using strategic
strike capabilities with conventional
warheads, as well as a strictly limited
number of strategic nuclear strikes
to inflict unacceptable damage on
the aggressor and deter him from
dangerous actions. Could be carried
out by a small component of forces
to warn and thwart preparations
for a readying attack in the form
of demonstrating strategic might
or through the full-scale use of all
means in case of the beginning
of aggression...The system of this
operationin perspective could employ
nuclear means with limited explosive
yield and conventional precision

105
Operational Concepts, CNA, Aug. 2021, pp. 37-71.
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weapons of various basing types,
as well as strategic reconnaissance-
strike systems.1%

In a March 2023 article, I. R. Fazletdinov of Strategic
Rocket Forces command and V. |. Lumpov of the
Central Institute of the Ministry of Defense’s Military-
Technical Information” argue that the Strategic
Rocket Forces should be given a leading role in the
strategic deterrent forces operation. This operation,
the authors argue, would need to be ready to deter
and counter a US surprise large-scale counterforce
nuclear attack or a US preventive conventional
counterforce attack that, when coupled with Western
missile defense capabilities, could destroy Russia’s
SNF potential.’® Their starting premise is that because
of "aggressive” US actions toward Russia (and the
US development and deployment of offensive strike,
missile defensive, and other capabilities), the system
of Cold War strategic deterrence is undergoing
significant evolution. The authors argue that in this
new environment, the United States and NATO are
planning to engage in “military-political or physical
elimination of the undesirable regime [the Russian
government] while preserving territorial, resource,
enterprise, and population resources,” including
through the following:

e "Preliminary preemptive elimination of

the Russian Federation’s deterrent nuclear
potential in the pre-nuclear period.” The
authors argue that this effort would include
strategic nonnuclear capabilities acting in a
surprise counterforce strike against Russian
SNF targets that would destroy “no less
than 65-70 percent” of the Russian combat

grouping.

For a discussion of the strategic operations system, also see Michael Kofman et al., Russian Military Strategy: Core Tenets and

1% As quoted in Kofman, Fink, and Edmonds, Russian Strategy for Escalation Management: Evolution of Key Concepts, p. 65.
107 Between 1999 and 2009, Lumpov was associated with the General Staff team focused on nuclear weapons employment issues.

108 |, R. Fazletdinov and V. I. Lumpov, “The Role of Strategic Rocket Forces in Countering NATO Multi-Domain Operations” (Posib
PakeTHbIX BOWCK CTpaTermyeckoro HasHauyeHus B NPOTMBOAEWCTBUM cTpaTernyeckor MHorochepHor onepauun HATO), Voennaya

Mysl’, no. 5 (2023).
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e “Guaranteed repulsion of Russia’s ‘nuclear
retaliation’ second strike by enduring the
complete defeat of all remaining Russian
Strategic Nuclear Forces warheads headed
to US targets.” The authors argue that this
effort would involve US missile defense
capabilities countering “no less than 35-40
percent” of the Russian combat grouping.

e "Preservation of global military and
economic leadership in the world and
sufficient nuclear capability to deter nuclear
powers not participating in the military
conflict.” The authors argue that this effort
would involve the US conducting minimally
sufficient disarming strikes (or minimally
sufficient decapitating strikes) against Russia
to "physically eliminate it."

The authors argue that such a US/NATO operation
against Russia would involve three time periods:

1.

The preparatory period of hybrid actions by the
adversary that could take several months or more
than a year and involve the US emplacement
of diversionary strike “sleeper cells” on Russian
territory aimed at Russian SNF targets.

The main period that involves aerospace
offensive and defensive actions in which the West
would seek to achieve "aerospace superiority
and eliminate the strategic nuclear deterrence
system of the Russian Federation.” This period
would have several phases:

a. The US engages in a large-scale surprise
conventional counterforce attack on Russian
nuclear capabilities, and Russia responds (the
“countering” phase).

b. The US and Russia engage in actions while
Russia’s SNF seek to suppress and break
through US missile defense systems (the
“breakthrough” phase).

The authors maintain that Russia
could counter US/NATO actions
with a well-developed strategic
deterrent forces operation. Such
an operation could bring together
Russian strategic offensive nuclear
and nonnuclear weapons based
across the various Russian armed
forces in efforts to counter the
attack (primarily via the Aerospace
Forces), suppress it (via the whole
of Strategic Deterrence Forces),
and retaliate against it (primarily
via the navy) with the Strategic
Rocket Forces as the “main and
most universal component of
strategic forces” participating in
the operation.

¢. TheUSand Russia exchange nuclear strikes while
their respective missile defense systems remain
partially operational (the “retaliation” phase).

3. The concluding period that involves ground
combat operations aimed at assuring Russia’s
“demilitarization, loss of sovereignty, and the
military-political submission to own will.”

The authors maintain that Russia could counter
US/NATO actions with a well-developed strategic
deterrent forces operation. Such an operation
could bring together Russian strategic offensive
nuclear and nonnuclear weapons based across the
various Russian armed forces in efforts to counter
the attack (primarily via the Aerospace Forces),
suppress it (via the whole of Strategic Deterrence
Forces), and retaliate against it (primarily via the
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navy) with the Strategic Rocket Forces as the “main
and most universal component of strategic forces”
participating in the operation.

They contend that it is no longer sufficient to “create
and maintain a necessary combat readiness to employ
a sufficient Strategic Nuclear Forces (Strategic Rocket
Forces) grouping capable of inflicting unacceptable
damage on an aggressor in retaliatory actions,”
as laid out in Russian doctrinal documents. Russia
also needs to develop a “System of Comprehensive
Forceful Strategic Deterrence with the participation
of the Strategic Rocket Forces” that would operate
at the pre-nuclear and nuclear phases of deterrence
to counter a conventional counterforce strike,
suppress missile defense, and retaliate. Each of
these three goals would need to have their own set
of "deterrence instruments,” “supporting group of
forces and means,” and communication approaches,
the authors maintain. In sum, they argue that the
United States is no longer deterred, and, together
with NATO, it is planning a set of operations to
destroy Russia. To address this threat, Russia needs
to engage in a restructuring of its strategic forces
and system of strategic operations.

Signaling

Numerous articles from those affiliated with the
Strategic Rocket Forces have argued for a more
credible approach to signaling that would involve
strategic capabilities as well as broader signaling
aimed at the development and maintenance of
strategic capabilities.

For example, R. O. Nogin of the Strategic Rocket
Forces Academy wrote in July 2022 that Russia’s
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efforts to "bring some sense into” the United States
and NATO and seek to jointly prevent a “new world
war” have so far failed to achieve results.'® He writes,

The right of the strong to execute
for insubordination and pardon for
loyalty—this is the concept that US
policy now follows, and no changes
are expected in the near future,
without taking deterrence measures.
This concept requires an adequate
response—strategic deterrence using
military force: “God must come with
fists."110

He argues that the chief problem is that US and
NATO leadership are unable to perceive the true
danger of nuclear threats (unlike in the context of
the Cuban Missile Crisis); thus, the central challenge
of Russian threats is their lack of credibility. In this
article, he focuses on particular on signaling that
could “cool” the hotheads in the West. He maintains
that in their opinion, this approach of demonstrating
the capabilities of nuclear potential with shocking
surprise and decisive response within the framework
of strategic nuclear deterrence and in modern
conditions with appropriate information support will
be quite effective. To reinforce the seriousness of
the Russian military-political leadership’s intentions
regarding strategic deterrence, Nogin argues, it
is extremely important at key moments when a
potential adversary is forming a military-political
decision to use nuclear weapons, to demonstrate
the capabilities of nuclear weapons delivery vehicles
that are currently in service and are planned to be
put into service.""

R. O. Nogin, “On the Role and Place of Strategic Rocket Forces in the Future System of Complex Strategic Nuclear Deterrence

of a Possible Aggression Against the Russian Federation” (O posnn 1 mecte PakeTHbiX BOMCK CTpaTErMUyeckoro HasHauyeHus B
NepcrnekTMBHON CUCTEME KOMMIEKCHOFO CTpaTernyeckoro siZepHOro CAEPXMBaHUA BO3MOXHOW arpeccum npotms Poccuiickoin

®epepaumn), Voennaya Mysl’, no. 7 (2022).
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The Strategic Rocket Forces Academy author writes
of a system of strategic nuclear deterrence that
would “form a model of a nuclear threat that makes
a possible adversary aware of the high damage
and unacceptability for him of the consequences of
the use of nuclear weapons.” He notes that in the
event of an escalation of aggressive actions against
Russia, his conceptualized model would consist of
demonstrative and real actions for the controlled
build-up and maintenance of combat capability
and readiness of the nuclear deterrence forces. The
model of actions to take also includes consistent
informational tools and actual demonstrations of
nuclear employment to convey Russia’s readiness
to inflict unacceptable damage on the aggressor in
retaliation.'?

He states that "at the same time, in a real military-
political situation, it will be necessary to clarify the
conditions, forms, and methods of force, including
complex strategic nuclear deterrence and the direct
use of forces and means of the Strategic Rocket
Forces."'"

In an August 2023 article, M. L. Tikhonov of the
Strategic Rocket Forces Academy sought to clarify
the “operational art” of the Strategic Rocket Forces
to improve the credibility of nuclear deterrence.” He
argues that Strategic Rocket Forces and an increase
in force readiness contributed to deterrence during
the Cuban Missile Crisis. Because of the threats
Russia now faces, including NATO expansion, shifts
in US and NATO nuclear posture, development of US
operational concepts to counter Russia, improving
missile defense, and dismantled arms control
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accords, Russia could improve the credibility of its
nuclear deterrence through the following “deterrent
actions” that showcase the flexibility of SNF units:

e “Partial demonstrative increase in highest
combat readiness levels of various [Strategic
Rocket Forces] units for deterring nuclear
and nonnuclear aggression”

e "Demonstrative preparation of nuclear
missile strikes”

e “Readiness to conduct a retaliatory meeting
strike”

e “Demonstration of set level of combat
readiness”

e "Demonstration of ability to move to lowest
forms of combat readiness”

He further posits that the role of Strategic Rocket
Forces in strategic deterrence is to prevent
aggression and achieve cessation of escalation. He
clarifies as follows:

e Aggression is prevented "by deterrent
actions of the Strategic Rocket Forces aimed
at demonstrating their combat capabilities
[and] the determination and readiness
of the country’s military and political
leadership to move if necessary to the use
of nuclear weapons.”

e (Cessation of escalation is achieved “with
the demonstrative employment of Strategic
Rocket Forces on individual targets (forces)
of the adversary without inflicting significant
damage to population and environment,
as well as in damage (destruction) of single

Nogin, "On the Role and Place of Strategic Rocket Forces in the Future System of Complex Strategic Nuclear Deterrence of a
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strategically important stationary objects of
the infrastructure and armed forces of the
opponent. The execution of this task with
preemptive actions of strikes is possible only
after the reconsideration of the content of
the INF and New START Treaties.” If these
treaties are reconsidered, he proposes that
Russia could create a singular grouping of
ICBMs and/or intermediate-range missiles
intended to deliver single conventional

or nuclear strikes or the strengthening
(support) of groups intended for a nuclear
first strike. If such a group is created, Russia
would need to figure out a way to declare
that politically.

Finally, the commander of Russia’s Strategic Rocket
Forces, S. V. Karakaev, wrote the following in August
2023 regarding the role of nuclear weapons:

In conditions of instability and
uncertainty in the development of
the military-political situation in
the long term, nuclear weapons will
remain for all their owners the main
means of ensuring national security
and deterring a potential adversary
(coalition of potential enemies) from
large-scale aggression. And there is
no reason to assume that this attitude
toward nuclear weapons can change
radically in the next 20-30 years."

He further notes the possibility that “theirimportance
in ensuring the country's security will remain key
until” new technologies are created to take their
place. However, Karakaev, at least on paper, seems
to convey awareness about the limits to achieving
credible strategic deterrence.
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In a nod to the ability of the Strategic Rocket Forces
to carry out signaling, he notes the importance of
combat duty and points to the following actions in
peacetime and in the period of increased military
threat:

e “Constant combat duty at command posts
of all ranks, combat starting positions,
combat patrol routes, permanent
deployment points, technical positions”

® "Maintaining missile and special weapons,
systems and means of combat control,
and communications in readiness for
combat use at a level that ensures the
execution of combat missions in any
situation, continuous monitoring of their
initial position, technical condition and
functioning”

® “Maintaining high combat and mobilization
readiness of troops, demonstrating a high
level of combat training of personnel,
operational training of military command
and control bodies for leading troops”

¢ "Demonstration of the high capabilities of
missile weapons on combat duty, readiness
to immediately carry out assigned combat
missions, the highly professional level of
combat crews of missile regiments during
combat training launches of missiles in
exercises and training of a strategic scale”

Those affiliated with the Strategic Rocket Forces
have also advocated for sustained funding and even
potentially increased procurement. In a July 2022
article, R. O. Nogin wrote of the need to consider
whether current force levels are even sufficient given
the evolution of the threat to Russian strategic forces,
particularly from missile defenses.”® In a March
2023 article, A. M. Kovalyov and Col. A. A. Tuzhikov

115 S, V. Karakev, "On the Issue of Employment of Strategic Rocket Forces in Wars of the Future” (K Bonpocy o npumeHeHum
PakeTHbIX BOMCK CTpaTerM4yeckoro HasHauyeHus B BoMHax byayuiero), Voennaya Mysl’, no. 8 (2023).

6 Nogin, “On the Role and Place of the Strategic Rocket Forces in the Future System of Complex Strategic Deterrence of Possible
Aggression Against the Russian Federation” (O posn 1 MecTe PakeTHbIX BOMCK CTpaTernMyeckoro HasHaueHus B MepPCreKTUBHOWM
cUcTeMe KOMIMIEKCHOTO CTPaTerMyeckoro aAepHoro CAep>KMBaHus BO3MOXHOW arpeccuv npotus Poccuiickor ®egepauum).
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argued that investment into the modernization of
SNF should not be curtailed, even despite challenges
regarding the Russian economy.™"”

In sum, writings by authors affiliated with the
Strategic Rocket Forces suggest a critique of Russian
government signaling with nuclear capabilities
since February 2022. They offer up signaling and
demonstrations with the Strategic Rocket Forces
as a potentially much louder tool to restore the
credibility of Russian deterrence in the minds of
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Western elites. Their opinions, however, are not in
consensus; those closer to the General Staff (such
as Mar'in) advocate for a deterrence approach that
is much more balanced between conventional and
nuclear capabilities.

C2 arrangements

The articles that we assessed did not explicitly
discuss this issue.

A. M. Kovalyov and A. A. Tuzhikov, “Possible Approaches to the Justification of the Combat Composition of a Future Grouping of

the Strategic Rocket Forces” (Bo3MOXHble NoAX0Abl K 06OCHOBaHUIO AOCTaTOYHOCTM HOEBOro COCTaBa NepPCneKTUBHOM FPYNMMPOBKY
PakeTHbIX BOMCK CTpaTernyeckoro HasHauenws), Voennaya Mysl’ (Mar. 2023).
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CIVILIAN EXPERT PERSPECTIVES

This section discusses the views of Russian civilian
experts on the role of nuclear weapons in the full-
scale war period. To contextualize the debates, we
combed through 60 articles, reports, and interviews
from academic journals, libraries, research centers,
and newspapers by Russian civilian experts. We
then coded the sample in relation to the research
questions stated in Figure 1 for a structural analysis.

During the last decade, Russian civilian experts have
tried to determine what constitutes a dangerous
level of nuclear disarmament, considering that
“proliferator” states continue to develop their
nuclear programs. Others have cautioned Russia to
not rely too heavily on its nuclear arsenal for security
and prestige.®

However, the debate initiated by Sergey Karaganov
in summer 2023 in which he advocated for Russia
to lower its nuclear threshold likely represents a
turning point for civilian conversations regarding
the sufficiency of Russia’s nuclear doctrine. For
this reason, the following section uses Karaganov's
June 2023 article as a vehicle to discuss prominent
viewpoints in the Russian civilian expert community.

The October 2023 Valdai Conference represents
a unique object of analysis for this study because
it is the only time during the timespan covered in
this study that two of the stakeholder communities
under analysis—the Russian government (at the
highest level of representation) and Russian civilian
experts—interacted with each other during a public
discussion about a possible change to Russia’s
declaratory policy. While Putin traditionally interacts
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The October 2023 Valdai
Conference represents a unique
object of analysis for this study
because it is the only time during
the timespan covered in this
study that two of the stakeholder
communities under analysis—
the Russian government (at the
highest level of representation)
and Russian civilian experts
—interacted with each other
during a public discussion about
a possible change to Russia’s
declaratory policy.

with civilian experts, among others, during the annual
Valdai Conference, Valdai 2023 was an interaction
between at least one expert who publicly advocated
for Russia to lower its nuclear threshold and the
executive in chief, Vladimir Putin, who has ultimate
decision-making authority on the development,
deployment, and possible use of nuclear weapons.

Some have argued that this debate represents a
conversation about how Moscow can disentangle
itself from the difficult situation it has found itself
in in Ukraine." Hanna Notte has argued that the
Karaganov debate is a symptom of wider anxiety
about Russia’s future among Russian elites during

Mikhail Trotsky and Aleksei Fenenko, “The Nuclear Factor in World Politics: Discussion in Russian Council for Foreign Affairs”

(AzepHbIVi dakTOp B MMpOBON nonutuke: nckyccus Ha noptane PCMA), Perspectives (2015), https://www.perspektivy.info/rus/desk
jadernyj_faktor_v_mirovoj_politike_diskussija_na_portale_rsmd_2016-02-11.htm.
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the war.”® Others have written that these debates
might be part of preparatory signals to introduce
provocative ideas to a Western audience and justify
future Russian policy.™

The following section suggests that writings by
Russian civilian experts post-2022 form part of a
wider conversation among elites about the role of
nuclear weapons, reflecting continuity in the ideas
of civilian experts for the last 10 years.” Thus, this
section touches on the origins of the debate by
briefly painting a picture of the discussions from
2019 to late 2022. It then transitions into discussing
the debate Karaganov put in motion, analyzing the
responses to Karaganov's article, and shedding light
on secondary debates.

Role and effectiveness of
nuclear weapons in the Russia-
Ukraine war

Before the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, debates
between Russian civilian elites mainly focused
on strategic stability and nonnuclear deterrence.
After 2022, the debate has centered on signaling
credibility, but the community has diverged on the
measures Russia must take to regain credibility,
resulting in a fundamental disagreement about the
role and effectiveness of nuclear weapons in Russia’s
full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Overall, the Russian
civilian expert community appears to believe that
Russia has achieved mixed success through its
nuclear threats.

120

com/2023/07/the-west-cannot-cure-russias-nuclear-fever/.
121 Lawrence J. Korb and Stephen J. Cimbala,

Hanna Notte, “The West Cannot Cure Russia’s Nuclear Fever,”
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However, the community seems to explicitly or
implicitly agree that nuclear weapons and verbal
nuclear signaling have prevented direct NATO
interference in the war but have not prevented
NATO from continuing to provide Ukraine with
unprecedented military assistance. One expert
pointed out that Russian nuclear weapons have
prompted repeated assurances by the United States
and NATO regarding the exclusion of direct military
intervention in the war. Russia’s nuclear arsenal has
also caused the allies to hesitate regarding supplying
long-range high-precision systems to Ukraine.'?

Asurprising aspect of these debates is the heightened
level of engagement of the Russian civilian expert
community in discussions about the possibility of
limited nuclear employment by Russia. Beginning in
June 2023, Russian experts held a relatively public
debate about Russia’s nuclear policy and posture.
The discussions were triggered by an article by
Russian foreign policy expert Sergey Karaganov,
in which he argued that Russia should update
its nuclear policy to reestablish the credibility of
Russia’s nuclear deterrence. Specifically, he called for
Moscow to lower its nuclear threshold to reflect the
possibility of preemptive nuclear use on nonnuclear
weapon NATO states.™

Echoing his own previous writings, Karaganov urges
a strategy of intimidation, deterrence, and even “use
of nuclear weapons.” Although provocative, the
logic behind this proposal is not novel to Russia as a
country at war but is based on specific ideas about
nuclear deterrence espoused through writings in the
last 10 years.

War on The Rocks, July 18, 2023, https://warontherocks.

“Karaganov's Case for Russian Nuclear Preemption: Responsible Strategizing or
Dangerous Delusion?,” Bulletin of The Atomic Scientist, Aug. 21, 2023, https://thebulletin.or

2023/08/karaganovs-case-for-russian-

nuclear-preemption-responsible-strategizing-or-dangerous-delusion/# ftn5.
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Sergey Karaganov, "Global Zero And Common Sense” («[no6anbHbIn HOAb» U 34paBblin cMbicn), Russia in Global Affairs, July 1,
2010, https://globalaffairs.ru/articles/globalnyj-nol-i-zdravyj-smysl/.

123 Vladmir Baranovsky, “Escalation of Conventional Conflicts: About the Possible Transition of the Nuclear Threshold” (3ckanauus
KOHBEHLMOHa/IbHbIX KOHMIMKTOB: O BO3MOXHOM Mepexose fsfepHoro nopora), Polis, no. 4 (2022), pp. 6-9.
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The proposal triggered a vigorous debate, with some
senior foreign policy commentators offering qualified
support for Karaganov's vision. Critics generally took
issue with his confidence that escalation risks could
be managed. The debate also prompted others to
comment on the state of Russia’s nuclear doctrine
and posture, resulting in some experts explicitly or
implicitly admitting that Russia’s nuclear posture
has shifted because of the war due to its decision to
station nonstrategic nuclear weapons in Belarus.

On one hand, multiple Russian experts argued
that NATO members were engaging in actions that
are intensifying the conflict in Ukraine, which they
considered proof that Russia’s nuclear reminders
were insufficient to influence the outcome of its war
decisively. Those who disagreed with this premise
and praised Russian leadership for its caution
conceded that the Russian establishment had been
slow to respond to NATO provocations and Ukraine's
strikes on mainland Russian territory via long-range
uncrewed aerial vehicles (including its attack on
the Engels-2 airbase, which hosts Russian strategic
bombers).

On the other hand, some writings described nuclear
weapons as crucial tools for coercion and advocated
for more public discussions among experts and
policy officials alike about the possibility of Russian
nuclear use, as these can serve to restore Russia’s
credibility for signaling purposes.

Overall, writings from 2019 to 2023 show that sharp
divisions exist within the Russian civilian expert
community (as is typical among elites). Some posit
that nuclear weapons should be used only for
deterrence purposes. For instance, Aleksei Arbatov
has written numerous articles reiterating the value
of the nuclear taboo and the reputational cost of a
possible limited employment of nuclear weapons in
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Ukraine unless circumstances meet the thresholds
established in Russia’s nuclear doctrine.”” Staff at
IMEMO have also underscored that nuclear weapons
“cannot solve all problems.” Others have argued that
the mere fact that the West is launching a hybrid war
against Russia is evidence of deterrence eroding,
almost as if they believed that nuclear powers cannot
lose conventional wars.

Based on these writings, the implications for Russian
nuclear effectiveness remain elusive. Indeed, the
Russian civilian expert community has made a lot
of noise, particularly in response to the debate
instigated by Karaganov because it involves a
discussion of limited nuclear employment. However,
it would be difficult to determine whether these
experts are actually helping improve Russian
deterrence through influencing global debates
about deterrence, or whether they are undermining
Russia’s credibility given the repetitive nature of
some writings and the very "noise” of the articles
themselves. It is also interesting to see how there
is little self-awareness in recognizing that perhaps
Russia’s nuclear reminders in the current context of
the war are not credible.

Clearly, Russian civilian experts are actively reminding
Moscow that Russia has alternative courses of
action to augment its credibility through “nonverbal
nuclear” signaling. After all, if Russia is to deter a
conflict, end a conflict, or avert escalation, it would
seek to communicate the costs of the conflict and the
inefficacy of continuing aggression against Russia’s
core security interests, especially since the US does
not have vital interests at stake. Signaling pathways
are crucial for these efforts and, unfortunately, often
understudied.’ This fact may have implications for
potential coercive strategies and may precede them,
but only time will tell.

125 Aleksei Arbatov, “Ukrainskiy Krizis i Strategicheskaya Stabilnost,” POLIS, no. 4 (2022).
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Declaratory nuclear policy

Nuclear use

The debate about possible changes to Russia’s
declaratory policy took place in the summer of 2023
and continues to this day
against the backdrop of the
US announcing its decision to
provide Ukraine with F-16s.
The debate is the only source
of Russian civilian expert
discussions about changing
Russia’s nuclear declaratory
policy between 2019 and
2023, which is why it is the
focus of this subsection.
Karaganov, an establishment
national security expert close
to the Security Council,™®’
kicked off the public debate
about possible nuclear use with a June 2023 article
titled "A Difficult but Necessary Decision."'2

with F-16s.

In it, Karaganov argues that Russia’s high nuclear
threshold allowed the West to unleash “a full-scale
war” via Ukraine. That is, without Western help to
Ukraine, the warwould have been brief and contained,
ending in a rapid Russian victory. But Western leaders
did not believe Russia would escalate to nuclear use
and therefore were not deterred from giving Ukraine
such support.

Now, only actions that lower Russia’'s nuclear
threshold by climbing what he called a “deterrence-
escalation ladder,” including possibly limited nuclear
use, could force the West to take Russian nuclear
threats seriously and desist from providing Ukraine
with military assistance. Karaganov did not lay out
what he means by a "deterrence-escalation ladder,”

127
to the Russian Security Council.
128 Karaganov, “A Difficult but Necessary Decision.”

The debate about possible
changes to Russia’s
declaratory policy took
place in the summer of
2023 and continues to this the
day against the backdrop into
of the US announcing its
decision to provide Ukraine
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but the term seems to refer to a series of escalatory
steps that Russia could take to compel the West
to cease providing military assistance to Ukraine.
By updating its nuclear doctrine, he argued, Russia
could both communicate a lower nuclear threshold
and lay out its vision of the escalation ladder.

Karaganov specifically argues
that Russia needs to make
the enemy aware that it is
ready to deliver a preemptive
(ynpexdarowyudi) strike on
a NATO country, such as
Poland, in order to prevent
world  from sliding
thermonuclear  war.
Although this statement is
not declaratory, he argues it
should be reflected in Russia’s
official nuclear doctrine;
therefore, we include it in this
section but discuss it further
in the next sections.

The article prompted numerous responses from
those in the Russian civilian expert community,
most of whom acknowledged that Russia’s nuclear
signaling did not stop the West from slowly providing
Ukraine with more advanced military assistance
through incrementalism. The most prominent article
that was sympathetic to Karaganov came from
Dmitry Trenin, who agreed with many of the article’s
premises but questioned Karaganov's confidence
that the West would stand by after a Russian limited
nuclear strike.’®

Trenin was not the only one to reject Karaganov's
policy prescription of a limited nuclear strike on NATO
territory. Those who sympathized with Karaganov's
claims agreed that Russia should update its nuclear

Karaganov is the honorary chairman of Russia’s Council on Foreign and Defense Policy, and he is on the expert group attached

129 Dmitry Trenin, “Conflict in Ukraine and Nuclear Weapons” (YkpauHckuii KOHOGAVKT 1 saepHoe opysue), Russia in Global Affairs,

June 22, 2023, https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/articles/ukraine-and-nuclear-weapons/.
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deterrence strategy and doctrinal documents. Some
analysts in the community suggested that Moscow
should carry out nonverbal signals, although it is
not clear what they mean by this. It could perhaps
mean more exercises, but Trenin does clarify that
nonverbal signals are short of nuclear use and are
“meant to bring back fear” to restore signaling
credibility. Other Russian civilian writings supported
the idea that a Russian strategy of coercion should
not eschew readiness to use nuclear weapons, but
they viscerally rejected the idea of limited nuclear
employment.’°

Numerous experts in the community rejected
the notion that Russia’s current nuclear doctrine
is insufficient. These experts highlighted Russia’s
nonnuclear capabilities and emphasized Russia’s
nuclear modernization plans. Staff from IMEMO
argued in 2022 that Russian use of nuclear weapons
would not be preemptive but reciprocal. They
espoused the view that the Ukraine conflict does not
meet the framework for the single use of NSNWs, nor
does the conflict contain targets that would render
Russia’s conventional long-range strike capability
ineffective.’

IMEMO head Alexei Arbatov has been among
Karaganov's fiercest critics in the public sphere for
many years. Indeed, the summer of 2023 is not the
first time that Arbatov has openly disagreed with
Karaganov, but previous debates did not focus on the
sufficiency of Russia’s nuclear doctrine. Nonetheless,
the logic behind the arguments espoused in the
2023 debate can be seen in their previous writings in
the last 10 years.'??

130
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In an interview with Novaya Gazeta on June 19, 2023,
Arbatov said:

Professor Karaganov claims that he
has been involved in nuclear strategy
for many years and knows a way
to “minimize” the risk of a nuclear
retaliatory strike from the other side.
So let him share his secret with our
General Staff, which has been trying
to solve this problem for many
decades, as well as the Pentagon.'

He did, however, underline that Karaganov's piece
is likely not his exclusive opinion, but rather reflects
the perspective of part of the political elite.

Karaganov addressed his critics in September 2023 in
an article titled "How to Prevent Nuclear War.” In the
piece, he reiterates major points from his June 2023
article and advocates that Russia should increase
its reliance on nuclear deterrence considering that
it may emerge from the Russia-Ukraine war too
exhausted to compete in a conventional arms race.™
He then suggests practical steps to consider to
prevent a global war and a costly military operation
in Ukraine.

At the October 2023 Valdai Conference, Karaganov
asked Putin directly about the need to lower Russia’s
nuclear threshold. He stated his belief that Russian
nuclear doctrine was inadequate for the current
security environment. In response to this situation, he
asked Putin, “Is it high time we modify the doctrine
on using nuclear weapons, lowering the nuclear
threshold and moving steadily, sufficiently, and

Aleksander Bartosh, “Sderzhivanie priobretaet razlichnyeottenki,” Nezavisimoe voennoe obozrenie, no. 24 (2023).

131 IMEMO Staff, The Nuclear Factor in The Ukrainian Conflict, IMEMO, 2022, https://avalonlibrary.net/Ukraine/IMEMO_Report
October 2022 Nuclear_factor_in_the_Ukraine_conflict/%5BReport%5D_Nuclear Factor_in_the_Ukrainian_conflict IMEMO

report %280ctober%202022%29.pdf.

132

https://globalaffairs.ru/articles/zdravyj-smysl-i-razoruzhenie/.

Aleksei Arbatov, “Common Sense and Disarmament” (3apaBblin cMbICi U pa3opyskeHune), Russia in Global Affairs, Aug. 12, 2010,

33 Interview with Aleksei Arbatov, “Uprezhdajushhiy udar vozmezdija,” Novaya Gazeta, 2023, https://novayagazeta.ru/

articles/2023/06/19/uprezhdaiushchii-udar-vozmezdiia.

134 Sergey Karaganov, "How to Prevent a Third World War,” Russia in Global Affairs, Sept. 26, 2023, https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/

articles/how-to-prevent-a-third-world-war/.
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quickly along the staircase of escalation, deterrence,
and bringing our partners down to earth?"'*s As
discussed in the previous section, Putin replied by
reiterating Russia’s current nuclear doctrine while
noting that he had read Karaganov's articles and
understood his feelings.

But the conversation did not end there. Fyodor
Lukyanov, who had disagreed with Karaganov
about updating Russia’s
nuclear doctrine to reflect the
possibility of a preemptive
strike based on current
Western aggression toward
Russia, then asked Putin about
the risks of gradual Western
escalation in the face of
flagging Russian deterrence
credibility. In response, Putin
cited Ukraine’s casualties
during its counteroffensive
and assured the public that
Russia was slowly advancing
to accomplish its goals in
Ukraine. Putin  was likely
attempting to assure Russian
elites that the war was going
according to plan, while
also teasing the narrative that the Western media
is attempting to provoke Russia into changing its
nuclear doctrine.™®

The interaction at Valdai 2023 perhaps exemplifies
the divergences between the civilian and political
leadership communities. Some believe that Putin shut
down the debate regarding Russia’s nuclear policy
in Valdai 2023 and that actors such as Karaganov

The interaction at Valdai
2023 perhaps exemplifies
the divergences between
the civilian and political
leadership communities.
Some believe that President
Putin shut down the debate
regarding Russia’s nuclear
policy in Valdai 2023

and that actors such as
Karaganov are out of sync
with the Kremlin. the
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are out of sync with the Kremlin.*” However, by
maintaining his distance from the nuclear debate,
Putin’s reply did not stem the discussion. It could
even be interpreted as an approval of the discussion
even though he dismissed the idea of any changes
to doctrine or posture. Putin referred to Karaganov
and other experts as “people with patriotic attitudes”
who have empathy for what is going on and are
concerned about the line of contact with Ukraine. “I
understand all this and, take
my word for it, we do respect
your  perspectives.  That
said, | do not see the need
to change our conceptual
approaches. The potential
adversary knows everything
and is aware of what we are
capable of,” Putin said."®

Nonetheless, what is novel
about this discussion is that
it has continued even after
Putin dismissed Karaganov’s
suggestions  about  the
possibility of lowering
nuclear threshold or

otherwise changing Russia’s

nuclear doctrine. In articles
in January and February 2024, Karaganov again
advocated for Moscow to increase its reliance
on nuclear deterrence, reiterating the need for
"accelerated movement up the escalation ladder”
and arguing that Russia needs to resume nuclear
testing.’®

The fact that these discussions have continued
despite Putin’s dismissal may hint that some of the

135 Kremlin, “Valdai International Discussion Club Meeting,” Kremlin.Ru (2023), http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/72444.
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solutions to Russia’s nuclear signaling credibility
issues that Russian experts have proposed are being
discussed within the Kremlin. This would not be
surprising considering that other nuclear powers
have discussed the role of nuclear weapons and
their use while actively participating in conventional
conflicts.

Arms control and strategic stability

From 2019 to 2022, Russian civilian experts discussed
the future of strategic stability and its viability as a
model for the changing world. This discussion was
often linked to arms control given the withering state
of arms control agreements. These writings often
note that trends for reducing tensions between NATO
and Russia are in reverse, although risk management
mechanisms still exist. Some writings are riddled with
questions about the viability of the Cold War model
of strategic stability, considering the emergence of
new nuclear weapon states as stakeholders.'%

In addition, writings before the full-scale invasion of
Ukraine attempt to shed light on a future without
arms control agreements or the prospect of new
agreements.”" Others attempt to visualize the
composition of the Russian strategic forces if New

140

Viktor Mizin, "Novye Kontury Strategicheskoj Stabilnosti V Globalnoi Mnogopolyarnoi Konkurentsii,”
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START were extended or if Russia were to enter a
follow-up agreement to New START, noting which
systems should not be covered by agreements to
assure deterrence.? More recent writings suggest
that Russia should continue to adhere to the
central limits of the treaty beyond 2026 despite
the withering of the agreement’s verification and
inspection aspects.™

After February 2022, some experts emphasized
the nuclear risks of the Russia-Ukraine war and
that arms control treaties should not be leveraged
like bargaining chips during a crisis.” Others have
recommended that Russia should update risk
reduction mechanisms and create deconfliction
zones in the Baltic and Black Seas while emphasizing
possible coercive strategies.'*

One Russian civilian expert in particular, Trenin,
commented that Russia is currently revisiting all
arms control agreements and even its participation
in international organizations and evaluating their
contributions to Russia’s security. He likens this
reevaluation to an audit. Most Russian civilian
writings acknowledge the dangers to Russia amid the
collapse of agreements and recommend maintaining
expert dialogues and expanding links between
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expert communities.™® This acknowledgement is
likely a reference to Russia’s official position that
it does not wish to compartmentalize arms control
from the current security environment and intends
to develop “a security equation” that considers all
aspects of strategic stability.

However, all Russian civilian writings seem to
acknowledge that peace in Ukraine could represent
the foundation for a new European security
architecture and could propel new arms control
agreements to solidify the new security equation in
Europe. But until then, the future of strategic stability
may be entirely based on deterrence. Nonetheless,
some believe that the “proxy-conflict of Ukraine”
between Russia and the West could provide
useful lessons on managing escalation in times of
hybrid war.™

Nuclear posture

Capabilities

NONNUCLEAR DETERRENCE

Some Russian experts expressed support for nuclear
modernization as necessary for deterrence. From
2019 to 2022, some writings noted that Russia was
taking steps to strengthen its strategic deterrence
by rapidly developing conventional high-precision
weapons'* while also contributing to nonnuclear
deterrence through its conventional force posture.

In contrast, other experts were skeptical about the
notion of Russia relying on nonnuclear deterrence,

46 Dmitry Trenin,

doc/5986646.
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Some writings from 2022 stressed
that Russia should take nonnuclear
deterrence measures, including
privately communicating to the
West its readiness to conduct
conventional precision strikes on
offensive weapon supply convoys
intended for Ukraine located

in NATO member states to cull
Western military assistance to
Ukraine.

especially strategic conventional systems, to deter
a superior adversary (i.e.,, NATO), while arguing that
Russia was simply taking steps toward a “deterrence
by denial” strategy.’* One analyst noted that Russia
should respond to the United States by building its
own multilayered comprehensive deterrence model
based on a deep understanding of the strategic
culture of potential adversaries.”™ Strategic nuclear
deterrence, he writes, would be only one element of
this multilayered model.

Some writings from 2022 stressed that Russia should
take nonnuclear deterrence measures, including
privately communicating to the West its readiness to
conduct conventional precision strikes on offensive
weapon supply convoys intended for Ukraine located
in NATO member states to cull Western military
assistance to Ukraine. This approach is somewhat

"CFE Did Not Pass The Audit” (4OBCE He npowen ayaut), Kommersant, 2023, https://www.kommersant.ru/

47 Dmitry Trenin, “Ukrainski krizis i Yadernoe Oruzhe,” Eksport Voruzheny, no. 165 (2022), pp. 41-5.

148 Viktor Esin, Andrei Kokoshin, and Aleksandr Shlyahturov, “Strategicheskoe sderzhivanie vpolitike nacionalnoi bezopasnosti
Rossii," Nezavisimoe voennoe obozrenie, no. 40 (2021); Aleksei Fenenko, "Asimmetrichnaya Model Yadernogo Sderzhivaniya,” Analysis

and Forecasting. IMEMO Journal, no. 3 (2021), https://www.afjournal.ru/files/File/2021-3/FENENKO.pdf; Mizin,

“Novye Kontury

Strategicheskoj Stabilnosti V Globalnoi Mnogopolyarnoi Konkurentsii.”

149
23 2020, htt s:

Alexander Yermakov and Dmltry Stefanowch “Vozmozhno li neyadernoe sderzhlvan|e7

Russian Forelgn Affairs Council, June
; Alekse| Arbatov,
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consistent with previous CNA research on the views
of Russian elites. It is similar to the logic behind the
concept of deterrence by the threat of force to create
fear in an opponent and prevent undesirable results
in military-analytical writings.

BELARUS

In spring 2023, the Kremlin announced that it would
deploy nonstrategic nuclear weapons to Belarus
following numerous requests from Belarusian
president Alexander Lukashenko. The move prompted
commentary about Russia’s nuclear policy and posture
from the Russian expert community. Arbatov wrote that
Russia’s decision to position NSNW in Belarus shows a
shift in Russia’s nuclear doctrine. After all, Russia has
maintained that NATO nuclear sharing agreements
are contrary to the NPT, and transporting warheads to
Belarus implies that Russia has widened the scope of its
nuclear doctrine.™’

Hisarticleimpliesthatthe move mayalso contributeto
a change in posture because stationing nonstrategic
nuclear weapons closer to NATO territory would
make Russia vulnerable to strikes by precision
guided weapons. The facilities that store these
weapons would be tempting targets for preemption,
increasing the danger of a clash. Concurrently, the
move could also be seen as an effort to boost the
effectiveness of nuclear deterrence. He also mentions
that Putin has spoken of the Russia-Ukraine war in
existential terms.’?

Ironically, Karaganov would later agree in a 2024
article that the deployment of dual-capable delivery
systems in Belarus constitutes a change to Russia’s
nuclear doctrine and posture, but he would disagree
with Arbatov on what the deployment means for
Russia’s nuclear doctrine.””® However, this article
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is beyond the scope of this study. Another expert
expressed hesitation about what the deployment
of limited numbers of NSNW to Belarus by Russia
might mean other than a visceral signal of a nuclear
umbrella. He also questioned how this move along
with  NATO nuclear sharing agreements would
contribute to greater stability in Europe.

Overall, Russian experts who have publicly
commented about Russia’s announcement to
station NSNWs in Belarus agree that it constitutes
a shift in Russia’s nuclear doctrine and, in turn, its
nuclear posture; however, they are unsure about
what the deployment means for military planning.
After all, Kaliningrad hosts various dual-capable
missile systems and is home to a nuclear weapons
storage facility.

Employment plans

The expert community briefly discussed the possibility
of limited nuclear use in the war in Ukraine against
a NATO country during the debate instigated by
Karaganov. However, this discussion initially focused
on the possibility of a change to Russia’s declaratory
policy to reflect a preemptive strike. In his June 2023
article, Karaganov argued that if the West refuses to
cut off support to Ukraine, Russia should carry out
this limited strike and call Washington'’s bluff on its
collective defense commitments. If Western leaders
still refuse to back down, Russia should "hit a bunch
of targets in a number of countries” (i.e., continue to
escalate).

The costs, Karaganov argued, would be limited and
worth paying. If Russia implemented an aggressive
nuclear doctrine of “intimidation and deterrence
and even use of nuclear weapons,” the risk of

151 AIekse|Arbatov Nuclear Metamorphoses POL/S no.5(2023), pp. 7-28, doi: 10.17976/jpps/2023.05.02, https://www.politstudies.

152 Arbatov NucIearMetamorphoses pp. 7-28.

153 Sergey Karaganov, “The Age of War? Part 2: What Is to Be Done?” (Bek BoiiH? CTaTbs BTOpas. Uto aenats), Russia in Global Affairs,

Feb. 21, 2024, https://globalaffairs.ru/articles/vek-vojn-chto-delat/.
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nuclear retaliation to a limited Russian nuclear strike
would be “reduced to an absolute minimum.”
He acknowledged that Russia would likely face
reputational costs with China, India, and other states
for using nuclear weapons, but he maintained that
they would eventually forgive Russia for breaking
the nuclear taboo. Still, even if Russia was ultimately
never forgiven, lowering Russia’s nuclear threshold
and carrying out a preemptive strike would be
justified because it would advance Russia’s strategic
interests. Then, Russia would achieve its strategic
aims without risking broader nuclear war. Finally,
he argues that Russia must force all of Ukraine to
surrender, completely demilitarize it, and transform
it into a buffer state friendly to Moscow.

In addition, he stated that the notion that NATO
would respond to Russia’s limited nuclear use
in Europe is not credible. In general, the debate
revealed that numerous Russian civilian experts did
not find the notion that the United States would risk
nuclear war over a limited strike on a NATO country
in the eastern flank credible. Other civilian experts
disagreed.™

Those against Karaganov's policy proposal outright
rejected the possibility of nuclear use and argued
that these public discussions about Russia using a
nuclear weapon were part of a Western information
campaign to put psychological pressure on Russian
officials. They also underscored that there was
no guarantee that NATO would not retaliate by
launching a conventional strike or by entering the
Russia-Ukraine war if Russia were to conduct nuclear
strikes on one or more military facilities in Poland
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that supply Ukraine.™ For instance, Ivan Timofeev
pointed out that if this were to happen, then Russia
would face the more difficult choice of whether
to lose the war outright or to deliver more and
larger nuclear strikes, which would risk a full-scale
nuclear exchange. Meanwhile, Arbatov, Konstantin
Bogdanov, and Dmitry Stefanovich emphasized that
in the wake of Russian nuclear use, NATO would
likely begin with a massive precision conventional
weapons attack against the Russian military and
infrastructure on land and at sea. These strikes would
also cause damage near major Russian cities and
would make any ceasefire or peaceful settlement of
the conflict harder to achieve as escalation ensues.™®

Some Russian civilian experts highlighted the
humanitarian costs and effect on the world economy
that would result from Russia carrying out a limited
nuclear strike, and the reputational cost Russia would
suffer. Interestingly, even analysts who directly
disagreed with Karaganov agreed that Russian
efforts to change the Western calculus with threats
have failed.”™” Yet these Russian civilian writings
often posit that nuclear weapons cannot resolve
all of Russia’s problems and reiterate that the role
of nuclear weapons is deterrence. This perspective
is the opposite of Karaganov's argument, since
he believes that Russia should update its nuclear
doctrine to state that nuclear weapons can play a
role in the termination of a local conflict to deter a
large-scale war. Nonetheless, Karaganov's views (like
those of some Russian officials regarding the level
of war they perceive the Russia-Ukraine war to be
in) are ambiguous because they often highlight that
the US and NATO are directly involved in the conflict.

54 lya S. Fabrichnikov, “Demonstrative Restraint as a Recipe Against Unnecessary Decisions,” Russia in Global Affairs, June 16,

2023, https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/articles/demonstrative-restraint/; Konstantin Bogdanov, Aleksei Arbatov, and Dmitry Stefanovich,

“Nuclear War: A Poor Solution to Problems” (“Yadernaja voyna — plohoe sredstvo resheniya problem”), Kommersant, 2023, https://

www.kommersant.ru/doc/6055340.

155 lvan N. Timofeev, “A Preemptive Nuclear Strike? No!,” Russia in Global Affairs, June 20, 2023, https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/articles/

a-preemptive-nuclear-strike-no/.
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157 Fyodor A. Lukyanov, “"Why We Won't Be Able to ‘Sober Up the West’ with a Nuclear Bomb,” Russia in Global Affairs, June 26, 2023,
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Thus, these views hint that the conflict is perceived to
possess some of the characteristics of a regional war.
According to these groups, Russia is at war with the
West but is carrying out a special military operation
in Ukraine.

In his rebuttal piece in the fall of 2023, Karaganov
argued that Russia should lower the nuclear threshold
in its doctrine and cautiously but decisively move up
what he calls the “deterrence-escalation ladder.” He
does not lay out what this “deterrence-escalation
ladder” entails; rather, he inconsistently prescribes
a set of nonverbal measures, including conducting
“a demo-nuclear explosion” after a complete
withdrawal from the CTBT and retaliation

158

analysis/nuclear-weapons-belarus-history-repeats-itself.
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against the territories of US allies and, if necessary,
US bases abroad as part of a “nuclear containment-
deterrence-awakening” in response to the West's
aggressive policy toward Russia.

C2 arrangements

C2 arrangements were not explicitly discussed in the
dataset, but they were implicitly discussed in writings
about the return of nonstrategic nuclear weapons
and delivery systems to Belarus. Putin has stated that
any weapons deployed to Belarus will remain under
Moscow's control. However, dual-capable delivery
systems are not part of this arrangement.’

William Alberque, “Nuclear Weapons in Belarus: History Repeats ltself,” Russia Matters (2023), https://www.russiamatters.or
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SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

This section seeks to synthesize the official, civilian,
and military perspectives presented in the previous
three sections. It reviews three key themes identified
in these sources and then describes potential
indicators to track in the future. Itis important to note
that the sample analyzed is constrained from 2022
to late 2023. However, the analysis in the sections
presenting the civilian and military perspectives
draws from empirical data from several years before
the war to identify shifts in perspectives. These two
sections also include select articles from January to
March 2024.

Summary of key themes

Consensus on mixed success of
nuclear threats

The Russian official, civilian, and military communities
generally agree that Russia’s nuclear signaling in
the context of the war in Ukraine has not achieved
its desired goals, but their opinions diverge on the
reasons for these limits of nuclear deterrence.

Russian officials have argued that nuclear weapons
have been effective in forestalling a direct
Western military intervention and assuring Russian
sovereignty and territorial integrity. The threats
focused on compelling the West to cease arms
transfers or to avoid transferring certain capabilities
to Ukraine have been less successful. Some officials
are concerned that Russian threats regarding
military assistance to Ukraine are not understood or
potentially not perceived as credible by the West.

Attitudes are similar across the civilian expert
community, whose members continue to debate
the reasons behind the lack of credibility of Russian
nuclear threats and ways to address the credibility
gap. Some experts maintain that Russia has not

The Russian official, civilian, and
military communities generally
agree that Russia’s nuclear
signaling in the context of the war
in Ukraine has not achieved its
desired goals, but their opinions
diverge on the reasons for these
limits of nuclear deterrence.

been tough enough in terms of nuclear rhetoric and
actions targeted at adversaries. Others maintain that
threats with nuclear weapons are intrinsically limited
and that not all of Russia’s misgivings can be solved
by nuclear deterrence.

Military-analytical writings present similar themes.
Some argue that the challenge is that Western
elites no longer fear nuclear weapons and are
trying to provoke Russia into escalation, but these
authors also hint at their frustration with the
content and execution of the messaging. Others
maintain that nuclear weapons continue to retain
their psychological deterrence value, particularly for
deterring large-scale war between nuclear powers,
but the broader issue is that strategic deterrence as
a concept is evolving given the growing role of its
informational component.

Limited nuclear employment is
divisive

Russian official nuclear rhetoric has fluctuated over
time. Russian leaders sometimes issue threats that
leave something to chance while invoking Russia’s

nuclear and other strategic capabilities; other times,
they make threats to trigger an international reaction
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and then explicitly disavow the prospect of nuclear
use. Among Russian officials, only Medvedev has
explicitly discussed limited employment in Ukraine,
arguing that it would not elicit a Western response.
Whether his view is more widely shared is unclear.
However, Russian officials have expressed concern
that this discussion feeds into Western narratives
about Russia being aggressive and irresponsible
with nuclear weapons. Putin has instead focused on
vague verbal gestures,
including raising the
possibility of restarting
nuclear testing.

The issue of limited
nuclear employment in
the context of the war
in Ukraine is seriously
debated only among
civilian  experts, and
even in that context, it
generates significant
disagreement. Some
have argued that such
employment, including
on targets in NATO
countries, to terminate
the war or to improve
the credibility of Russian
nuclear deterrence would not result in a NATO
response and would therefore entail manageable
and acceptable reputational costs. Others have
countered that any use would trigger uncontrolled
nuclear escalation that would be disastrous for
Russia.

In the authoritative military-analytical literature we
examined, we found no explicit calls for limited nuclear
employment, although we found some references to
nuclear employment more broadly. The reason for
this absence is likely that this issue is considered
highly provocative, and Russian military analysts
may believe that any writings could be interpreted

In the authoritative military-
analytical literature we examined,
we found no explicit calls for
limited nuclear employment,
although we found some
references to nuclear employment
more broadly. The reason for this
absence is likely that this issue is
considered highly provocative,
and Russian military analysts may
believe that any writings could be
interpreted as signaling.
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as signaling. Authoritative military articles instead
focus on the much broader policy and posture issues
discussed in the following subsections.

Debates about continuity and
change in policy and posture

Both the civilian expert and military-analytical
communities have debated ways to change Russian

nuclear  policy and
posture to improve its
deterrent credibility.

Against the backdrop of
these debates, Russia’s
actual policy and posture
have been evolving,
including through the
announcement of the
deployment of nuclear
weapons to Belarus and
the suspension of arms
control agreements.
These two components
of change do not appear
to have been openly
advocated for by those
in the military-analytical
community.

Across the civilian expert community, some have
advocated for the need to update Russia’s nuclear
doctrine to reflect the possibility of preemption.
Putin explicitly addressed this view by arguing
that Russia's nuclear doctrine remains credible
and does not require a change, even though he
previously publicly flirted with the possibility of
transitioning to nuclear preemption. Others in
the expert community have similarly defended
the existing doctrine, noting that Russia has other
military capabilities (including nonnuclear ones) in
its escalation management toolkit and advocating
for more explicit communication between threats
and consequences in declaratory policy. Still others
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have explicitly advocated for conventional force
reconstitution and nuclear modernization.

The military-analytical community has made
numerous arguments about ways to improve
Russia’s declaratory policy (including more explicit
doctrinal language) and its efforts to signal with
nuclear weapons, particularly regarding Russia’s
strategic nuclear weapons and its attempts to outline
new roles for these weapons in the Russian system
of strategic operations. At the same time, however,
it appears that those closely advising the General
Staff regarding the evolution of strategic deterrence
remain committed to a strategic deterrence system
that retains escalation management and operational
employment roles for strategic nonnuclear
capabilities alongside nuclear weapons.

We found no explicit calls for Russia to conduct a
nuclear strike on Ukrainian territory from those in
the military-analytical community or from Russian
civilian experts, which suggests cohesion with a
vision of Russia achieving its intended goals with
nonnuclear weapons in a local conflict. Most, if
not all, of the debate centers on a possible nuclear
strike on NATO territory. Among Russian officials,
however, only Medvedev noted in September 2022
that Russia could carry out a limited nuclear strike in
Ukraine if it became necessary. Medvedev also often
raised the specter of nuclear conflict over Ukraine by
linking it to a condition (e.g., Ukrainian attacks on
Russian missile launch sites, a successful Ukrainian

I |\0scow Does Not Believe in Tears

We found no explicit calls for
Russia to conduct a nuclear

strike on Ukrainian territory from
those in the military-analytical
community or from Russian civilian
experts, which suggests cohesion
with a vision of Russia achieving
its intended goals with nonnuclear
weapons in a local conflict.

spring counteroffensive). Moreover, his role as a
spokesperson for Russia's official policy is unclear.

Of note, neither Russian officials nor civilian experts
appear to have called for a quantitative increase in
Russia’s SNF. Instead, officials have opted to heavily
emphasize modernization of the force, particularly
highlighting the progress of Russia's new strategic
weapons. However, those associated with the
Strategic Rocket Forces have pointed to the possible
need to assure and potentially even increase the
procurement of Strategic Rocket Forces' capabilities
as well as evolve employment plans. Those associated
with the General Staff, however, have pointed to the
need for a more balanced approach to the overall
force (see Figure 2 for an overview of these military
and civil positions).
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Figure 2. What measures do stakeholder communities propose for Russia to restore its signaling credibility?
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A more assertive or
offensive declaratory policy
2023, 2024

® More explicit statements by the
Russian leadership

® Revisions to doctrinal documents

A

MILITARY p.
ANALYSTS

More explicit demonstrations
and signaling with strategic
nuclear weapons
2022, 2023

Call for shift in the system
of strategic operations
2023

e Russia also to develop a
“System of Comprehensive
Forceful Strategic Deterrence
with the participation of the
Strategic Rocket Forces”

1 A more assertive declaratory policy

2023

2 Revisit or withdraw from
arms control agreements
2022, 2023

ddl.

RUSSIAN
CIVILIAN
EXPERTS

3 Nonnuclear deterrence measures
2022, 2023, 2024

4 Nonverbal nuclear measures
2023, 2024

5 More verbal reminders that show
readiness to use nuclear weapons
2023, 2024

Russia’s current official nuclear
doctrine is sufficient
2022, 2023, 2024

Note: These are prominent but not consensus positions by these two stakeholder communities.

Source: CNA.

4 )
e Exhibits of military systems and their
capabilities
e Training and exercises

e The "presence of air- and
naval-based dual-capable systems
outside of the borders of the Russian
Federation” as practical
demonstrations

e Partial demonstrative increase in
highest combat readiness levels of
various SRF units

e Demonstrative preparation of nuclear
missile strikes

e Readiness to conduct a retaliatory
meeting strike

e Demonstration of set level of combat
readiness

e Demonstration of ability to move to
lowest forms of combat readiness

e Privately communicate to the West its
readiness to conduct conventional
precision strikes on offensive weapon
supply convoys intended for Ukraine
located in NATO territory

e Underwater and air patrols on the
coast of the adversary

® Introduction of no-fly zones over part
of the Black Sea

e Attacks on air bases and supply bases
in NATO territory

N J

e Signaling demo-nuclear explosions

e Retaliation against the territories of US
allies and US bases abroad

e More nuclear exercises

e Warnings about the preparation of
nuclear tests and the tests themselves
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Tracking the discussions

This study sought to capture asnapshotof discussions
across the official, civilian, and military perspectives
about the role of nuclear weapons during the war in
Ukraine. It is an unfinished mosaic of perspectives.
As the war proceeds, these discussions are likely
to continue, and it remains imperative for Western
military analysts to look closely at all three sources
to develop a more comprehensive picture of the
evolution of Russian policy and posture. Table 3 (on
the next page) offers a summary of the discussions
so far and highlights potential ways to track the issue
in the future.

Implications for the US and allied
forces

In planning for major contingencies, US and allied
forces must consider an adversary's possible
strategy for deterrence, escalation management, or
war termination; otherwise, NATO members might
be vulnerable to manipulation, unwanted conflict,
and coercion. Although this study cannot provide
a precise linear evolution of ideas across the three
stakeholder communities, it provides a snapshot of
ongoing intersecting discussions between Russian
elites, giving a more accurate description of the
context behind Russian nuclear policy-making.

Understanding these intersections and the
commonalities between the three stakeholder
groups can provide critical insight to counter the
possible Russian stratagems, especially considering
that the three stakeholder communities have
repeatedly assessed that the United States is trying
to inflict a strategic defeat on Russia. This section
will neither pretend nor intend to suggest what
capabilities and investments US planners could
prioritize to alter the Kremlin's strategic calculus,
but it provides a baseline for subsequent research
efforts, especially considering that nearly all the

159
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debates in the respective stakeholder communities
center on countering NATO rather than Ukraine
itself. However, this study can offer a glimpse of the
evolution of Russian threat perception and planning
that NATO allies may have to contend with as the
war progresses.

This study finds that all stakeholder communities
advocate that Russia should take a set of nonverbal
measures to restore the credibility behind its nuclear
signaling, including a more assertive declaratory
policy and more explicit demonstrations with its
nuclear weapons to shape Western decision-making.
Given contemporary events since the findings of this
study, including recent Russian-Belarusian nuclear
exercises with nonstrategic weapons, depending
on the trajectory of the war in Ukraine, the United
States is likely to deal with a Russia that deals in
more explicit nuclear signaling and links its actions
to the West's aggressive actions, especially if Ukraine
engages in strikes on Russian territory that Russian
leaders perceive as unacceptable.

Until now, the boldest shift in Russian nuclear policy
and posture has been the introduction of nonstrategic
nuclear weapons in Belarus, and it does not appear
to have been advocated by any stakeholder
community. While the move or preparations for
the move may not be seen as a reason for NATO
members to reconsider its corresponding setup, it
can be seen as a symbol of a more assertive Russia
in terms of nuclear gestures. Regardless, the US and
its allies might feel as if they need to respond to the
move politically and consider new nuclear sharing
agreements as the Kremlin intensifies its signaling.™

In addition, NATO members may be forced to
consider the future of limiting the proliferation of
missiles and missile technology and the multilateral
efforts involving the subject given the delivery
of the dual-capable Iskander-M at the behest of
Lukashenko. Historically, Russia has provided its allies
including Armenia with the Iskander-E version of the

Sokov, "Russia is Deploying Nuclear Weapons in Belarus. NATO Shouldn't Take the Bait.”
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Table 3.

Component/Definition

Summary of debates about Russia’s nuclear policy and posture

Status
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Tracking the Issue

Declaratory nuclear policy

+ Formalized public
doctrinal statement
about the role of nuclear
weapons and their
intended use

Discussions so far have focused
on the revision of doctrinal
documents to reflect the
possibility of nuclear preemption
or a more assertive declaratory
policy that clearly and credibly
communicates threats and
consequences and involves more
explicit signaling with strategic
nuclear weapons

* Release of formal doctrinal
documents with new
language on nuclear
weapons or the whole
of strategic deterrence
capabilities

+ Putin’s statements explicitly
discussing doctrinal changes

+ General Staff statements or
articles explicitly discussing
evolution of nuclear policy

Nuclear posture:

Capabilities

» Types and numbers of
weapons

* Where these weapons are
deployed

 Force-shaping criteria or
limits on weapons, if any

Despite a stated commitment to
modernization, there seems to
be a concern among those in the
Strategic Rocket Forces about
the potential deprioritization

of nuclear weapons in defense
budgets

Proposals about the development
of new capabilities and force
groupings to support operations
in a changing threat environment
without arms control

« Announcements about
and development and
deployment of capabilities;
nuclear exercises

¢ Announcement of
commitment to arms control
limits

« Official statements and
authoritative military articles
discussing changes to force-
shaping criteria

Nuclear posture:

Employment plans

« Situations in which these
weapons would be used

* How these weapons
would be used in
operations

Some expert discussions of the
possibility of limited nuclear
use in the war in Ukraine and a
more extensive debate about
preemption

Military-analytical community
proposals about greater clarity
in and newer roles for strategic
nuclear weapons in emerging
strategic operations

« Official announcements
about changes to
employment plans

« Authoritative military articles
discussing the evolution
of the strategic operations
system or proposing changes
to current employment
system

Nuclear posture:

NC2 arrangements

« Civilian/military relations
in NC2 arrangements

» Degree of pre-delegation

No explicit discussion of this
issue, but issue implicitly raised
in the context of the potential
“nuclear sharing” arrangement
with Belarus

« Official announcements
of changes in NC2
arrangements

« Tracking of changes to
warhead locations and
handing arrangements

Source: CNA.
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system, which is designed to meet the guidelines
of the Missile Technology Control Regime.’® NATO
members might also need to consider in which ways
the alliance might engage or disengage with Belarus
on nonproliferation efforts, especially considering
the Kremlin's de-ratification of the CTBT and its
suspension of New START. The latter hints at an
intransigent Russia that is less willing to cooperate
in the establishment of nuclear norms as it continues
to attack Ukraine.

For the time being, the US and its allies could perhaps
focus on safeguarding the practice and knowledge
regarding verification and inspections until better
times emerge. Russians seem to believe that because
the outcome of the war will be the basis for a new
security architecture, any arms control deals will only
be reinforcing the aftermath of the invasion. Despite
the Kremlin's insistence on a “security equation,”
meaning a comprehensive remake of the security
architecture before returning to any arms control
talks,”" both military planners and most Russian
civilian experts acknowledge the benefits of arms
control. However, even though military planners do
not appear to be for or against arms control, they do
acknowledge the role of arms control in alleviating
pressure on budgets as some Russian civilian experts
advocate for continuing to observe the central limits
of New START.

The US and its allies should brace themselves for
more Russian strategic gestures and occasional
unpredictability. Allied forces should conduct a clear-
eyed assessment of how their coordinated response
can contribute to improved deterrence against a
Russian attack against the alliance, or a possible
nuclear employment. To achieve better coordination,
the US and allies should continue to conduct
exercises based on possible Russian escalation
pathways to achieve a better understanding of ally
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dynamics and develop ways to counter specific
escalation management pathways.

Throughout the war, the United States has taken an
incremental approach to providing military assistance
to Ukraine. Russian stakeholders examined in this
report have wrestled with the loss of credibility of
Russian nuclear threats and posited that Russia
needs to restore its coercive reputation. This report
shed light on the possible follow-on escalation
management steps that Russia could take.

It is important to note that some of the approaches
Russian analysts propose could have unintended
consequences. Because of this, the US, and its allies
should not dismiss Russia’s nuclear signaling and
must show prudent judgement when it comes to
the limits of Russian strategic deterrence. The US
and its allies must continue to credibly communicate
the costs of any escalation management steps that
Russia might take. As a result, the United States and
allied forces should continue to track the movement
of Russia’s nuclear forces and invest in research to
further understand Russia’s strategic culture. Since
the completion of this report, Moscow has begun
to publicly flirt with the idea of updating Russia’s
public nuclear doctrine. In their writings, military
analysts and Russian civilian officials have provided
Moscow with a menu of actions that Russia could
take to strengthen its coercive reputation, yet very
few of them wrestle with the with the credibility of
their objectives.

For the foreseeable future, the US and its allies
will be forced to contend with the possible range
of actions that Moscow might take to build up its
coercive reputation. Furthermore, only Russia’s
force structure, signaling, and shifts in rhetoric can
help validate the logic behind the proposals from
stakeholder communities. But understanding the
logic behind the proposals from each community can

“The Credibility and implications of Russia’s Missile and Nuclear Proposal to Belarus.”
Pavel Podvig, “Restoring Russian-U.S. Arms Control,” Arms Control Today, May 2024, https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2024-05
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also provide policy-makers with an understanding of ~ understanding commonalities in how stakeholders
Moscow's own nuclear strategy. discuss these issues may help us identify preludes
to formal changes in Russia’s nuclear policy and
posture. Finally, it is important to keep in mind that
the debates discussed in this report are not static;
they are fluid, ongoing, and subject to change.

In conclusion, the writings we examined offer a
beneficial glimpse of some lessons Moscow is
learning from its experience in Ukraine. Although
we cannot predict the Kremlin's future decisions,
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APPENDIX: KEY CONCEPTS

Some concepts from past CNA work are relevant
for understanding Russia’s approaches to escalation
management.'® In abstract terms, Russia’s escalation
management decision-making framework can be
explained in three steps. First, the relevant authorities

escalation management steps. Third, they determine
whether conditions for nuclear employment have
been met and further steps to take. Russian military
doctrine defines the following levels of conflict
(Table 4):

determine the phase of the conflict and likelihood
of escalation. Second, the authorities determine

Table 4.  Conflict phases and types in Russian military doctrine

Conflict Phase/Type Description

State of interstate or intrastate relations, characterized by the correlation
of factors that could under certain conditions lead to the appearance of a
military threat.

Military danger

State of interstate or intrastate relations, characterized by the real possibility
of an appearance of military conflict between opposing sides, as well as

a high degree of readiness of any state (or group of states) or separatist
(terrorist) organizations to use military force (armed violence).

Military threat

Armed conflict of a limited scale between states (international armed
conflict) or between opposing sides in the territory of one state (internal
armed conflict).

Armed conflict

War in which limited political-military goals are pursued, military actions are
conducted within the borders of combating states, and the interests (e.g.,
territorial, economic, political) of just these states are primarily affected.

Local war

War with the participation of several states from one region, led by national
or coalition armed forces, during which the sides pursue important military-
political goals.

Regional war

War between coalitions of states or the largest states of the global society,
in which the sides pursue radical political-military goals. Large-scale war
could be the result of escalation of an armed conflict, local, or regional war
involving a significant number of states from various regions of the world.
This war would demand mobilization of all available material resources and
spiritual forces of the participant states.

Large-scale war

Source: Russian Federation Military Doctrine (BoeHHas fokTpuHa Poccuinickor ®egepauun), printed in Rossiyskaya gazeta, Dec. 30,

2014, https://rg.ru/2014/12/30/doktrina-dok.html.

182 Kofman, Fink, and Edmonds, Russian Strategy for Escalation Management: Evolution of Key Concepts.
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employment of nonstrategic nuclear weapons

in a regional war, and eventually more extensive
nuclear employment in a large-scale war. Figure

3 shows a notional escalation management
framework developed by Russian military thinkers.
This framework presents just one example of
options that military planners could give to political
leadership.

Depending on the level of the conflict, political-
military leadership can choose to take a set

of appropriate measures. Conceptually, these
measures could begin with indirect threats and
demonstrations of force, eventually transitioning
to direct threats and use of force with conventional
means in a local war. Then, these measures could
potentially transition to nuclear threats, the limited

Figure 3. Potential Russian approaches to escalation management

Warfighting

Escalation P and Retaliation

Management

Peacetime

Military Threat

Increased readiness of
armed forces;

Monitoring of global
military-political
environment;

Actions by general purpose
forces;

Engagement in nonmilitary
measures of political,
informational, and
economic nature.

Regional War

Mass use of precision

Demonstration tests of
new weapons;

Demonstration of the
possession of force

Strategic deployment and
demonstrative actions by
armed forces;

Threats to inflict damage
on vitally important objects
with nonnuclear (and
possibly nuclear) means;

Single use of precision
strikes on certain targets.

Indirect and direct
threats to use forces

Grouped use of precision
strikes to inflict damage on
adversary territory targets;

Threats to use nuclear
weapons;

Infliction of damage with
precision strike/other
means on targets that
don’t reduce combat
potential of adversary
SNF, but raise Russian SNF
potential.

Probing (demonstrative)

use of forces

Large-Scale War

Mass use of NSNW on

strike on adversary targets;

Nuclear War

Single and/or grouped use
of nonstrategic nuclear
weapons (NSNW) on
adversary forces;

Demonstrative use of SNF
or NSNW;

Actions in support of
guaranteed infliction of
single nuclear strikes.

Moderate (restrained)
use of force

adversary forces;

Single and/or grouped use
of nuclear weapons (NSNW
and SNF) on military-
economic adversary
targets.

Intensive use of force Intensive use of force

Adequate Damage Infliction Retaliation

Source: Kofman, Fink, and Edmonds, Russian Strategy for Escalation Management: Evolution of Key Concepts.

Mass use of SNF and
NSNW on military-
economic adversary

targets.
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ABBREVIATIONS

CTBT
ICBM
IMEMO
MFA
MOD
NATO
NC2
NPT
NSNW
SNF
WMD

Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty

intercontinental ballistic missile

The Institute of World Economy and International Relations
Ministry of Foreign Affairs

Russian Ministry of Defense

North Atlantic Treaty Organization

nuclear command and control

Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty

nonstrategic nuclear weapons

strategic nuclear forces

weapons of mass destruction
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