Editoriaux de I'Ifri

July 6, 2020

The European Equation
of Nuclear Deterrence

Variables and Possible Solutions

Quentin LOPINOT

Quentin LOPINOT
is visiting fellow in the
Europe program,

Introduction: The Known and the Unknown at the Center for
Strategic and
The Known International Studies
(CSIS).

Ever since nuclear weapons were developed by the United States and
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weapons on the continent. As the Cold War ended, massive reductions
in the US and Soviet arsenals (from 70,300 in 1986 to 13,890 in 2019)!
and a new security architecture radically transformed the European
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became a shared international objective, and thus the role of nuclear
deterrence in ensuring the security of European countries and their

citizens was significantly diminished. How to quote this
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This trend has now reversed, most dramatically following Russia’s Quentin Lopinot, “The
annexation of Crimea and destabilization of Eastern Ukraine, as the European Equation of
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capabilities and modus operandi abroads have clearly been perceived as
efforts to demonstrate the credibility of Moscow’s strategic deterrence.
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Russia’s ongoing efforts to develop new nuclear weapon delivery systems#+ ,
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could also significantly impact strategic stability and European security. 75740 Paris Cedex 15
o ) o Tel. : (0)1 40 61 60 00
There is little indication that, at least in the short term, Moscow is likely Email: accueil@ifri.org
to alter this strategic course. Russia’s public opinion seems to echo this
assessment: 52% of Russians are concerned about the risk of a nuclear Website :
www.ifri.org

war, with 60% assessing that the United States represents a nuclear
threat to Russia, and 15% mentioning other Allies.5


mailto:accueil@ifri.org
http://www.ifri.org/

Editoriaux de I'Ifri

The European Equation of Nuclear Deterrence Quentin Lopinot

The Unknown

Russia’s violation of the INF Treaty has raised the possibility of a
return of land-based intermediate-range missiles in Europe. If Russia
were to massively deploy such systems that could hold at risk the
European territory without threatening the US territory, it would
represent a significant political and military challenge for the
Alliance. NATO has consistently refused to deploy similar capabilities
that would mirror Moscow’s violation and bring political tensions to
alliance cohesion with little military benefits. However, Allies may
continue to consider appropriate measures to maintain the credibility
of NATO’s posture — such as reinforcing its conventional forces,
enhancing the survivability of its critical infrastructures (most
critically those necessary to execute NATO’s nuclear mission), or
adapting its missile defense capabilities.

More broadly, the end of the “arms control era” would significantly
degrade the security environment of the Allies. This is best illustrated
by the Europeans’ vivid concerns about Washington’s stance towards
arms control, including major arrangements which have proved to be
crucial components of strategic stability in Europe — such as the New
START treaty, due to expire on February 5, 2021, or the Open Skies
Treaty, which Washington will withdraw from in November 2020.

In this environment, European and North American Allies must
decide how they should best adapt their posture to maintain their
level of security. Although the answer can only be complex, this paper
will focus on the role of nuclear deterrence in European security, and
examine different options that Europeans ought to consider.

Four Variables of the European Deterrence Equation

The 2018 NATO Summit Declaration® contains something of a formula
which synthesizes the role of nuclear deterrence in European security.

The strategic forces of the Alliance, particularly those of the United
States, are the supreme guarantee of the security of Allies. The
independent strategic nuclear forces of the United Kingdom and
France have a deterrent role of their own and contribute significantly
to the overall security of the Alliance. These Allies’ separate centres of
decision-making contribute to deterrence by complicating the
calculations of potential adversaries. NATO’s nuclear deterrence
posture also relies on United States’ nuclear weapons forward-
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deployed in Europe and the capabilities and infrastructure provided
by Allies concerned.

These four sentences are akin to variables whose values are
susceptible to evolve, positively or negatively.

1. The strategic coupling of US and European security interests

This variable could be negatively impacted by political
transformations — mainly the development of isolationist policies
which would further question the value of collective defense and US
extended deterrence. A weaker commitment from Washington
towards European security could be seen by potential adversaries as
an opportunity to take aggressive actions against Europe without
suffering the consequences of a US response. Potential
reinforcements of European armed forces and strengthened
cooperation could partially compensate this evolution, but these could
not match the loss of the “supreme guarantor” of European security.

This variable could be positively impacted by a renewed expression
of the indivisibility of US and European security interests. In theory,
potential additional US forces or capabilities in Europe can contribute
to that end; but it is first and foremost a political commitment that is
required. By investing more — financially and politically — in their
own security and proving that they are both able and willing to take
more responsibilities, European Allies can also contribute to renewing
this political commitment, particularly in the post-COVID-19 era.

2. The contribution of the British and French nuclear deterrents

This variable could be negatively impacted by decisions to not
support modernization efforts of British and French nuclear
capabilities. Ultimately, this could compromise the credibility of both
countries’ deterrents, which would affect not only their security but
also that of the Alliance. The fact that two Allies in addition to the US
are also nuclear-weapon states fundamentally alters the balance of
force between NATO and its adversaries — even outside of the nuclear
realm. As John Mearsheimer noted, “nuclear weapons not only work
to shore up deterrence in specific crises, but they also condition the
way the superpowers think about dealing with each other”.”

This variable could be positively impacted by doctrinal orientations
through which London and Paris would further underline the
contribution of their independent national deterrents to collective
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deterrence. Most notably, the French President has recently clarified
that “France’s vital interests now have a European dimension”® —
which, contrary to undesirable and unrealistic calls for some sort of
European deterrent,® furthers a consistent evolution towards
recognizing that the French nuclear forces play a role in European
security beyond national borders. It is worth noting that the speech
does not define unilaterally this role, and instead offers to European
partners to discuss it collectively.

3. The existence of various decision-making centers which complicate
the adversary’s calculus

This variable could be negatively impacted by attempts to fully
integrate British and French national forces into NATO’s nuclear
posture. There is indeed a mosaic of nuclear deterrence in Europe,
with NATO’s own nuclear deterrent resting on US weapons and
European aircraft, an independent British deterrent contributing to
Alliance security and the defence of NATO allies,'® and an independent
French one contributing to European and Alliance security.
“Rationalizing” this configuration would defeat the purpose of having
different decision-making centers, useful to complicate the adversary’s
evaluation of the consequences of its actions.

This variable could be positively impacted by London and Paris
regularly reaffirming their commitment to the Alliance, the
independent nature of their national nuclear deterrents, and the
unique overlap between their vital interests. President Macron recently
recalled that the French nuclear forces “also significantly contribute to
the overall strengthening of the Atlantic Alliance’s overall deterrent”.:2
The upcoming anniversary of the Lancaster House Treaty will also
provide an opportunity for London and Paris to reaffirm their strategic
relation, in spite of Brexit, and that they “do not see situations arising
in which the vital interests of either Party could be threatened without
the vital interests of the other also being threatened”.:s

4. The central role of US nuclear weapons in Europe as part
of NATO’s nuclear sharing

This variable could be negatively impacted by domestic political
factors, most notably challenges to nuclear deterrence in countries
hosting such weapons. All Allies have firmly rejected the Treaty on
the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, but if domestic political
circumstances were to alter their positions, it could severely affect the
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credibility of NATO’s posture. In addition, the adoption of a “No First
Use” policy by the United States would risk significantly
undermining NATO’s nuclear deterrent,'s since it could signal that an
adversary taking the upper hand in a conventional aggression against
European Allies could go unchallenged.

This variable could be positively impacted by decisions to modernize
the B-61 nuclear weapons'¢ and dual capable aircraft in Europe —
which would constitute both a political and financial commitment to
maintain NATO’s nuclear deterrence. Likewise, Allies taking part in
NATQO’s nuclear mission should make further efforts to explain the
contribution of deterrence to their security in order to build political
and public opinion support that would in turn reinforce the credibility
of the Alliance nuclear posture.

Four Possible Solutions to the European
Deterrence Equation

To strengthen NATO’s deterrence posture, Allies should seek to
positively weigh on these four identified variables. To that end, four
lines of effort, closely interrelated, could be pursued.

1. Reinforcing NATO’s commitment to nuclear deterrence
as the ultimate guarantee of its security

Since 2014, Allies have responded to Russia’s actions by reasserting
the credibility and central role of nuclear deterrence in their posture,
notably making clear at the 2016 Warsaw Summit that “NATO has the
capabilities and resolve to impose costs on an adversary that would be
unacceptable and far outweigh the benefits that any adversary could
hope to achieve”. It is important that all Allies convey systematically
the same sense of determination. It is also essential that Allies taking
part in NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group match words with deeds and
take appropriate national decisions to sustain the Alliance’s posture.
This should notably cover the renewal of Dual Capable Aircrafts,
efforts to modernize and secure basing infrastructures, and taking more
responsibility towards their public opinion for such decisions. Some
countries might be tempted to leave NATO’s nuclear sharing
arrangements, while some others might be interested in joining, both
for political considerations. But such changes are likely to open
controversial debates and undermine the Alliance’s posture — at least if
they are not prepared in a thorough and multilateral manner.
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2. Maintaining the strength of the transatlantic link,
and of intra-European solidarity

This of course requires that Washington continues to provide NATO
with capabilities, personnel and resources required to maintain its
nuclear posture, but also reaffirms its political commitment to the
Alliance and to European security, which is the bedrock of NATO’s
credibility and cannot be compensated by whatever force or capability.
The willingness of European partners to pick up on France’s offers to
participate in nuclear exercises and to engage in a discussion on the
European dimension of its national deterrent will be a first test of a
reinvigorated intra-European solidarity. Reversely, it is necessary that
European Allies step up their efforts and assume more responsibilities
for their security, in order to support the US commitment in the new
security environment — one in which the top priority area of this
administration, and most likely any next one, will be Asia, and in which
the freedom of the global commons should not be taken for granted.

3. Engaging a European effort to better understand nuclear
deterrence and strategic stability dynamics —and “own” their
consequences

For various historical or political reasons, many European Allies have
been reluctant to recognize the specific nature of nuclear deterrence,
and to acknowledge its contribution to their security. As Europeans
face renewed nuclear and conventional risks as well as political
challenges to the transatlantic relationship, it is not sustainable to
continue viewing nuclear weapons as an “inconvenient truth”. This is
in no way incompatible with Europe’s long-standing support for
nuclear disarmament — on the contrary, a proactive effort to better
understand and acknowledge the importance of nuclear deterrence
should go together with further engagement in favor of arms control
and disarmament. European citizens might be more aware of this
complex reality than often assumed: a recent survey showed that,
while remaining overwhelmingly committed to nuclear disarmament,
“two-thirds of EU countries believe that nuclear deterrence makes
Europe more or much more secure”.”

4. Developing a new arms control agenda that more directly takes
into account European security interests

The ongoing demise of arms control has a direct and unique impact
on the security of European countries. They are uniquely positioned,
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both geographically and politically, to denounce any attempt to
consider nuclear weapons as battlefield weapons, to develop
destabilizing new systems, and to disregard or violate existing arms
control arrangements. But they cannot wait passively for the outcome
of US-Russia strategic dialogues, or the absence thereof, and should
actively engage in a collective exercise to identify their specific
concerns and push for a new agenda on arms control, strategic risks
reduction and transparency that would fully support their security
interests.18
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