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There are only 100 days left until the New START strategic treaty between the United States and
Russia expires. This treaty sets a ceiling of 1.550 warheads and 700 delivery systems for each side.
These are staggering figures: with such arsenals, the two countries could not only destroy each other
but also cause irreparable damage to humanity. The treaty’s value lies in the fact that it establishes

parity in mutual destruction, intended to act as a deterrent against the outbreak of a nuclear conflict.
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The verification measures, inspections, data exchanges, and other transparency mechanisms provided

by the agreement also play a fundamental stabilising role.

However, Russia temporarily suspended these measures due to Covid and never resumed them. In
2023, Moscow, citing the toxic climate created following its aggression against Ukraine, confirmed
their suspension and announced that it would only abide by the quantitative limits on warheads and
delivery systems set by the treaty. The United States had no choice but to respond with similar

measures.

We now find ourselves with a crippled agreement which, in addition, is very close to expiring. There
is no longer any time to consider negotiating a new treaty. The simplest solution would have been to
extend the existing text. But Article 14 of New START explicitly states that the treaty can only be
extended once for five years, and an extension already occurred in 2021. Overcoming this obstacle
legally would have required genuine political will on both sides and considerable legal acrobatics. If
nothing is done, the only agreement still in force in the nuclear field between the two powers will

expire, allowing both to increase their strategic arsenals at will.
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The New START Treaty's Effect on

Nuclear Warhead Deployment

Number of nuclear warheads deployed on ICBMs, SLBMs
and heavy bombers by the United States and Russia
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and heavy bombers; 700 deployed ICBMs, SLBMs and heavy bombers.
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President Putin must be given credit for recently suggesting a partial way out by proposing a one-year
extension of the sole commitment to respect the quantitative limits set by the treaty. This would be a
temporary and minimalist solution, extending the de facto moratorium created after 2023, but without
the backing of a legally binding treaty. Not everything is clear in the Russian proposal. For example,
Putin makes the adoption of the extension conditional on the commitment by the United States, and

therefore not both parties, not to take future actions that could “alter the balance of deterrence”.

In the past, Trump had always shown little sympathy for this treaty, which he was about to allow to
lapse at the end of his first term in January 2021. It took the immediate intervention of the new
President Biden to prevent this from happening. It is surprising, however, given the current critical
situation, that so far there has not been any structured reaction to Putin’s proposal. White House
spokeswoman Karoline Leavitt called the Russian proposal “pretty good”, and the President later,
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responding to a reporter, said that the initiative “sounds like a good idea to me”. There has, however,
been no reaction from the State Department, the Pentagon or even Congress. Nevertheless, the
Kremlin spokesman expressed satisfaction with the US reaction, which could indicate that there has

been some further American appreciation at a bilateral level.

It is also surprising that Putin, while asking America not to carry out “measures that alter the balance
of deterrence”, has announced a measure which, based on his own description, can be interpreted as
a Russian alteration of the existing balance of deterrence. Indeed, on the 26" of October, Putin,
dressed in military camouflage, stated that Russia had completed a “final test” of the new Burevestnik
(Storm Petrel-9M730) cruise missile, presenting it as a weapon “unique in the world”. It is a nuclear-
powered cruise missile constituting an unprecedented innovation, since the termination in 1964 of the
US Pluto project (Supersonic Low Altitude Missile-SLAM or Low Altitude Supersonic Vehicle LASV).
The missile would be difficult to track given its unpredictable trajectory and low-altitude flight, making
it hard to detect by radar. Due to its theoretically unlimited range and the likelihood of being equipped
with a nuclear warhead, this new missile falls into the category of strategic weapons systems subject

to the limits set by the New START treaty.

The Burevestnik is part of Russia’s strategic nuclear modernisation, originally announced in 2018,
which also includes another new nuclear-propelled system: a nuclear-armed underwater drone named
Poseidon. The Burevestnik is not yet operational after a development of more than 20 years, and its
testing cannot be considered a violation of the treaty. However, Putin’s announcement and its timing
undermine the credibility of his almost simultaneous offer to maintain the ceilings set by the New

START treaty unchanged for one more year.

Trump, in turn, countered that there are two US nuclear submarines off Russia’s coast and
subsequently instructed the Pentagon “to start testing our nuclear weapons on an equal basis”,
something that has not occurred since 1992. The deployment of nuclear submarines, instead, is a
standard routine at every time. Altogether, these are further steps backwards in arms control by both

sides and more steps forward in the arms race...but at least Trump isn’t wearing camouflage...yet.
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