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The October 2023 bipartisan Congressional Strategic Posture Commission’s report was 
extremely perceptive. It examined the 2027-2035 threat environment and recognized the 
increased risk of nuclear war resulting from Russia’s Putin and China’s Xi, stemming from their 
aggressive behavior in Europe and Asia and their military and nuclear buildup. The 
Commission’s report represents a repudiation of the Biden Administration’s flawed 2022 
Nuclear Posture Review, calling for a substantial strengthening of the U.S. nuclear deterrence 
posture. The Commission recognized that the United States will soon be threatened not by 
“one, but two nuclear peer adversaries, each with ambitions to change the international status 
quo, by force.”1 It noted that Russia is already ahead in numbers and that China will achieve 
“…rough quantitative parity with the United States in deployed nuclear warheads by the mid-
2030s.”2 

The Chairman and Vice Chairman of the Commission noted that “…a number of 
commissioners believe it is inevitable that the size of the U.S. nuclear stockpile and the number 
of delivery systems should increase.”3 Indeed, there are a remarkable number of consensus 
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recommendations that would increase the number of U.S. nuclear weapons and delivery 
systems beyond the Biden Administration’s program of record. It stated: 

• “The current modernization program should be supplemented to ensure U.S. nuclear 
strategy remains effective in a two-nuclear-peer environment.” 

• “Deployed strategic nuclear force requirements will increase for the United States in 
such a threat environment.” 

• “To avoid additional risk and meet emerging challenges, the United States must act 
now to pursue additional measures and programs. Additional measures beyond the 
planned modernization of strategic delivery vehicles and warheads may include 
either or both qualitative and quantitative adjustments in the U.S. strategic posture.” 

• “The U.S. strategic nuclear force posture should be modified to: Address the larger 
number of targets due to the growing Chinese nuclear threat.” 

• “[T]he current POR [Program of Record] is not a like-for-like transition in capacity, 
and may demand more SSBNs [nuclear ballistic missile submarines] if the United 
States chooses to deploy additional missiles and nuclear warheads.” 

• “First, the Commission recommends that the Air Force and Navy exercise uploading 
ICBM and SLBM warheads” and, “Prepare to upload some or all of the nation’s hedge 
warheads.” 

• “Increase the planned production of Columbia SSBNs and their Trident ballistic 
missile systems, and accelerate development and deployment of D5LE2 [Trident D-5 
Life Extension Program II].”  

• “Increase the planned number of B-21 bombers and the tankers an expanded force 
would require.” 

• “Initiate planning and preparations for a portion of the future bomber fleet to be on 
continuous alert status, in time for the B-21 Full Operational Capability (FOC) date.” 

• “Plan to deploy the Sentinel ICBM in a MIRVed configuration.” 

• “Increase the planned number of deployed Long-Range Standoff Weapons [nuclear 
long-range cruise missiles.]” 

• “Address the need for U.S. theater nuclear forces deployed or based in the Asia-
Pacific theater.” 

• “Finally, the U.S. theater nuclear force posture should be modified in order to provide 
the President a range of militarily effective response options to deter or counter 
Russian or Chinese limited nuclear use in theater.”4 

Unlike the Biden Administration, the Commission recognized that “…there is no prospect 
of a meaningful arms control Treaty being negotiated with Russia in the foreseeable future…”5 
It noted that, “Over the past 20 years, Russia has either violated or has failed to comply with 
nearly every major arms control treaty or agreement to which the United States is or was a 
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party.”6 It continued, “…given Russia’s history of noncompliance and illegal treaty 
suspensions, and China’s continued intransigence on arms control dialogue, the United States 
cannot develop its strategic posture based on the assumption that arms control agreements are 
imminent or will always be in force.”7 

While the Commission’s assessment of the nuclear threat to the United States and its allies 
appears more realistic than any public Pentagon assessment in over two decades, it is still based 
upon executive branch estimates that probably underestimate Russian and Chinese nuclear 
capabilities. The Pentagon admits Russia has more nuclear warheads than the United States 
and is increasing the number but provides few details.8 Russian sources suggest that Moscow’s 
nuclear arsenal may be as much as twice the Washington assessed level.9 Regarding China, 
there is a large disconnect between the alarming growth of its nuclear missiles including MIRVs 
and the relatively low assessed number of Chinese nuclear warheads. For example, a current 
force of 500 ICBM launchers, 350 ICBMs, 72 armed SLBM launchers, 250 IRBM launchers, and 
500 nuclear-capable IRBMs suggests that official DoD estimates of 500+ “operational” nuclear 
warheads in May 2023, growing to 1,000+ “operational” warheads in 2030, and which are “on 
track to exceed previous projections,” i.e., 1,500 warheads in 2035, may be significant 
understatements.10 The Pentagon’s unrealistic assumption is that the new Chinese silos house 
older single warhead DF-31 ICBMs.  

 
U.S. Nuclear Targeting  
 
Nuclear targeting is not the same as deterrence. As Dr. Keith Payne has pointed out deterrence 
is much more complicated and uncertain.11 Indeed, if our adversaries know that U.S. force levels 
preclude effective nuclear targeting, this is unlikely to help deterrence. 

For decades, U.S. targeting policy has focused on holding at risk “tactical and strategic 
nuclear forces, military command centers, conventional military forces including armies in 
motion, and industrial facilities supporting military operations.”12 As a matter of policy, the 
United States avoids deliberately targeting cities with the objective of killing civilians.13 The 
drastic post-Cold War reduction of American tactical nuclear weapons eliminated most 
capability against moving armies and warships. In 2012, former United States Strategic 
Command (USSTRATCOM) Commander Admiral (ret.) Richard Mies, wrote that the 
“…longstanding [U.S.] targeting doctrine of flexible response — [was] a doctrine designed to 
hold at risk our potential adversaries’ military forces, war-supporting industry, command and 
control capabilities, and military and while minimizing to the maximum extent collateral 
damage to population and civilian infrastructure.”14 In 2013, the Obama Administration’s 
nuclear weapons employment policy stated, “The new guidance requires the United States to 
maintain significant counterforce capabilities against potential adversaries. The new guidance 
does not rely on a ‘counter-value’ or ‘minimum deterrence’ strategy.”15 Elaborating on this, the 
Department of State noted, “The United States will not intentionally target civilian populations 
or civilian objects,” adding that U.S. strategy, “Seek[s] to minimize collateral damage to civilian 
populations and civilian objects.”16 The 2020 Trump Administration nuclear employment 
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strategy declared that the, “United States will not intentionally target civilian populations,” 
and that it “…will strive to end any conflict at the lowest level of damage possible…”17 By 
deliberately targeting soft “countervalue” targets such as undefended and vulnerable cities, a 
policy of minimum deterrence has the opposite effect. Given the value the United States places 
on preserving innocent civilian lives, it lacks credibility against anything other than in-kind 
retaliation.  

Both nuclear warhead numbers and technical characteristics such as survivability (about 
which the Commission voiced concern),18 yield, accuracy and defense penetration potential are 
critical elements in nuclear targeting, which explains many of the Commission’s 
recommendations. The number of targets in Russia and China may be much greater than 
generally believed. For example, in 1985, Chairman of the Joint Chief’s of Staff General John W. 
Vessey Jr. told President Reagan that the United States needed more “prompt hard target kill 
capability” and that even against soft targets, “With a fully generated force [all available 
weapons made ready] we can cover all soft targets today; whereas the day-to-day coverage was 
only 50% today…”19 He said the United States needed 100 MX (Peacekeeper) ICBMs (only 50 
were deployed). In 1985, the United States had about 10,000 strategic nuclear weapons 
compared to under 2,000 today, despite the large growth in adversary underground facilities.20 
The following chart indicates the scope of U.S. nuclear weapons reductions since the end of the 
Cold War.21  
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The number of hard targets the United States faces is increasing. Russia reportedly is 
deploying its new Sarmat “super-heavy ICBM,” its SS-27 Mod 2/Yars ICBM and its Avangard 
hypersonic missile in superhard silos. Russian silos are reportedly hardened to 15,000-25,000 
pounds per square inch (psi) and Sarmat silos are reportedly being upgraded.22 In 2019, Putin 
was briefed that Russia would deploy 20 Sarmat regiments, which is at least 120 launchers, 
compared to 46 SS-18 silos before Sarmat silo conversion began.23 Russia is also reportedly 
building new deep underground command and control bunkers, which Putin acknowledged.24 
It is only reasonable to assume that they are harder and better protected than the older bunkers. 
China has built its Underground Great Wall, a 5,000-km long tunnel system to protect its mobile 
ICBMs.25 The 2023 DoD China report noted that, “The PRC has thousands of UGFs 
[Underground Facilities] and constructs more each year” with the purpose of protecting, “C2 
[Command and Control], weapons of mass destruction, logistics, and modernized missile, 
ground, air, and naval forces.”26 China is engaged in a massive expansion of its ICBM force 
(now at least 300 new silos plus mobile ICBMs27). If the new silos are built with new concrete 
reportedly hardened to 30,000 psi,28 they would be extremely difficult to destroy, eroding the 
U.S. counterforce capability. 

U.S. presidents since Ronald Reagan approved sensible nuclear employment policies but 
allowed the U.S. deterrent to age and ordered nuclear weapons reductions that made it 
impossible to implement U.S. nuclear guidance fully and effectively. The Clinton 
Administration terminated many nuclear modernization plans and programs. The George W. 
Bush Administration reduced by two-thirds the number of deployed strategic nuclear weapons 
and eliminated without replacement two of the three best counterforce weapons -- all 
Peacekeeper ICBMs, all Advanced Cruise Missiles and 70 percent of the older AGM-86B 
nuclear cruise missiles.29 The only remaining missile warhead in the U.S. arsenal with a good 
counterforce capability is the W88 on the Trident D-5 SLBM; however, only 400 were reportedly 
produced compared to the Reagan plan for thousands.30 Producing more W88s is virtually 
impossible without restoring the U.S. fissile material pit production capability. The Minuteman 
III ICBMs (with about 400 deployed warheads31) with 1970 accuracy have some counterforce 
capability but they are not comparable to the Peacekeeper.32 All available W88s cannot be 
deployed and reportedly no more than six of the 12 available Trident submarines are normally 
at sea,33 reducing American prompt counterforce capability except under generated alert (i.e., 
maximum crisis availability and survivability of the force.) 

Most of the current strategic modernization program will not start until after 2030 and the 
new Sentinel ICBMs, the Columbia-class missile submarines and the B-21 bombers are already 
behind schedule.34 The Sentinel will have more counterforce capability but it will only carry 
400 warheads. According to the Strategic Posture Commission, the new W93 warhead 
(available in 204035) will provide “new military capabilities” but the report provided no 
details.36 While the new Mark 7 reentry vehicle might have increased accuracy, its yield is 
unlikely to be sufficient to provide substantial counterforce capability without an apparently 
unprogrammed upgrade in the Trident D-5’s 1990 missile accuracy. 
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This nation’s nuclear posture is mainly the product of the 2010 Nuclear Posture Review which 
assumed a benign security environment. It reportedly determined the requirement was for 
“1500 ‘arms control accountable’ warheads—about 1850 ‘real’ deployed warheads…”37 A 2012 
Heritage Foundation study by Rebeccah Heinrichs (a member of the Commission) and Baker 
Spring concluded that the United States needed approximately 2,700-3,000 deployed strategic 
nuclear warheads because of the requirement to hold at risk adversary “hardened and mobile 
targets with high confidence…”38 Some approaches to targeting mobile ICBMs likely require 
large numbers of nuclear warheads. Other approaches may necessitate the deployment of 
nuclear hypersonic missiles. Neither of these are in the Biden Administration’s nuclear 
deterrence plan. The Russian and Chinese nuclear missile buildup and UGF construction of the 
last decade probably require about 1,000 additional counterforce capable warheads.39 In 
addition, threatening China’s so-called Underground Great Wall would likely require 
hundreds to thousands of high counterforce performance warheads (i.e., capable of threatening 
very deeply buried targets), depending on the targeting approach. This is highly unlikely with 
the current and planned U.S. nuclear capability, even under generated alert.  

The Biden Administration’s 2022 Nuclear Posture Review involved: 1) programming an 
inadequate number of nuclear weapons to implement U.S. strategy, 2) reversing the decades 
old policy of maintaining a nuclear “hedge,” 3) killing the nuclear sea-launched cruise missile 
(SLCM-N) program and 4) eliminating the B-83 high-yield bomb, the weapon most capable of 
threatening hard and very deeply buried facilities (HDBTs) built in hard rock.40 This reportedly 
includes some of the deep underground bunkers that President Putin depends upon to keep 
himself alive during a nuclear war.41  

The 2005 National Academy of Science (NAS) report on HDBTs cited 10,000 HDBTs 
worldwide, noting that some could survive a “few” nuclear strikes and 100 were candidates 
for a robust nuclear earth/rock penetrator which could lower the necessary yield by a factor of 
15-25.42 The number of HDBTs is likely much higher today. The NAS concluded that 
conventional weapons have inadequate capability against HDBTs even with high-quality 
intelligence.43 The NAS calculations are still valid because U.S. nuclear forces have not been 
improved since 1997. 

In October 2023, the Pentagon announced the Biden Administration would move forward 
with the B61-13 nuclear bomb, which “…will provide the President with additional options 
against certain harder and large-area military targets…”44 Reportedly, only 50 will be built,45 
and they “…will not increase the overall number of weapons in our nuclear stockpile,” as other 
existing weapons in the stockpile will be eliminated.46 Two senior Republican defense 
committee leaders, Congressman Mike Rogers and Senator Roger Wicker, supported the 
decision but noted that while it “…will better allow the Air Force to reach hardened and 
deeply-buried targets, it is only a modest step in the right direction.”47 However, the B61-13 is 
apparently not a deep earth/rock penetrator.48 Based on the NAS analysis and the reported 
yield of the B61-13,49 it is insufficient to threaten the deepest HDBTs without earth/rock 
penetration capability.50 While there are many important targets, including HDBTs, that the 
B61-13 can destroy, the deepest HDBTs are not among them. It is possible to plan for multiple 
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strikes on each HDBT, but the United States will not have enough B61-13 (or other types of 
nuclear weapons) to do this on a large scale. 

In 2012, General James Cartwright, a former USSTRATCOM Commander, chaired the 
drafting of a report by a self-styled “Commission” supporting an “international movement for 
the elimination of all nuclear weapons.”51 It was apparently an effort to suggest that a small 
force could effectively and credibly implement the requirements of U.S. nuclear strategy.52 (It 
did not assign nuclear forces against Russian and Chinese nuclear forces threatening U.S. allies, 
Russian or Chinese tactical nuclear forces or conventional forces.) Notably, the so-called Global 
Zero targeting plan allocated two nuclear warheads against each Russian and Chinese ICBM 
silo (China then had only twenty).53 Today, it would probably require 1,000 or more 
counterforce capable warheads to target known Russian and Chinese missile silos and other 
important nuclear and missile related facilities with two-on-one attacks. It would also likely 
require hundreds to thousands more to target effectively the Chinese Underground Great Wall, 
depending upon the targeting approach, not to mention thousands more warheads to hold at 
risk the thousands of Chinese UGFs the Pentagon has revealed or to threaten deployed mobile 
ICBMs. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Due to the large growth in the nuclear threat over the last decade, the Biden Administration’s 
nuclear deterrent probably could not implement even the flawed Global Zero targeting plan 
with high confidence. The United States does not have sufficient nuclear weapons and few of 
them have high-confidence capabilities (very high-yield or high-yield and earth/rock 
penetrating capability) to threaten very deep HDBTs. China’s Underground Great Wall is 
reportedly hundreds of meters underground.54 It would probably require two counterforce 
capable warheads against many aim points to achieve high damage expectancy against these 
tunnels. 

The Strategic Posture Commission’s recommendations on future U.S. nuclear force upload 
can be implemented immediately at virtually no cost. Putin’s violation and illegal suspension of 
the New START Treaty is a material breach; hence, the option of U.S. Treaty suspension is 
legally available. The 2001 Nuclear Posture Review report stated that the three legs of the Triad 
can be uploaded in “weeks, months and years.”55 Without on-site inspections since March 2020, 
Russia may have uploaded all or most of its strategic forces, and there are other troubling 
noncompliance issues.56  

Upload is the only short-term option available to the United States to prevent further 
erosion of America’s nuclear deterrent. According to then-USSTRATCOM Commander 
Admiral Charles Richard, “…two-thirds of those [U.S. nuclear] weapons are ‘operationally 
unavailable’ because of treaty constraints, such as provisions of the New START treaty with 
Russia.”57 

It is reasonable to assume that warhead upload would get Putin’s and Xi’s attention and 
enhance deterrence. It could double the survivable U.S. nuclear force. In 2022, Admiral Richard 
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lamented that, “As I assess our level of deterrence against China, the ship is slowly sinking.”58 
In the nuclear arena, upload might reverse this trend. In the mid- to long-term, the effectiveness 
of the U.S. nuclear deterrent depends upon the modernization program. Still, numbers count 
and the Commission’s recommendation on upload and re-MIRVing ICBMs would about 
double the number of survivable warheads in the modernized force and substantially increase 
American counterforce potential and damage expectancy at virtually no cost. The Commission’s 
recommendation for placing bombers on nuclear alert could also increase the survivable U.S. 
nuclear force.  

Dictators like Putin and Xi can be expected to care a great deal about the number and 
damage expectancy of U.S. nuclear weapons against their military and underground leadership 
facilities, on which they depend to expand their empires and keep themselves alive if war 
escalates to nuclear use. The Strategic Posture Commission cogently outlined the threat that we 
face, the need to enhance our nuclear deterrent and some of its recommendations are very low 
cost. In light of the possible consequences of the failure of nuclear deterrence, the Commission’s 
recommendations should be taken seriously. 
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