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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
■■ US■military■forces■abroad■underscore■commitment■and■capability■in■the■Western■

Pacific,■but■must■seek■to■avoid■creating■the■perception■of■containing■China.

■■ The■US■Navy’s■possible■expansion■in■Asia■could■potentially■be■perceived■by■China■as■
the■vanguard■of■a■new■containment■strategy■and■must■be■carefully■managed.

■■ The■essence■of■US■military■policy■in■Asia■is■not■to■prepare■for■war■so■much■as■to■prevent■it.

In comparison to Cold War norms, the size of current US military forces abroad is currently modest. Recent 
increases in US capacity in Asia however, are likely to be misinterpreted as either provocative or pusillanimous. 
For some, the deployment of Marines in Australia and more attack submarines on Guam is proof of the United 
States militaristic ways. For others, the modest scale of these deployments instead underscores the limited 
means America has to reinforce its rebalancing effort in Asia. 

The US continues to maintain a robust global presence, with three main global concentrations of overseas 
power (Europe, CENTCOM, and East Asia) and more than sixty formal allies or other close security partners. 
Over time, Americans have learned that sustained and peacetime overseas engagement is far preferable to the 
greater risk of war that can result from retrenchment or isolationism. In light of the current strategic environment, 
the US should deploy Airsea Operations in a more nuanced way that both counters China and reinforces regional 
stability. In relation to nuclear deterrence, aspirations towards a nuclear-free world must be reconciled with 
continued proliferation in countries such as North Korea, China, India and Pakistan.
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They are also modest in scale relative to the overall size of the American military, 
or the sizes of the militaries of larger overseas powers (not only China, but Japan, 
Russia, the Koreas, Indonesia).

This type of nuanced message is important to convey accurately. Just as America 
wants to underscore that it remains committed and capable in the Western Pacific, 
it wants to avoid creating perceptions of trying to contain China or overmilitarizing 
its own foreign policy. Clearly Canberra feels similarly, as its October 2012 Asian 
Century White Paper underscores. The paper was pro-alliance in tone. But its focus 
was regional, and economic above all else. It took pains to recognize Australia’s 
important links to China as well as Asia more generally, and to develop an agenda 
for deepening those links in a peaceful way.1

Indeed, continuity should be the watchword—that is, continuity in a period of 
great change. That phrase is oxymoronic in one sense, yet crucially important in 
another. There has been no major war in Asia in more than 30 years, and the 
regional balances of power have benefited all major states. The strategy followed 
by the United States, Australia, and other allies has been successful, not only for 
their own national interests but those of other states as well. Still, it is difficult to be 
resolute as well as collaborative, tough and unflinching while also being open and 
inclusive towards other powers. That is particularly true at a time of tectonic shifts 
in power distributions.

Many of America’s increases in capacity in the western Pacific in recent years are 
in fact modest, yet US officials try to use them as demonstrations of renewed 
resolve to undergird the larger strategy of rebalancing. This creates an inherent 
tension in policy, and a stark challenge, as many audiences will interpret US actions 
through whatever lens they are predisposed to employ. For those seeing America 

as hostile, more Marines in Australia and more attack submarines on Guam prove 
its supposedly militaristic ways. For others, the modest scale of the new US 
deployments (for example, no more than 2,500 Marines in Australia) underscores 
the limited means available to America to give meat to its rebalancing effort. It is in 
fact important to employ careful military analysis in assessing the real significance 
of the recent, and likely future additional, changes lest they be misinterpreted 
as either provocative or pusillanimous. It is also important to understand the 
significance of these changes to avoid consequences in terms of nuclear stability. 
At a time when the United States remains interested in moving, albeit gradually 
and haltingly, towards a possible nuclear-free world, it is crucial that deterrence not 
be weakened in the process. This conclusion pertains not only to the conventional 
military balance but the nuclear correlation of forces, too.

Today America’s military has three main concentrations of overseas power. The 
three regions are roughly comparable in the total numbers of U.S. military personnel 
they host, though the mix of relevant military capabilities varies considerably from 
one to another. Each currently features up to about 100,000 uniformed American 
personnel. One key area is still in Europe, centered on Germany but also with 
substantial numbers of forces in the United Kingdom and Italy, and more modest 
presence in a few more countries like Spain. The second main area of focus is 
of course in the broader “Central Command” region. GIs in Iraq have now come 
home, but the United States retains numerous capabilities throughout the Persian 
Gulf region, on land and at sea. And America still has considerable numbers of 
troopers engaged in combat operations and stabilization activities in Afghanistan. 
The third major capability is in the dynamic East Asia region, with large standing 
American forces in both Korea and Japan and large numbers of ships routinely on 
station in the western Pacific as well.2 It is important to note that, while America’s 

US military forces abroad are far more numerous than those of any other country. 
Yet at the same time they are modest in comparison with Cold War norms, when 
more than twice as many American troops were routinely based overseas.
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forces are dispersed in peacetime, they can be concentrated in the event of crisis 
or war, however.

In Northeast Asia and the broader Western Pacific, the largest US presence is in 
Japan with about 35,000 American uniformed personnel. US capabilities in Korea 
with almost 30,000 GIs are not far behind. Forces at sea often number another 
10,000 to 20,000. Even though they are obviously American soil, Hawaii, Alaska, 
and Guam are of course highly relevant to the Asia-Pacific region too—and they 
have about 40,000, 20,000, and 3,000 U.S. uniformed personnel on their territories, 
respectively. Some 7,000 Marines may soon shift from Okinawa to Guam. Modest 
additional numbers of attack submarines and aircraft may also be added in Guam. 
And as mentioned before, as a result of the recent discussion of rebalancing U.S. 
military strategy, up to 2,500 Marines will begin to rotate in and out of training 
ranges in Darwin, Australia as well.

In playing its worldwide military role, the United States has more than sixty formal 
allies or other close security partners with whom it teams in one way or another. Its 
national security strategy for decades has viewed virtually the entirety of Eurasia’s 
coastal regions as important American national security interests. South Asia and 
Southeast Asia have sometimes been within this perimeter, sometimes not. But 
Europe, the Middle East/Persian Gulf region, and East Asia have consistently 
factored critically into the US national security equation. And today’s American 
military is sized and built not just for hypothetical conflict scenarios, not just for the 
ongoing mission in Afghanistan, but also for sustained deployment and presence in 
much of the broader Middle East as well as East Asian regions.

It is important to understand why the United States has such a robust global 
presence. Many around the world accuse America of hegemonic behavior, but 
Americans do not tend to see it that way, naturally. The US calculus about these 
deployments proceeds from a certain reading of history. After World War I, US 
forces went home, and ultimately World War II resulted. After World War II, while 
some occupation forces remained abroad, most capabilities were demobilized, 
and then North Korea attacked South Korea. The lesson for Americans ever since 

has been that sustained and peacetime overseas engagement, even if costly 
and burdensome, is far preferable to the greater risk of war that can result from 
retrenchment or isolationism. And the generally peaceful state of great power 
relations since World War II would seem to reinforce the accuracy of this basic 
assessment.

Applying this general worldview to today’s world, Americans tend to reason that, if 
we drew back, allies and interests might start to be threatened around the world, 
North Korea might escalate its provocations, and Iran might menace friends and oil 
interests in the Middle East. While Americans would not place China in the same 
category as the above “rogue states,” there is also concern about the PRC’s rise, 
and a sense that China might decide to push its growing weight around in East 
Asia in the event of American 
retrenchment. This possibility—
or even the fear of it—could have 
destabilizing consequences. 
Numerous friends and allies of 
the United States might then 
pursue larger armies and in 
some cases nuclear arsenals in 
response to unchecked dangers 
that they had to face alone.

To play this global role, alone 
among the world’s major powers the United States today has a substantial overseas 
military presence. It possesses enough capability in numerous strategically 
important parts of the world to make a difference in normal day-to-day regional 
balances of power, and to train vigorously with allies on a routine basis. Not only 
does the United States have a great deal of firepower stationed abroad, it has the 
infrastructure, the working relationships, and the transportation and logistics assets 
needed to reinforce its capacities quickly as needed in crises. No other major power 
has more than twenty thousand to thirty thousand forces abroad, with Britain and 
France leading the way after the United States. Like China, powers such as Russia 

Sustained and peacetime overseas 
engagement, even if costly and 
burdensome, is far preferable to the 
greater risk of war that can result 
from retrenchment or isolationism
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and India typically deploy forces totaling only in the thousands, as do several 
countries that participate frequently in peacekeeping missions.3

Even with reductions since the Cold War, the United States will retain some five 
hundred overseas sites with a combined value around $100 billion.4 However, it 
is also important to understand that the costs of relocating American forces have 
increased substantially in an era of more expensive real estate in key theaters. 
The budgetary costs of planned relocations of US forces in Korea and Japan alone 
could range up to $50 billion. Much of that would be associated with moving some 
seven thousand Marines from Okinawa to Guam—costs that would be likely borne 
in part by Tokyo, if it can sort out the Japanese domestic politics of getting the 
basic idea approved in the first place. Opposition on Okinawa to one aspect of the 
plan that would entail building a new airfield on a different part of the island may 
sink the whole concept.5

In some cases, however, foreign bases in the right place can actually save 
substantial sums of money—especially once the forces are already established 
abroad, and construction costs paid. This is important to understand, for those who 
would impute aggressiveness to America’s forward basing strategy; in fact, it is 
designed to enhance deterrence and also to save money through efficiencies. For 
example, being able to base US tactical airpower at Kadena Air Base on Okinawa, 
Japan, arguably saves the United States several billion dollars a year. If the United 
States had to sustain a comparable airpower capability continuously in that region 
through other means, the alternative to Kadena might well be a larger Navy aircraft 
carrier fleet expanded by three or four carrier battle groups with an annual price tag 
of some $20 billion.6

The US Navy and Marine Corps and Their Innovations

Concerns over costs are also important to keep in mind when examining US Navy 
initiatives these days. Again, what can appear provocative in some eyes could 
simply be the triumph of the comptroller, as more efficient ways are found to 
maintain presence in the region.

Overall, the US Navy is maintaining a robust global presence with only about 286 
major warships. That is still a formidable force of generally high-technology and large 
vessels, to be sure, including 11 large-deck aircraft carriers, 11 large amphibious 
ships with aerial capability themselves, and more than 50 state-of-the-art nuclear-
powered attack submarines.7 But it is a fleet only half the size of its peak under 
Ronald Reagan. Yet it is maintaining 15 percent more overseas deployment time 
than it did a decade ago, just before 9/11. The Navy finds this an uncomfortably 
high tempo and wants to expand the fleet by about 10 percent, to 313 ships.8 In 
light of budgetary pressures, it is doubtful that it will be able to reach this goal. 
Partly as a result, the Navy is exploring ideas such as the basing of four mid-sized 
Littoral Combat Ships in Singapore in the future. This is not the vanguard of a new 
containment strategy to China’s south, but a way to maintain American presence 
in a crucial part of the world on a budget.

There are also prepositioned supplies in key overseas theaters that facilitate rapid 
reinforcement of additional combat capabilities if needed. They include huge ships 
stocked with enough weaponry and ammunition for roughly two ground combat 
brigades in Guam. These capabilities are not new, but they are being refurbished 
with the gradual end of the wars in the Middle East. They too represent a way to 
gain meaningful (if hardly huge) military capability in a time of budgetary constraints.

In the first decade after the Cold War, seeing the writing on the wall, the Navy 
got more innovative. It based some specialty ships like minesweepers overseas, 
rotating crews by airplane to allow sailors a break without having to waste time 
bringing the ships home. It also chose to tolerate gaps in naval presence in some 
theaters, viewing predictability and consistency as less important than before, and 
“surging” forces at unpredictable times and places instead. Where some degree 
of steady presence was viewed as necessary, the Navy would sometimes provide 
that capability with smaller surface ships or large-deck amphibious vessels rather 
than aircraft carriers as well. All of this made sense.9

However, the Navy appears to have stalled a bit in its innovations. While crews are 
rotated with minesweepers, a handful of coastal patrol craft, and (as has long been 
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the case) the ballistic missile submarine force, the practice has not been extended 
to other ships. Successful experiments have been done with larger vessels, but 
the Navy has not chosen to adopt the crew-rotation practice. This means that a 
typical surface combatant, like a cruiser or destroyer, spends about six months in 
home port training up for a deployment, then sails for a six-month mission abroad 
but consumes perhaps two of those months in transit, and then spends another 
period of at least six months back in home port for recovery and maintenance 
and other such activities. The net effect is four months on station out of every 
eighteen- to twenty-four-month period, a very inefficient cycle.

There is a less expensive way, and the Navy can be expected to pursue this option 
more in the fiscally constrained years that lie ahead. The concept is often known 
as sea swap. By keeping a given ship abroad for a couple years and having two 
crews share that vessel overseas as well as a training ship at home, the Navy can 
do more with less. In fact, it can improve its deployment efficiency by up to 40 
percent per ship, accomplishing with about 3.5 ships, on average, what previously 
might have required 5. Focusing on the Navy’s large surface combatants, cruisers 
and destroyers, this approach could allow roughly 54 ships to maintain the global 
presence that the Navy says it needs (of about 21 of these ships deployed abroad 
at a time) rather than the target of 88 ships it currently is pursuing.10

In actual fact, it is not quite that simple, however. The Navy builds its fleet not 
just for maintaining routine forward presence, but for crisis response and wartime 
capacity too. Not all of the Navy’s ships can be rotated the same way, moreover. 
It is very difficult to imagine applying this concept to aircraft carriers, with their 
combined crews of up to five thousand (in contrast to more like three hundred 
sailors on major surface combatants). For carriers, the main alternative to current 
practice is probably to focus somewhat less on the Mediterranean in normal times, 
and to use large-deck amphibious ships (with their short-takeoff, vertical landing 
planes and helicopters) rather than carriers for some routine missions.

This new system of crew rotation would have certain modest additional costs 
(e.g., flying crews around the world) but it would also yield operating savings by 
reducing wasted steaming time crossing oceans. It would take time to implement, 

however. New practices would have to be worked out, and access to overseas port 
facilities expanded for routine sustenance and maintenance functions. The Navy is 
already seeing higher maintenance deficits, due to strain on equipment, and cannot 
implement such a new approach to presence until it has facilities abroad that can 
keep its fleet shipshape.11

If and when the Navy pursues such further port access, some will be tempted to 
view it as provocative. More accurately, it will probably best be understood as a 
way to make do with less, given the likely trajectory of future American defense 
budgets.

Yet another way to get more out of a smaller fleet is to homeport more ships 
near the theaters where they 
operate. That helps reduce time 
wasted in transit. But again, the 
possibility of misinterpretation 
here will be serious.

Indeed, about a decade ago, 
the Navy started down the 
homeporting path in another 
important way, basing three 
attack submarines on Guam.12 But the Navy can go well beyond the idea of 
stationing three submarines there; in fact there is room to add at least eight more. 
The average number of mission days for a submarine stationed so near the western 
Pacific theater might be about one hundred a year, roughly three times what a 
submarine stationed in the continental United States can muster. Adding six more 
submarines to Guam would allow a reduction of up to ten attack submarines in the 
overall force structure and save an annual average of roughly $1 billion without a 
reduction in mission effectiveness.13 Even if the need to retain an attrition reserve 
mitigated the degree to which this concept could be fully applied, major savings 
could be realized nonetheless.

Forward homeporting need not be limited to the attack submarine fleet. Even with 

The Navy builds its fleet not just 
for maintaining routine forward 
presence, but for crisis response 
and wartime capacity too
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the Navy’s new approach to flexible deployments, homeporting a second carrier 
closer to a key theater of operations makes a certain economic sense. The idea of 
moving a carrier from California to either Hawaii or Guam merits serious attention.14 
By previous patterns of carrier deployments, homeports in California necessitated 
travels of some two weeks to East Asia and three or more weeks to the Persian 
Gulf.15 Homeporting in Hawaii or Guam can shave five to ten days off that time, 
each way. This last hypothetical move—adding another carrier to the Western 
Pacific on a permanent basis—would surely raise eyebrows. And it is not imminent 
in any event. More likely, it would be considered, and should be considered, only if 
and when China’s aircraft carrier fleet had begun to represent a serious force.

For now, the modest magnitude of all the recent changes to date needs to be kept 
in mind. As noted, the United States has added forces to Guam to make for a current 
total of about 3,000, it will add a couple thousand Marines in Australia, and the crews 
as well as forward support for its four littoral combat ships to be based in Singapore 
might number 1,000 to 2,000 at most. Combined changes involve fewer than 
10,000 Americans, relative to an existing Asia-Pacific presence of nearly 100,000 
and a total American military of 1.5 million (or a total Chinese military of more than 2 
million). In other words, these changes add some 10 percent to existing American 
capabilities in the region and involve less than 1 percent of the entire U.S. military. 
Moreover, they come on top of recent reductions in the American presence in 
Korea of relatively comparable magnitude, and ongoing uncertainty as to whether 
a planned relocation of some 7,000 Marines from Okinawa to Guam can really 
be accomplished given budgetary and political challenges. Rather than see these 
changes as somehow overly assertive or even aggressive, Chinese interlocutors 
might better understand them as means of ensuring that American capabilities 
in the region do not decline in the years ahead. And even if American capabilities 
grow modestly, it will be at a substantially slower pace than improvements in the 
PLA’s capacities to project power in the region.

Future US Basing in Korea

Other guidelines may be worth thinking through and setting forth as well, not only 

for the immediate future but down the road too. For example, it could make sense 
for the United States and the Republic of Korea to develop limits on any future US 
basing on a reunified peninsula. These cannot be fully binding now, as the precise 
future circumstances in which such future basing might take place cannot yet 
be specified. But absent a Chinese threat to the ROK, it would be reasonable to 
indicate to Chinese interlocutors that any future post-unification US presence (if 
Seoul ultimately wanted it at all) would be confined south of the 38th parallel and 
be smaller in size then current U.S. forces in Korea. Indeed it might be focused on 
capabilities such as infantry training for multilateral stabilization or peace operations 
that could even sometimes involve PLA forces in 
joint exercises and the like.

There could be some value in Seoul and Washington 
sketching out such ideas even now. Admittedly, 
doing so publicly and formally could be difficult. 
But quieter dialogues—Track 2 discussions among 
academics and former officials, as well as so-
called “Track 1 1⁄2” dialogues that also involve 
some current officials but acting in their “individual 
capacities”—make sense.

For America and Australia, the implications of this 
kind of logic are severalfold. First, the coming Marine 
arrival in Darwin should be carried out—but not overhyped. It is in fact a modest, 
useful measure. Second, the various purposes to which this deployment could 
be put should be mentioned; it need not and should not be all about China. Third, 
subsequent increases in US forces in Australia should not be ruled out—but should 
not be rushed into, either. And if they do happen, allowing some of them to support 
cooperative multilateral missions including China, is a worthy idea to explore.

The US-Australia alliance can be strengthened, with an eye toward China to be 
sure, but it should not be reinvented as a mechanism to contain or confront the 
PRC. If a day when that measure is ever necessary should arrive, one thing is clear: 
we are not there yet, and we must avoid creating self-fulfilling prophecies.

The US-Australia alliance 
can be strengthened, 
with an eye toward China 
to be sure, but it should 
not be reinvented as a 
mechanism to contain 
or confront the PRC
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acknowledge what is already obvious to Chinese, yet often denied by Americans—
that in fact Airsea Operations is largely designed to deal with the PRC’s rise, but in 
a way designed less to prepare for conflict than to reinforce regional stability.

Two more changes also make sense. First, Airsea Operations should not anticipate 
a preemptive or even early campaign against targets on the Chinese mainland in the 
event of war. Rapid escalation to include attacks against such targets risks general 
war and is far riskier than some have recognized to date. The right answer is not 
to ask US and allied military forces to operate in harm’s way without defending 
themselves, but instead to look for indirect or asymmetric ways of responding to 
possible Chinese aggression that lower the risks of such escalatory dynamics while 
still ensuring protection of core American interests to the extent possible.

This idea should actually call into question the ambitions of some American 
strategists that US long-range strike capabilities be greatly enhanced. In fact, 
such capabilities could threaten China’s interior, including its central command and 
control capabilities and its nuclear forces, and as such could be escalatory if used 
too soon or too assertively in a future conflict. Inadvertent nuclear escalation, as 
described by Barry Posen in the European theater, could in theory ensue. Some 
long-range strike capabilities are necessary, but these should not become an 
overarching priority.

In addition, Airsea Operations needs to move beyond a strictly Air Force and Navy 
concept. The other military services have important contributions to make. One set 
of smart changes would entail asking the Marine Corps, with its naval affiliations 
and expeditionary traditions, to prepare for possible defense of Navy and Air Force 
assets and installations in the broader Asia-Pacific region. It could even prove 
necessary, in a future conflict, to help establish and secure protect bases in the 
Indonesian or Philippine archipelagos, or to help defend existing bases on Okinawa 
and Guam against special forces attack from a hostile adversary. Creating such 
a ring of military capabilities in defense of national territory and the territories of 
friends and allies, may be the wisest long-term response to a China that becomes 
hostile someday.

Two topical issues remain and require some attention: Airsea Battle, on the one 
hand, and the future of nuclear deterrence on the other.

From Airsea Battle to Airsea Operations

The main impetus to the concept of Airsea Battle is quite reasonable. China is 
developing advanced submarines, precision-guided ballistic and cruise missiles, and 
other capabilities to prevent the United States from treating the Western Pacific like 
the American lake it largely was in recent decades. In light of this, we need to reply. 
American access to the Western Pacific remains crucial for supporting key allies 
and interests there. It requires improvements in missile defense, antisubmarine 
warfare, communications system resiliencies, and other capabilities that better 
integration between the US Air Force and Navy can help provide.

There is however at least one way in which this American doctrine should be 
refined. It needs a less provocative, and more accurate, name. This is not about 
political correctness. In Asia, semantics count a great deal. And we should be 
careful not to treat military planning for Asia like the next preparation for the next 
Desert Storm. Unlike Iraq under Saddam, or the Taliban government of Afghanistan, 
China is not an enemy. The essence of our military policy in Asia is not to prepare 
for war so much as to prevent it. Nor are we trying to contain it the way we sought 
to contain the Soviet Union, including through a doctrine of Airland Battle in the 
latter Cold War years.

Warfighting capability is naturally integral to any military operational concept. But 
the phrase Airsea Battle emphasizes unduly the prospect of war. However, our 
overall military strategy for the region has other goals besides preparation for war. 
Indeed, its very purpose is to help prevent war.

Airsea Operations would be a much better and more strategically sound name for 
the doctrine. That would encompass planning for war, of course, but also normal 
peacetime presence missions, posturing for deterrence, exercising with allies, 
positioning for crisis response, and even cooperating with China in some activities. 
That shift in terminology will also allow US military officials and diplomats to 
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nuclear powers build down. It also lacks credibility in a world in which even some 
responsible countries have no interest in denuclearizing anytime soon. Absent a 
serious process for moving toward zero, declaration of ambitious but arbitrary and 
unattainable deadlines for action is more likely to discredit the nuclear disarmament 
agenda than to advance it.16

Putting off the nuclear disarmament agenda creates its own substantial problems, 
however. It leaves existing nuclear powers in a weak position to pressure would-be 
proliferators to abstain from the pursuit of nuclear weapons by perpetuating the 
perception of a permanent double standard in who gets to own the bomb. It risks 
damaging the global political consensus in support of the NPT and other nuclear 
safety and security efforts. It also fosters a false sense of safety and complacency 
about the supposed safety of living with the bomb.

Furthermore, the idea of some that America should deepen or highlight its nuclear 
commitments in Asia is not a good one on balance. It risks making much more 
dangerous any crises, with China in particular, over issues that while serious are not 
and should not be seen as existential. Disputes over islands and resources in the 
South China Sea and East China Sea are not appropriate stakes over which nuclear 
threats should be issued, for example. America’s nuclear arsenal remains safe, 
reliable, flexible, and quite capable for purposes of regional deterrence. Highlighting 
its role more vocally risks not only more dangerous crises, but the possibility that 
China in particular will decide to build up its arsenal so as to compete with America 
in this domain. That would be regrettable, and dangerous. For all these reasons, 
nuclear deterrence is not in need of reinvigoration or greater prominence in American 
regional security policy. An occasional reminder of the nature of America’s existing 
mutual defense treaties in the region may be useful—in language that is discreet 
but that leaves no doubt that US nuclear deterrence remains operative.

The timing of a nuclear disarmament agenda should not be set to a calendar. Rather, 
the right time horizon for seriously pushing a new nuclear accord is after most of 
the world’s half dozen or so major territorial and existential issues involving major 
powers are resolved.17 These issues include the status of Taiwan, a comprehensive 
Middle East peace and the issue of Kashmir. (Nuclear crises involving Iran and 

As the Pentagon looks ahead to a new Quadrennial Defense Review under 
President Obama, it needs a concept of strategy and a name for that strategy that 
supports and accurately reflects US grand strategy goals. Airsea Operations would 
be a sound choice.

The Future of Nuclear Deterrence

Finally, what of the issue of nuclear deterrence? For some, in America as well as 
Australia and elsewhere, this is chiefly a matter of moving as fast as possible to a 
nuclear-free world, in keeping with the hortatory goals of the Nuclear Nonproliferation 
Treaty as well as President Obama’s Prague speech of April 2009. For others, the 
problem is almost exactly the opposite. The real dilemma is ensuring continued 
nuclear deterrence as proliferation continues in places like North Korea, and China, 
India, and Pakistan continue to modernize or enlarge their arsenals.

More specifically, members of the so-called Global Zero movement often aspire 
to a time line in which negotiations on a treaty would begin within ten years, with 
the global elimination of nuclear weapons ideally to occur by 2030 or 2035. On 
the other side of the coin, many foreign policy pragmatists and traditionalists are 
content to imagine a nuclear-free world as a worthy goal but see absolutely no way 
to contemplate it at this moment in history.

In fact, a middle ground between these positions makes the most sense. Moving 
to nuclear disarmament now, by trying to write a treaty in the next few years, is too 
fast, but waiting for the distant future is too slow. I believe that Global Zero’s goal 
of a relatively near-term nuclear-free world, and a treaty process associated with 
it, risks being counterproductive and even dangerous. Yet the movement’s view 
that the elimination of nuclear weapons is a goal worth taking seriously is correct, 
if approached in a wise and patient way.

Trying to abolish nuclear weapons too soon could undercut US allies who worry 
about how they would ensure their security in a dangerous world. That could 
weaken deterrent arrangements that are working today but might become fragile. 
And it could encourage extremist states to build up nuclear arsenals as existing 
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North Korea also need to be addressed, although the beginnings of a move toward 
nuclear disarmament might not have to await their complete resolution.) Once 
these contentious matters are largely resolved, the plausibility of great-power war 
over any imaginable issue that one can identify today would be very low. That in 
turn would make the basic structure and functioning of the international political 
system stable enough to take the risk of moving toward a nuclear-free world—a 
process that would be so radical as to be inherently destabilizing in some sense 
and thus prudent to pursue only when the great powers are in a cooperative mode 
and undivided by irredentist territorial issues. With luck, most of those issues could 
be successfully addressed in the next couple of decades. But we cannot know 
that yet.

Why should negotiation of a global nuclear disarmament treaty await improvement 
of great-power relations and resolution of most of the main potential causes 
of crisis or war among them? It is because the process of moving toward zero 
would be disruptive to deterrent relationships that are currently working rather 
well. Fundamentally altering these dynamics should not be done carelessly or 
prematurely. This of course does not preclude making more limited progress on 
nuclear reductions.

Consider several specific cases, starting with Taiwan scenarios that could in theory 
pit the United States against China in a war. Generally, such crises have been 
handled fairly cautiously in recent decades. But the Taiwan crises of the 1950s 
involved nuclear threats and future ones could, too. Indeed, some Chinese scholars 
and officials have raised the possibility that China might use nuclear weapons 
during a Taiwan conflict, albeit somewhat tangentially.18 Those risks could increase 
in a world in which the gap between US nuclear force levels and those of China 
narrowed. Under such circumstances, thinking it had several advantages already in 
addressing the situation (geographic proximity, greater interest in Taiwan than the 
United States might feel), a reduced sense of clear American nuclear dominance 
might embolden it to take more assertive action with conventional forces and 
perhaps also to make more forceful nuclear threats.

Matters that involve smaller regional powers may themselves be enough to 

impede any realistic path to nuclear disarmament. These include, notably, the 
Kashmir dispute between India and Pakistan.19 Perhaps it is possible to imagine a 
future world in which conventional military deterrence proves adequate to manage 
any major regional tensions that occur. Given current political realities, however, 
pursuing complete nuclear disarmament is too much.

The chances that Iran or North Korea would go along with any verification regime 
seem slight. The chances that they would make a sincere commitment to forgo 
nuclear weapons seem low as well. The United States could respond to a possible 
nuclear threat by either state with US conventional military forces, which could 
inflict considerable punishment. But the difficulty of making that threat credible and 
effective is greater than many realize. And there is the worry, small but real, that 
such states might transfer nuclear weapons to terrorists. Defense Secretary Robert 
Gates took this threat seriously enough in October 2008 to suggest a possible 
broadening of the United States’ nuclear deterrence doctrine, pledging to hold 
“fully accountable” any country or group that helped terrorists obtain or employ 
weapons of mass destruction.20 For these and other reasons, the likelihood of a 
serious move toward nuclear disarmament being welcomed today by American 
allies in the neighborhood of Iran or North Korea is low. And the potential for 
perverse, counterproductive effects that could actually encourage US allies to seek 
their own nuclear arsenals is great indeed. Perhaps a nuclear zero accord could 
be partially negotiated while North Korea or Iran still had nuclear weapons, but it 
probably could not be implemented until such rogue states also could be pressured 
or cajoled into disarming.

A nuclear-weapons-free world is not attainable today, and a premature pursuit of 
such a world would do more harm than good in the short term by encouraging 
proliferation and weakening deterrence. Whether it could become a good idea in 
the future remains to be seen.

Among the chief prerequisites to comprehensive nuclear disarmament include 
progress on various aspects of nuclear monitoring and verification; better controls 
on biological arms; and resolution of key territorial disputes that could put nuclear-
armed countries at war with each other, notably Kashmir and Taiwan and the future 
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of Israel. Even once a possible treaty was signed and implemented, it would have 
to include means for timely (if temporary) reconstitution of arsenals by one or more 
countries (or group of countries) to deal with possible violations.21

Nuclear zero makes sense as a long-term political goal, even if the United States 
and allies are not now certain how to achieve it. To use the metaphor of former US 
senator Sam Nunn, it is too difficult to know if the summit of nuclear disarmament 
can ever be reached. But it makes good sense to pursue further nuclear reductions 
in a step-by-step manner and move to a possible way station on that path, from 
which Washington could then reassess the situation in the decades ahead. This is 
particularly sensible as a course of action because the various ideas and policies 
that such a course of action implies make sense in their own right for reducing 
nuclear danger in the short term. The more difficult theological debates can and 
should wait.

What of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty? Should the United States make an 
effort to ratify the Treaty, and should Washington and Canberra and other regional 
capitals promote the idea with Beijing too? For me the short answer is that, while 
the CTBT is a good treaty, the prospects for ratification are sufficiently mediocre in 
the US Senate that a vote would likely be counterproductive, leading to a second 
US Senate defeat for the accord (the first time a vote was held, in 1999, only 48 
senators voted yes when 67 would have been needed for ratification).

Such a defeat would be worse than the status quo, causing net harm to the treaty. 
Better perhaps to await a Republican administration that believes in the treaty; 
such an administration might be able to marshal the necessary Senate votes. 
It may also be useful to develop a different kind of nuclear weapon, simple and 
safe and if anything lower in performance parameters than existing bombs, to 
ensure the arsenal’s long-term dependability (the existing arsenal is holding up 
very well now but may not always do so). Development and production of such 
a warhead, done without testing, could actually help the prospects for the CTBT 
by giving confidence to American senators that the nation’s nuclear arsenal will be 
dependable and safe indefinitely into the future. This would not be a new warhead 
per se and would not have new capabilities; it would build on ideas and concepts 

from earlier generations of warheads, updated to modern safety standards.

Several other suggestions might be offered. First, it would be desirable that the 
United States and Russia negotiate a New START II Treaty, as Steve Pifer and 
I advocated in a 2012 Brookings book, The Opportunity. That treaty might take 
strategic warhead totals down from their New START levels of 1,550 to 1,000 
per side, and for the first time capture tactical and surplus warheads too under a 
combined ceiling of an additional 1,000 to 1,500 warheads. As such, each nuclear 
superpower would cut its existing arsenal by about half and wind up with about 
2,000 to 2,500 warheads of all types combined. As part of such an accord, China 
as well as all other nuclear states might be asked to consider issuing associated 
politically binding statements (separate from the formal treaty) that they would cap 
their existing arsenals (or do so very soon).

In addition, whether such additional cuts were made or not, the United States could 
seek to sake money in its nuclear forces as a way of coping with the challenges of 
declining defense budgets. There are prudent ways to do this and save $2 billion to 
$3 billion a year, even if the size of the arsenal is not reduced further. I would favor 
reducing the number of SSBNs from 14 to 8 boats, for example, and loading those 
8 with their full complement of missiles and warheads rather than the reduced 
loadings now employed. In addition, the ICBM force might be cut in half. I would 
further suggest canceling the SSBN replacement program and instead planning 
to build new copies of the Trident (or a slight modification to it) when needed, 
so as to save funds in research and development accounts. Finally, over time, 
Lawrence Livermore National Laboratories might be evolved out of the nuclear 
design business into other areas of scientific activity of greater use to the nation; 
Los Alamos and Sandia, along with the Nevada Site, would remain the dedicated 
DoE facilities for stockpile stewardship into the future.

One more matter of a nuclear-related nature requires brief mention here. In 
response to North Korea’s February 2013 nuclear weapons test, if the international 
community continues to struggle to come up with sanctions of an appropriate type, 
the idea of temporary sunsetting sanctions might be considered. Those sanctions 
on North Korea that have already been in place could and should be retained until 
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greater progress on the nuclear file is reached, including dismantlement of the 
North’s uranium enrichment capabilities and a commitment to eliminate its arsenal 
of warheads. But new sanctions focused on nuclear testing could be designed to 
last just two to three years—unless, that is, the DPRK tests again. This approach 
could provide incentives for North Korea to improve its behavior, and gain greater 
Chinese support.
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