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Contrary to what President Barack Obama is proclaiming on nuclear
disarmament, a recent Congressional Budget Office
(CBO) report has proposed that the US government
spend $355 billion over the next 10 years to upgrade
and develop new generation of nuclear weapons.
This

is

“nearly

$150

billion

more

i

than

administration’s $208.5 billion estimate to Congress
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last year”. ii
The
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proposed

budgetary

plan

CONVENTIONAL

includes

modernization and maintenance of submarines,
bombers and missiles that will cost about $136 billion. Specifically, it will initiate
modernization of “the 1970s-era weapons, and in some case replacement of the 1960smodel vacuum tubes with current-day electronics.”iii In addition, the Pentagon may
consider replacement of the triad of delivery systems, including new class of ballistic
missile submarines and a new type of long-range bomber. Last year, the US Air Force
General Robert Kehler, former head of U.S. Strategic Command, had called for a “multidecade effort to recapitalize [US] nuclear deterrent force and its supporting infrastructure.”
iv

President Obama has reportedly endorsed this proposal as necessary to boost the

security of the arms and to give US political and military leaders the confidence to negotiate
further reductions in the nuclear arsenal. v
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By mulling over this budgetary plan, one can sense that nuclear weapons are not cheap
to hold and, at the same time, have outlived all disarmament aspirations. Domestically, the
plan would force difficult “trade-offs between nuclear and non-nuclear deterrence
considerations,” and to a possible mismatch in the perceived contemporary security
threats, says Kingston Reif, Director at the Center for Arms Control and Non-Proliferation. vi
Specifically, if endorsed in letter and spirit, the plan would result in cuts in the spending on
conventional forces. A point to ponder is whether the conventional forces will be able to
withstand any consolidation necessitated by the price burden of refurbishing the nuclear
systems. Also, one may question the rationality of the modernization plan when the safekeep of hundreds of nuclear missiles on hair-trigger alert for decades in underground silos
are “in distress, if not in decline.” vii For that matter, a number of incidents in the US nuclear
force management reported in recent years bring
home the impression that stringent reforms are
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warranted in the oversight process of nuclearTHE GCNEP: FOSTERING INDIA’S
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weapons. viii
Globally, this will have serious ramifications,
especially

on

the

nuclear

non-proliferation

PRAHAR:
A
REJOINDER

CONVENTIONAL

discourse. Many would view this as a violation of
“the affirmative obligation posited by the Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT)”

ix

– all nuclear weapon state parties are obliged to begin

the process of nuclear disarmament so that other countries could be dissuaded from
getting nuclear weapons technologies themselves. More importantly, when Obama
Administration managed to persuade Iran to commit to its NPT obligations, its new
budgetary plan for refurbishing the Cold War era nuclear weapons would send a wrong
signal that US’ votary for nuclear non-proliferation is all rhetoric.
Under the New START treaty, President Obama is committed to reducing deployed
strategic nuclear weapons to 1,550 per side by 2018.

x

He also indicated in his Berlin

speech that this figure could be further reduced to between 1,000 and 1,100. While meeting
its bilateral and multilateral disarmament obligations, the United States has to ensure
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effective nuclear umbrella to its allies. Logically, with such minimal number of warheads,
the United States has to refurbish or replace and modernize its nuclear weapon inventory
robustly. The suggestions in the report in fact indicate a new expansion and upgrade
inventiveness in US nuclear weapon inventory leading to the development of a new
generation of nuclear weapons, which is likely to spread the impression that US nuclear
policy is “aimed at bullying other countries”. xi
(Disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect
the position of the Centre for Air Power Studies CAPS)
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