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Introduction

he transformation of the U.S. conventional capabilities has begun to

have a substantial and important impact on counterforce strike missions
particularly as they affect counterproliferation requirements. So too have
improvements in ballistic missile defense programs, which are also critically
central to U.S. counterproliferation objectives. These improved
conventional capabilities come at a time when thinking about the prospects
of eventually achieving a nuclear disarmed world has never been so
promising. Yet, the path toward achieving that goal, or making substantial
progress towards it, is fraught with pitfalls, including domestic political,
foreign, and military ones. Two of the most important impediments to deep
reductions in U.S. and Russian nuclear arsenals — no less a nuclear
disarmed world — are perceived U.S. advantages in conventional
counterforce strike capabilities working in combination with even imperfect
but growing missile defense systems.

The Barack Obama administration has already toned down the
George W. Bush administration’s rhetoric surrounding many of these new
capabilities. Nevertheless, it is likely to affirm that it is a worthy goal to
pursue a more conventionally oriented denial strategy as America further
weans itself from its reliance on nuclear weapons. The challenge is to do so
in the context of a more multilateral or collective security environment in
which transparency plays the role it once did during the Cold War as a
necessary adjunct to arms control agreements. Considerable thought has
already been devoted to assessing many of the challenges along the way
to a nuclear-free world, including verifying arsenals when they reach very
low levels, more effective management of the civilian nuclear programs that
remain, enforcement procedures, and what, if anything, might be needed to
deal with latent capacities to produce nuclear weapons.! But far less
thought has been expended on why Russia — whose cooperation is
absolutely essential for abolition to happen — might ever wish to proceed
toward such a post-nuclear world that would be dominated militarily by
American conventional military capabilities and what might be needed to
allay legitimate concerns in this regard. At the very least, it will become
increasingly important to separate fact from fiction in regard to the state of
various conventional offensive and defensive counterproliferation
capabilities and begin the challenge of addressing what kind of concrete
steps are needed to alleviate Russian or Chinese concerns. It is precisely
that objective to which this paper is addressed.

! These issues are usefully taken up in George Perkovich and James M. Acton,
“Abolishing Nuclear Weapons”, Adelphi Paper, No. 396, The International Institute
for Strategic Studies, 2008.
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The paper is organized along the following lines. It first addresses
the origins of U.S. interests and improvements in conventional strike
capabilities, and then explores the emergence of counterproliferation as a
chief mission for conventional offensive and defensive forces. It next
examines the extent to which new conventional capabilities can perform
three key missions previously the exclusive domain of nuclear weapons.
Armed with this background, the paper then examines Russian perceptions
of U.S. advances in conventional warfighting and evaluates the extent to
which these perceptions are real or exaggerated. Finally, in light of Russia’s
concerns, the paper closes with a set of policy options designed to help
allay these concerns on the path toward deep reductions in nuclear
arsenals.
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Conventional Solutions
for Nuclear Problems

ince the end of the Vietham War, U.S. armed forces have engineered

major increases in their conventional capabilities, first by taking
advantage of recent technological progress in precision guidance,
communications, and sensors, and also by evolving appropriate doctrines,
tactics, and procedures. Once these new capabilities had proven their
effectiveness during Operation Desert Storm, they were integrated in the
new “Counterproliferation” policy initiated by the Department of Defense
during the 1990s as a set of more proactive means to reduce the dangers
of nuclear proliferation. Three core missions of the counterproliferation
initiative benefited from these advances: defeating deeply buried targets,
finding and destroying mobile targets such as missile launchers, and
missile defense.

Origins of the U.S. Revolution in Conventional Strike Operations

America’s offensive global reach via both conventional and nuclear means
became clearly manifest in President George W. Bush’s Nuclear Posture
Review (NPR) of December 2001, which sought to conflate previously
nuclear-only attack options into a new concept called “Global Strike”. This
new concept focused on joining advanced conventional and tailored
nuclear strike options together to deal with various regional contingencies
requiring prompt decisionmaking.? To be sure, so-called Global Strike
capabilities, whether they are large volume land-attack cruise missiles
launched from converted Trident submarines or future conversions of
previously nuclear-armed Trident missiles converted into conventionally
armed ones, have begun to worry Russian and Chinese planners alike. Yet,
the origins of seeming U.S. interest in a conventional Revolution in Military
Affairs (RMA) date back at least to the post-cold war period when the early
signs of this interest became manifest during Operation Desert Storm
against Irag.?

% The intent of Global Strike clearly had the character of destroying critical targets
via preventive or preemptive means. For background on the origins of the U.S.
Global Strike concept, see Dennis M. Gormley, “Conventional Force Integration in
Global Strike”, in James J. Wirtz and Jeffrey Larsen (eds.), Nuclear
Transformation: The New U.S. Nuclear Doctrine, New York, Palgrave, 2005 and
Hans M. Kristensen, “U.S. Strategic War Planning After 9/11", Nonproliferation
Review, Vol. 14, No. 2, July 2007, pp. 373-390.

% In fact, Soviet military theorists took note of American use of precision-guided
munitions in the 1970s and foresaw that these systems could create the conditions
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What signs there were of an RMA in conventional warfare during the
1991 Persian Gulf War were only dimly glimpsed; virtually all the weapons
that were employed in that war were decades old, and there were no
dramatic doctrinal, operational, or organizational innovations demonstrated
during that conflict. Yet, there was evidence of revolutionary increases in
effectiveness of long-range precision strikes. Post-war analyses showed
that while comparatively few precision-guided munitions (PGMs) were used
compared to “dumb” (unguided) bombs, to the extent that they were
employed, each aircraft equipped with them could attack two targets in a
single flight. By comparison, aircraft loaded with dumb bombs needed six
sorties to attack only one target. This difference reflected an order-of-
magnitude increase in effectiveness for PGMs.*

Equally portentous in signaling fundamental changes in
conventional operations were the various forms of information
communicated and used around battlefield in 1991. In past wars
information about the enemy’s strength, location, and intentions had often
played an important but secondary role, mainly due to its lack of precision.
Operations occurred no matter the absence of information, and the means
of collecting, analyzing, and disseminating information more frequently than
not failed to pierce the “fog of battle”, or worse, added to it. But during the
1991 war, the American-led coalition had unprecedented access to precise
information, from satellite-gathered intelligence, global positioning and
meteorological data, maps derived from remote sensing, airborne
surveillance radars detecting moving vehicles, to missile-launch detection
data. At the same time, Irag was denied access to similar kinds of
information by virtue of the coalition’s precision strikes on their command-
and-control system, which were executed swiftly within minutes of the war’s
start and continued throughout the air campaign.®

What seemed evident from these early signs of change was that
information had become at least the equal of, if not even more important
than, attrition and maneuver in modern warfare. In effect, information allows
attrition and maneuver capabilities to be applied with unprecedented
effectiveness. What was only forecasted a few short years ago has become
today’s reality: microprocessors have become ubiquitous throughout the
American force structure, joined by remote sensing technology, unmanned
systems, and high-speed, large-capacity communications networks, which
together form a huge grid that enable the precise application of force
against an enemy’s vital centers of gravity. Increasingly, the principal

for what they called a “military-technological revolution”, since they had the
potential to create new operational concepts and changed organizational
approaches to the conduct of warfare. Only later, after supporting studies on these
Soviet-era assessments, did Andrew Marshall of the Pentagon’s Office of Net
Assessment, alter the notion of revolutionary military change from the Soviet
appellation “military-technological revolution” to “Revolution in Military Affairs”
because he believed that these intense periods of military change had less to do
with technology than with a willingness to experiment with new operational
concepts of warfare and companion organizational adaptation.

* Thomas A. Keaney and Eliot A. Cohen, Gulf War Air Power Survey: Summary
Report, Washington, Government Printing Office, 1993, p. 243.

® Ibid., pp. 66-71.
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measure of effectiveness is represented less by the number of platforms
that can be brought to bear than by the quality of networking between
sensors and shooters. This became palpable during initial American
operations in Afghanistan after 9/11 when U.S. Special Operations Forces
slipped behind enemy lines and called in devastatingly effective airstrikes
on enemy forces that enabled Afghan resistance fighters to ride into battle
on horsseback to achieve a rapid (if impermanent) victory over Taliban
forces.

What proved to be so innovative involved the integration of U.S. Air
Force ground controllers into U.S. Special Forces units and their equipping
with GPS receivers and commercial off-the-shelf laser binoculars. At the
same time, combat aircraft were armed with the 2,000-pound Joint Direct
Attack Munition (JDAM) — a relatively cheap modification to an existing
“dumb” bomb that enabled it to be guided precisely to its targets by signals
from GPS satellites.” During combat operations in Kosovo in 1999, NATO
aircraft armed with JDAMs took off from their bases with predetermined
target coordinates; this greatly reduced their targeting effectiveness against
time-critical targets that had managed to move during the aircraft's flight
time. In Afghanistan, air controllers on the ground, armed with proper
equipment, were able to shrink the amount of time between identifying a
target and attacking it from hours to minutes by passing precision
coordinates on the target to aircraft circling overhead at 35,000 feet
altitude. However wrongly, this has fostered the notion that what can be
seen can be hit, and what can be hit can be killed on the modern battlefield.

Conceptually, these changes augured a potential revolutionary
change in air warfare. In past military campaigns, airpower was prosecuted
in pre-defined increments. Intelligence platforms would collect information
largely on fixed targets, and a target list would be drawn up against which
to task specific aircraft as part of an overall air plan. A wave of aircraft
would then execute this plan and return to their bases for subsequent pre-
defined missions. In Afghanistan, airpower was employed in near
simultaneous rather than sequential form due to the rapid integration of
sensor data into the allocation of airpower. Akin to civilian air-traffic
controllers, ground air controllers just outside the target area called in any
number of fighters or heavy bombers to hit targets identified and
subsequently approved for targeting within minutes of their disclosure.
Compared to the target-to-sortie metric of 2:1 in the 1991 Persian Gulf War,
it is now conceivable for each fighter carrying eight smart bombs and B-2

® For a broader treatment of these changes in warfare, see Dennis M. Gormley,
“Technology and Revolutionary Changes in Military Affairs: World War Il to
Present”, in Peter Karsten (ed.), The Encyclopedia of War & American Society,
Thousand Oaks, Sage Publications, 2005, pp. 819-826.

" Despite the fact that the JDAM is not really a stand-alone weapon system at all,
but rather a “bolt-on” adjunct to an unguided bomb, the development program for
this weapon took roughly six years of research, development, and testing before it
became operational. This demonstrates that such military technology is far more
complex than first meets the eye. See Dennis M. Gormley, Missile Contagion:
Cruise Missile Proliferation and the Threat to International Security, Westport,
Praeger Security International, 2008, p. 86.
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stealth bombers carrying 216 such weapons to achieve on a single sortie
as many target kills as the number of bombs they carry.

Ubiquitous information gathering is central to these revolutionary
changes. Much ink has been spent on the transformational potential of
network centric warfare, or the capacity of geographically dispersed forces
to perceive substantially the same picture of event occurring with a broad
battle area.® This allows dispersed forces to mass weapon effects without
massing forces, which takes time and increases force vulnerability to
counterfire. Afghanistan also demonstrated the increasingly powerful role
that space-based communications and unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVS)
played in network centric warfare. Satellite communications and overhead
reconnaissance systems displayed dramatic improvements over their
performance during the 1991 Persian Gulf War, when these systems were
largely controlled by the national intelligence community rather than by
soldiers in the field. In Afghanistan, near-real-time video data from UAVs
was relayed via orbiting communications satellites to command centers and
ground air controllers. This radical broadening of awareness about what
was occurring on the battlefield enabled the operation’s commander to
direct the battle from his headquarters in Tampa, Florida, while maintaining
instantaneous connection to forward headquarters in Kuwait and
Uzbekistan. As only one indication of the growing importance of
information, the Pentagon leased 800 Mbps of commercial satellite support
compared with 100 Mbps during the 1991 Gulf war — a seven-fold increase
in bandwidth to support one-tenth the number of troops.®

The Emergence of Counterproliferation

The declining value of nuclear weapons began to gather steam in the U.S.
military with the collapse of the Warsaw Pact and its Soviet architects. At
the same time, the U.S.-led coalition’s success in the 1991 Persian Gulf
campaign drove up the assessed value of conventional weapon equities.
New smart weapons rapidly began to be perceived as far more credible
and flexible than nuclear weapons as instruments of post-Cold war

® The late Vice Admiral Arthur K. Cebrowski, formerly the Director of the
Pentagon’s Office of Force Transformation, was arguably the strongest and most
influential proponent of Network Centric Warfare. For a comprehensive
bibliographic listing of work both advocating and critiquing the concept, see the
RMA Debate website at http://www.comw.org/rma/fulltext/netcentwar.html.

° Of course, it is important to keep in mind that once Taliban and al Qaeda forces
transitioned to asymmetric and more fleeting forms of warfare (in al Qaeda'’s case,
disappearing into western Pakistan), U.S. military performance suffered. The U.S.
decision to invade Iraq in 2003 also diminished its capacity to focus on operations
in Afghanistan. Nonetheless, however revolutionary many of these information-
driven capabilities may be, they are best applied against regional foes like Iran or
North Korea rather than against insurgencies. On the other hand, operating against
truly near-peer competitors such as Russia or China, where modern integrated air
defenses would present stiffer challenges than against regional foes, is quite
another matter—not least because of the threat on nuclear escalation. For a quite
different view on the implications of U.S. operations in Afghanistan, see Stephen
Biddle, “Iraq, Afghanistan, and American Military Transformation”, in John Baylis,
James Wirtz, Colin S. Gray, and Eliot Cohen (eds.), Strategy in the Contemporary
World, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2007, pp. 274-294.
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deterrence and war. One of the principal organizers of a series of RAND
Corporation war games held between 1991 and 1993 was left with the
impression that then-contemporary military planners saw nuclear weapons
as largely unnecessary, because they believed that new smart weapons
could destroy virtually every military target once assigned to nuclear
weapons.™®

The nature of deterrence also began to change with the demise of
the Soviet threat. If nuclear deterrence during the Cold War depended
ultimately on the punitive notion of inflicting nuclear damage on an
opponent’s society, conventional deterrence hinges on a more diverse
array of needs.™ Punishing one’s adversary, particularly its political
leadership, remains important, but the chief requirement has become the
denial of an adversary’s military objectives. Of course, the vast majority of
the U.S. nuclear arsenal was designed for counterforce strikes, but today
that role has chiefly reverted to conventional weapons. Denial presupposes
the possession of robust defensive and offensive forces, the former to
protect the homeland, friends and allies included, as well as the
introduction of forces into far-flung regions; the latter to complete
destruction of the adversary’s military forces. Whereas the credibility of
Cold War nuclear deterrence hinged ultimately on the perception of societal
catastrophe, conventional deterrence will only succeed to the extent it is
seen as highly effective in achieving its denial objectives — most notably
against weapons of mass destruction (WMD).

Conventional deterrence was given considerable intellectual muscle
in early 1994. Writing in the Washington Post, Paul H. Nitze, one of the
principal architects of American nuclear deterrence, argued that it was time
for the United States to re-examine its reliance upon nuclear deterrence.
Because he believed that the threat of nuclear retaliation would be unlikely
to deter aggression by regional powers, and that the United States would
be unwilling to use nuclear weapons to punish such a move, he
recommended converting the principal U.S. strategic deterrent from nuclear
weapons to precision guided conventional weapons.*? In effect, Nitze's
argument formed the basis for the notion of global conventional strike.

Responding to the perceived lessons of the 1991 Persian Gulf War
that future regional adversaries armed with WMD could deter America and
its partners from taking any action at all by making the costs of such action
unacceptable, the Clinton administration launched the Defense
Counterproliferation Initiative in December 1993."% Specialists immediately
criticized the notion of “counterproliferation” as an unfortunate conflation of
military and nonproliferation policy initiatives and thus potentially a

1 Marc Dean Millot, “Facing the Emerging Reality of Regional Nuclear

Adversaries”, Washington Quarterly, Vol. 17, No. 3, Summer 1994, pp. 50-51.

! Dennis M. Gormley and Thomas G. Mahnken, “Facing Nuclear and Conventional
Reality”, Orbis, Vol. 44, No. 1, Winter 2000, pp. 109-125.

2 paul H. Nitze, “Is It Time to Junk Our Nukes?”, Washington Post, January 16,
1994, p. C1.

¥ The 1993 “Bottom Up Review” had earlier specified that WMD represented the
most direct threat to U.S. security interests.
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diminishment of non-military utilities.** The new thrust nonetheless focused
proper attention on precisely the most difficult military challenges facing
America’s new emphasis on conventional over nuclear solutions.'
Specifically, according to then Secretary of Defense Les Aspin, those
needed capabilities included finding and defeating deeply buried targets;
locating, identifying, and attacking WMD-armed mobile missiles; and finally,
shooting down enemy missiles that managed to survive counterforce
attacks.™® These three areas dominated consideration  of
counterproliferation priorities in 1993 because America’s adversaries were
assessed to be investing heavily in WMD, mobile missiles, and deeply
buried facilities to shelter these precious investments from successful U.S.
attacks.

Not surprisingly, counterproliferation and robust counterforce means
found a featured place in the Bush administration’s December 2001 NPR.
But instead of elevating Paul Nitze’s notion of conventional strategic strike
to a premier position, the 2001 NPR married Nitze's ideas to a substantially
reduced nuclear force, ballistic missile and passive defenses, and a

4 For useful appraisals, see John Baylis and Mark Smith, “The Control of Weapons
of Mass Destruction”, in John Baylis, James Wirtz, Colin S. Gray, and Eliot Cohen
(eds.), Strategy in the Contemporary World, op.cit.,, pp. 228-252 and Chris
Williams, “DOD’s Counterproliferation Initiative: A Critical Assessment”, in Henry
Sokolski (ed.), Fighting Proliferation: New Concerns for the Nineties, Maxwell AFB,
Air University Press, 1996, pp. 249-256.

' As formulated by the Clinton-era National Security Council, the
Counterproliferation Initiative included “the activities of the Department of Defense
across the full range of US efforts to combat proliferation, including diplomacy,
arms control, export controls and intelligence collection and analysis, with particular
responsibility for assuring US forces and interests can be protected should they
confront an adversary armed with WMD or missiles”. The Bush administration, in
December 2002, articulated counterproliferation almost exclusively in military
terms, to include interdiction of WMD transfers, deterrence of WMD use, and
defense.

® Les Aspin, “The Defense Department's New Nuclear Counterproliferation
Initiative”, Address to the National Academy of Sciences, Washington, December
7, 1993. These three priorites emanated from changes in the economics of
underground construction where commercially available boring equipment can now
excavate a tunnel 18 meters in diameter at the rate of 70 meters a day. The
construction of underground facilities buried beneath hundreds of meters of rock is
well within today’s state of the art. Counterforce attacks against mobile missile
launchers in the early 1990s were seen as problematic because of the U.S. Air
Force’s failure to successfully find and attack any of Irag’s mobile launchers during
the 1991 Gulf war. Ballistic missile defenses apparently proved nearly as
ineffective in that, according to a U.S. House of Representatives Committee on
Government Operations hearing, a good case can be made that Patriot missile
batteries hit only 9% of the Scud warheads that they engaged. For details, see
http://www.turnerhome.org/jct/patriot.html. The debate over Patriot's 1991
performance revolves around defining what to declare an effective intercept: one
that merely slightly diverts the missile away from its intended target or one that
destroys the incoming missile’s warhead. For more on this debate, see George N.
Lewis and Theodore A. Postol, “Technical Debate over Patriot Performance in the
Gulf War: American Physical Society Panel Correctly Rejects Criticisms of Analysis
Showing Patriot Failed to Destroy Scud Warheads”, Science & Global Security,
Vol. 8, No. 3, 2000, pp. 357-398.
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revitalized defense infrastructure, to create a “New Triad”.}” The New Triad
reflected President Bush’s November 2001 decision to reduce
“operationally deployed” U.S. nuclear warheads by two-thirds to a level of
1,700-2,200 by December 2012, which in May of 2002 became formalized
in the Strategic Offensive Reduction Treaty (SORT) signed in Moscow. This
provided the chief architects of the NPR room to argue that the New Triad
would at once reduce reliance on nuclear weapons while necessitating
improvements to existing nuclear weapons to make them more responsive
to emerging threats. These threats corresponded quite remarkably with
those outlined by Les Aspin in 1993: hardened underground targets, mobile
and relocatable targets, and chemical and biological agents.

Nor was the idea of former nuclear delivery systems being armed
with conventional warheads entirely new in the 2001 NPR. Besides Nitze's
1994 call for such a transformation, the 2001 NPR’s inception of the non-
nuclear leg of the New Triad was prefigured in the report of the
congressionally mandated National Defense Panel in 1997. As that panel
concluded, “Advancing military technologies that merge the capabilities of
information systems with precision-guided weaponry and real-time targeting
.. . may provide a supplement or alternative to the nuclear arsenals of the
Cold War”.*®

While the Clinton administration’s counterproliferation initiative
focused primarily on new conventional options to solve its most taxing
targeting requirements, the Bush administration tried unsuccessfully to
rationalize new requirements for nuclear weapons to deal with roughly the
same set of challenges. Existing nuclear weapons were believed
insufficient to deal with these threats because they were generally not
accurate enough and their nuclear yields were too large to make them a
discrete and credible threat in the eyes of the targeted adversary. The 2001
NPR’s authors devoted most attention to earth-penetrating nuclear
weapons. They proposed studying the feasibility of converting existing
nuclear bombs into earth penetrators adequate to contain collateral
damage while destroying WMD stored in deeply buried facilities. Both
houses of the U.S. Congress, however, rejected sponsoring or even
studying new nuclear weapons programs. In its stead, the Bush
administration turned its attention to supporting the Reliable Replacement
Warhead (RRW) program, which was approved by Congress in late 2004
and was designed to “