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INTRODUCTION 

 

“If the Soviets do an excellent job at retaining control over 

their stockpile of nuclear weapons - let’s assume they’ve 

got 25,000 - and they are 99 percent successful, that would 

mean you could still have as many as 250 that they were 

not able to control.” 

 

Dick Cheney, “Meet the Press,” December 1991 

 

When leaders from 53 countries convene at the second Nuclear Security Summit in Seoul 

this March, they will review the substantial progress that has been made in securing 

nuclear weapons and materials worldwide since the inaugural summit in Washington two 

years ago, as well as what still remains to be done. 

 

On the one hand, there can be no question that by focusing like a laser beam on the issue 

of securing nuclear weapons and materials beyond the reach of thieves and terrorists, 

persuading participants in the 2010 Summit to pledge that by 2014 all such materials will 

be either secured or eliminated, and working with states case-by-case to consolidate, 

secure, and indeed eliminate weapons-usable material, this effort has made the world a 

safer place. On the other, despite many notable advances and a laudable boost in general 

awareness of the problem, too many weapons and too much material remain at risk. The 

pace of preventative actions taken does not yet match the threat. Securing all weapons 

and materials is an immense political and logistical challenge. But the consequences of 

failing to do so could be truly catastrophic. The Seoul summit will play an indispensable 

role in moving governments to address this challenge with the vigor it demands. 

 

The international community has faced similar challenges before, perhaps ones even 

more daunting. To stretch our imagination about what can conceivably be done, and 

provide some historical perspective on the task remaining before us, it may be instructive 
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to review what actually happened when a nuclear power became a failed state in 

December 1991. 

 

Twenty years ago Russia and fourteen other newly-independent states emerged from the 

ruins of the Soviet empire, many as nations for the first time in history. As is typical in 

the aftermath of the collapse of an empire, this was followed by a period of chaos, 

confusion, and corruption. As the saying went at the time, “everything is for sale.” At that 

same moment, as the Soviet state imploded, 35,000 nuclear weapons remained at 

thousands of sites across a vast Eurasian landmass that stretched across eleven time 

zones. 

 

Today, fourteen of the fifteen successor states to the Soviet Union are nuclear weapons-

free. When the U.S.S.R. disappeared, 3,200 strategic nuclear warheads remained in 

Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and Belarus, most of them atop intercontinental ballistic missiles 

(ICBMs) that stood on alert, ready to be fired at targets in the U.S. Today, every one of 

the nuclear weapons in Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and Belarus has been deactivated and 

returned to Russia, where they were dismantled and the nuclear material in the warheads 

blended down to produce fuel for civilian reactors.  

 

Strategic nuclear weapons are nuclear warheads aimed at an adversary’s nuclear 

weapons, cities and military infrastructure.  Typically, they are large in yield and heavy. 

Of greater interest to terrorists, however, were the former U.S.S.R’s 22,000 tactical 

nuclear weapons with smaller yields and shorter ranges. These were designed primarily 

for battlefield use, with some small enough to fit into a duffel bag. Today, all of these 

have also been returned to Russia, leaving zero nuclear weapons in any other state of the 

former Soviet Union. 

 

Former Czech president Vaclav Havel observed about the rush of events in the 1990s: 

“things have changed so fast we have not yet taken time to be astonished.” Perhaps the 

most astonishing fact about the past twenty years is something that did not happen. 

Despite the risk realistically estimated by former Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney in 
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December 1991, two decades have passed without the discovery of a single nuclear 

weapon outside Russia. 

 

This paper will address the question: how did this happen? Looking ahead, it will 

consider what clues we can extract from the success in denuclearizing fourteen post-

Soviet states that can inform our non-proliferation and nuclear security efforts in the 

future. These clues may inform leaders of the U.S., Russia, and other responsible nations 

attending the Seoul Nuclear Security Summit on March 26-27, 2012. The paper will 

conclude with specific recommendations, some exceedingly ambitious that world leaders 

could follow to build on the Seoul summit’s achievements against nuclear terrorism in 

the period before the next summit in 2014. One of these would be to establish a Global 

Alliance Against Nuclear Terrorism.  
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THE SETTING 

 

As fate would have it, I was in Moscow in August 1991 when a group of conservatives in 

the Soviet security establishment attempted to overthrow President Mikhail Gorbachev. 

Tanks commanded by the plotters ringed the Kremlin; Gorbachev, then on vacation in the 

southern part of the country, was placed under house arrest. With a longtime Russian 

friend, Andrei Kokoshin, later the national security advisor to Russian President Boris 

Yeltsin, I inspected the tank battalion and other military units surrounding the Kremlin 

and elsewhere in Moscow. As we walked and talked, it became clear to both of us that 

the coup would fail and that the Soviet superpower was soon to be no more. 

 

On the plane back to the U.S., I wrote a private memorandum to the Chairman of the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff at that time, Colin Powell, with whom I had worked in the Reagan 

administration. Entitled “Sounding the Alarm,” that memo stated: “Soviet disunion could 

create additional nuclear states, provoke struggles for control of Soviet nuclear weapons, 

and lead to a loss of control of strategic or non-strategic nuclear weapons.” Since these 

events are now history, and the memo was private but not classified, it is attached here as 

appendix.  

 

Could the newly-independent former Soviet states, having been dominated by Russia for 

centuries, be persuaded to give up the nuclear weapons within their borders? To many of 

them, a nuclear deterrent appeared to be the best guarantor of independent survival and 

security. Fatalists dismissed the proposal to eliminate these arsenals as a fool’s errand. 

Nonetheless, as a result of a bold strategy that defined a bright red line of zero nuclear 

weapons in these states, established deep U.S.-Russian cooperation, and carefully 

employed the full array of carrots and sticks, Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and Belarus each 

agreed in 1994 to eliminate all nuclear weapons on their soil. By the end of 1996, every 

one of the 3,200 strategic nuclear warheads in these states had been deactivated and 

returned to Russia. In addition, 14,000 Soviet tactical nuclear warheads that had been 

deployed outside Russia were returned, and many of them dismantled.  
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In what was not only a strategic, but also a logistical triumph, Russian military and 

security services managed to maintain control of tactical warheads, to load them onto 

trucks, trains, and aircraft, and to return them to secure storage sites in Russia. As a 

former DHL executive observed, this would have been an extremely demanding 

assignment even for the “world’s leading package delivery service,” let alone for a state 

apparatus beset by organizational crises.  
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STEP-BY-STEP: WHAT HAPPENED TO SOVIET NUKES? 

 

The collapse of the former Soviet Union presented policy-makers with three unique 

nuclear challenges. The first was to address the fact that Soviet strategic nuclear weapons 

— principally its nuclear-armed ICBMs — were located in four of the Soviet successor 

states, raising the prospect that the demise of the Soviet Union would result in the 

emergence of several states with intercontinental nuclear arsenals. The second was to 

secure and consolidate the Soviet Union’s far-flung arsenal of tactical nuclear weapons, 

the type that would be most transportable to a terrorist group or rogue state in search of 

an instant nuclear capability. The third was to prevent the theft of nuclear weapons or 

weapons-usable material from Russia, or elsewhere in the former Soviet Union. 

 

 

Strategic Nuclear Arsenal 

 

Competition for ownership and control of the Soviet Union’s strategic nuclear forces 

posed the most urgent challenge. When the U.S.S.R. collapsed, the former Soviet 

strategic arsenal was left in Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and Belarus, as well as in Russia. 

President George H.W. Bush had no problem identifying the best feasible outcome for 

the U.S.: a single nuclear successor state, Russia. Russia’s national security establishment 

strongly agreed. 

 

Numerous obstacles lay between American and Russian preferences and their realization, 

particularly in the case of Ukraine. Belarus was a much less serious concern because of 

its subservience to Moscow. Kazakhstan wavered only briefly before the pragmatic 

policies of President Nursultan Nazarbayev set his republic firmly on a course toward 

total denuclearization, a status it achieved when the last nuclear warhead was removed 

from Kazakh territory in April 1995. 
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Ukraine, however, had a simple and intuitively compelling reason for wanting to retain a 

minimal nuclear deterrent: to assure its independence from Russia. As Ukraine’s then-

Defense Minister Konstantin Morozov, a key player in the negotiations that ended in the 

elimination of nuclear weapons in Ukraine, put it plainly: “Ukraine would have posed no 

threat to anyone if, hypothetically speaking, it had possessed tactical nuclear weapons. 

Such weapons could have deterred Russia in its unfriendly political and economic lunges 

at Ukraine.”1 

 

Moreover, thoughtful American voices counseled Ukrainians that the best possible 

guarantor of that independence lay in an independent nuclear deterrent. According to 

Zbigniew Brzezinski (President Carter’s national security advisor), the Clinton 

administration’s focus on Ukraine’s nuclear status was misplaced.
2
 In reality, Brzezinski 

argued, the continued strength of Russia’s age-old “imperial impulse” necessitated that 

the U.S. recognize “the fact that Ukraine’s independent existence is a matter of far greater 

long-range significance than whether Kiev does or does not promptly dismantle its post-

Soviet nuclear arsenal.”
3
 American political scientist John Mearsheimer concurred with 

Brzezinski’s assessment: “Ukrainian nuclear weapons are the only reliable deterrent to 

Russian aggression.”
2
 

 

Had Ukraine retained the strategic nuclear weapons it inherited from the former Soviet 

Union, it would instantly have become the third largest nuclear weapons power in the 

world. The implications of this fact for U.S. national security can hardly be exaggerated. 

Some 1,250 nuclear warheads on ICBMs targeting American cities would have come 

under the command of a new and unstable government in Kiev. 

 

In one of its first and most consequential national security initiatives, the Clinton 

administration moved in 1993 to engage Ukraine in a multi-dimensional relationship 

aimed at ensuring prompt and complete denuclearization. As Assistant Secretary of 

                                                 
1
 Konstantin Morozov’s communication with author, April 14, 2011. 

2
 Zbigniew Brzezinski, “The Premature Partnership,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 73, Issue 2 (March/April 1994). 

3
 Ibid. 

2
 John J. Mearsheimer, "The Case for a Ukrainian Nuclear Deterrent," Foreign Affairs, Vol. 72, No. 3 

(Summer 1993). 
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Defense with lead responsibility for the former Soviet Union, I participated in the new 

administration’s development of a strategy for achieving this ambitious objective. That 

strategy had five major strands.  

 

First, the U.S. sought to persuade Ukraine’s new leaders that nuclear weapons were not 

the solution to their security problem, but rather a target that could provoke a Russian 

attack. Initially, the military chain of command of strategic nuclear forces in Ukraine ran 

from Moscow to Strategic Missile Forces officers in Ukraine. After Ukrainian president 

Leonid Kravchuk forced military officers serving in Ukraine to swear sole allegiance to 

the new Ukrainian state, questions of command and control of weapons became more 

ambiguous. On the one hand, Moscow continued to control the codes required to unlock 

and launch nuclear-tipped missiles. On the other, many of these technical systems had 

been developed by scientists and engineers in Ukraine — who were now coming to think 

of themselves as Ukrainians. 

 

Those of us at the Defense Department were acutely aware of the possibility that a 

contest for control of nuclear weapons in Ukraine, or an attack upon them, could trigger 

an accidental launch of warheads that would destroy American cities. The vaunted SS-

24s carried ten independently targeted warheads with a yield of 550 kilotons each, all 

aimed at American targets.  

 

Thus, the message from the U.S. Department of Defense to Ukrainian Minister of 

Defense Morozov, the Ukrainian national security advisor, and Ukraine’s president was 

that the nuclear arsenal in Ukraine threatened American national security. On repeated 

occasions, as Assistant Secretary, I told Ukrainian counterparts that if I were an advisor 

to the Russian General Staff and concluded that Ukraine was about to take operational 

control of nuclear-armed ICBMs, I would advise attacking the weapons and facilities to 

prevent that outcome. 

 

Second, U.S. strategy sought to persuade Ukraine’s leaders that its best hope for survival 

in a dangerous world, especially since it shared a long, yet undetermined border with a 



  

  9 
What Happened to the Soviet Superpower's Nuclear Arsenal? 

Clues for the Nuclear Security Summit 

wounded bear that had for the previous millennium dominated Kiev, lay in establishing a 

real relationship with the U.S.. As the sole remaining superpower, the U.S. was 

unambiguously number one. Washington was, we told the new leaders of Ukraine, 

prepared to enhance military-to-military relations with a non-nuclear Ukraine. As the 

world’s economic superpower, the U.S. was also the gatekeeper to the economic and 

technical assistance Ukraine sorely needed from the World Bank and the IMF. U.S. 

assistance to Ukraine would be conditioned on their elimination of nuclear weapons. 

 

Third, U.S. strategy underscored for Ukrainians the real dangers posed by nuclear 

weapons. Just seven years earlier, Ukraine had experienced the nightmare of Chernobyl. 

A civilian nuclear power plant had melted down, releasing highly radioactive material 

across a large swathe of Ukraine and Belarus. Every new member of the Ukrainian 

government and military had a personal story about the devastating consequences of that 

tragedy. Earlier, as a member in a Harvard project that provided economic and political 

advice to the emerging government in Kiev, I had created the first bumper sticker for the 

newly independent Ukraine. It warned in both Russian and Ukrainian: “Every nuclear 

weapon is a Chernobyl just about to happen.” 

 

As negotiations over the nuclear weapons dragged on, and evidence of Ukraine’s 

seriousness about taking operational control of nuclear weapons mounted, Russian 

negotiators struck a responsive chord by arguing that the weapons in Ukraine had passed 

their “service warranty” and were at risk of leaking radiation or even exploding. The U.S. 

did nothing to deflate such exaggeration. Morozov, Ukraine’s then-Defense Minister, 

believes to this day that Ukraine could not have ensured the safe operation of nuclear 

weapons on its territory. According to Morozov, Ukraine had “no technological capacity 

for ensuring safe operation of nuclear weapons.” In fact, when asked to name the top 

three reasons why Ukraine gave up nuclear weapons, Morozov cited (1) the unpredictable 

consequences that the Ukrainian government would have had to face if it had decided to 

claim command and control of the nuclear weapons deployed in Ukraine; (2) the lack of 

technical preparations that would have been needed to take over their maintenance and 
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operation quickly; and (3) the need for Ukraine to comply with the Nuclear Non-

Proliferation Treaty (NPT).
3
  

 

Fourth, the U.S. strategy for denuclearizing Ukraine also engaged Russia. Here, the U.S. 

and Russia shared a vital national interest. Even though Ukraine had joined the 

Commonwealth of Independent States, Russia felt threatened by Ukraine’s potential 

nuclear-armed status. As Russia’s Defense Minister at that time, Pavel Grachev noted: 

“Russia could not allow the emergence of a new nuclear neighbor, even if that neighbor 

were a friendly state.”
4
 A senior Russian diplomat involved in the negotiations on 

denuclearization put it more delicately, observing that Russia had “no need for any new 

nuclear states, friendly or not.”
5
  

 

Of course, Russia had many other outstanding issues with Ukraine including clarification 

of the status of Crimea, ownership of the Black Sea Fleet, and indeed, for most of the 

Russian national security establishment, even allowing Ukraine to become an 

independent state. Nonetheless, toward the common goal of denuclearizing Ukraine, the 

U.S. and Russia developed a well-coordinated, often good cop-bad cop approach. On 

occasion, Russians objected that the U.S. was being deceived or even seduced by 

Ukraine. Russian Defense Minister Grachev, in particular, complained to me about 

Secretary of Defense Les Aspin playing “huggy huggy” with his Ukrainian counterpart. I 

responded that, in the U.S., we have a saying that it is sometimes useful to hug someone  

—  in order to be able to squeeze him. 

 

Finally, the U.S. strategy included allocating a substantial part of the Nunn-Lugar 

Cooperative Threat Reduction program in the former Soviet Union to Ukraine (and 

Russia) to incentivize desired behavior. Initially funded at $400 million per year, the 

Nunn-Lugar program grew to a $1 billion per year program managed principally by the 

Department of Defense. At a time when Ukraine’s new military establishment was 

                                                 
3
 Morozov’s communication with author. 

4
 Pavel Grachev’s communication with author, February 7, 2011. 

5
 Remarks made by a senior Russian diplomat to the author on October 25, 2010 in Cambridge, MA. The 

diplomat—who is intimately familiar with the negotiations on denuclearization of Ukraine—asked not to 

be named. 
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struggling for resources, U.S. financial assistance was the Ukrainian government’s best 

source of scarce dollars.
6
 

 

Much of the U.S.-Russian diplomacy was carried out in the context of the Gore-

Chernomyrdin Commission, a biannual forum convened by Russian Prime Minister 

Victor Chernomyrdin and U.S. Vice President Al Gore that brought together senior 

Russian and American officials for high-profile, and often highly technical, negotiations. 

Vice President Gore brokered the deal that gave new impetus the denuclearization of 

Ukraine at the end of 1993, an arrangement that was set forth in the “Trilateral 

Agreement” signed by U.S. President Bill Clinton, Russian President Boris Yeltsin, and 

Ukrainian President Leonid Kravchuk at a summit in January 1994 in Moscow.  

 

The Trilateral Agreement formalized one of the Clinton administration’s most significant 

achievements: it established the framework for Ukraine to transfer all strategic nuclear 

warheads on its soil to Russia for dismantlement; to accede to NPT as a non-nuclear 

weapons state; and, thus, to allow the START I Treaty to enter into force. In return, 

Russia agreed to ship nuclear fuel rods to Ukraine for use in civilian power reactors, and 

Russia and the U.S. together provided formal assurances of Ukraine’s independence and 

territorial integrity.  

 

After the fact, it is difficult to imagine what might have been. What if Ukraine had 

attempted to seize operational control of ICBMs with strategic nuclear warheads? What if 

during such an effort, Russia had attacked the missile silos? What if, in that chaos, an 

accident had triggered the launch of one missile with ten nuclear warheads against 

American cities? At the time, these were all considered serious and credible threats. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
6
 U.S. assistance to Ukraine totalled $4 billion between 1991 and 2011. “Background Note: Ukraine,” 

Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, U.S. Department of State, January 4, 2012. 
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Tactical Nuclear Arsenals 

 

The total size of the Soviet tactical nuclear weapons arsenal remains unknown. 

According to best estimates, however, at least 22,000 tactical nuclear weapons were 

stationed across the Soviet Union’s fifteen constituent republics in 1991. In the context of 

increasing turmoil within the ranks of the Soviet military and rising instability along the 

Soviet periphery, especially in the conflict-ridden republics such as Armenia, Azerbaijan, 

Georgia, and Tajikistan, the Soviet Union’s tactical nuclear weapons arsenal presented an 

acute risk. If stolen and offered for sale in international arms bazaars, there would have 

been many eager buyers, including not only rogue states but also terrorist groups. We 

sometimes referred to these hypothetical “loose nukes” as “Cheney’s 250.” 

 

Recognizing this risk, the U.S. and Russian governments undertook a series of initiatives 

in the early 1990s to reduce their arsenals of tactical nuclear weapons. Later dubbed 

“Presidential Nuclear Initiatives” (PNIs), these were “reciprocal unilateral 

commitments,” which meant that they were unilateral, not legally binding and reversible, 

calling for an appropriate but voluntary response.
4
 

 

The first of these unprecedented initiatives occurred in September 1991 — just one 

month after the failed coup in Moscow. President George H.W. Bush announced the 

unilateral withdrawal of tactical nuclear weapons from U.S. forces around the world, a 

sweeping initiative that reversed in a single stroke decades of U.S. military planning. In 

announcing these actions, President Bush challenged his Soviet counterpart, Mikhail 

Gorbachev, to undertake a reciprocal withdrawal of tactical nuclear weapons from his 

military forces abroad, a process that, in fact, Moscow had already begun, albeit on a 

modest scale. 

 

                                                 
4
 Eli Corin, “Presidential Nuclear Initiatives: An Alternative Paradigm for Arms Control,” Center for 

Nonproliferation Studies, Monterey Institute of International Studies and The Nuclear Threat Initiative, 

March 2004. 



  

  13 
What Happened to the Soviet Superpower's Nuclear Arsenal? 

Clues for the Nuclear Security Summit 

A week after President Bush’s initiative, Gorbachev responded positively in his own 

public address, outlining a reciprocal plan for withdrawing all tactical nuclear weapons 

from the outer reaches of the Soviet empire.  

 

Less than a month after moving into the Kremlin in December 1991 Boris Yeltsin 

reiterated and even expanded Gorbachev’s commitment to these efforts. In his January 

1992 statement the Russian president said that the new Russia would continue to adhere 

to all bilateral and multilateral agreements related to nuclear weapons control and that his 

country would continue to work towards global nuclear disarmament “gradually on a 

parity basis.” 
5
 

 

Yeltsin’s continued commitment to this process led over the next twelve months to the 

removal of tactical nuclear weapons from newly independent states that were formerly 

part of the Soviet Union and their consolidation at central storage facilities in Russia. A 

total of 14,000 warheads were moved from non-Russian states, most of them 

subsequently dismantled, and their nuclear cores downblended into fuel. 

 

 

Nuclear Theft 

 

The third nuclear challenge of the post-Soviet era was qualitatively different and orders 

of magnitude more difficult than the first two. Solutions to the first two problems 

succeeded in concentrating the former Soviet nuclear arsenal within Russia.  

 

The good news: all nuclear weapons had been retrieved from the fragile former Soviet 

states. The bad news: the weapons were returned to Russia during a period of 

considerable chaos. Thousands of nuclear weapons and hundreds of thousands of pounds 

of weapons-usable fissile material were being held at scores of sites scattered across a 

disoriented, discombobulated Russian Federation. Security was so insufficient at some of 

Russia’s nuclear facilities at that time that stealing highly enriched uranium (HEU) was 

                                                 
5
 Ibid. 



  

  14 
What Happened to the Soviet Superpower's Nuclear Arsenal? 

Clues for the Nuclear Security Summit 

easier than taking potatoes, according to a Russian military investigator who probed the 

theft of four kilograms of HEU by a Navy officer in 1993.
7
 

 

The U.S.S.R. had relied on the strong hand of the state and absolute control over society 

to deter theft of its nuclear arsenal. The Soviet Union’s dissolution thus created an 

international security problem without precedent: nuclear weapons and materials were 

being stored in installations that lacked adequate security, often located in highly unstable 

areas. The risk that insiders, or a combination of insiders and intruders, would steal 

former Soviet nuclear weapons and materials loomed large.  

 

In these early days of the Soviet collapse, American and Soviet policy had not yet begun 

to address this problem in a manner that was commensurate with their countries’ stakes in 

the issue. Between 1992 and 1994, U.S. initiatives designed to combat the threat of 

nuclear theft were carried out in the context of the Nunn-Lugar program within the 

Department of Defense. The effectiveness of this early effort suffered from an array of 

legal restrictions and bureaucratic obstacles, handicapping the program’s efforts to 

improve the security of Russian fissile material quickly and comprehensively. 

Responsibility for implementing the various U.S. anti-theft programs was broadened in 

1994-95. Although this bureaucratic adaptation began to show a few promising results in 

1995, the overall U.S. government effort still moved too slowly. 

 

And yet, the bottom line is clear: not a single former Soviet nuclear weapon has been 

found in another country or in an international arms bazaar. Were it not for the intense 

professionalism, patriotism, and devotion to duty of the vast majority of the nuclear 

scientists and workers in the former Soviet states, a genuine nuclear proliferation 

catastrophe would surely have occurred. This incredible result is testimony to the 

determined efforts of the Russian government, including, in particular, the “nuclear 

guardians” in its Ministry of Defense and Ministry of Atomic Energy, supported by U.S. 

                                                 
7
 Oleg Bukharin and William Potter, “Potatoes Were Guarded Better,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 

(May 1995- June 1995.) 
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technical and economic assistance stemming from the Nunn-Lugar legislation and 

subsequent acts of Congress.  

 

 

Cooperative Threat Reduction 

 

In December 1991, as the Soviet Union—the “Evil Empire,” as Ronald Reagan rightly 

named it— wobbled on the brink of collapse, U.S. Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney 

appeared on “Meet the Press.” The moderator asked what would happen to its nuclear 

weapons if the Soviet Union broke up. 

 

As quoted at the outset, he answered: “If the Soviets do an excellent job at retaining 

control over their stockpile of nuclear weapons—let’s assume they’ve got 25,000—and 

they are 99 percent successful, that would mean you could still have as many as 250 that 

they were not able to control.” 

 

Asked a follow-up question about what the U.S. could do to address this threat, Cheney 

was unable to think of anything other than to be prepared for the worse. As he said: 

“Given the disintegration of their society, given the sad state of their economy, the only 

realistic thing for me to do as Secretary of Defense is to anticipate that one of the 

byproducts of the breakup of the Soviet Union will be the proliferation of nuclear 

weapons.”
8
 

 

Fortunately, others in Washington would answer the question about what the U.S. would 

do. A leading Democratic Senator from Georgia, Sam Nunn, and a Republican Senator 

from Indiana, Dick Lugar, not only recognized the challenge but also created a 

breathtaking response. Too late in the Congressional calendar to hold hearings on the 

issue, they designed an imaginative and unprecedented legislative maneuver by which 

they attached an amendment to the Defense Appropriations Bill. It took money 

                                                 
8
 Cited in Graham Allison. “Washington Can Work: Celebrating Twenty Years With Zero Nuclear 

Terrorism.” The Huffington Post, December 29, 2011. 
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appropriated for the U.S. defense budget and allowed the Secretary of Defense to spend 

$400 million, helping Russia to secure and eliminate former Soviet nuclear weapons. In 

what has been the most significant U.S. policy initiative towards Russia in the post-Cold 

War period to date, it was not the chief executive, but rather, leaders in the Congress, 

who both put the problem on the agenda and legislated the program of action to address 

it. 

 

However, after an initial burst of imagination and energy, the Cooperative Threat 

Reduction Program — that Lugar and Nunn legislated —  soon became enmeshed in 

bureaucratic “business as usual.” Cold War habits of thought began to re-emerge. Russian 

suspicions about espionage by the U.S. government, American complaints of diversion of 

funds by the Russians, resistance to anything “not invented here,” and deeply ingrained 

attitudes and practices created obstacles that could be overcome only by high-level 

interventions.  

 

Thus, at the end of the Clinton administration, in a notable “Report Card” on U.S. 

nonproliferation programs with Russia, an official task force chaired by Howard Baker 

and Lloyd Cutler concluded that the “existing scope, pace, and operation of the programs 

leave an unacceptable risk of failure and the potential for catastrophic consequences.” 

The Baker-Cutler Report Card called for a reinvention of this enterprise to “finish the 

job” of securing all weapons and material on a fast track with full funding, which they 

estimated would cost $30 billion. 

 

The administration of George W. Bush entered office in 2001 skeptical of the Nunn-

Lugar program. It was only after months of delay and initial cuts to the program’s budget 

that the administration responded to sharp criticism from Republican Senator Lugar and 

others, restoring the funding to the levels during the Clinton administration. 

 

One major contribution to the strengthening of nuclear security in the former Soviet 

Union that President Bush did make early in his first term was the lead role he played in 

the establishment of the Global Partnership Against the Spread of Weapons and Materials 
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of Mass Destruction at the G-8 Kananaskis Summit in June 2002. G-8 leaders pledged to 

spend $20 billion over the following decade to assist Russia and the other former Soviet 

states in securing or eliminating chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons.  

 

Management of the Nunn-Lugar program, however, was left to new officials with little 

enthusiasm for the task. Episodic initiatives, heroic efforts by isolated individuals, and 

occasional presidential declarations aside, the program sank deeper into the bureaucracies 

on both sides. At the end of the Bush administration’s first term, after thirteen years of 

effort since the fall of the Soviet Union, the nuclear security balance sheet showed that 

the job of securing Russia’s nuclear weapons and material remained only half done, 

leaving 44,000 potential nuclear weapons’ worth of HEU and plutonium vulnerable to 

theft. To be sure, the job was physically and politically ambitious in the extreme. But 

keeping at that pace, at that time terrorists would have had 13 more years to try their luck.  

 

In February 2005 a U.S.-Russian summit in Bratislava, Slovakia provided a new 

opportunity to boost cooperation in reducing nuclear threats. For the first time, President 

Bush and his Russian counterpart Vladimir Putin accepted personal responsibility for 

addressing the nuclear threat and for ensuring that their governments secured all 

potentially loose nuclear material in their countries by the end of 2008. They pledged that 

all U.S. and Russian research reactors provided to developing and transitional countries 

would be converted from HEU to low-enriched uranium fuel, from which nuclear 

weapons cannot be made. They also created a “Senior Interagency Group,” chaired by 

Energy Secretary Samuel W. Bodman and Russian Federal Atomic Energy Agency Chief 

Alexander Rumyantsev, to oversee implementation of these efforts and brief them 

regularly.  

 

Also in 2005, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the International 

Convention for the Suppression of Acts of Nuclear Terrorism. Proposed by Russia to 

strengthen the international law to counter terrorist threats, the April 2005 pact became 

the first UN convention aimed at preventing WMD terrorist attacks. The following year, 

Bush and Putin launched the Global Initiative to Combat Nuclear Terrorism, which helps 



  

  18 
What Happened to the Soviet Superpower's Nuclear Arsenal? 

Clues for the Nuclear Security Summit 

nations improve their capacity for prevention, detection, and response to a nuclear-

terrorist event. Since July 2006, 80 nations have joined the U.S. and Russia as members 

of this initiative. The depth of convergence of U.S. and Russian vital national interests on 

the issue of nuclear security is best illustrated by the fact that bilateral cooperation on this 

issue continued even as relations between the two countries became frosty in the 

aftermath of the August 2008 war in which Russia sided with Georgia’s separatist 

provinces of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. 

 

One of President Obama’s highest foreign policy priorities after he took the oath of office 

in January 2009 was to “reset” relations with Russia as a pillar in his strategy to combat 

nuclear terrorism, which he called “the single largest threat to American national 

security.” In July 2009, Obama and Russian President Dmitry Medvedev established a 

framework for sustainable cooperation between their governments, launching a bilateral 

presidential commission that included working groups on nuclear security, arms control 

and counter-terrorism. 

 

In April 2010, Obama and Medvedev signed the New START treaty to reduce the 

number of strategic nuclear weapons and decrease the probability that such weapons or 

their constituent materials could be acquired by terrorists. The same month saw the 

Russian president participate enthusiastically in the Nuclear Security Summit organized 

by Obama in Washington, making specific national nuclear security commitments. 

Medvedev and 45 other heads of state and government joined President Obama in 

supporting his plan to secure all vulnerable nuclear material worldwide within four years, 

and called for specific standards for securing HEU and plutonium. All the participating 

leaders approved a detailed work plan that provides for compliance with past United 

Nations Security Council resolutions on nuclear security. Also, 29 countries made 

specific commitments at the summit to secure or eliminate nuclear materials, although 

most of these commitments either restated earlier promises or confirmed what these states 

had planned to do regardless. As part of these commitments, Russia signed a protocol 

with the U.S. to amend one of the cornerstones of the Nunn-Lugar programs in Russia —  

the 2000 Plutonium Management and Disposition Agreement. Under the amended 
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agreement, both countries will dispose of approximately 17,000 nuclear weapons’ worth 

of excess weapon-grade plutonium.  

 

In June 2010, Obama and Medvedev joined other G-8 leaders in extending the group’s 

Global Partnership Against WMD for another ten years, with the U.S. pledging an 

additional $10 billion for the program. Also as part of the reset, the U.S.-Russian 123 

agreement on civilian nuclear cooperation came into force in January 2011. The two 

countries are currently negotiating extension of the umbrella agreement for the 

Cooperative Threat Reduction (CTR) Programs, which expires in 2013.   

 

These programs, into which 20 billion American taxpayers’ dollars have been invested 

over the past twenty years, remain the most cost-effective expenditure in the U.S. defense 

budget. CTR has financed the aforementioned withdrawal of 3,200 strategic nuclear 

warheads from Ukraine, Kazakhstan, and Belarus. 14,000 tactical nuclear weapons have 

been withdrawn to Russia. More than 2,370 strategic missiles, 155 strategic bombers, and 

33 ballistic-missile submarines have been destroyed as part of the ongoing CTR 

programs. Yet how many Americans know that half of all the electricity produced by 

nuclear power plants in the U.S. is powered by fuel that had previously been in Russian 

warheads, but was purchased in one of the CTR programs? When this purchase program, 

known as Megatons to Megawatts, is completed in 2013, the equivalent of 20,000 

warheads will have been reprocessed into fuel —  enough to power all of the nuclear 

reactors in the entire U.S. for two years.
9
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 “Megatons to Megawatts,” official web site of the United States Enrichment Corporation, 

http://www.usec.com/russian-contracts/megatons-megawatts.  

http://www.usec.com/russian-contracts/megatons-megawatts


  

  20 
What Happened to the Soviet Superpower's Nuclear Arsenal? 

Clues for the Nuclear Security Summit 

LESSONS LEARNED 

 

At the end of this March, President Obama will go to Seoul to join Lee Myung-bak and 

52 other heads of state for the second Nuclear Security Summit. That event offers an 

appropriate occasion for looking back on the remarkable accomplishments of the past two 

decades for lessons for the future. Lessons about assistance in denuclearization, about the 

unilateral elimination of nuclear weapons, and about bilateral and multilateral 

cooperation in securing nuclear weapons and materials can be applauded and adapted to 

assure that the record of zero nuclear explosions in cities over the past two decades is 

maintained for the decade ahead, and beyond. 

 

Of these lessons, it is the denuclearization of fourteen former Soviet states that 

demonstrates most vividly how effective, ambitious nuclear diplomacy can and should be 

at a time when the international community struggles to prevent a meltdown of the global 

nuclear order undermined by the nuclear programs of North Korea and Iran. 

 

First, and most obviously, denuclearization of Ukraine demonstrates that persuading 

states to surrender their nuclear arsenals is very difficult, but not impossible. Nuclear 

weapons tend to be viewed as a state’s surest security blanket. Thus, when Ukraine felt 

increasingly vulnerable to Russian revanchism and estranged from the U.S., this military 

asset was increasingly attractive. The challenge for Washington and Moscow was to 

convince Ukraine that surrendering its nuclear arsenal would be better for its security 

than the alternative. 

 

In the case of Kiev, Washington’s and Moscow’s appeal was two-pronged. First, they 

declared that Ukraine’s retention of its strategic arsenal was unacceptable, and they 

unwaveringly committed themselves to the arsenal’s removal.
10

 Second, they combined 

this commitment to denuclearization with economic, diplomatic, and security guarantees. 

Ukraine had to make a decision: to relinquish its strategic arsenal, giving up a potential 
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 Ashton Carter and William J. Perry, Preventive Defense: A New Security Strategy for America 

(Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 1999). 
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nuclear deterrent but winning Washington’s and Moscow’s support and security, or to 

retain its strategic arsenal and almost certainly lose Washington’s and Moscow’s support 

and security. U.S. and Russian security was certainly threatened for every additional 

minute Ukraine retained its arsenal. However, Ukraine’s economic and diplomatic 

interests were increasingly threatened for every minute they held onto the arsenal. This 

condition overshadowed the advantages the weapons provided to Ukrainian military 

security—and these advantages were also deteriorating as the weapons aged. Ukraine 

decided that surrendering its nuclear weapons was the best option. Though Ukraine 

would be less militarily secure as a non-nuclear nation, Kiev hoped that surrendering the 

arsenal would make it more economically, diplomatically, and politically secure.  

 

The second lesson the post-Soviet denuclearization case provides is that a potential 

nuclear state can be more easily persuaded to denuclearize when its nuclear weapon 

status is ambiguous or undeveloped. Though Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan were  

extreme case, because they woke up one morning in possession of nuclear arsenals, their 

cases are nonetheless instructive. None of the three republics had made a political or 

economical investment in developing nuclear weapons. Thus, they did not have 

established organizations invested in maintaining the arsenal or a reflexive  aversion to 

eliminating the weapons.  

 

The third lesson that the case of Ukraine provides is that it is important to be clear about 

what is and is not acceptable to a given state. The U.S. owes part of its success to the 

clarity of its commitment to remove nuclear weapons from Ukraine. Ukraine was never 

in any doubt that the U.S. would accept nothing less than complete removal of all nuclear 

weapons. This forced Ukraine to make an “all or nothing” decision about its strategic 

nuclear weapons.  

 

The case of Ukraine also provides a fourth critical insight: the U.S.-Russia partnership for 

denuclearization succeeded where either state’s unilateral effort would have failed. A 

successful deal required Moscow’s openness in the warhead dismantlement phase and an 

acknowledgment of Ukraine’s sovereignty—neither of which the U.S. could provide. The 
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deal also required Washington’s security guarantees, economic assistance, and third-party 

mediation efforts—none of which Russia could provide.
11

 

 

Another lesson that both the denuclearization of former Soviet republics and 

implementation of the Nunn-Lugar program in this region provide is that if the U.S. and 

Russia join forces as equal partners on an issue where their vital interests converge, then 

they can achieve results that may seem unattainable to others. Equality is as important for 

such breakthroughs as commonality of interests. The Nunn-Lugar program in Russia has 

showed the limits of cooperation when one partner in the project is a “recipient,” the 

other is a “donor,” and the former appears to be much more interested in the issue than 

the latter. Conservative elements of the Russian defense and security establishment have 

opposed expansion of the Nunn-Lugar program, arguing it is not in Russia’s interest and 

is designed to let the U.S. officials spy on Russian nuclear secrets and incentivize the 

reduction of Russia’s military nuclear potential. On the U.S. side, policymakers have 

complained that some of their Russian counterparts do not seem to be interested in 

sustaining security improvements funded under the program. 

 

When the U.S. and Russia collaborated to denuclearize Ukraine, they did so as equal 

partners, even though their nuclear nonproliferation partnership was just beginning. That 

partnership has strengthened considerably since then, and Washington and Moscow now 

have the opportunity to lead the international community in reversing erosion of the 

international non-proliferation regime. The upcoming nuclear summit in Seoul gives the 

U.S. and Russia an excellent opportunity to display such leadership. 
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NEXT STEP: GLOBAL ALLIANCE AGAINST NUCLEAR 

TERRORISM 

 

As the world’s leading nuclear weapons states, the U.S. and Russia have a unique ability, 

and a unique responsibility, to lead in combatting the threat of nuclear proliferation and 

nuclear terrorism. The future of the global nuclear order will be determined to a large 

extent by whether Washington and Moscow agree on the diagnosis of the threat and 

jointly develop a strategy to combat it.  

 

But the U.S. and Russia cannot undertake or sustain efforts to combat nuclear 

proliferation and nuclear terrorism bilaterally. Fortunately, they need not try. Today, all 

responsible nations share vital national interests in preventing nuclear proliferation and 

terrorism. Each has sufficient reason to fear nuclear weapons in the hands of terrorists, 

whether they are Al Qaeda, terrorist groups in Russia’s North Caucasus, or doomsday 

cult members. Each nation’s best hope to achieve conditions essential for its own security 

requires serious cooperation with the others. The great powers are therefore ripe for 

mobilization for a new global concert, indeed a grand Global Alliance Against Nuclear 

Terrorism.  

 

Just as the U.S. government recognized the Soviet Union’s dangerous legacy of tactical 

and strategic weapons and moved briskly to secure them, so all states with nuclear 

weapons should acknowledge this pressing threat to global security — a threat too large 

for one nation to tackle alone — and join this alliance.  

 

The mission of the alliance should be to minimize the risk of nuclear terrorism by taking 

every action physically, technically, and diplomatically possible to keep nuclear weapons 

or materials locked away to a “gold standard” to prevent them from being acquired by 

terrorists. UN Security Council Resolutions 1373, 1540, and 1887 provide a UN 

framework for this alliance. They call for securing nuclear weapons, materials, and 

technologies by requiring all states to criminalize proliferation, enact strict export 
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controls, and secure sensitive materials within their borders. While obliging sovereign 

states to adopt and enforce laws to close the loopholes exploited by black market WMD 

networks, these commitments currently lack necessary enforcement mechanisms. Such 

mechanisms should be created and codified as part of the global alliance. This alliance 

should incorporate lessons learned over the past twenty years through U.S.-Russian 

cooperation in agreeing on criteria for securing weapons and materials supported by 

Nunn-Lugar funds and the G-8 Global Partnership, and experience gained during 

implementation of earlier international projects, such as the Proliferation Security 

Initiative, that provide a framework for international cooperation among member states in 

fighting proliferation networks.  

 

As nuclear superpowers who still control 95% of the weapons and materials, the U.S. and 

Russia would be the founding partners of the Global Alliance. They would invite other 

nuclear weapon states, and states with weapon-usable materials, to join. The central 

commitment of the Alliance would be to do everything technically feasible on the fastest 

possible timetable to prevent terrorists exploding a nuclear bomb. Operationally, this 

would require three clear commitments as the fixed entry price for membership at the 

high table of the Alliance:  

 

 A gold standard for all nuclear weapons and materials on a country’s soil, 

attaining the highest level of security to which other items of value can be 

protected.  This “gold standard” would include: 

o Steps to reduce the probability of theft to a level as low as reasonably 

achievable, as my Belfer Center colleague William Tobey has 

recommended.
12

 

o Protecting all HEU and plutonium against all insider and outsider threats 

that local intelligence services judge to be plausible. 
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 Transparency about having secured weapons and materials to this gold standard, 

sufficient for each of the leaders to assure citizens in his own country that if 

terrorists successfully explode a nuclear bomb, it will not have come from one of 

the other states who is a member of this Alliance, because they have not only 

pledged to secure their weapons to a gold standard, but also have actually done so.  

Compliance should be certified by independent international audits and tests of 

security. Such audits should become an integral part of the international process 

for operationalizing the “gold standard” in order to fill in the undefined “effective, 

appropriate” security required by UN Security Council Resolution 1540. There 

should be an ongoing process for holding states accountable beyond the end of the 

four-year effort agreed to in 2010. 

 

 Cessation of all production of new HEU and plutonium that could be used in 

weapons.   

 

The presidents of the U.S. and Russia could announce the Global Alliance at the Seoul 

summit and invite leaders of other nations to join them before the next nuclear security 

summit in 2014. The two presidents must use all their powers of persuasion and refuse to 

accept no for an answer.  

 

As noted above, while the Washington summit took a giant step forward in addressing 

threats of nuclear terrorism, it failed to take other steps required for success. The 

participants were not able to agree on a shared assessment of the nuclear terrorism threat 

or establish an operational baseline and criteria for protection of weapons-usable 

material. The commitments listed in the communiqué were often vague or weakened by 

loopholes. Moreover, as observed by its organizers, the Washington summit picked most 

of the “low hanging fruit.” 

 

To accelerate progress in enhancing nuclear security, the U.S., Russia and other members 

of the proposed Global Alliance should commit themselves to taking the following 

actions between the 2012 and 2014 nuclear security summits: 
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 Agreeing to declare all stockpiles of HEU and plutonium, limit further 

accumulation of such stockpiles, consolidate their storage facilities, and 

reduce these stockpiles as rapidly as practicable. 

 Agreeing to end the civil use of HEU and to eliminate civil stocks of such 

material. 

 Agreeing to eliminate particularly dangerous stocks of HEU or separated 

plutonium. For instance, the U.S. and Russia could expedite efforts to have 

research reactors modified to run on low-enriched uranium (LEU). Those 

reactors that cannot be converted to LEU must be closed. 

 Agreeing that the nuclear-weapon-states that are signatories to NPT and any 

other states willing to join the new Global Alliance will formally commit to a 

fissile material production moratorium in a joint statement. This would be a 

political commitment and intended to add momentum to, not supplant, the 

Fissile Material Cut-off Treaty.  

 Establishing national and regional fissile-material free zones. Ukraine, 

Belarus, and Kazakhstan could lead by example. 

 Establishing joint capabilities to collect and analyze intelligence on nuclear 

terrorist threats. 

 Agreeing that countries will provide on-site armed guards for all sites with 

HEU or separated plutonium, with numbers, training, and equipment 

sufficient to protect the sites against plausible threats until off-site forces 

arrive.  

 Committing to carry out regular and realistic tests of nuclear security systems’ 

abilities to counter attacks by adversaries in which insiders and outsiders 

collude. 

 Committing to participate in exchanges of nuclear security best practices, to 

establish implementing programs for those practices at nuclear sites, and to 

participate in and support World Institute for Nuclear Security and IAEA 

security work. 
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 Agreeing to implement the amended Convention on the Physical Protection of 

Nuclear Materials, even before its entry into force. 

 

While leading efforts to enhance nuclear security worldwide though implementation of 

these measures under the auspices of the proposed Global Alliance, the U.S. and Russia 

should also bear in mind that there are still almost 20,000 nuclear warheads in their 

combined arsenals, far beyond what either  requires for robust deterrence, including 

extended deterrence guarantees to allies. Therefore, Washington and Moscow should 

carry out a fresh round of deep bilateral nuclear arms reductions while also working to 

draw other nuclear powers into the disarmament process.  

 

Some non-nuclear-weapons states are dragging their feet on more ambitious initiatives to 

prevent nuclear terrorism, on grounds of frustration, arguing  that the nuclear-weapons-

states have not lived up to their commitments under the NPT to pursue disarmament in 

good faith. Sharply reducing Cold War arsenals and devaluing nuclear weapons in 

international relations would partially address these states’ grievances.  Complete nuclear 

disarmament, however, is a long-term goal. The urgent challenge for all nations is to 

staunch the current bleeding of the international non-proliferation regime, and to bring 

the risk of nuclear terrorism, which would change our world forever, to the lowest level 

possible. 
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APPENDIX: GRAHAM ALLISON’S MEMO TO COLIN 

POWELL 
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