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October 9, 2006, the nuclear club expanded its membership from eight 
to nine states. The North Korean nuclear test and earlier missile launches 
have accentuated western missile defences. Iranian nuclear developments 
have hardly lessened the interest: Contemporary and emerging missile 
threats differ fundamentally from those of the Cold War era. Missile de-
fences are by the US, and some of its allies, now regarded as an insurance 
against military surprises, diplomacy breakdowns, intelligence breaches, 
and deterrence failures, and a way to sustain dominance and avoid coer-
cion. Ballistic missiles may provide a way for the juvenile adversaries to 
attempt to achieve some degree of strategic equality, or to limit military 
courses of action. According to the US, this necessitates a different ap-
proach to deterrence and additional tools for defence. 

Accordingly, June 13, 2002, the United States withdrew from the 1972 Anti-
Ballistic Missile Treaty, which barred the development, testing, and deployment 
of strategic ballistic missile defences, including space-based components.2 
With formal international constraints gone, the US now freely explores its 
defence system. The system rests upon an evolutionary acquisition approach, 
with steps and capability improvements through block upgrades. European 
countries are increasingly becoming part of this capability expansion.

The official goals of the US missile defence is to:3 defend against potential 
and emerging long-range missile threats from “irresponsible regimes”,4 
to provide security to a select group of states in Europe, to seek partner-
ships to develop and deploy missile defence capabilities fending US and 
deployed forces for its allies.  According to the Pentagon this is consistent 
with NATO’s direction on missile defences, so if adopted, the US system 
could make a significant contribution to that objective as well. To the US, 
the more NATO is involved in the ongoing development, the better. An 
integrated NATO missile defence is a pronounced, long-term goal.5
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Currently, NATO considers expanding its umbrella of defensive coverage, 
possibly to have the capability to protect deployed military forces against 
short- and medium-range ballistic missiles by 2010.6 With the US Missile 
Defense Agency (MDA) in the lead, an extensive technical cooperation 
is ongoing with European NATO partners, and the United Kingdom as a 
forerunner. A 10.000 page feasibility study funded by NATO concluded 
May 2006 that a missile defence for Europe is technically and financially 
feasible.7 The four-year study, on the missile threat to Europe and how to 
defend against it, remains classified. 

Intuitively, missile shields may seem both rational and well-considered in 
light of evolving threats, as well as technological defensive developments 
and opportunities. However, the systems may interfere with international 
strategic balances. Both vertical and horizontal proliferation may result, 
and its impact on existing mechanisms to stem nuclear proliferation may 
be detrimental. Such considerations appear to have been kept outside the 
scope of the assessments conducted this far. As the final designs of the 
missile defences are far from being determined and as the planned and 
already partly implemented systems may have profound security implica-
tions, the missile defence debate should be kept alive – and broadened, 
much beyond the (technical) scope of current and planned feasibility 
studies and tests.  

In particular, it should be considered whether the missile defence systems 
may come to act as a catalyst for the very missile threats they are sup-
posed to counter. More so, a thorough assessment of possible impacts of 
the envisioned defence systems on existing arms control arrangements 
seems highly pertinent. Implications of the integrated missile defence sys-
tem, as the one envisioned by the current Bush-administration and some 
NATO-allies, are thus discussed in the following. The article will do so by 
considering the status of the current program, as well as future plans and 
underlying philosophies and security thinking. Six possible problems for 
nuclear arms control and non-proliferation are presented, before a review 
of the possible impact of the missile shield on the Nuclear Non-Prolifera-
tion Treaty (NPT).8 
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The analysis shows that missile defences are incompatible with a viable 
and strong NPT. The defence systems hence pose fundamental questions 
related to the future dynamics of nuclear proliferation, as well as pre-
ferred countermeasures.

The State of Missile Defence Affairs
The US missile defence is envisioned as a combination of systems that 
find, target and destroy ballistic missiles in any of their three flight peri-
ods – the initial boost phase, the midcourse phase and the descent phase 
– from defences arrayed on the ground, at sea or even in the air.9 The sys-
tem aims at being a layered defence, so military assets could be brought 
to bear at any stage in a missile’s flight against the United States, its 
deployed forces or those of its allies.

In February 2003, the U.K. agreed to the US request to upgrade the early 
warning radar at Fylingdales, U.K., for missile defence purposes. A bilateral 
Framework Memorandum of Understanding to facilitate missile defence 
cooperation at Thule Air Base, Greenland, between the United States and 
Denmark was signed in October 2005.  The agreement allowed Denmark 
access to US missile defence technologies, possible defence contracts; 
and it grants the US the right to upgrade its early warning capabilities. 
Currently, the United States is looking for additional ways to partner with 
the United Kingdom on missile defence research and development. Dis-
cussions with Spain, Turkey, Greece and Hungary are scheduled for April 
2007. Outside Europe, key partners include Japan and Australia.10

In the US, the Missile Defense Agency continues to develop, test and de-
ploy a multilayered national ballistic missile defence system. Originally 
described as a test bed, the Fort Greely, Alaska, ground-based midcourse 
defence missile interceptor base, is now the core of the Bush-administra-
tion’s rudimentary missile defence system.  Not yet fully operational, end 
of February 2007, a total of 16 interceptors in the national missile defence 
have been placed on US soil.11 

The aim is to raise the total to roughly two dozen interceptors by the end 
of this year and up to 54 by 2011, including ten missiles in Europe.12 The 
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testing program, however, has been criticized for being unrealistic, with 
no tests or experiments resembling real attacks.13 A successful intercept 
by the Ground-based Midcourse Defence System September 1, 2006 gave 
the program a much needed boost following a series of misfires. Missile 
defence proponents maintained that the successful test would help step 
up pressure on North Korea and Iran.14

 
Hence, albeit somewhat delayed, falling back of the goal of having 20 
interceptors in place by 2005, the US-program moves ahead, and ex-
pands. This year, ground-testing will involve war-fighting personnel and 
readiness demonstrations. Over the past two decades, the United States 
has appropriated more than $100 billion to these endeavours.  Anti-mis-
sile programs are amongst the Bush administration’s funding favourites. 
Now, the Pentagon is seeking approximately $10.8 billion for its various 
missile defence projects.15 Compared to 2006, the funding increase nears 
20%.16

Early 2007, funding requests were issued for deploying ten interceptors in 
Poland and tracking radars in the Czech Republic.17 Space-based intercep-
tor feasibility and demonstration experiments are, moreover, planned. For 
this purpose, the Missile Defense Agency will be asking $45 million in the 
upcoming fiscal year 2008 budget request to begin conducting “space-
based interceptor feasibility and demonstration experiments”.18

Through 2011, Pentagon foresees using nearly $570 million to develop 
space-based interceptors.

A defensive offensive logic?
In the 1980s and early 1990s, there was much written and said on how to 
device military weapons systems and strategies in a manner where they 
would be ”non-offensive” and thus useable for defensive purposes only. 
The thinking was intended as a way out of the cataclysmic arms races, dy-
namics and spirals of the Cold War. The problem, of course, was that most 
weapons systems could serve both offensive and defensive purposes. 

Missile defences add new dimensions to this non-offensive thinking. The 
limited, scaled-down version of the current US system – consisting of 
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various land or sea-based batteries of missile interceptors in order to hit 
incoming missiles – is among the few weapon systems that probably could 
count as purely defensive and non-offensive. As offensive means directed 
towards other states, the interceptors are useless. Besides, according to 
current plans the interceptors will be installed without explosives. Their 
efficiency rest upon the kinetic impact when colliding with an incoming 
ballistic missile. As a response system, the shield could – ideally – render 
missiles superfluous as credible, offensive weapons. If the missile defence 
qualifies as the ultimate non-offensive weapon system there would be 
good reasons to cheer its development and arrival. Indeed, to the current 
US  administration missile defence is an essential component of America’s 
goal to support international non-proliferation efforts.19

However, the current system runs the risk of upsetting strategic balances. 
In Russia reactions have been particularly strong, with concerns that sec-
ond-strike capabilities will be lost or limited. Foreign Minister Sergei Lav-
rov claimed that “any unilateral anti-missile projects would fundamen-
tally alter the [European] continent’s geo-strategic landscape”, adding 
that it was “unacceptable for anyone to use Europe as their own strategic 
territory”.20

US officials on their behalf have repeatedly stressed that Russia’s strategic 
nuclear deterrent is not the intended target of the planned European bal-
listic missile interceptors. Brushing such worries aside, Secretary of State 
Condoleezza Rice has insisted that the interceptors are far too few to 
upset a cooperative relationship between the United States and Russia.21 
Possible ways to cooperate with Russia on a missile defence have been 
put forward. Moreover, the plan to deploy elements of a missile defence 
system in Central Europe has been the subject of ongoing high-level con-
sultations and meetings of technical experts of the two nations dating 
back to the spring of 2006, in the NATO-Russia Council and elsewhere. 
Discussions continue. 

Yet, as the United States is openly seeking primacy in every dimension of 
modern warfare, the missile defence may be seen as potential compo-
nent of a future offensive weapon system. These are the fears nurtured in 
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Moscow, Beijing and other capitals, and these are the threat perceptions 
that may come to govern international security relations in the coming 
decades. The Bush-administration refuses to enter negotiations or even 
less formal discussions on a ban on space weaponization. Indeed, as space 
has become an increasingly important component of US economic, na-
tional and homeland security, President Bush has signed a new National 
Space Policy that rejects future arms-control agreements that might limit 
US flexibility in space.22  Specifically, the new policy calls on the Pentagon 
to “provide space capabilities to support…multi-layered and integrated 
missile defences. The policy asserts that “freedom of action in space is as 
important to the United States as air power and sea power,” and insists on 
a right to deny access to space to anyone “hostile to US interests”. 

Star Wars I & II 
In the early 1980s, US President Reagan formulated and initiated the de-
velopment of a space-based system of lasers that would be able to destroy 
nuclear missiles fired by the Soviet Union. The Space Defence Initiative, 
SDI, or, ”Star Wars” (as it soon was baptized, with reference to the Spiel-
berg movies) and the ensuing research and development efforts could 
literally have undermined the entire deterrence rationale that reigned the 
Cold War: It threatened the ability of the Soviet Union to strike and harm 
with its nuclear weapons in the same manner as the US could. 

Later it has been maintained that the SDI more than anything else was 
the reason for the Cold War to end and the Soviet Union and Eastern 
Block to collapse. This interpretation probably exaggerates the historical 
importance of the SDI. First of all, the system was never developed and 
the prospects of it ever being completed and becoming operational were 
all the time uncertain. Secondly, the Soviet options were never exhausted 
with respect to either developing similar or different defensive systems, or 
simply refining their nuclear arsenals so that the missiles would be faster 
and harder to detect and shoot down. 

Finally, the extreme risks taken with the SDI may have been neglected or 
forgotten: The SDI could have increased the first-strike temptation of the 
Soviet Union. If the Soviet Union remained exposed to a US nuclear attack 
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and would have lived on to see its strategic potential gradually being 
undermined and becoming impotent, it may have made some sense to 
make use of its nuclear missiles in a comprehensive surprise attack. In the 
extreme end, if it had been further developed and had become a credible 
defence structure, the SDI-system might thus have ended up as a catalyst 
of nuclear war – not an inhibitor. In the future, opened archives will give 
us more knowledge on how the Soviet leadership reasoned with regards 
to the SDI. 

As the Cold War thawed, SDI was put to rest, at least in the political 
speeches, and the focus switched to disarmament issues. Here, the Soviet 
and US leaders achieved successful leaps and milestone treaties. The first 
achievement was the INF Treaty in 1987, where the US and the USSR 
agreed to abolish an entire category of intermediate-range nuclear mis-
siles that had been deployed in Europe throughout the previous decade 
and a half. Later came the START I Treaty and the drastic reductions in the 
strategic nuclear arsenals.

Toward the mid-1990s, however, the missile defence was resurrected in a 
somewhat milder and modest variant where it would be an earth-based 
and not space-based system. The particular reason was the Gulf War in 
1991, when Iraq had been able to fire Scud missiles on Israel and Saudi 
Arabia. The countermeasure then was the US Patriot missile that was 
placed in several states that were threatened by Iraq. The Patriot was only 
partially successful in actually hitting Iraqi missiles, yet broadly publicized 
as an efficient defender against the rampant threat posed by missiles that 
were or could be tipped with weapons of mass destruction.23 

In December 1993, the NATO Council created the second step toward a 
revitalization of the old system when NATO agreed to introduce ”counter-
proliferation” as part of the means the Alliance would make use of in or-
der to create protection against weapons of mass destruction. Instead of 
relying on the political, economic, diplomatic and ultimately military means 
that could be made use of multilaterally in the framework of the NPT, it 
was decided that NATO or its members could act proactively and eradicate 
threats from weapons of mass destruction before they materialized. 
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In the US, under the Clinton Administration, the missile defence box hence 
was re-opened, primarily to meet possible WMD-threats from so-called 
“rouge states”. The national missile defence considered and research work 
done remained inconclusive with respect to whether the system would 
be technically feasible. It remained, however, an opportunity that took 
stock of the technological development, as well as of the possible mis-
sile threats to the USA. During the last Clinton years, this was the careful 
base line for the system’s possible conception; birth and growth at a later 
stage. When George W. Bush took office in 2001 things soon changed. 
The missile defence was no longer a potential system for the future, if the 
future developed in a certain manner: It was to be a full-blown structure; 
if possible a system that could and would shape international relations. 
 
Six Possible Problems for Nuclear Arms Control 
The nuclear non-proliferation regime consists of the Nuclear Non-Prolif-
eration Treaty as its corner stone with a number of principles, norms and 
rules for behaviour and co-operation embedded, in the pursuit of halting 
the spread of nuclear weapons. There are a number of interrelated issues 
linked to the missile defence that pose challenges, problems and obstruc-
tions to the objectives of the NPT and the nuclear non-proliferation re-
gime. The problems may manifest themselves in direct as well as entwined 
manners. Before a more detailed assessment of the impact of the defence 
on the NPT, a set of possible problems for nuclear arms control in general 
are presented in the following. 

Problem 1: Treaty Abandonment 
In order to freely pursue a national system, US President Bush gave for-
mal notice to Russia in December 2001 that the United States of America 
would withdraw from the Anti-Ballistic Missiles Treaty (ABM Treaty). The 
treaty was thus cancelled by one of its architects and founding fathers, 
the USA. President Bush then stated that the ABM Treaty was a Cold War 
instrument and by abolishing it there was a clear expression that the Cold 
War was gone. With this, the other party, the Russian Federation could 
only take note of the fact that the instrument that during the Cold War 
had – after all – limited the nuclear armaments was put to rest. 
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The virtues of the ABM Treaty were that it kept a lid on the deterrence and 
arms race kettle. Without the Treaty, the US and the USSR would probably 
have developed missile defence systems further. This in turn would likely 
have led the adversary to qualitatively and quantitatively develop its nu-
clear arsenal in order to conquer the missile defences. And so on. With the 
ABM Treaty, the US and the Soviet Union agreed that both would be better 
off without having to go through all these possible stages. In contrast to 
the mentioned Bush dictum, the nuclear rivalry between the US and Rus-
sia is still alive. Both sides retain sizable nuclear arsenals, some of which 
are kept on high alert levels. Russia develops new nuclear inter-continen-
tal ballistic capabilities and maintains missiles with multiple warheads 
(see below).  There are therefore good reasons to preserve measures that 
reduce the risk of escalated arms races and tension between the nuclear 
superpowers. The ABM Treaty was such a measure and it was highly func-
tional and helpful even after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

More so, with the abolishment of the ABM Treaty, the US made itself the 
first actor that permanently withdrew from a treaty that plays an impor-
tant role in the international nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation 
regime. Just one year later, North-Korea followed suit and pulled eventu-
ally out of the NPT. February 2007, as a direct response to the planned Eu-
ropean missile defence interceptors, the Russian army chief of staff, Yury 
Baluyevsky, threatened to withdraw from the 1987 Intermediate-range 
Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF Treaty) between Washington and Moscow.24 

Problem 2: The Death of the START II and III Treaties
In January 1993, Presidents Yeltsin and Bush (Sr.) signed the START II 
Treaty. The treaty called for the elimination of “Inter-Continental Bal-
listic Missiles”, ICBMs, with so called “MIRVs” or, Multiple Independently 
Targetable re-entry Vehicles (meaning that each missile can carry several 
nuclear warheads for individual targets) and reduction to strategic war-
head limits on each side of between 3,000 and 3,500 (initially) by 2003. 
Immediately afterwards discussions started on how to proceed to a START 
III Treaty, under which the levels of nuclear weapons would be further 
reduced and the fissile material for the first time irrevocably controlled 
or eliminated. The same month, President Bush presented the Treaty to 
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the US Senate for ratification. Here, the Treaty was adopted one year later 
with an overwhelming majority of votes, whereas the Russian ratification 
process turned out a protracted endeavour. The Russians were dragging 
feet mainly due to the rejection by the US Congress to ratify the Compre-
hensive Test Ban Treaty, as well as US-British military strikes against Iraq 
in1998, and the NATO bombing campaign in Former Yugoslavia in 1999. 

In April 2000, the Russian Duma finally ratified the START II Treaty, but 
stressed simultaneously that the ABM Treaty would have to remain in 
force and adopted legislation towards this end. The legislation made en-
try-into-force of START II dependent upon US adoption of the START II 
protocol and AMB Treaty-related documents. In other words, the START II 
reduction would only be achieved if the ABM Treaty stayed intact. To the 
US, this was an unacceptable clause. Hence, with the demise of the ABM 
Treaty the START process came to a halt. The START II disappeared and 
further discussions on the START III Treaty became futile. 

Later, in May 2002, Presidents Putin and Bush agreed to establish the 
Strategic Offensive Reduction Treaty. In spite of the fact that this agree-
ment foresees the reduction of strategic nuclear weapons to a level of 
between 1,700 and 2,200 warheads on each side by 2012, the SORT has 
to be considered as no more than an agreement for short-term disabling 
of nuclear weapons. There are no provisions on the destruction of the 
nuclear weapons and the nuclear materials, and there are no restrictions 
on the number of operational weapons after 2012. Moreover, there are no 
reciprocal verification or inspection measures embedded in the Treaty. 

In short, the US withdrawal from the ABM Treaty has barred the world 
from the added security value that drastic and verified reductions of stra-
tegic weapons under the START II and III Treaties may have provided. As 
the START III was the first arms control treaty to address the elimination 
of the fissile material from dismantled warheads, it would also have been 
a significant contribution to a reduced nuclear terrorism threat: No fissile 
material, no nuclear bomb, no nuclear terrorism.25
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Problem 3: A New Generation Strategic Nuclear Missiles 
In November 2004, Russian President Putin announced that the Russian 
Federation intends to develop the world’s most sophisticated nuclear mis-
sile. Putin did not specify which new nuclear systems he was referring to. 
However, the Russian defence industry is developing a mobile version of 
the Topol-M ICBM. The Bulava is a sea-launched ballistic missile that will 
also have a land-based version and a re-entry vehicle that will become a 
component of a new nuclear missile system, according to reports in the 
Russian press.26 The development of a new generation of Russian nuclear 
missiles is the first such step since the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

Russia needs to take the uncertainties associated with the new strategic 
situation into consideration. During (possible) first-strike attacks, even a 
relatively modest or inefficient missile-defence system could be enough 
to protect against any retaliatory strikes, as the target country would have 
so few warheads left.27  The new Topol M may hence be interpreted as a 
determination by Russia not to be intimidated by the prospects of the 
US developing a missile defence that would render Russia vulnerable, 
without it being able to saturate the missile shield and to retaliate. As a 
direct consequence, moreover, it would seem rational to maintain large 
payloads and huge warheads in order to maximize damage from those 
missiles actually penetrating the envisioned shield. 

US decision-makers have maintained that the national missile defence not 
is directed towards the Russian Federation and the strategic relationship 
that the two states have, based on mutual deterrence. In fact, during early 
(April 2000) US efforts to accomplish Russian acceptance of its system, 
US negotiators argued for Russia to retain a minimum strategic nuclear 
force, indefinitely.28 The force, no less than 1500 warheads, should be on 
constant alert and large enough to penetrate the planned defence system, 
and hence avoid upsetting the strategic relationship between the rivals.

In parallel to its missile defence plans, the US continues to qualitatively 
develop and sophisticate its nuclear arsenals. March 7, 2007, the Depart-
ment of Energy’s National Nuclear Security Administration announced 
that it will proceed with the Reliable Replacement Warhead (RRW) 
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program. According to US officials, the RRW program, being “critical for 
sustaining long-term confidence in (US) nuclear deterrent” will enable a 
more responsive nuclear infrastructure and, ultimately, a reduced stock-
pile size.29 

Could this be the contours of a new nuclear arms race amongst the two 
Cold War rivals? The first new nuclear warhead productions since the Cold 
War, may definitely be seen as a blunt negligence by both states of their 
commitments under article VI of the NPT. The nuclear disarmament ob-
ligations outlined herein on the part of the Nuclear Weapon States is an 
important part of the overall non-proliferation bargain, and one of the 
prerequisites for a sound and viable Non-Proliferation Treaty.

Problem 4: The Cut-Off Treaty and Strategic Relations with China
The US argues that the national missile defence aims at smaller antago-
nists, in particular North Korea and Iran. However, China is another actor 
with a small nuclear arsenal. The system may cripple China’s nuclear de-
terrence, which currently rests on a minimal strategic nuclear force. Even 
today, without a fully operational missile defence, it has been maintained 
that the US has a first-strike capability against China.30 With the national 
shield, US will definitely be able to deter China, but China may unable to 
reciprocate – without intensifying its nuclear force modernization. 

While the Chinese nuclear capabilities generally tend to be exaggerated 
by western sources,31 China is now taking steps to develop missiles that 
can strike deeper into the US than the couple of dozens that currently 
can reach only California. Another sign of the times was the successful 
Chinese destruction of an orbiting satellite early 2007. A ground-based, 
medium-range Chinese ballistic missile then knocked an old weather sat-
ellite from its low-flying orbit. As expected, international reactions were 
strong, not least in the US.

The US push for a national missile defence have made China hold a more 
restricted stance on international efforts to stem the production of fis-
sile material. In order to maintain its minimum deterrence towards the 
US, China has claimed a need to keep current and future production of 
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fissile materials going. Indeed, in the Conference on Disarmament, China 
has persistently argued that a future fissile material cut-off treaty (FMCT) 
must be linked with negotiations on the Prevention of an Arms Race in 
Outer Space (PAROS). Hence, while the US claims to be in favour of the 
ban on further production of fissile materials for military uses, the missile 
defence plans serve as obstructions for a shared and genuine apprecia-
tion by all Nuclear Weapon States of a cut-off treaty. Apart from a minor 
intermezzo in August 1998 – when the Conference on Disarmament did 
manage to establish an ad hoc Committee for cut-off negotiations – very 
little has happened on the FMCT scene during the past decade.
 
Problem 5: Nuclear Chain Reactions in South Asia
A China on the verge of qualitatively and quantitatively improving and 
extending its nuclear arsenals and means of delivery is likely to have con-
sequences beyond the US-Chinese relationship. India embarked on the 
nuclear weapons track after a border war with China in 1962. Since then, 
a prime reason for India to have nuclear weapons has been China and its 
nuclear weapons. To the extent that China enlarges and sophisticates its 
arsenal, India may be tempted or forced to do the same. April 2007, the 
country again successfully tested a missile capable of carrying a nuclear 
warhead.

India has a second nuclear antagonist, namely Pakistan. Currently, the 
brittle relations between the two states have stabilized and a timid dia-
logue over a solution to the Kashmir conflict is being carried out. To the 
extent the negotiations are successful can there also be a general peace-
ful development between India and Pakistan. However, there are limits 
to how prosperous talks can be where regional nuclear arms races are 
looming. If India thus follows suit vis-à-vis China, then this is likely to put 
Pakistan on a similar track. 

Problem 6: Nuclear Inspiration for “the Usual Suspects”
Iran and North Korea can – rightly or wrongly – point to a nuclear threat 
from the USA (and Israel, for the case of Iran), as a source of inspira-
tion for its own nuclear weapon programs. The DPRK nuclear test fuelled 
Japanese nuclear weapon discussions, and developments in Iran have 
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ramifications in other states in the neighbourhood. For instance, Paki-
stan borders with Iran and the two states are divided over many issues 
such as affiliations with the US and whom to support in Afghanistan. 
The South-Asian nuclear chain reactions may hence continue on to the 
Middle-Eastern region. 

Across existing or embryonic civilian nuclear capabilities, Syria, Saudi Ara-
bia and Egypt may develop nuclear weapons ambitions. And, they may 
have an easier time to justify nuclear weapons aspirations in an environ-
ment where nuclear weapons play a persistent element for perceptions of 
security and status. Such developments also imply that nuclear weapons 
continue to play a large role in international politics and security relations, 
more than a decade after the end of the Cold War. This has implications. 
As it becomes more and more evident that the Nuclear Weapon States of 
the NPT do not intend to abide to their full nuclear disarmament obliga-
tion in Article VI of the Treaty – but rather chose to rely on sustained 
nuclear capabilities and missile defences – it will become harder to point 
to the salience of the non-proliferation pledge of nuclear abstinence for 
Non-Nuclear Weapon States in Article II of the NPT. 

Impact on the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, NPT, constitutes the backbone of the 
international nuclear non-proliferation regime, together with safeguards 
and the export control system. The regime is enhanced by additional con-
ventions and several agreements creating regional nuclear weapon-free 
zones. It may be understood as ‘universal’ in the sense that it refers to 
multilateral disarmament and non-proliferation efforts based on interna-
tional norms of arms control, using legal instruments on a global basis. 

The NPT has long been key in non-proliferation and disarmament activi-
ties. The Treaty is the major international legal obstacle for states seek-
ing nuclear weapon capabilities. In retrospect, and despite setbacks, the 
overall impact of the NPT has been significant and gratifying.  Entering 
into force in 1970, it aims at devaluing the political and military currency 
of nuclear weapons, and limiting their spread – both vertically and hori-
zontally.32 Due to the non-proliferation norm established by the NPT, the 



17
Defence as the Best Offence? M

issile Defences and N
uclear N

on-Proliferation

long-term efforts of the USA and others to gain acceptance for it, and 
the international inspection regime developed under the NPT, the world 
now has nine nuclear weapon states. Without the treaty, this figure could 
have been close to thirty.33 However, its achievements have been hard 
won, and increasingly contested.34 Its continued success is by no means 
guaranteed.

According to the NPT, nuclear weapons are temporarily legal in five coun-
tries (the five that had tested prior to 1 January 1967); not illegal in three 
others (Israel, India and Pakistan, which never joined the NPT); and banned 
everywhere else (North Korea’s formal nuclear status remains undefined 
and unclear, despite the recent test). The treaty was – not without opposi-
tion – extended indefinitely in 1995. While the Bush-administration’s ap-
proach to non-proliferation accepts the NPT, it does not rely on it.35  But, 
in confining the nuclear ambitions of its opponents the US has an interest 
in sustaining the NPT. In this regard, showing some progress on Article VI 
is vital to all Treaty member states. No disarmament whatsoever may be 
accomplishable in the absence of (or after a breakdown of) an efficient 
regime to curb the spread of nuclear arms.

The 2000 Review Conference of the NPT adapted by consensus thirteen 
practical steps for the systematic and progressive efforts to implement 
Article VI of the NPT. The steps operationalized the 1995 “Principles and 
Objectives for Nuclear Non-Proliferation and Disarmament” – one of the 
elements of the package introduced in conjunction with the NPT treaty-
extension. By this, the NPT now encompass a series of measurable steps 
– steps that will be followed closely. To the extent these steps are imple-
mented is not only a strong indicator of the strength and well-being of 
the nuclear non-proliferation regime. The very future and viability of the 
NPT rest upon their completion. 

The following section assesses the status of these steps in light of existing 
and planned missile defence systems. The steps, as described in the 2000 
NPT document, are given in italics. The findings are summarized in Table 
1, below, and briefly discussed in the following. 
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Table 1. Missile Defence Impact on the Steps for Nuclear Disarmament and 
Non-Proliferation from the 2000 NPT Review Conference 

Step 1
The importance and urgency of signatures and ratifica-
tions, without delay and without conditions and in ac-
cordance with constitutional processes, to achieve the 
early entry into force of the Comprehensive Nuclear-
Test-Ban Treaty. 

The abandonment of the ABM-treaty, may be seen as a product of Wash-
ington’s policies of nuclear exceptionalism: In an à la carte approach to 
nuclear arms control, the US openly dismisses some treaties as irrelevant, 
anachronistic or dangerously unreliable.36

Pending a Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, the nuclear weapon states un-
der the NPT maintain testing moratoria. As seen below, however, the push 
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for missile defences may have raised testing-incentives, hence causing 
a further erosion of the CTBT-foundations – as well as the NPT. Missile 
defence plans probably have had some, but still a somewhat uncertain 
influence on the first Step of the plan of action. 

Step 2 
A moratorium on nuclear-weapon-test explosions or 
any other nuclear explosions pending entry into force 
of that Treaty. 

Obviously, the rationale behind the North-Korean nuclear test October 
2006 is complex and multifaceted. Officially, the DPRK was compelled to 
manufacture nukes by the US nuclear threat, sanctions and pressure.37 If 
the North-Korean test was a response to US security policies, the missile 
defence is likely to be in the forefront of Pyongyang’s calculations. The 
missile defence is part of the new US military doctrine, and since the 1998 
Rumsfeld Commission, North Korea has been the primary rationale for a 
national missile defence in the United States.38

However, the test did not only alter the nuclear status of the country. 
It effectively made DPRK a stronger party in the intense disarmament 
negotiations. As such, the expectations of the missile defence proponents 
to “step up pressure on North Korea”, 39 were fulfilled indeed – albeit with 
adverse effects. In short, the moratorium has been held by the US and 
others but broken by North Korea that also broke with the NPT. It is hard 
to say whether North Korea would have carried out a test had there been 
more benign relations with the US. But there are reasons to assume that 
the North Korean test is one example of how propagated needs for missile 
defences can become self-fulfilling prophecies. The 2nd Step has had some 
negative influence from the missile defence.

Step 3
The necessity of negotiations in the Conference on Dis-
armament on a non-discriminatory, multilateral and 
internationally and effectively verifiable treaty banning 
the production of fissile material for nuclear weapons 
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or other nuclear explosive devices in accordance with 
the statement of the Special Coordinator in 1995 and 
the mandate contained therein, taking into consider-
ation both nuclear disarmament and nuclear non-pro-
liferation objectives. The Conference on Disarmament 
is urged to agree on a programme of work which in-
cludes the immediate commencement of negotiations 
on such a treaty with a view to their conclusion within 
five years. 

This issue has been discussed above, under the section on the “Cut-Off 
Treaty and Strategic Relations with China”. The 3rd Step is directly and 
negatively influenced by current US missile defence plans.

Step 4
The necessity of establishing in the Conference on Dis-
armament an appropriate subsidiary body with a man-
date to deal with nuclear disarmament. The Conference 
on Disarmament is urged to agree on a programme of 
work which includes the immediate establishment of 
such a body. 

Again, this issue has been discussed above, under the section on the “Cut-
Off Treaty and Strategic Relations with China”. The CD remains dead-
locked, not least due to US space ambitions and missile defence plans and 
how China sees this as a threat to its deterrence capability. The 4th Step is 
negatively impacted.

Step 5
The principle of irreversibility to apply to nuclear dis-
armament, nuclear and other related arms control 
and reduction measures. 

As seen above, the START-process became a formal victim of the US 
withdrawal from the ABM. Under START III, the United States and Russia 
would have, for the first time, negotiated measures for the destruction 
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of strategic nuclear warheads, as well as other jointly agreed technical 
and organizational measures to promote the irreversibility of deep reduc-
tions.40 With the death of the ABM-treaty, efforts in this direction never 
came into being. Irreversibility largely remains an ideal, rather than an 
operational principle. Hence, the 5th Step is also negatively impacted. 

Step 6
An unequivocal undertaking by the nuclear-weapon 
States to accomplish the total elimination of their nu-
clear arsenals leading to nuclear disarmament to which 
all States parties are committed under Article VI. 

Impacting regional and international stability, new arms races may evolve. 
More so, the missile defence prioritizations may be viewed as a recipe for 
indefinite retention of nuclear arms. Seen this way, it is at odds with the 
fundamental commitments of the nuclear weapon states (NWSs), and all 
other parties, assumed under Article VI of the NPT, to work for the total 
elimination of nuclear weapons. The 6th is affected negatively as well. 

Step 7
The early entry into force and full implementation of 
START II and the conclusion of START III as soon as pos-
sible while preserving and strengthening the ABM Trea-
ty as a cornerstone of strategic stability and as a basis 
for further reductions of strategic offensive weapons, 
in accordance with its provisions. 

It has been showed above how the US withdrawal from the ABM Treaty 
led to the demise of the START II Treaty. And without a START II there will 
be no START III. The 7th Step is an obvious victim of the missile defence.

Step 8
The completion and implementation of the Trilateral Ini-
tiative between the United States of America, the Russian 
Federation and the International Atomic Energy Agency.
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The Trilateral Initiative, working for making excess material in Russia and 
the US inaccessible for future nuclear weapon production, seems to have 
come to a complete stand-still independently of missile defence plans. 
The 8th Step is one of the few steps not noticeably affected by the missile 
defence.

Step 9
Steps by all the nuclear-weapon States leading to 
nuclear disarmament in a way that promotes inter-
national stability, and based on the principle of un-
diminished security for all:

a)         Further efforts by the nuclear-weapon States to 
reduce their nuclear arsenals unilaterally.  

There is no real disarmament on-going for the moment. The 
prospects of re-negotiating and implementing START II, and 
agreeing on a START III, are close to zero. On the contrary, as ex-
isting treaties will expire (START I), there is a risk that others will 
be cancelled (INF). Step 9a is directly influenced by the dealings 
related to the cancellation of the ABM Treaty and the making of 
the missile defence.

b)         Increased transparency by the nuclear-weapon 
States with regard to the nuclear weapons capabilities 
and the implementation of agreements pursuant to Ar-
ticle VI and as a voluntary confidence-building measure 
to support further progress on nuclear disarmament.  

Nor does the missile defence system stimulate more openness in interna-
tional nuclear relations. Opponents or prospective opponents may roll-back 
openness as potential glitches in military capabilities and defences, now po-
tentially may become particularly harmful. First-strike attacks may not be 
ruled out.  And the current agreements between the two main nuclear an-
tagonists tend to provide by far less transparency and verification provisions. 
Step 9b is directly harmed by the unilateral focus of the missile defence. 
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c)         The further reduction of non-strategic nuclear 
weapons, based on unilateral initiatives and as an 
integral part of the nuclear arms reduction and dis-
armament process. 

The missile defence may lessen arms-control interests – even 
so with regards to non-strategic weapons. The prospects for 
cuts in such arsenals seem bleaker than ever. The influence on 
Step 9c is direct and negative.  

d)         Concrete agreed measures to further reduce 
the operational status of nuclear weapons systems.  

With the missile defence systems in place or under development, the op-
erational status of nuclear warheads is likely to remain high. The missile 
defence influences Step 9d in a direct and negative manner.

e)        A diminishing role for nuclear weapons in se-
curity policies to minimize the risk that these weap-
ons ever be used and to facilitate the process of their 
total elimination.  

There are no indications that nuclear weapons will be given a 
less prominent role in the future, in spite of the intension of 
the US to let the missile defence be a measure against pro-
liferation. The risk is large that it will be a measure that spurs 
vertical and horizontal proliferation. With missile defences 
nuclear weapons may gain increasing roles in defence pos-
tures, and thus Step 9e is influenced negatively.

f)        The engagement as soon as appropriate of all the 
nuclear-weapon States in the process leading to the 
total elimination of their nuclear weapons.

The effects from the missile defence are like rings on water. It will prob-
ably be envisaged by more and more states that something has to be done 
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to open the nuclear weapons elimination track. But this may be a weak 
force compared with the hard realities played out in the nuclear tit-for-
tat games. Step 9f is influenced negatively as well.

Step 10
Arrangements by all nuclear-weapon States to 
place, as soon as practicable, fissile material des-
ignated by each of them as no longer required for 
military purposes under IAEA or other relevant in-
ternational verification and arrangements for the 
disposition of such material for peaceful purposes, 
to ensure that such material remains permanently 
outside of military programmes.

For many years it has been established that one of the key ways forward 
regarding nuclear disarmament, is to agree that enough is enough and 
that no more materials for military purposes should be produced. This 
has been the subject of manifold discussions and negotiations and the 
Conference on Disarmament has tried to table the issue more than once. 
Yet, nothing will happen as China states that it will need more nuclear 
materials for military use due to other threatening developments. In short 
these stem from a perceived threat that China will become vulnerable 
while this is not the case for the US. The 10th step takes a direct and hard 
hit from the US missile defence.

Step 11
Reaffirmation that the ultimate objective of the 
efforts of States in the disarmament process is 
general and complete disarmament under effec-
tive international control.

 
The salience of nuclear disarmament as the other side of the non-
proliferation coin is not disputed by many. Yet, deeds do not follow words 
and the best indication that the disarmament/non-proliferation relation 
works and needs to be furthered is to consider how well the proliferation/
arms race relation works. It worked during the Cold War and it works 



25
Defence as the Best Offence? M

issile Defences and N
uclear N

on-Proliferation

today albeit in more subtle manners. Signals from the US, Russia, China, 
India, Pakistan, North Korea point in the direction of further emphasising 
nuclear weapons as part of defence postures. To a large extent this chain 
reaction is inspired and fed by the missile defence plans and with this the 
noble aspirations of Art VI of the NPT are a distant mirage. In sum, the 
11th step has suffered dearly from the US missile defence plans.

Step 12
Regular reports, within the framework of the NPT 
strengthened review process, by all States parties on 
the implementation of Article VI and paragraph 4 (c) 
of the 1995 Decision on “Principles and Objectives 
for Nuclear Non-Proliferation and Disarmament”, 
and recalling the Advisory Opinion of the Interna-
tional Court of Justice of 8 July 1996.

The willingness of nuclear weapon states to engage in stringent report-
ing schemes on nuclear disarmament remains low, independent of missile 
defence plans. In short, with the poor state of reporting affairs, the 12th 
step is hardly influenced noticeably by the US missile defence plans.
 
Step 13

The further development of the verification capa-
bilities that will be required to provide assurance of 
compliance with nuclear disarmament agreements 
for the achievement and maintenance of a nuclear-
weapon-free world.

Verification measures are not as such part and parcel of the missile defence 
issue. Nevertheless, there is an indirect relationship as the advent of the 
US missile defence is an expression of a desire to let unilateral measures 
weight more that they did earlier on. And to let multilateral measures 
such as safeguards and verification by means of international organisa-
tions weigh less. This does not imply that safeguards and international 
verification will seize to exist. But it remains a problem when the world’s 
leading nation is not fully willing and able to put its full weight behind 
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the use and reference to impartial findings by impartial inspectors and 
consensus-based decisions in the UN - but instead wants to refer judg-
ment to its own methods and fight the findings by means of its own 
counter-measures. In short, as the missile defence signals less reliance 
on multilateral means for verification and transparency, the 13th step is 
indirectly affected by the US missile defence. 

Conclusion 
“Learning-by-doing” refers to the processes upon which performers learn 
from experience. As contemporary defence technologies do not provide 
the sophistication needed to ensure the required levels of protection 
against ballistic missile, this has become the governing pathway for the 
development of the US defence system. Important milestones have been 
set during testing. However, it remains uncertain if and when the system 
will operate as intended under real life conditions, at what costs. 

Despite this, the US aggressively pursues its missile defence outreach ac-
tivities amongst its allies. Now of course, extended and integrated systems 
could provide an early early-warning and boost interception capabilities. 
A higher number of involved or interested states may, moreover, provide 
technical and financial synergies. However, there may also be a danger 
that in order to legitimize missile defence ambitions and space interests, 
the US needs NATO and Europe as active supporters and missile defence 
contributors. It should not come as a surprise that the first interceptors 
outside the US are to be located in what the Americans during the Iraq 
war termed “New-Europe”.

Moreover, while an incremental – or in the Pentagon’s own terminology, 
evolutionary - approach may be understandable and a matter of necessity 
from a technical perspective, it is highly worrying that the same mantra 
seemingly rules in political realms. A contextual learning-by-doing ap-
proach is likely unable to recognize the full range security ramifications 
of the defensive systems. Independently of US assurances and intentions, 
as well as actual system performances, the missile shields do stand a risk 
of upsetting strategic balances and spur new arms races – also in space.  
The proposed defences may lessen retaliatory capabilities of those states 
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not under the shield. A plausible reaction could be to quantitatively and 
qualitatively expand existing nuclear arsenals. 

Moreover, with a shield, it may be (perceived) more tempting using the 
sword – raising questions about possible first strike incentives. Uncertain-
ties are, in other words, introduced at all ends. Because the prospects of 
the defence system have led to, and may lead to more, counteractions 
there could be a higher propensity that the US and allies actually need 
their missile defence, once installed. It is striking how international rela-
tions and reactions, even at this early stage, are becoming so much more 
strenuous due to the missile defence activities and plans. 

In other words, there is a long range of questions in the wash of pro-
posed, planned and implemented missile defence systems that go much 
beyond the current technical (and financial) focus. More fundamentally, 
missile defenses and related thinking could deliver a final blow to the 
restraint mechanisms of the nonproliferation regime: To the NPT, the mis-
sile defences are a recipe for disaster. With the defence systems comes a 
final confirmation of indefinite retention of nuclear arms. Hence, missile 
defences and the 2000 NPT plan of action for nonproliferation and disar-
mament are simply incompatible. 

One pertinent question thus is if leading nuclear weapon-states already 
have given up on the Non-Proliferation Treaty – well content with the 
thirty years of nuclear containment provided. Following from this, a sec-
ond pertinent question will be whether European NATO-allies really sub-
scribe to this view, and if they also are ready to abandon the NPT as apt 
tool for reducing the political and military role of nuclear weapons. 
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