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n 2008, Congress established a bipartisan expert commission
to help it understand the strengths and weaknesses of U.S.
strategic posture amid the growing thaw in relations between
Moscow and Washington. Chaired by former Defense Secretary
William Perry, the Congressional Commission on the Strategic
Posture of the United States, colloquially known as the Strategic
Posture Commission, delivered its report the following year, providing analysis and consensus recommendations on a wide range
of issues vital to the future U.S. strategic posture, among them missile defense, the scientific-industrial nuclear weapons infrastructure, and defense against electromagnetic pulse (EMP) attack.1

On one issue, however, the Commission remained conspicuously
silent. The Commission had been specifically tasked by the Congress
to include “force-on-force exchange modeling” as part of its analysis, in
order to “calculate the effectiveness” of the U.S. deterrent “under various scenarios.” Yet, its final report contains no such analysis. No consensus could be reached among the Commissioners about the necessity
or relevance of this classic means of evaluating the strategic nuclear
balance, now that the Cold War is over. 2

Dr . P eter Vincent P ry is President of EMPact America, Director of the U.S.
Nuclear Strategy Forum, and served on the staffs of the Strategic Posture
Commission, the EMP Commission, the House Armed Services Committee,
and the CIA.

Peter Vincent Pry
This article is based on analysis
performed for the Strategic Posture
Commission, in fulfillment of that
congressional requirement. While it
did not achieve the consensus support necessary among the commissioners for publication in their final
report, the key findings of this analysis are offered here in the hope that
members of the Congress and the
general public may find the information useful in evaluating the U.S. strategic posture today—and the risks of
America’s new arms control treaty
with Russia.

Potential nuclear
adversaries

The Cold War is over, and Russia
is no longer considered a threat to
the West officially—though many
experts are skeptical of this view. Nor
are China, North Korea, Iran, Pakistan, and India officially regarded by
the United States as nuclear threats.
Nonetheless, this judgment is at its
core one based on political factors
that could change rapidly. Moreover,
while the United States no longer
presently regards its relations with
any state as so strained they could
spark nuclear confrontation or war,
others do; Russian, Chinese, North
Korean, and Iranian political and military leaders regularly and publicly
advocate preparedness for conflict
with the United States. 3
Nor is it hard to imagine circumstances under which Pakistan or
India’s nuclear weapons could imperil
the United States. Pakistan’s nuclear
arsenal could, as a result of a jihadist coup or Taliban takeover, virtually
overnight become a threat. For the
moment, Pakistan’s regional rival,
India, seems impossibly removed
from ever becoming a threat to the
United States, but its behavior in a
supreme national crisis, such as a
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nuclear war with U.S. ally Pakistan,
would be unpredictable, and could
even conceivably pit New Delhi
against Washington.
A well-rounded analysis should
include the present and future
nuclear capabilities to threaten U.S.
forces and population posed by these
countries and actors—as well as by
Russia, with whom America is now
attempting to forge a new strategic
understanding. Such an analysis
would show that a disproportionately
large amount of damage could be
inflicted on U.S. military forces, population, and industry by a very small
number of nuclear weapons—even by
a single weapon. Perhaps because rigorous analysis of potential adversary
nuclear attack options has been out of
vogue since the end of the Cold War,
most U.S. political leaders and the
general public at large are unaware
that profound changes in U.S. strategic posture have greatly increased
U.S. vulnerabilities. Awareness of
this reality may partially account for
the great enthusiasm in Russia and
China for modernizing their nuclear
arsenals and, in North Korea and
Iran, for acquiring nuclear weapons.

The Cold War “window
of vulnerability”

In order to better understand
how the present U.S. strategic posture has become markedly more
vulnerable since the Cold War, it
may be useful to revisit U.S. strategic vulnerabilities that were of great
concern during the Cold War. Moreover, recounting these Cold War vulnerabilities may be instructive, since
many policymakers are unaware of
these nuclear threats faced by the
United States.
Estimates of some possible Soviet
nuclear threats—or attack options—
against U.S. strategic nuclear forces
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were provided to Congress on September 11, 1974, by then-Secretary
of Defense James R. Schlesinger. The
briefing was classified “Secret” but
later sanitized and declassified.4
At that time, Defense Secretary
Schlesinger testified to Congress that
Moscow then had a range of limited
nuclear Counterforce options that it
could threaten or execute against the
United States. Any and all of these
Counterforce options, according to
Defense Secretary Schlesinger, were
more credible and more likely than an
all-out nuclear attack on the United
States, which would guarantee an allout nuclear response from the U.S. in
return. Limiting collateral damage to

the U.S. population made these Counterforce nuclear attacks credible. The
more limited the collateral damage,
and the more effective the Counterforce attack, the less risky and more
credible the attack option.
Defense Secretary Schlesinger
described to the Senate some limited
nuclear war scenarios that Moscow
could pursue that would destroy
vitally important elements of the U.S.
strategic deterrent, while limiting
U.S. civilian casualties to a very small
percentage of the total U.S. population. The Defense Secretary presented a number of tables and graphs
to support Department of Defense
calculations.
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According to Defense Department calculations circa 1974, Moscow
could make a limited nuclear attack
on U.S. ballistic missile submarine
bases that would destroy U.S. submarines in port (about one-third
of the American fleet). The attack
would limit collateral fatalities from
all nuclear effects, including fallout, to about 100,000 Americans, or
less than 0.0005 of the total national
population at the time (212,600,000
people in 1975).
According to then-current Defense
Department calculations, Moscow could
make a nuclear attack limited to all 45
U.S. strategic bomber bases, thereby
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destroying the unalerted bomber force,
composing 75 percent of all U.S. strategic bombers. Such an attack would
kill 300,000 people and produce total
casualties, killed and injured, of about
700,000. This was less than 0.004 of the
total U.S. population.
Likewise, according to Defense
Department calculations in 1974,
Moscow could destroy one-third of
U.S. submarines and three-quarters
of U.S. strategic bombers—which carried collectively more than two-thirds
of all U.S. strategic nuclear weapons—
while inflicting just 400,000 deaths on
U.S. civilians, less than 0.002 of the
U.S. total population.
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Moscow was also estimated to
be able to make a nuclear attack limited to U.S. intercontinental ballistic
missiles (ICBMs), with the warheads
airburst to minimize fallout, at a cost
of 800,000 American dead. Total
casualties, dead and injured, were
estimated at 1.5 million, about 0.007
of the total national population. If the
warheads were groundburst against
U.S. ICBMs to produce fallout “it
would drive the number of fatalities or casualties to a significantly

higher level, something on the order
of 3 million,” according to Secretary
Schlesinger.
The 1974 Schlesinger briefing
demonstrated that a Soviet Counterforce attack on all three legs of
the U.S. Triad—submarines in port,
bombers, and ICBMs—could be
accomplished while limiting U.S.
civilian fatalities to about 1 to 3 million, about one percent of the total
national population.

Today’s “window of
vulnerability”

much smaller and more vulnerable
strategic posture. To wit:
Today, one-third of U.S. ballistic
missile submarines (SSBNs)—those
normally in port while the others are
at sea—could be destroyed by attacking just two submarine bases (King’s
Bay, Georgia and Bangor, Washington).5 But today, as compared to 1974,
the capability to threaten or destroy

Today, Russia would be much
more effective than it could have been
in 1974, both at destroying U.S. strategic forces and in limiting collateral
damage to the U.S. civilian population. This is because of the increased
effectiveness of Russian strategic
forces, and because of America’s
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one-third of U.S. SSBNs would have
a much more crippling effect on the
U.S. nuclear deterrent, because a
larger proportion of U.S. nuclear
weapons and Counterforce capabilities are now invested in submarines.
China could easily carry out such
a limited disarming strike against
U.S. SSBNs today. North Korea, Iran,
and India are developing ICBMs that
could perform such an attack as well.
And today, North Korea, Iran or terrorists are capable of attacking U.S.
SSBNs in port by launching conventional anti-ship missiles off a freighter.
Unclassified overhead imagery is now
available on the Internet showing the
exact location of Ohio-class SSBNs at
their berths—information that could
support geo-location for their precise
targeting by ballistic or non-nuclear
cruise missiles.

Perhaps because rigorous analysis
of potential adversary nuclear
attack options has been out of
vogue since the end of the Cold
War, most U.S. political leaders
and the general public at large are
unaware that profound changes in
U.S. strategic posture have greatly
increased U.S. vulnerabilities.
In 1974, the Defense Department postulated that Moscow would
attack 45 strategic bomber bases.
Today, the number of U.S. strategic
bomber bases has been reduced to
three (Minot, Barksdale, Whiteman
AFBs).6 Defense Department calculations in 1974 showed that Moscow
could attack three U.S. strategic
bomber bases and limit collateral
civilian casualties to about 10,000
persons, using high-yield “dirty”
bombs. China could easily manage
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this limited nuclear option against
U.S. strategic bombers today. North
Korea, Iran, and India are developing ICBMs that could perform such
an attack, which requires only three
warheads.
In 1974, about 25 percent of U.S.
strategic bombers were maintained
on strip alert, armed and ready to
take off on short notice. Today, however, the U.S. is especially reliant on
strategic bombers like the B-2 to conduct selective, surgical strikes that
are politically necessary in order to
prosecute conventional conflicts or
“police actions.” Yet today U.S. strategic bombers are not on alert, or even
armed, and would therefore be totally
destroyed in a surprise attack.
Similarly, because strategic
bombers in 1974 were on strip alert,
they complicated an adversary’s first
strike, making it difficult to attack
bombers and ICBMs simultaneously. Today, because bombers are
no longer maintained on alert, bombers, ICBMs and SSBNs in port can be
attacked simultaneously.
In 1974, the Defense Department postulated that Moscow would
attack 1,054 U.S. ICBM silos. Today,
the number of U.S. ICBM silos
has been reduced to 450. China
may be tempted to acquire Counterforce capabilities against this
much-diminished target set—one
that, under New START, is likely to
diminish still further.
In 1974, U.S. strategic command
and control was much more robust
than it is today. Airborne Launch
Control Centers (ALCCs) provided
redundant launch means for ICBMs.
TACAMO (“Take Charge And Move
Out,” the acronym commonly used for
the E-6B strategic communications
platform) aircraft were widely dispersed and on strip alert to communicate an Emergency Action Message
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(EAM) from the President to submarines at sea. SSBNs cannot launch
without an EAM. An Extremely Low
Frequency (ELF) buried antenna
supplemented TACAMO communications with submarines. Today,
ALCCs and ELF no longer exist, all
replaced by TACAMO aircraft. Today,
TACAMO are almost entirely dealerted and concentrated on a single
base (Tinker AFB), where they could
be mostly destroyed by a single warhead. A single ICBM, in other words,
would place the potential for a decapitating strike against U.S. strategic
forces within the grasp of not only
Russia or China, but of North Korea,
Iran, India, or Pakistan as well.
Today, as compared to 1974,
a Russian or other hostile nuclear
planner has some unprecedented targeting “bargains,” which are worth
repeating for emphasis: Two warheads on SSBN ports could destroy
one-third of the strongest Triad leg.
Three warheads could wipe out the
bomber leg of the strategic Triad.
One warhead could buy most of the
TACAMO aircraft, now a vital C3 link
for both ICBMs and SSBNs. Today
virtually all ICBMs can be destroyed
using less than one-quarter the
number of warheads required in 1974.
In other words, a hypothetical
Russian Counterforce attack against
any Triad leg, or against all U.S. strategic nuclear forces, would be much
more effective now, and result in far
fewer collateral civilian casualties
than projected in 1974. Today, estimating conservatively, Russia could
probably attack all three legs of
the U.S. Triad at a cost of less than
300,000 casualties, less than 0.001
(or less than 0.1 percent) of the U.S.
total population.7 This represents,
compared to 1974, a tenfold improvement in Russia’s ability to limit collateral casualties. Approximately

500 Russian nuclear warheads could
be used to destroy virtually all U.S.
strategic bombers, ICBMs, SSBNs
in port, and critical command and
control nodes necessary to execute
SSBNs at sea, achieving an exchange
ratio and operational outcome highly
favorable to Russia.

Under New START, for the first
time in the history of the U.S.Russian nuclear competition, U.S.
retaliatory capabilities following
a Russian first strike will no
longer be able to achieve Assured
Destruction against Russia,
or offer robust Counterforce
capabilities.
Achieving such a Counterforce
capability, requiring 500 warheads,
is not out of the question for China.
China would have to develop only 50
ICBMs like Russia’s SS-18 for the 500
warheads needed to pose a disarming Counterforce threat against the
United States.
Finally, the development of new
generation nuclear weapons, that
have no counterparts in the U.S.
nuclear deterrent, could decisively
tilt the strategic nuclear balance
against the United States, rendering existing U.S. nuclear arms obsolete. Russia, according to their open
source writings, has achieved a
revolutionary technological advantage over the United States in “third
generation” nuclear weapons. These
include “clean” neutron tactical
nuclear warheads and “Super-EMP”
weapons. The latter, according to
Russian claims, can generate a superenergetic electromagnetic pulse over
the entire continental United States
that would destroy the electronics of
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all strategic forces and communications, and so win a nuclear war against
the U.S. with a single weapon.8
China, according to their open
source writings, also claims to have
“Super-EMP” weapons. If North
Korea also has or develops “SuperEMP” weapons, as alleged by some
credible sources, Iran—the world’s
leading sponsor of international terrorism—may not be far behind.9

The dangers of New
START

Under New START, for the first
time in the history of the U.S.-Russian nuclear competition, U.S. retaliatory capabilities following a Russian
first strike will no longer be able to
achieve Assured Destruction against
Russia, or offer robust Counterforce
capabilities. U.S. Assured Destruction against Russia is equated with
a retaliatory capability, following a
Russian disarming attack, capable of
destroying 25 percent of Russia’s population and 75 percent of its industry.
Cold War era calculations indicated
that U.S. Assured Destruction was
achievable against Russia with a surviving retaliatory force of 400 equivalent megatons (EMTs).10 Despite
the collapse of the Soviet Union,
400 EMTs remains a valid Assured
Destruction criterion against Russia,
because its population and industry
is dispersed over a much larger area
than that of the United States. In contrast, about 50 percent of the total
U.S. population and over 75 percent of
U.S. industry is concentrated in just
50 urban-industrial areas, targetable
by fewer than 100 Russian EMTs.
This asymmetry in urbanindustrial
vulnerability,
already
highly favorable to Russia, is made
even more marked by Russia’s still
extensive civil defense programs to
protect the general population, which
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have no equivalent in the United
States. Nor does the U.S. have Russia’s thousands of hardened command posts, including hundreds of
deep underground shelters, many
virtually invulnerable to nuclear
attack, that would allow hundreds of
thousands of Russia’s political-military elite to survive and enable their
nation to recover from a nuclear war.
During the Cold War, some U.S. military planners were so concerned that
a Russian first strike and strategic
defense could so dangerously diminish U.S. retaliatory capabilities that
the notion of “synergistic deterrence”
was introduced, where each Triad
leg was supposed to be independently capable of Assured Destruction. Today’s U.S. nuclear Triad is no
longer sufficiently powerful to support “synergistic deterrence”; nor
will it be able to support Assured
Destruction under the limitations
imposed by New START.
Something
like
Assured
Destruction, though “politically
incorrect” and not much publicly
discussed today, is still part of U.S.
strategic thinking and military operational planning. The 2009 U.S. Air
Force Doctrine Document Nuclear
Operations still expects U.S. strategic nuclear forces to have a survivable retaliatory reserve for intra-war
deterrence and successful war termination: “The goal behind using
nuclear weapons is to achieve U.S.
political objectives and resolve a conflict on terms favorable to the U.S....
Finally, the U.S. must maintain forces
in reserve which will continue to
protect against coercion following a
nuclear strike, convincing the adversary that further hostilities on its part
will be met by a swift response.”11
During the Cold War, and today,
the idea of Assured Destruction was
not actually to employ this capabil-

The Journal of International Security A ffairs

Provocatively Weak
ity to destroy the adversary’s population and industry. Rather, Assured
Destruction was intended to deter
nuclear war in the first place. Failing
that, an Assured Destruction capability held in reserve, it was hoped,
might contain a nuclear exchange
to Counterforce by deterring the
adversary from escalating to nuclear
attacks on cities.
In fact, New START so diminishes the numbers of U.S. strategic
weapons that, after a Russian disarming attack, all three legs of the U.S.
Triad—ICBMs, bombers, and submarines—will not collectively have
enough surviving forces to muster
400 EMTs to threaten Assured
Destruction against the aggressor,
who may then contemplate a second
wave of attacks against U.S. cities
to compel Washington to surrender.
Current thinking about New START
seeks to preserve the U.S. Triad, but
this is not compatible with Assured
Destruction, as ICBMs and bombers
are so vulnerable. Nor will abandoning the Triad for a more survivable
Dyad of bombers and submarines,
sharing equally the 1,550 warheads
allowed under New START, salvage
Assured Destruction. A surprise
attack that wipes out the bombers
and submarines in port will still leave
the U.S. with fewer than 400 EMTs.
Even a Monad comprising only submarines, the most survivable platform, even if all submarines survive a
surprise attack, will still fall short of
the 400 EMTs for Assured Destruction if all are armed with the W76
100-kiloton warhead. Only a Monad of
submarines, all armed with the W88
475-kiloton warhead, could suffer
the loss of submarines at port, and
still offer a strategic reserve of 400
EMTs for Assured Destruction and
intra-war deterrence. However, this
submarine Monad, above and beyond

the reserve for Assured Destruction,
would offer only about 375 warheads
for Counterforce attacks—wholly
inadequate against the thousands of
military targets in Russia or China.
375 U.S. weapons would be vastly
overmatched for a nuclear exchange
with Russia, which after a first strike
under New START would still have
over 1,000 strategic warheads and
thousands of tactical nuclear weapons for additional attacks.

The Congressionally mandated
Commission to Assess the
Threat to the United States from
Electromagnetic Pulse (EMP)
Attack has warned that any
nuclear weapon could be used to
make an EMP attack against the
United States—with catastrophic
consequences for U.S. critical
infrastructure that supports the
economy and survival of the
national population.
Yet all these calculations about
Assured Destruction are rendered
obsolete by the proliferation of nuclear
weapons to rogue states, which can
achieve an Assured Destruction
capability against the United States
by means of an electromagnetic pulse
(EMP) attack.
The Congressionally mandated
Commission to Assess the Threat to
the United States from Electromagnetic Pulse (EMP) Attack has warned
that any nuclear weapon could be
used to make an EMP attack against
the United States—with catastrophic
consequences for U.S. critical infrastructure that supports the economy
and survival of the national population.12 Electronic systems are indis-
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pensable and increasingly vital to
the operation of the national critical
infrastructure—electric power, communications, transportation, banking
and finance, food and water—that
sustains modern civilization and the
lives of the American people. An
EMP attack could destroy the critical
infrastructure that is indispensable
to the existence of the United States,
perhaps beyond recovery. During
the Cold War, the United States
estimated that an adversary threat
of Assured Destruction against the
U.S. population and industry would
require large numbers of warheads.
Today, any nation or group armed with
a single nuclear missile can threaten
or carry out an EMP attack against the
United States that is essentially equivalent to Assured Destruction of U.S.
population and industry, with all the
diplomatic and strategic leverage that
capability implies.

Why worry about
nuclear war?

Why would Russia or any state
attack the United States? Miscalculation may be the most likely
cause. Moscow’s political and military elites still often think in Cold
War terms, perceive the United
States as a threat, and may overreact catastrophically to some U.S. or
allied action, even a perfectly innocent one. For example, the Russian
nuclear alert on January 25, 1995,
in mistaken response to Norway’s
launch of a meteorological rocket,
is probably the closest Moscow has
ever come, closer even than the
Cuban missile crisis, to launching
a nuclear strike.13 Elites in China,
North Korea, and Iran, for different
reasons and from different perspectives, share Russia’s suspicious view
of the United States. All states are
capable of miscalculation.
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Russian aggression on its periphery, like its recent war with Georgia,
may in the future be aimed at bigger
game, and go so badly that Moscow
may resort to tactical nuclear strikes
to extricate itself, rapidly escalating to the strategic level. So a local
or regional conflict could inadvertently lead to a confrontation between
Russia and the United States, in a
nuclear replay of World War I. China,
North Korea, Iran, Pakistan, and India
all have local potential nuclear flashpoints—for example, in Taiwan, South
Korea, Iraq, and Kashmir—that could
escalate in unpredictable ways.
In a nuclear replay of World
War II, Moscow might gamble on a
cosmic roll of the dice to reverse the
verdict of the Cold War, by launching a surprise nuclear attack to crush
the United States, and thereby dominate the world. China, North Korea,
or Iran could be similarly motivated
for lesser goals, such as regional
dominance, that might satisfy their
highest aspirations. Nor should vengeance by collapsing states, such as
North Korea or Iran should their own
policies lead to self-destruction, be
underestimated as a motive for war,
even nuclear war, if the means and
opportunity present themselves.
Hopefully, these scenarios and
the nuclear arithmetic that could
make them possible will never matter.
But no one can foresee the future.
These scenarios and the nuclear balance could matter very much to Congress and the President someday,
and perhaps soon.

What is to be done?

None of this is to argue against
ratification of New START under
any circumstances. New START
can become a boon to U.S. national
security if hearings on the Treaty
in Congress can begin rebuilding a
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bipartisan strategic consensus and
become a launching pad for initiatives, supplemental to New START, to
correct the vulnerabilities in the U.S.
strategic posture described here.
If the bipartisan strategic consensus that prevailed in the Cold War
were still functioning today, solutions to the problems described here
would include the following: 1) Building up U.S. nuclear forces to cancel
Russia’s overall advantage in numbers of nuclear weapons, in order to
negotiate a ban or equal reductions
in tactical nuclear weapons; 2) U.S.
development and deployment of newgeneration nuclear weapons, in order
to negotiate a ban or equal reductions
in such weapons; and 3) Increasing
the survivability of U.S. strategic
forces, so they can fulfill Assured
Destruction and robust Counterforce
missions, by returning strategic
bombers to strip alert and dispersed
basing, and protecting strategic
forces with missile defenses.
But that strategic consensus
no longer exists, even within the
Republican Party. Most of the vulnerabilities in the U.S. strategic posture
began and worsened when Republicans controlled the presidency and
both houses of Congress.
Yet strategic consensus within
the United States may be achievable on at least one crucial point—
protecting U.S. military forces and
critical civilian infrastructure against
nuclear EMP attack. EMP is the
single most worrisome nuclear challenge facing the United States today.
Terrorists or rogue states armed with
a single nuclear missile could inflict
an EMP catastrophe on the United
States that, given our current state
of unpreparedness, would kill twothirds of the U.S. population within
the year through starvation, disease,
and societal breakdown. Given cur-

rent U.S. unpreparedness, the United
States might never recover from an
EMP attack.
To its credit, the Department
of Defense is beginning to take
some steps to protect U.S. military
forces from EMP by reintroducing
EMP hardening requirements for
some select communications links
and forces. But few EMP experts
agree that DOD is doing enough,
or moving fast enough to counter
the emerging EMP threats. In Congress, meanwhile, liberal Democrats
and conservative Republicans have
made common cause to protect the
critical civilian infrastructure from
EMP, including through HR 5026,
“The Grid Reliability and Infrastructure Defense Act,” which passed
the House unanimously, but is now
stalled in the Senate Committee on
Energy and Natural Resources.
HR 5026, the GRID Act, is perhaps emblematic of these strange
and dangerous times, made more
dangerous by the obsolete strategic thinking represented by New
START. The little known GRID Act
is far more important to U.S. national
security than New START. To a very
large extent, national security against
EMP attack rests, not in the hands of
the august Senate Committees on
Foreign Relations and Armed Services but, oddly, in the lesser known
Committee on Energy and Natural
Resources, whose staff rarely thinks
about nuclear strategy.
The most dangerous times and
the most dangerous threats are those
that demand for security a radical
paradigm shift in thinking strategically and in acting institutionally, as
is the case with EMP. Let us hope
that Congress—and the U.S. government at large—is up to the challenge.
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