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U.S. – Russia Nuclear Arms Control 

Niranjan Chandrashekhar Oak, Research Analyst, MP-IDSA 

Introduction 

 The US-Russia nuclear arms control has occupied the centre stage in the 

history of arms control. During the cold war, it was a means to maintain 

stability in the international system. “Arms control” generally means reduction, 

not elimination, of nuclear armaments. The major objectives of arms control 

between the United States (U.S.) and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 

(USSR) which preceded Russia were reduction of risk of nuclear war, 

maintaining approximate arms parity in the nuclear domain, reduction of the 

costs of the arms race, building confidence between the two states, improving 

transparency and offering predictability.1 The US-Russia nuclear arms control 

evolved with the measures, including treaty-based limits on nuclear forces with 

extensive verification, inspection and monitoring. The U.S. and the USSR were 

the principal rivals during the cold war, but they successfully concluded the 

arms control measures. Since the end of the cold war, the U.S. and Russia have 

continued with arms control cooperation, which has seen ups and downs, but 

which both countries continue to adhere to. They are however, debating the 

modus operandi of a new nuclear arms control agreement. Another debate is 

whether countries like China that are fast-tracking their nuclear weapons 

programme should also be a part of the new nuclear arms control regime. 

However, Washington and Moscow are the prime players in the ongoing 

nuclear arms control negotiations. With this as backdrop, this article takes a 

historical view of the arms control treaties signed between the U.S. and the 

USSR during the cold war era. After that, it looks into the contemporary debate 

regarding nuclear arms control between Washington and Moscow. It also 

probes whether Beijing needs to be involved in a future treaty. Since the U.S. 

and the USSR together hold more than 90% of nuclear weapons out of the total 
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nuclear arms stockpile (refer to Table 1 and Table 2), the article concludes that 

the two countries have the responsibility to negotiate a future nuclear arms 

control treaty sooner than later.  

Table 1: U.S.Strategic Forces – 2022 

 

(a) 400 ICBM warheads are deployed on operational launchers; another 400 are 

in long-term storage. (b) Approximately 944 warheads are actually deployed 

on SLBMs at any one time. (c) Only about 300 warheads are actually 

deployed at U.S. bomber bases; the remainder are in long-term storage.  

(Source: Hans M. Kristensen & Matt Korda (2022), “United States 

nuclear weapons,” 2022, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 78:3, 162-184, 

DOI: 10.1080/00963402.2022.2062)2 
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Table 2: Russian Strategic Nuclear Forces – 2022 

  

(Source: Hans M. Kristensen & Matt Korda (2022) “Russian nuclear 

weapons,” 2022, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 78:2, 98-121, DOI: 

10.1080/00963402.2022.2038907)3 
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Historical Perspective 

 The U.S. and the USSR were deeply involved in the arms race during the 

Cold War era, despite beingallies together against the Axis powers in World 

War II. The U.S. tested a nuclear weapon on 16 July 1945 under the Manhattan 

Project. The use of nuclear weapons against Japan in World War II proved 

decisive, and the world could see the devastating power of the new class of 

weapons that were used for the first time anywhere on the globe. To maintain 

strategic parity with the U.S. in the post-World War II order, the USSR tested 

its nuclear weapon on 29 August 1949. However, the nuclear arms race picked 

pace with the development and testing of higher-yield thermonuclear weapons 

or hydrogen bombs. The U.S. detonated a hydrogen bomb in 1952, while the 

USSR did the same in 1955. The following years saw a series of nuclear tests 

conducted by both countries. By 1964, the United Kingdom (U.K.), France and 

China had joined the nuclear club leading to nuclear proliferation.  

 The late 1950s and early 1960s also saw significant breakthroughs in 

weapon delivery systems. The USSR marched ahead in testing the world’s first 

Intercontinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM) in October 1957. Apart from the 

aircraft, the USSR could now strike U.S. territory with nuclear weapons 

mounted on ICBMs. However, the U.S. quickly match edits ideological 

adversary’s capabilities by testing an ICBM in 1958. By 1962, the U.S. and the 

USSR had conducted hundreds of nuclear tests. As cold war rivalry was picking 

by the day, communist Cuba almost became a flashpoint in 1962 when there 

was a real possibility of the use of nuclear weapons by the superpowers. 

However, after thirteen tense days of standoff, better sense prevailed, and the 

world was saved from experiencing the catastrophic consequences of a nuclear 

holocaust. The Cuban missile crisis prodded the superpowers to seriously 

contemplate nuclear arms control, which resulted in multiple agreements 

between the two. 
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Cold War Nuclear Arms Control Agreements 

Partial Test Ban Treaty (PTBT) 

 Following the Cuban missile crisis, the U.S. and the USSR successfully 

negotiated the Partial Test Ban Treaty in October 1963. It was a multilateral 

treaty.4 The PTBT took eight long years to fructify due to major differences 

regarding the verification process and the scope of such a treaty. It prohibited 

nuclear weapons tests or nuclear explosions in the atmosphere and beyond its 

limits, including outer space, and under water, including territorial waters or 

high seas. However, the treaty allowed underground nuclear weapon testing. 

The treaty effectively tackled the issue of hazardous radioactive contamination 

for living beings. It was the first step in the long list of arms control agreements 

between the superpowers, thus setting a welcome precedent. A more wide-

ranging Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT)was concluded in 1996, though 

it is yet to come into force. Currently, the CTBT has 186signatories.5 

Outer Space Treaty (OST) 

 The USSR stole a march over the U.S. when it successfully placed the 

man-made satellite Sputnik 1 into space in October 1957. This led to a space 

race between the U.S. and the USSR. The former felt threatened by the latter’s 

technological advancements, fearing a ballistic missile attack on U.S. territory. 

Seeking technological parity with the adversary, the U.S. conducted a full-range 

ICBM test under the Atlas missile programme in late 1958. As the space race 

heated up, the international community felt the need to regulate activities in 

outer space. Four years after the signing of the PTBT, the Outer Space Treaty 

was concluded in 1966. It was opened for signature by the U.S., the USSR and 

the U.K. in January 1967 and came into force in October 1967. It was a 

multilateral treaty. It stipulated that exploration and use of outer space shall be 

carried out for the benefit and interest of all countries. No country can claim 

sovereignty over outer space, and it shall be the province of all mankind. Apart 
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from many provisions vis-à-vis peaceful use of outer space, the treaty prohibited 

the stationing of “nuclear weapons or other weapons of mass destruction in orbit 

or on celestial bodies or in outer space in any other manner.”6 Currently, the 

treaty has the concurrence of 112 state parties.7 

Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty 

 The late 1960s to late 1970s is known as détente between the U.S. and the 

USSR. It was when relations between the superpowers thawed to an extent and 

led to Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT). While the ideal of abolition of 

nuclear weapons was difficult to attain, SALT helped limit nuclear weapons and 

the development of delivery systems for the two superpowers. Limiting anti-

ballistic missile systems proved to be a major factor in curbing the strategic 

offensive arms race and decreased the possibility of nuclear war. The 

culmination of talks that began in 1969 led to the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) 

Treaty that was signed on 26 May 1972 and came into force on 03 October 

1972.It was a bilateral treaty between the U.S. and the USSR. The ABM treaty 

permitted the construction of two missile defence sites of 100 missile 

interceptors – one to protect the capital of the country and another to protect the 

ICBM site. It prohibited parties from deploying nationwide defence against 

strategic ballistic missiles. ABM allowed National Technical Means (NTM)s 

such as satellites, to verify compliance. The treaty is no longer in force after the 

U.S. withdrew from the treaty on 13 June 2002, citing the threat from “rogue-

state” ballistic missile attacks.8 

Strategic Arms Limitation Talks I 

As a part of SALT, an interim agreement on certain measures with respect to 

the limitation of strategic offensive arms was signed to limit strategic offensive 

arms at Moscow, along with the ABM, on 26 May 1972. It put constraints on 

both the parties in the construction offixed land-based intercontinental ballistic 

missile (ICBM) launchers and restricted submarine-launched ballistic missiles 
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(SLBM). It allowed the U.S. to have a maximum of 710 SLBMs and no more 

than 44 modern ballistic missile submarines. The USSR’s corresponding limits 

were 950 SLBMs and 62 modern ballistic missile submarines. SALT I allowed 

modernization and replacement of strategic offensive ballistic missiles and 

launchers covered by the agreement. For verification purposes, the agreement 

allowed the use of NTMs.9 SALT I was the first agreement between the 

superpowers limiting their nuclear weapons systems. However, it was an 

interim agreement, and the parties continued negotiations on limiting offensive 

strategic arms. 

Strategic Arms Limitation Talks II 

 The negotiations for SALT II that were started in 1972 bore fruits in 1974 

when the two sides decided on the basic framework of the agreement. It 

included placing limits on strategic nuclear delivery vehicles, including ICBMs, 

SLBMs, and heavy bombers to 2400; multiple independently targetable re-entry 

vehicle (MIRV) systems to 1320; prohibition on construction of new land-based 

ICBM launchers and limits on the deployment of new types of strategic 

offensive arms. However, a few unresolved issues such as the number of 

strategic bombers, the total number of warheads in each nation’s arsenal and the 

verification process delayed the final agreement. Finally, SALT II was signed 

between the U.S. and the USSR on 18 June 1979, which obliged parties to limit 

strategic offensive arms qualitatively and quantitatively10 (limiting ICBM and 

SLBM launchers, heavy bombers, and air-to-surface ballistic missiles to 2250; 

restrictions on deployed strategic nuclear forces, including MIRVs).11 However, 

the U.S. never ratified SALT II due to cold-war geopolitical events such as the 

USSR’s intervention in Afghanistan in December 1979. Nevertheless, both 

superpowers agreed to adhere to SALT II pledges till its expiry in December 

1985. 
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Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF) 

 Although SALT was operational in the 1970s, Washington and Moscow 

did not diverge from qualitatively improving their strategic forces. In the mid-

1970s, the USSR deployed SS-20 intermediate-range missiles with longer-range 

and multiple-warhead alternatives against SS-4 and SS-5 single-warhead 

missiles. On the other hand, the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) 

deployed the intermediate-range, nuclear-armed U.S. missiles (ground-launched 

cruise missiles and the Pershing II) in Europe. Thus, there was a need to balance 

the intermediate-range missiles between superpowers. After broad negotiations 

between the two sides involving all of their intermediate-range missiles around 

the world, Washington and Moscow signed an Intermediate-Range Nuclear 

Forces (INF) treaty in December 1987, which came into force in June 1988. The 

treaty obliged the two sides to eliminate and give up all of their nuclear and 

conventional ground-launched ballistic and cruise missiles with a range of 500 

to 5,500 kilometres (km) by 01 June 1991. Thus, by the deadline, the two sides 

eliminated 2,692 short-, medium, and intermediate-range missiles.12 After the 

end of the cold war, the successor states of the USSR – Belarus, Kazakhstan and 

Ukraine – also became a party to the treaty. Moreover, a few European states – 

Germany, Hungary, Poland, and the Czech Republic – also obliged the treaty 

obligations by destroying their intermediate-range missiles. The INF treaty 

provided a robust inspection and verification protocol where parties could 

inspect each other’s intermediate-range nuclear forces to get information on the 

size and location of the strategic forces. Inspections were allowed at the 

designated places and also at the production facilities. It facilitated inspections 

through NTMs in addition to on-site inspections. The treaty had ceased to exist 

by 2019, when the U.S. formally withdrew from it. 
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Post-Cold War Nuclear Arms Control Agreements 

Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START I and START II)  

 Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START) succeeded SALT in the US-

USSR nuclear arms control measures. The START I treaty was signed on 31 

July 1991 between Washington and Moscow. However, the disintegration of the 

USSR leading to four successor states – Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, and 

Kazakhstan – caused a delay in the coming into force of the treaty. On 23 May 

1992, all five nuclear-capable states (the U.S., Russia, Belarus, Ukraine and 

Kazakhstan) became a party to START I after signing the Lisbon protocol. 

Belarus, Ukraine and Kazakhstan had the option to destroy nuclear weapons or 

hand them over to Russia. START I came into force on 5 December 1994. The 

treaty obliged parties to restrict delivery vehicles to 1600 (ICBM, SLBM, and 

heavy bombers) and warheads to 6000 (a limit of 4,900 on ICBMs and SLBMs, 

1,540 on heavy ICBMs, and 1,100 on mobile ICBMs) for each side.13 It also 

limited the throw-weight of ballistic missiles to 3,600 metric tons.14 The U.S. 

and Russia reached an obliged count of nuclear weapons in 1997 as per the 

treaty provisions. On the verification front, START I allowed NTMs for 

verification. It also contained a Memorandum of Understanding for the 

exchange of data on numbers and locations of the delivery vehicles. Each side 

was to exchange data twice a year with an interval of six months. The treaty 

allowed on-site inspections of each other’s sites. START I was to remain in 

force till 2009, after which there was an option to extend the same for five 

years. However, Washington and Moscow decided against extending it, and so, 

it expired on 5 December 2009. 

 In order to further reduce nuclear threat and complement the cause of 

nuclear arms control, the U.S. and Russia signed the START II treaty on 3 

January 1993. Under the treaty, the two countries decided to cut their strategic 

nuclear warheads (ICBMs, SLBMs and heavy bombers) to 3,000–3,500 by 

December 2007. It also mandated that countries deactivate strategic nuclear 
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delivery vehicles slated for elimination and remove nuclear warheads or take 

other jointly-agreed steps by 31 December 2003.15 It eliminated MIRVs on 

ICBMs (effectively eliminating the U.S. Peacekeeper missile and the Russian 

SS-18) and limited the number of warheads to be deployed on SLBMs. In 

addition to the provisions in START I for verification, START II facilitated the 

creation of the Bilateral Implementation Commission (BIC) for better treaty 

compliance.16However, START II never came into force. Russia abandoned 

START II on14 June 2002 due to the U.S. refusal to ratify the same and 

Washington’s exit from the ABM treaty. 

Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT) 

 The saga of nuclear arms control between the U.S. and Russia continued 

with an aim to reduce nuclear weapons even further from their respective 

inventories. To achieve this purpose, the U.S. and Russia signed Strategic 

Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT) in 2002. The SORT differed from 

previous treaties in that it did not specify which type of missiles to be reduced 

and how that reduction should be made.17 It was decided to reduce strategic 

nuclear warheads in the range of 1700-2200 each by 31 December 2012 without 

going into their specifications. Both the U.S. and Russia were free to determine 

the composition of the strategic offensive arms. The parties decided to meet 

twice a year for a BIC to discuss the progress of implementation of the treaty.18 

The accord did not make it obligatory to destroy any warhead or the delivery 

vehicle and allowed non-deployed warheads to be stored.19 It allowed parties to 

deploy multiple warheads on a single ICBM as against the START II treaty 

provisions. The SORT had provisions for parties to withdraw from the treaty 

upon ninety days’ written notice. On the compliance part, the U.S. and Russia 

decided to rely on the compliance regime of START I. The SORT is superseded 

by New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty in 2010, and thus no longer remains 

in force. 
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New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (New START) 

 After the START I treaty expired in December 2009, the New Strategic 

Arms Reduction Treaty (New START) was signed between the U.S. and Russia 

on 8 April 2010, and came into force on 5 February 2011. The treaty’s duration 

was ten years which could be extended for five more years. The parties 

concerned could withdraw upon three months’ notice if they felt their supreme 

interests were jeopardized by being a part of the treaty.20 New START limited 

deployed strategic warheads to 1550 and restricted deployed and non-deployed 

ICBM launchers, SLBM launchers, and heavy bombers equipped for nuclear 

armaments to 800. But the number of deployed ICBM launchers, SLBM 

launchers, and heavy bombers couldn’t exceed 700. The treaty did not put 

restrictions on testing the number of non-deployed ICBMs and SLBMs. 

However, there is a provision for monitoring them and reporting back their 

locations. On the inspection and verification front, New START followed 

START I inspection protocol with some additions, such as an exchange of 

information about the number of warheads mounted on an individual missile. 

New START did not constrain the missile defence programmes of the 

countries.21 The treaty is in force till February 2026 after it was extended for 

five years in February 2021. 

Contemporary Debate about US-Russia Nuclear Arms Control 

 The end of the cold war led to a thawing of relations between the U.S. 

and Russia which continued for more than two decades. In 1997, Russia became 

a member of the G-8 group, which continued till Russian intervention in 

Crimea, Ukraine, in 2014. The relations between the two countries soured 

further when the U.S. accused Russia of violating INF by testing the non-

strategic nuclear weapon SSC-8—a dual-use ground-launched cruise missile.22 

Similarly, Moscow was uncomfortable with the U.S. deployment of strategic 

anti-ballistic missile systems in Europe.23 As a result of mutual suspicion, the 
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INF treaty was abandoned in August 2019, and saw the demise of one of the 

successful nuclear arms control treaties from the cold war era. However, the 

demise of INF opened the field for an unrestricted race between the countries 

for the development of intermediate-range nuclear weapons. In 2018, Russia 

informally declared having developed a hypersonic cruise missile.24In 2022, 

amid the Russia-Ukraine conflict, Moscow announced a successful test of their 

Zircon hypersonic cruise missile that hit a target 1,000 km away in the White 

Sea in the Arctic.25 Moscow also developed the Kinzhal hypersonic missile, 

having a range of 1500-2000km that was used to hit targets in Ukraine.26In 

general, the international community, especially the West, was concerned about 

the development of longer-range hypersonic missiles such as Avangard, which 

has a range of approximately 6000km.On the other side, Moscow objected to 

the U.S. missile defence systems deployed in Europe as a threat to the Russian 

nuclear deterrent.27 

 However, the beginning of 2021 saw positive developments in the arms 

control story with the extension of New START. The extension gave both sides 

a clear picture of each other’s strategic forces, limiting an unrestricted long-

range nuclear arms race, thus bringing overall strategic stability. It also offered 

Washington and Moscow space to negotiate a new nuclear arms control 

agreement. According to the joint statement of the Biden-Putin Summit in 

Geneva in June 2021, the extension of the New START Treaty exemplified the 

commitment of the U.S. and Russia to the cause of nuclear arms control.28 The 

two leaders decided to form a Strategic Stability Dialogue (SSD) to lay the 

groundwork for future arms control and risk reduction measures. Since then, 

Russia and the U.S. have held a couple of rounds of SSDs in 2022. The two 

countries formed two interagency expert working groups - the Working Group 

on Principles and Objectives for Future Arms Control and the Working Group 

on Capabilities and Actions with Strategic Effects.29 According to Bonnie 

Jenkins, Under Secretary, U.S. Department of State, the SSD was an avenue to 
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adapt to the nuclear arms control framework to better address evolving threats.30 

However, the Ukraine crisis has put a hold on the SSD, which has negatively 

impacted the efforts of the nuclear arms control process undertaken by 

Washington and Moscow. 

China Angle 

 China has invested in and developed hypersonic missiles along with a 

massive inventory of its ICBMs. In August 2021, China tested a nuclear-

capable hypersonic missile which went around the globe before hitting its 

target.31Beijing is on the path of rapid technological advancement, which might 

lead to a new arms race. According to Bonnie Jenkins, Under Secretary, U.S. 

Department of State, “the PRC’s nuclear build-up looks to include novel 

nuclear-powered capabilities and a massive increase of its silo-based ICBM 

forces. The destabilizing dynamic originating from the PRC’s rapid and opaque 

nuclear build-up cannot be ignored.”32 A report by the Department of Defence 

of the U.S.on the Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s 

Republic of China, 2021 has predicted that China is likely to have 1000 

warheads by 2030 and already has a “nascent nuclear triad with the 

development of a nuclear-capable air-launched ballistic missile (ALBM) and 

improvement of its ground and sea-based nuclear capabilities.”33 China is also 

“moving to a launch-on-warning (LOW) posture with an expanded silo-based 

force” and is likely to abandon its minimum deterrence approach towards a full-

fledged nuclear force.34 Thus, there is serious debate about whether China 

should be a party to any future nuclear arms control treaty and should the 

upcoming treaty betrilateral. China will likely emerge as a serious competitor in 

the future nuclear arms race.  

Conclusion 

 It is clear that the nuclear arms control treaties since the beginning of the 

cold war have fairly restrained the participating countries from going into a full-
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fledged arms race. However, during the cold war, the treaties were mainly 

focused on limiting the number of nuclear warheads. INF sought to control the 

range of delivery vehicles. The extensive inspection and verification methods 

furthered the cause of openness and transparency. However, today the nature of 

warfare has changed drastically, including the development of new classes of 

missiles such as hypersonic missiles, and improved cyber capabilities of the 

countries. Survivability of nuclear command, control, communication and 

intelligence by anti-satellite capabilities as well as cyber means is also moot in 

strategic calculations of the countries. Against this backdrop, the U.S. and 

Russia are responsible for leading nuclear arms control initiatives and working 

on a new arms control treaty beyond New START that is expiring in February 

2026. At some point in time, both the U.S. and Russia need to involve China in 

the arms control regime, given the Chinese pace in developing conventional 

nuclear weapons and new technologies such as hypersonic capabilities. 

However, the involvement of a third party should not hamper bilateral 

negotiations between the U.S. and Russia, as both nations lead the nuclear race 

by greater distance than any other country in the world. 
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