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Canadian Defence Policy and NATO’s Nuclear Weapons 
 
The current Canadian Defence Policy Review is not focused on questions of disarmament and arms 
control; Global Affairs Canada is the lead agency on those issues, and it would do well, by the way, 
to undertake a thorough review of related policies and priorities. Defence policies and postures do 
nevertheless help to either strengthen or undermine disarmament prospects. A case in point is 
NATO’s nuclear posture. Canada is involved as a NATO member and as a participant in NATO’s 
Nuclear Planning Group.1 And as a party to the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) as well, 
Canada has a responsibility to pursue alliance defence policies and practices that are conducive to 
full implementation of the NPT and ending NATO’s reliance on nuclear deterrence. That would in 
turn also advance the individual and collective security interests of NATO member states, including 
Canada, and all the states of the Euro-Atlantic. 
 
NATO’s Nuclear Weapons Posture 
 
NATO states now collectively declare, and repeatedly so, that they want “to create the conditions for 
a world without nuclear weapons in accordance with the goals of the NPT….” It’s a welcome 
intention, but it is immediately qualified when NATO insists that “as long as nuclear weapons exist, 
NATO will remain a nuclear alliance,” or that NATO members continue to regard the strategic 
nuclear forces of the US as the “supreme guarantee” of their security. These NATO declarations – in 
the Lisbon 2010 Strategic Concept2 and the 2016 Warsaw communique3 – are accompanied by the 
assurance that “the circumstances in which any use of nuclear weapons might have to be 
contemplated are extremely remote.” And to prepare for that ostensibly remote possibility, the 
alliance leader, the United States, is poised to spend upwards of $10 billion4 just to “modernize” its 
B61 nuclear bombs, half of which are to continue to be deployed in Europe, and to spend something 
like a trillion dollars in a 30-year remake of the entire American nuclear arsenal.5 Those 
modernization plans represent a more powerful intention than any NATO declaration and they do 
not point to support for an early transition to a world without nuclear weapons.  
 
That is not to deny that NATO’s last Strategic Concept, the 2010 Lisbon version, included some 
constructive improvements over the 1999 Washington version6 – with the 2016 Warsaw NATO 
Summit declaration largely reinforcing the status quo, but unfortunately also allowing for some 
erosion back to the more hawkish tones of 1999. 
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In 1999 NATO threat assessments pointed to “powerful nuclear forces” outside the Alliance – Russia 
and China in particular. In 2010 there is no reference to nuclear arsenals threatening NATO 
members. The focus is on the fear that nuclear weapons will proliferate to other states, to 
undermine global stability and prosperity, and to non-state groups, raising the specter of nuclear 
terrorism. Other documents, like the Chicago 2012 Deterrence and Defence Posture Review,7 point 
to other “emerging security challenges” – like cyber threats, the security implications of 
environmental degradation and resource and energy scarcity, and new technologies.  
 
Nuclear weapons are obviously no help in facing down those threats, but in the 2016 Warsaw 
declaration, the Russians are back: “Russia's aggressive actions, including provocative military 
activities in the periphery of NATO territory and its demonstrated willingness to attain political goals 
by the threat and use of force, are a source of regional instability, fundamentally challenge the 
Alliance, have damaged Euro-Atlantic security, and threaten our long-standing goal of a Europe 
whole, free, and at peace.” And if the Russians are back, so is nuclear deterrence. 
 
In 1999 the fundamental purpose of nuclear weapons was described as “political: to preserve peace 
and prevent coercion and any kind of war.” The reference to preventing “any kind of war” reflected 
a very broad role for NATO’s nuclear weapons. Going well beyond deterring nuclear use by other 
states, NATO’s nuclear bombs were also assumed to be there to deter conventional forces, with the 
clear implication that NATO would be prepared to counter a conventional attack with nuclear strikes. 
Nuclear weapons in the European NATO context were thus described as “essential.” In 2010, with 
less focus on the Russian threat, NATO’s European based nuclear weapons are no longer described 
as “essential” – but they are also not abjured. NATO still insists on maintaining an “appropriate” mix 
of conventional and nuclear weapons and retains the 1999 reference to US strategic nuclear 
weapons as the “supreme guarantee of security.” And by 2016, NATO was back to speaking 
ominously about security trends and insisting that deterrence in Europe requires “United States’ 
nuclear weapons forward-deployed in Europe.”  
 
In general, NATO’s post-Cold War declarations have acknowledged the importance of arms control 
and disarmament to security, and in 2010 made the welcome claim that “NATO seeks its security at 
the lowest possible level of forces.” In 2016, however, NATO did not repeat that claim and explained 
“that progress on arms control and disarmament must take into account the prevailing international 
security environment,” and then expressed “regret that the conditions for achieving disarmament 
are not favourable today.”  
 
The B61 Bomb in Europe 
 
So the B61 seems destined to stay in Europe for the time being. It is the only nuclear weapon that 
the US bases in European NATO, some 180 gravity bombs – in Belgium (10-20), Germany (10-20), 
Italy (60-70), Netherlands (10-20), and Turkey (60-70) – down from about 2,500 in the early 1990s. 
They are at low alert levels, requiring weeks or even months to ready them for use in an armed 
conflict.8  
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Specially modified F-16 and Tornado aircraft, and F-35 aircraft once acquired, operated by host 
states and the US are the designated delivery systems.9 Notably, Turkey does not now operate any 
aircraft capable of delivering the B61s stored there, nor does the US currently have aircraft in Turkey 
equipped to deliver them.10 A US Congressional Research Service report explains: “Turkey neither 
maintains nuclear-capable aircraft nor permits the United States to deploy its own at the base. As a 
result, the United States or other NATO partners would fly aircraft into Incirlik to retrieve the 
weapons and employ them during a crisis”11 (meaning the 60-70 bombs in Turkey are essentially in 
storage – left vulnerable during the recent coup attempt, and based only some 100 kms from the 
Syrian border 12). 
 
B61 bombs can be dialed to deliver varying yields, from 0.3 kilotons to 340 kilotons13 (compared with 
the 15 kiloton yields of the Hiroshima bomb), and they are scheduled to be rebuilt – “modernized” – 
as the B61-12 that will incorporate several versions into a single more accurate bomb with some 
earth-penetrating capability.14 The new version will be deliverable by either tactical or long-range 
strategic aircraft. As noted, the cost of producing some 400 bombs by the mid-2020s will be well in 
excess of $10 billion.15 About half are slated for deployment in Europe and delivery by tactical fighter 
aircraft, replacing the bombs currently there. 
 
Inasmuch as B61 bombs are intended to deter conventional attacks, they are quintessentially first-
use nuclear weapons – that is, they are designed and deployed for responding to escalating 
conventional armed conflict. But in that lies an unresolvable paradox, which is why critics argue the 
B61 has no real military utility. Would NATO consent, for example, to the use of nuclear weapons 
against Russia in support of the Baltic states when such use would almost certainly trigger a nuclear 
counterattack, first on Europe and quite possibly escalating to include North America?16 Under any 
sane leadership, it’s a paradox that should render the B61 unusable – so why spend billions to refit 
them and hundreds of millions annually to maintain them?  
 
But, of course, proponents want those bombs to send a “political” message of solidarity – whether 
weapons that cannot be used send a persuasive message is another matter, 
 
Any decision to remove B61 bombs from Europe is encumbered by NATO’s consensus decision-
making structure. Furthermore, the current strategic concept insists NATO will “ensure the broadest 
possible participation of Allies in collective defence planning on nuclear roles,” including “in 
peacetime basing of nuclear forces.”17 In effect, that hands a veto to those most reluctant to see 
nuclear weapons removed from Europe. In 2010 the NATO foreign ministers agreed that “no nuclear 
weapons would be removed from Europe unless all 28 member states of NATO agreed.”18 As a 
Federation of American Scientists report notes, “countries like Lithuania now effectively dictate U.S. 
policy on non-strategic nuclear weapons.”19  
 
The newer East-European members of NATO are obviously the most keen on US nuclear weapons 
being based in Europe as a symbol or guarantee of alliance cooperation and solidarity against Russia 
– begging the question of why NATO’s Article 5 does not suffice as the core of alliance solidarity. 
Others would be happy to see all tactical nuclear weapons removed from European NATO, and in the  
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context of developing NATO’s 2010 Strategic Concept, significant political leaders in several NATO  
countries, including Belgium, Germany, and Netherlands, among those currently hosting such 
weapons, as well as leaders in Norway and Denmark, called for the US to remove its nuclear 
weapons from Europe. Sympathetic signals along those lines also came from Turkey, Spain, Portugal, 
and Greece. Poland and the Baltic states, on the other hand, fear any such removal or even 
reduction would signal reduced US commitment to their security and thus make them more 
vulnerable to Russia.20 
 
Defence Policy that Supports Disarmament 
 
NATO leaders meeting in Warsaw earlier this year were obviously not wrong when they allowed that 
the current security climate in Europe is not conducive to disarmament. But it is also obvious that 
there are many dimensions to building a political climate more conducive to disarmament, and one 
is disarmament itself. Removing nuclear weapons from Europe, where they are widely 
acknowledged to have no military utility, would be one way of helping to change the security 
climate. In other words, changes to defence policy and military deployments can be used to clear 
away some impediments to NATO’s declared objective of a world without nuclear weapons.  
 
a) Move all nuclear weapons to the home territory of the state that owns them: 
Global Zero, with supporting testimony from former Cold War military officials and Cold War 
advocates of nuclear deterrence, reinforces the judgement that B61 bombs in Europe have virtually 
no military utility. And thus they advocate for unilateral action for the “removal of all American 
tactical nuclear weapons from operational combat bases in Europe to national storage facilities on 
U.S. territory, and all Russian tactical weapons from their European combat bases to their national 
storage facilities….”21 Because these weapons have no military utility, both the US and Russia are 
genuinely free to act unilaterally, without any guarantees of reciprocity and without suffering any 
security disadvantages as a consequence.  
 
There are two additional reasons why American action in particular should not be conditioned by 
reciprocity. First, Russia already complies with the principle that nuclear weapon states not store or 
deploy nuclear weapons outside of their own national territory. Russia should certainly be 
encouraged to reduce the overall numbers of its non-strategic weapons and to remove them from 
military bases in close proximity to NATO states, but it is now incumbent on the United States to 
match the Russian policy of not stationing weapons on the territories of other states. The second 
important reason why there should be no conditionality attached to the return of B61 bombs to the 
territory of the US is that such action is already a treaty requirement – that is, it is a necessary move 
to bring the US and the current European host states for those weapons into full compliance with 
Articles I and II of the NPT (see below).  
 
In addition, removing the B61 from Europe would further de-legitimize tactical nuclear weapons and 
better align NATO’s defence posture with a post-Cold War security architecture more conducive to 
security cooperation with Russia and less reliant on the mutually assured destruction calculation of 
deterrence.22 
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b) Conform to the NPT: 
There is no credible way to say that the deployment of the B61 bomb in Europe, on the territories of 
NATO states that are non-nuclear weapon state parties to the NPT, are not in direct violation of the 
NPT. Foreign Minister Stéphane Dion tries, arguing that the US transfer of nuclear weapons to 
Germany and other European states is in accord with the NPT “because these weapons remain 
under strict control of the United States; Germany has no authority or control whatsoever over their 
use.”23 But he is wrong on two counts – first, the NPT bans all such transfers, regardless of who 
controls the weapons in question, and, second, US control over its weapons in other states is not as 
absolute as he suggests. 
 
In Article I of the Treaty “each nuclear-weapon State Party to the Treaty undertakes not to transfer 
to any recipient whatsoever nuclear weapons or other nuclear explosive devices.” Nuclear-weapon 
States also agree not to transfer “control over such weapons or explosive devices directly or 
indirectly.”24 In Article II non-nuclear-weapon states agree not to receive the transfer of nuclear 
weapons or to exercise control over such weapons. It is actually rather unambiguous. As a party to 
the Treaty the US promises not to transfer weapons to another state, but has nevertheless 
transferred B61 bombs to five states (and had earlier transferred other nuclear weapons to other 
states, including to Canada). The five states now hosting B61 bombs in Europe are also all parties to 
the NPT and have promised not to receive nuclear weapons, but have nevertheless accepted B61 
bombs. Furthermore, in each case, as John Burroughs of the US Lawyers’ Committee on Nuclear 
Policy points out,25 in an armed conflict in which the US decided to actually use these weapons, they 
would be delivered by aircraft of the states where they are deployed – and thus would be under 
their control, in violation of the NPT prohibition on the transfer of control.   
 
It goes without saying, as the Cuban missile crisis amply demonstrated, the United States would 
absolutely not find it acceptable for Russia to transfer nuclear weapons to friends or allies anywhere 
in the world, much less to the western hemisphere. Nor would the Americans be any more sanguine 
about such a development if Russia promised to retain control of such weapons. 
 
The Canadian Foreign Minister would have been on more credible ground had he argued that the 
NPT prohibition on transfers is not applicable in these cases because they pre-date the Treaty’s entry 
into force. But as Burroughs points out, that argument also ultimately fails. While US weapons were 
already transferred to some of its non-nuclear-weapon state allies, the Treaty does not acknowledge 
this and certainly provides no exception to its unambiguous rule. In one of those host states, 
Germany, calls for an end to stationing nuclear weapons on its soil have been explicitly linked to the 
need to “fulfill our commitments under the NPT 100 percent.”26 
 
NATO at least made a firm commitment in the early post-Cold War years not to deploy or store 
nuclear weapons on the territories of new NATO members: “The member States of NATO reiterate 
that they have no intention, no plan and no reason to deploy nuclear weapons on the territory of 
new members, nor any need to change any aspect of NATO's nuclear posture or nuclear policy - and 
do not foresee any future need to do so. This subsumes the fact that NATO has decided that it has 
no intention, no plan, and no reason to establish nuclear weapon storage sites on the territory of 
those members….”27 It is obviously and critically important that it not violate this commitment in the 
light of some of its other recent responses to the “prevailing international security environment.” 
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c) No-first-use: 
The removal of US nuclear weapons from Europe is directly relevant to calls for a NATO/US 
commitment not to be the first to introduce the use of nuclear weapons into a conventional armed 
conflict.   
 
Bruce Blair has reported28 that President Obama could yet announce a decision to commit the US to 
a no-first-use policy, a prominent measure widely promoted as a spur to disarmament, and a no-
launch-on-warning policy, a key risk reduction move.  A no-first-use policy would especially engage 
NATO because the US tactical nuclear weapons stationed on the territories of European member 
states are in fact especially designed for first use. NATO’s own description of its nuclear forces 
reinforces the idea that they are first-use and war-fighting weapons: “Nuclear weapons are a core 
component of the Alliance’s overall capabilities for deterrence and defence alongside conventional 
and missile defence forces.”29 In other words, they are understood as just one more part of the 
arsenal, ostensibly useable in the same way as are other weapons systems – rather than seen as sole 
purpose weapons intended exclusively to deter the use of nuclear weapons by other states. In 
particular, European-based tactical nuclear weapons are designed to be used in the context of 
conventional armed conflict that is going very badly – meaning they are quintessentially first-use 
weapons. 
 
Of course, there is still the nuclear paradox to contend with – namely, that the main accomplishment 
of any first-use of a nuclear weapon in an armed conflict would be to incur nuclear retaliation, 
without any guarantees that it would not escalate to the mutually assured destruction, or MAD, that 
is still the central nuclear logic.  
 
4. NATO relations with Russia: 
Reduced tensions and progress in arms control and disarmament, nuclear and conventional, will 
ultimately be linked to re-invented east-west relationships in the Euro-Atlantic region. Again, nuclear 
arms control and disarmament need to be understood not only as a potential product of improved 
relations, but as a key means of building such improved relations. 
 
NATO’s recent Warsaw Summit emphasized the importance of talking to Russia “with a view to 
avoiding misunderstanding, miscalculation, and unintended escalation, and to increase transparency 
and predictability.” As welcome as that is, the focus is on risk reduction in the context of ongoing 
tension and crisis, rather than on the broader and more fundamental call to reset the security 
relationship with Russia in the interests of moving beyond crisis and tension. Much of the NATO 
leaders’ communique re-emphasized military tension and confrontation, with only a pro-forma nod 
to talking: “NATO has responded to this changed security environment by enhancing its deterrence 
and defence posture, including by a forward presence in the eastern part of the Alliance, and by 
suspending all practical civilian and military cooperation between NATO and Russia, while remaining 
open to political dialogue with Russia. We reaffirm these decisions.” 
 
NATO has thus doubled down30 on deterrence, and some analysts insist that the way out, the way to 
raise the nuclear threshold and to prevent “excessive reliance on nuclear capabilities,” is to build up 
NATO’s conventional military capabilities. They argue that nuclear weapons can be kept in reserve as 
a “last resort” only in the context of robust conventional forces that are capable of deterring 



 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Regehr: Canadian Defence Policy and NATO’s Nuclear Weapons                                                                          Page 7 of 10 

 

 

conventional aggression.31 But there are two dangerous fallacies in that argument. First, NATO never 
sees Russian efforts to bolster its conventional forces as a means of raising the nuclear threshold and 
creating a robust conventional deterrent – instead, NATO sees any expansion of Russian 
conventional forces as evidence of pernicious intent (and then wonders why Russia doesn’t see 
NATO conventional superiority as benign). Second, any expansion of NATO conventional military 
capacity drives Russia to rely even more on a nuclear deterrent. Russia currently spends less than a 
tenth of what NATO does on its military. As long as Russia regards the states with this overwhelming 
collective military advantage as adversaries or at least a credible challenge to its interests, it is 
unlikely to be amenable to reductions, never mind the elimination, of its tactical nuclear weapons. 
So, increased conventional muscle on the part of NATO will only drive Russia into heightened 
reliance on nuclear deterrence, and the more it relies on nuclear weapons, the more NATO states, 
especially those that were formerly in the Warsaw Pact or Soviet Union itself, will insist on 
heightened, not reduced, NATO reliance on nuclear deterrence.  
 
Building up NATO military capabilities and deployments “will only,” as the French Fondation pour la 
Recherche Stratégique has argued, “escalate tensions” – especially if there is not openness to serious 
exploration of a new approach to European security that acknowledges Russian security needs and 
vital interests. “It is crucial that [NATO] find ways not to further isolate Moscow in Europe by keeping 
open the door to mutually beneficial political and economic cooperation while concurrently seeking 
to engage all sides in building a new system of Euro-Atlantic security from the Baltics and Eastern 
Europe to the Black Sea and Caucasus.”32 
 
The former Supreme Commander of Allied Forces in NATO, US General (retired) Philip Breedlove 
makes the same case: “We…need to establish quality communications with the Russians. If we wait 
for it to fall in our lap we’re going to fail.”33 While the NATO-Russia Council should obviously be 
utilized for this, a climate of cooperative and mutual security within the entire OSCE region is 
essential. It is a continent on which any security arrangement that is not mutual and cooperative is 
not actually security. The only thing mutual about “security” backed by nuclear deterrence is the 
mutual threat of total destruction.  
 
Canadian defence policy in the context of European NATO should seek commitments to: 

 return all US nuclear weapons in Europe back to the United States;  

 end all nuclear sharing arrangements and confirm compliance with Articles I and II of the 
NPT; 

 have NATO pledge never to be the first to use nuclear weapons; and 

 build mutual and cooperative defence/security arrangements within the OSCE region. 
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