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Nuclear weapons today appear to be an artefact of a bygone era. Their development originated on the tails of the Second 

World War, the technology underlying their destructiveness is many decades old, and they were originally destined for a type 

of conflict – a major land war – which appeared impossible until recently. And yet, their possessors are currently embarking 

on major modernization or refurbishment projects, and countries continue to show interest in the development of such 

weapons.1 The AIV report on the future of nuclear weapons calls for the development of new arms control measures, 

especially in the light of potentially destabilizing steps related to the development of new types of weapons in other countries, 

as well as changes related to nuclear doctrine.2  

Both Russia and the United States recently introduced changes to their nuclear doctrines that may decrease crisis stability in 

case of future conflicts. In Russia’s case, it is the so-called doctrine of “escalate to de-escalate”.3 The doctrine basically aims 

at using a presumably small non-strategic nuclear weapon in a conventional conflict with the goal of deterring the opponent 

(presumably the West) and forcing it into de-escalation (i.e. backing down). This doctrine runs counter to the conventional 

logic of nuclear strategy, because detonation of a nuclear weapon should under normal circumstances be seen as an 

escalatory step, but it exploits the desire to avoid an all-consuming conflict which would bring the whole world into a nuclear 

ruin. The United States has recently announced its decision to produce low-yield nuclear weapons. Such weapons could be 

used in a conflict to deliver targeted strikes, and presumably be used to avoid triggering massive response. One of the 

problems with this strategy, however, is that the opponent (presumably Russia, but potentially also others) is not likely to 

wait and carefully assess the yield and damage before responding to the attack. In fact, it is not inconceivable that the nuclear 

response would be launched even before the detonation of the original strike.  

A worrying sign is that what was supposed to prevent leaders from resorting to the use of nuclear weapons – the so-called 

‘nuclear taboo’ is either weakening or has not been there to start with.4 It is difficult to think about a taboo when people 

prepare for, strategize, and analyze doing a certain action. The taboo is also not represented in the public opinion – if 

anything, existing research shows that the general public is quite willing to support using nuclear weapons, even against non-

nuclear adversaries.5 We know that the population in the West is quite willing to support the use of nuclear weapons. As no 
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research has been done on the public attitudes towards the use of nuclear weapons in countries such as Russia, China, North 

Korea or Pakistan, we do not know whether such views are mirrored there, too. However, it is also important to note that 

the political leadership in such countries is much less constrained by what the population thinks. 

In the face of such risks, it is therefore only reasonable that there are efforts to decrease nuclear risks. Especially among the 

activists, the recent Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons is a source of high hopes, of which draft was supported by 

the majority of UN members (of which, however, none of the countries actually possess nuclear weapons) but which is yet 

to enter into force. Even if the ban treaty, as it is known, was to enter into force, it is highly unlikely to force countries 

possessing such weapons into nuclear disarmament.6 Yet not all is lost, and a well-placed country such as the Netherlands 

can also use its weight to support and strengthen existing arms control mechanisms.  

The AIV report outlined some options related to the support for confidence-building measures, and support for global 

commission. Yet, there is an even lower hanging fruit which the Netherlands could seize in this respect. There are existing 

international agreements which have not yet entered into force and been universalized and which could make a significant 

contribution towards a world free of nuclear weapons. One of these agreements is the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, which 

bans nuclear explosive testing. The Netherlands has a special connection to this treaty – the Dutch Ambassador Jaap Ramaker 

chaired the ‘endgame’ negotiations in 1996. As shown by the very recent controversy related to the accusations that Russia 

conducted small nuclear tests in the remote area of Novaya Zemlya, there is a lot that can be done among the countries 

possessing nuclear weapons to clarify what testing actually means, as well as transparency measures related to possible test 

sites.  

At the same time, options remain for acting in favor of new arms control measures. It appears that the INF treaty will lapse 

in August, given that neither of the two parties is really interested in its maintenance. Even placing sanctions on Russia is not 

likely to help. If Russia considers intermediate-range missiles as fundamental to its security, it is very unlikely to give them 

up. As the Russian reaction to the EU sanctions after the seizure of Crimea demonstrates, there is a limit to the sanctions’ 

ability to influence Russia’s policy choices where it sees its national interests at play.  

It might be relevant for Europe to start preparing for a post-INF setting. Cooperation within NATO is necessary, but as the AIV 

report correctly notes, Europe should bolster its self-reliance in this area as well. This could involve supporting the 

development of a conventional deterrent, which would involve conventional precision-strike capabilities able to strike core 

Russian capabilities. The upside of this option is that Europeans might actually build capabilities which Russians might want 

to limit, which could give Europeans a bargaining chip for future negotiations on intermediate-range missiles.  European 

countries could also engage more in cross-domain deterrence.7 Possible options are multiple. One option is a development 

of deterrent tools in the cyber space which could significantly deter Russia from even contemplating the use of intermediate-

range missiles. Of course, it remains questionable whether such tools could persuasively signal Europe’s willingness to use 

them, but offensive cyber weapons provide an option for Europe.8 The development of deterrent capabilities could help 

foster the development of European self-reliance as well as the improvement of the European capacity to influence global 

arms control debates. 
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