Unarmed Minuteman Il intercontinental ballistic missile launches during operational test, May 21, 2025, at Vandenberg Space Force Base,
California (U.S. Air Force/Jack Rodriguez Escamilla)
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the system is old and challenges to

its sustainability mount. The United
States is planning on replacing the
system in the next several decades with
the Sentinel ICBM. The program will
have to compete for attention and
resources with other Department of
War modernization priorities in the
context of budgets that for years have
not been commensurate with the
threat that the United States and allies
are facing. Despite some prominent
calls for the elimination of the ICBM
leg of the triad, the system is more
important than ever because of threat
developments and decreases in the flex-
ibility and diversity of the U.S. nuclear
arsenal since the end of the Cold War.!
ICBM:s continue to make a critical
contribution to U.S. national security
strategy—and will continue to do so
for years to come.

Growing Threat

Threats facing the United States

have played a major consideration in
the development and deployment of
ICBMs. Much has been written on

the emergence of the tripolar nuclear
environment, in which China is rapidly
approaching U.S. and Russian nuclear
capabilities. In 2022, then Commander
of U.S. Strategic Command Admiral
Charles Richard called China’s nuclear
expansion “breathtaking.”? He stated
that China “can do any plausible
nuclear employment strategy region-
ally. This will backstop their conven-
tional capability and will potentially
constrain our options—that is, we will
be the ones that are getting deterred
if I don’t have the capability to simi-
larly deter them.”?

Russia has been using its nuclear
forces coercively to achieve its current
strategic objectives, including subjuga-
tion of Ukraine; maintains an active
nuclear modernization program; and
has, by some unclassified estimates, a 10-
to-1 advantage in nonstrategic nuclear
forces.4 In June 2023, Vladimir Putin
noted: “We have more such nuclear
weapons than NATO [North Atlantic
Treaty Organization ] countries. They
know about it and never stop trying to

persuade us to start nuclear reduction
talks. Like hell we will, right? A popular
phrase. Because, putting it in the dry
language of economic essays, it is our
competitive advantage.”®

Russia and China are now strategic
partners. Russia would not be able
to prosecute its ongoing war against
Ukraine at the current scale without
China’s support. Both countries share
an objective of replacing the U.S.-led
world order. Such a replacement would
be to the detriment of the United
States and its allies. While it may be the
case that a genuine strategic alliance is
beyond the interests of both countries,
their alliance needs to last only long
enough to diminish U.S. capabilities
and influence in the Indo-Pacific region
and in Europe.

North Korea is a nuclear-armed re-
gional challenger. Pyongyang’s strategic
cooperation with Russia could signifi-
cantly improve its missiles and nuclear
warheads. Iran could have enough
material for a nuclear weapon in days, al-
though the recent Isracli and U.S. strikes
may have altered the timeline for produc-
ing a deliverable nuclear weapon.” These
countries are particularly worrisome to
U.S. allies in their respective regions.

In this context, it bears mentioning

that U.S. security guarantees, including
nuclear guarantees, have been one of the
most successful, if not the most success-
ful, tools of U.S. nonproliferation policy.
When allies can rely on the United States
coming to their defense, they are less
likely to develop their own independent
nuclear capabilities.

U.S. adversaries are revisionist pow-
ers that use nuclear forces to advance
their regional and global interests that
are contrary to those of the United
States. The situation is unlike the prob-
lems the United States faced during
the Cold War. Then the focus was on
deterring the Soviet Union, a single
nuclear-armed adversary, with an under-
lying assumption that if Moscow were
deterred, Beijing—with a much smaller
nuclear arsenal—would also be.® The
triad continues to be necessary to give
the Nation the flexibility and adaptabil-
ity to respond to new developments.

Nuclear Forces Support
Political Objectives

The U.S. nuclear triad is sometimes
presented as redundant and owing its
existence only to parochial fights among
the Army, Navy, and Air Force, but that
would be a significant mischaracteriza-
tion of how the United States arrived

at the current posture. Today, the

Navy “owns” the seabased leg of the
nuclear triad, and the Air Force owns
the air- and the ground-based legs.

The National Nuclear Security Admin-
istration owns the warheads. While
bureaucratic infighting played a role in
the development of the nuclear triad
(and other nuclear forces), it is useful to
discuss political goals that nuclear forces
help to achieve. Requirements gener-
ated by these goals have shaped the size
and attributes of U.S. nuclear forces
over time and will continue to do so.

The first and foremost political
goal is to deter a large-scale attack,
nuclear or conventional, against the
U.S. homeland.” More than 40 years
ago, the Scowcroft Commission noted:
“Deterrence is not, and cannot be, bluff.
For deterrence to be effective we must
not merely have weapons, we must be
perceived to be able, and prepared, if nec-
essary, to use them effectively against the
key elements of [an enemy’s| power.”1?

U.S. adversaries demonstrably do
not share the same values as the United
States: appreciation for human life and
emphasis on economic prosperity for
the citizenry (rather than for the select
few of the regime). Contrary to the
popular belief, the United States does
not deliberately target cities to maximize
casualties.!! Since the mid-1970s, U.S.
leaders have understood that a deliberate
threat against populations lacks credibility
and desired deterrence effect, let alone
being completely against U.S. values
and Just War principles. ICBMs enable
the United States to hold at risk credibly
and promptly what the adversaries value
most—their tools of external aggression
and internal oppression.

Because ICBMs are dispersed over
five U.S. states, there is no simple way for
an adversary to destroy them. An attack
on U.S. ICBM fields would be a clear
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declaration of war against the United millions by some accounts.’? A hypotheti-

States. An adversary would have to use cal nuclear exchange between Russia and
many of its own warheads against U.S. the United States could result in 75 mil-

ICBM fields, thus minimizing the relative  lion casualties.!® Should the ICBM leg be
damage to the rest of the country. The climinated, the number could rise to 125
difference in casualties could be in the million, according to some calculations.'

ICBMs create an extremely high barrier
to a first-strike attack, not only because
of the other legs of the triad but also be-
cause ICBMs are designed to withstand
such an attack and be available for retalia-
tion, if needed.
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The second important political objec-
tive is assurance of U.S. allies. Even here,

ICBMs have played an ever more impor-
tant role because of reductions in U.S.
forward-deployed nuclear forces since
the end of the Cold War. Strong strategic

deterrence means the United States is
more likely to intervene on behalf of an
ally facing a nuclear-armed adversary.
Reductions in U.S. nuclear forces since
the end of the Cold War, combined with
vulnerability of the U.S. homeland to

Air Force and Northrop Grumman conduct
full-scale qualification static fire test of
Sentinel intercontinental ballistic missile
stage-one solid rocket motor at Northrop
Grumman'’s facility in Promontory, Utah,
March 6, 2025 (U.S. Air Force/Nial Bradshaw)

long-range missiles, have resulted in a
situation in which U.S. assurances are
likely perceived as less credible.'

The third important political goal is
achieving U.S. objectives should deter-
rence fail. The authoritarian nature of
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U.S. adversaries means they value tools
of internal oppression to keep the current
clites in power. Their desire to change
the international status quo means they
prize tools of external attack, including
their conventional and nuclear forces.

Of these, nuclear forces are particularly
important because of their destructive
potential. Holding promptly and reliably
at risk the key targets that adversaries
value generally requires nuclear weapons.
Doing so quickly and precisely demands
ICBMs. These weapons played a unique
role in this mission throughout most of
the Cold War because it was not until the
1980s that U.S. sea-launched missiles ac-
quired a similar precision (and therefore
capability against hardened targets) to
that of the ICBM force.

ICBMs remain the most responsive
leg of the nuclear triad and can reach
any target in the world in less than 30
minutes. They are always on alert and
can be launched within minutes of a
Presidential decision to do so. This
degree of responsiveness currently does
not occur in the bomber leg of the triad
and may not always be present right
when the U.S. President needs it in the
submarine leg of the triad.'® Some op-
ponents argue that this “hair trigger”
alert is more likely to involve the United
States in an accidental war, but the
United States maintains a robust redun-
dant command and control network.!”
This network needs to be modernized
along with the new delivery systems.

An ICBM can be launched only
“upon receipt of an authenticated,
encrypted, and securely transmitted
order from the President of the United
States.”!® The risk of an accidental launch
is minimal, and in any event, U.S. ICBMs
are targeted on open ocean areas, not
at other countries. The usual proposed
solution to this not-real problem is
de-alerting—making them less than
launch-ready. This would strip ICBMs
of responsiveness, one of their most
important attributes, which is why all
administrations have rejected the idea.
Moreover, because ICBMs are always on
alert, there is no need for potentially de-
stabilizing posture changes during times
of heightened tensions.

The fourth important political ob-
jective is contributing to the capacity
to hedge against an uncertain future.
ICBMs force adversaries to disperse their
efforts to counter U.S. strategic systems.
If this leg of the nuclear triad were to
be eliminated, an adversary could apply
all its resources to defeating the triad’s
seabased leg, which would be its next
difficult problem to solve. Bombers are
not on alert anymore, so the United
States effectively has a dyad for day-to-day
operations. As General Larry D. Welch
stated, “Neither effort is worth the cost
and risk for the adversary so long as the
ICBM force is constantly ready.”'* ICBMs
can also carry up to three warheads each,
and this upload capability becomes more
important in light of Russia’s and China’s
modernization and force increases and the
U.S. inability to produce new nuclear war-
heads in the near term.? It is also worth
mentioning that if the United States uni-
laterally reduces its ICBM leg of the triad,
or any nuclear forces for that matter, any
potential future equitable arms control
will be more difficult to achieve.?!

Evolution of the Program
ICBMs were primarily conceived of as

a cheaper way to deliver destruction
relative to bombers. They are still the
cheapest leg of the nuclear triad to
operate. They are also a testament to the
fact that the United States can go fast,
if needed. Only 4 years passed between
the setup of the Western Development
Division—the Air Force’s management
group created to develop an ICBM—
and the launch of the first U.S. ICBM.
The second and third generations of the
system were developed within 3 years
after that.?? It took prioritization on the
part of the Department of Defense and
the White House, and “reporting access
to the Pentagon’s senior leadership on
all decisions related to the overall direc-
tion of the program”?? The current
program manager for the Sentinel
system must be green with envy. The
Sentinel’s first developmental flight test
has been delayed from 2023 to 2026,
and in 2024 the program triggered the
Nunn—-McCurdy Act review for critically
breaching its cost projections.?*

The survivability of the nuclear force
is a key requirement for deterrence. One
of the rationales for the development of
ICBMs in the 1950s was the vulnerability
of bombers to a Soviet nuclear attack,
since the Strategic Air Command parked
them in the open. Ukraine’s recent attack
on Russia’s strategic bombers illustrates
not only this continued vulnerability but
also the difficulties in responding to a
significant portion of a nuclear triad’s
air-based leg being destroyed by (fairly
cheap) conventional means.?®

ICBMs and sea-launched ballistic
missiles continue to have an unquestion-
able advantage over bombers in this
regard, particularly because bombers
no longer carry nuclear weapons dur-
ing day-to-day operations and because
of the development in adversary air
defense capabilities. Bombers cannot
always penetrate defenses, and ensuring
they do is too costly given their other
mission demands. Morcover, unlike
ICBMs, bombers and submarines can be
destroyed by conventional weapons, thus
generating possible ambiguity about an
adversary’s intentions.

The decline of the U.S. nuclear enter-
prise will one day make an excellent case
study in strategic shortsightedness. The
Minuteman III system was designed for
10 years of service life and entered the
force in 1970. It is currently deployed with
the W78 and W87 warheads.?® The 1970s
and 1980s debates regarding basing of a
follow-on missile that eventually became
the MX Peacekeeper indicated concerns
over the Minuteman’s survivability, yet
the United States is still deploying it 40
years later. The system has been upgraded
and its service life extended, but it is still
the same system. Some argue the United
States should continue to extend its life,
just long enough for national security con-
ditions to improve so Washington can get
rid of it.?” Yet Admiral Richard was clear
that further extending the Minuteman
III system is not cost-effective and is, in
fact, quickly becoming impossible because
“in some cases, the drawings don’t exist
anymore, or where we have drawings,
they’re like six generations behind the
industry standard.” Counting on future
national security conditions to improve is
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Airman 1¢t Class Aiden Williams, 90th Missile Maintenance Squadron boardman, climbs onto maintenance platform to enter launch tube during
guided missile maintenance platform installation at F.E. Warren Air Force Base, Wyoming, July 9, 2025 (U.S. Air Force/Michael A. Richmond)

imprudent, particularly when recent trends
suggest the exact opposite.

The United States scaled back and
then stopped nuclear weapons modern-
ization after the end of the Cold War in
expectations of a benign national security
environment. This assumed

that Washington could depend on in-
ternational organizations to help it
confront major challenges and that “global
governance” would emerge with the help
of American leadership. . . . That view
presumed that since other countries were
progressing inexorably toward liberal
democracy, they would shave many of
Washington’s goals and would play by
Washington’s rules?

The expectation was false, and now
the United States finds itself with a much
smaller, less diverse, and increasingly
aged nuclear weapons systems and an
infrastructure that cannot respond to
unanticipated developments in any sort of
flexible and resilient manner.

Enduring Value

If the United States eliminated the
ICBM leg of the nuclear triad, the
number of warheads required to attack
nuclear weapons—related infrastruc-
ture and military bases on the U.S.
homeland shrinks from hundreds to

a handful. That knowledge could
embolden our adversaries not just in
strategic scenarios but also in regional

conflicts. In conflicts between nuclear-
armed adversaries, states with larger
arsenals are generally more successful in
achieving their objectives during high-
stakes crises.>

The Sentinel program’s challenges
are not a commentary on futility of the
ICBM leg of the triad; rather, they are
a commentary on a nation that became
too comfortable with its post—Cold
War status. The feeling of safety, and its
accompanying lack of urgency, prevails
against reason. The post—Cold War opti-
mism was a baseline for recommending
that the United States (yet again) extend
the life of the Minuteman III system
rather than replace it altogether and
then work with Russia on arms control
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measures to eliminate the ICBM leg of
the triad.?' These arguments ring hollow
after Russia’s aggressions, most recently
against Ukraine; its extensive nuclear
modernization; its arms control viola-
tions; and China’s nuclear buildup and
revisionist global agenda.

The Sentinel program is currently
behind schedule and over budget and is
undergoing a review.*> The Air Force is
planning on 400 deployed Sentinel mis-
siles, but this requirement could change
since it rests on a rather optimistic assess-
ment of the national security environment
during the time when the New Strategic
Arms Reduction Treaty was negotiated.®
After all, the system is supposed to be in
service at least until 2080. That would be
like the difference between about 1970
and today. Considering that time frame,
one can easily perceive how different con-
ditions can be under which a system must
remain effective in the future.

Why Does the United

States Maintain a Triad?
While each of the nuclear triad legs

are complementary, more important is
that the triad compels an adversary to
disperse its investments, preparation,
and attention.?* For example, invest-
ments into antisubmarine warfare would
become much more interesting and
have potentially higher payoff if ICBMs
were eliminated. Bombers are vulner-
able already, and the United States
cannot currently be on continuous air
alert without breaking the force within
a few months. A more diverse set of
forces would be inherently more stable
than a diminished one.

The U.S. nuclear triad is the crown
jewel of U.S. forces in strategic terms—
and will continue to be so in the future.
It is a visible demonstration that can help
to influence an adversary’s calculus and
deter actions against U.S. strategic inter-
ests. It is also an essential enabler for U.S.
conventional forces. Admiral Richard
stated: “Every operational plan in the
Department of Defense, and every other
capability we have in DOD, rests on the
assumption that strategic deterrence, and
in particular nuclear deterrence . . . is
holding right.”3

The current U.S. nuclear force posture
reflects the optimism of the early 1990s.
Yet forces the United States considered
sufficient in the 1990s and early 2000s are
unlikely to suffice now or in the future,
given that its adversaries are modernizing.

As Admiral Richard argued:

We bave a triad . . . in part because of the
[flexibility it provides, the ability to hedge
inside of it . . . [W)hat it also enables you

to do is address the threat o the visks you
didn’t see coming. We always built margin
into owr strategic forces to make suve that
we could account for the unknown risks
that may be out there alongside the visk that
we could reasonably see.3°

More broadly, eliminating a leg of a
nuclear triad now when adversaries are
doubling down on modernization would
send a signal that the United States is
ceding the competition in this area to
them. That would likely mean more ag-
gression against U.S. and allied interests,
more global instability, and consequently
less economic prosperity.

As the United States is planning its
force posture modernization, it must
consider adversary forces and goals and
what the President can threaten with
U.S. nuclear forces to frustrate them. The
decrease in the diversity and number of
U.S. nuclear forces is a problem—and a dif-
ficult path lies ahead in trying to repair it. It
begins with the recapitalization of the U.S.
nuclear enterprise, including the laborato-
ries, so they can build new nuclear warheads
and be more flexible and agile in the face of
dangerous national security trends.

Eight former commanders of U.S.
Strategic Command wrote in 2017 that
the “combined capabilities of the triad
provide the [P]resident with the mixture
of systems and weapons necessary to
hold an adversary’s most valuable targets
at risk, with the credibility of an assured
response if needed—the essence of
deterrence.”? The United States simply
must maintain its strategic nuclear triad
into the future. There is no substitute
for ICBMs within that force, and reduc-
ing the ICBM leg of the nuclear triad
will leave the United States and its allies
less safe. JFQ
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