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Nuclear weapons remain the unquestioned core of European defence and security policy. Most Euro-
pean countries rely on NATO’s nuclear umbrella for collective defence, primarily under US leadership, while 
a few, such as France, continue to address nuclear issues on a strictly national basis.

The current security landscape in Europe is characterised by growing complexity and uncertainty. Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin’s unprovoked invasion of Ukraine has highlighted Europe’s security vulner-
abilities and raised concerns about Moscow’s nuclear sabre-rattling, especially in the Black Sea region. 
Furthermore, the emergence of revisionist powers, such as Russia and China, which are challenging the 
Western-led liberal world order, presents a new two-peer challenge for Euro-Atlantic security and NATO’s 
extended nuclear deterrence. This, combined with the evolving dynamics of American foreign policy in the 
Indo-Pacific region and the potential re-election of the ‘transactionalist’ Donald Trump in November 2024, 
highlights the imperative for a critical reassessment of the role of nuclear weapons in Europe. 

In this context, a rigorous political debate is essential to explore the potential need for a common Euro-
pean nuclear deterrent, while prioritising the preservation of both the Atlantic Alliance and the Non-Prolif-
eration Treaty regime. 

This research paper aims to critically evaluate the viability and necessity of implementing a shared 
nuclear deterrent for Europe, thereby enhancing the continent’s autonomy in its collective security and de-
fence policy decisions. Taking into consideration Europe’s historical context and the current state of nuclear 
deterrence, the paper meticulously examines the prospects and challenges of establishing such a deter-
rent. It presents potential avenues and policy recommendations. Ultimately, the paper seeks to provide 
valuable insights that contribute to the academic and political discourse, and a compelling argument for EU 
policymakers to reconsider, discuss and potentially establish a European nuclear deterrent.

Keywords  EU – Nuclear weapons – Deterrence – European defence – European security 
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The idea of a European nuclear deterrent (END) has a long and complex history.1 Following the devastation 
of the Second World War, the European integration movement gained momentum, aiming to unite nations 
across various domains. Among these initiatives, the European Defence Community (EDC) emerged as a 
key proposal, which aimed to foster defence integration and establish a European army.2 In fact, the very 
first suggestion of an actual European nuclear force was conceived during a 1950–4 EDC project, which 
included a cooperative nuclear component.3

However, the EDC faced formidable challenges, including concerns over national sovereignty, apprehensions 
about German rearmament, and the diverging interests of the member states of the European Coal and 
Steel Community.4 The pivotal rejection of the EDC Treaty by the French National Assembly in 1954 marked 
a turning point, leading to the initiative’s abandonment.5 

In the aftermath of the EDC’s failure, debates on European security were rekindled, with nuclear deterrence 
emerging as a focal point. Events such as the Suez Crisis (1956) and the launch of Sputnik (1957) exposed 
the vulnerabilities of US support and prompted discussions on whether Europe should pursue an independent 
nuclear deterrent or rely on established frameworks within NATO and the US.6

During the late 1950s, when only the US, the Soviet Union and the UK possessed nuclear weapons, 
France, Italy and Germany (FIG) embarked on a path of nuclear cooperation outside of NATO’s command 
and control.7 Aiming to share resources and expertise to develop an END and establish a ‘European strategic 

1  B. Tertrais, The European Dimension of Nuclear Deterrence: French and British Policies and Future Scenarios, Finnish Institute of International 
Affairs, Working Paper no. 106 (2018), 4; U. Jasper and C. Portela, ‘EU Defence Integration and Nuclear Weapons: A Common Deterrent for 
Europe?’, Security Dialogue 41/2 (2010); L. Nuti, ‘The European Nuclear Dimension: From Cold War to Post-Cold War’, in M. Segers and S. Van 
Hecke (eds.), The Cambridge History of the European Union (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023).
2  E. Fursdon, The European Defence Community: A History (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1980).
3  B. Heuser, NATO, Britain, France and the FRG: Nuclear Strategies and Forces for Europe, 1949–2000 (Basingstoke: St Martin’s Press, 1997), 148.
4  P. Goldschmidt, ‘Proliferation and Non-Proliferation in Europe’, in H. Müller (ed.), A European Non-Proliferation Policy: Prospects and Problems 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987).
5  R. Pastor-Castro, ‘The Quai d’Orsay and the European Defence Community Crisis of 1954’, History 91 (2006).
6  Heuser, NATO, Britain, France and the FRG; E. Kustnetsov, The Multilateral Force Debates, European University Institute (2004); N. Monteiro 
and A. Debs, Nuclear Politics: The Strategic Causes of Nuclear Proliferation (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017).
7  The French began to take an interest in command-and-control arrangements when, in December 1954, the North Atlantic Council decided 
to authorise the use of tactical nuclear weapons in the event of aggression. See G.-H. Soutou, ‘La politique nucléaire de Pierre Mendès France’, 
Relations Internationales 59 (1989), 322; M. Duval and Y. Le Baut, L’arme nucIéaire française: Pourquoi et comment? (Paris: Kronos, 1992).



entity’, these nations signed the far-reaching, secret FIG Protocol, which explored the possibility of a joint 
nuclear force.8 However, this initiative was short-lived. With the election of Charles de Gaulle as French 
president in 1958, France opted to pursue an independent nuclear weapons programme, effectively halting 
the FIG proposal.9 De Gaulle’s rationale for possessing nuclear weapons was his desire for greater national 
sovereignty and independence from American influence.10 

Jean Monnet, a pioneering figure in European integration and head of the Action Committee for the United 
States of Europe, advocated against creating national nuclear forces. He firmly believed that ‘European 
defence could only be ensured through the Atlantic Alliance’, arguing in favour of collective defence under the 
US security umbrella.11 Despite concerns about national sovereignty and because of the significant costs of 
independent nuclear programmes, most European nations ultimately chose to accept the security assurances 
provided by the US nuclear umbrella and its NATO nuclear sharing arrangements.12 These legally binding 
obligations presented a cost-effective alternative to the development of independent arsenals, simultaneously 
alleviating the political and economic risks linked to nuclear weapons proliferation in Europe.

8  M. Trachtenberg, ‘France and NATO, 1949–1991’, Journal of Transatlantic Studies 9/3 (2011), 187; France, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Secret. 
Protocole entre les Ministres de la Défense Français, Allemand et Italien, Historical Archives of the European Union, MAEF-4.13 (Florence, 25 
November 1957).
9  Trachtenberg, ‘France and NATO, 1949–1991’; L. Nuti, ‘The F–I–G Story Revisited, in L. Nuti and C. Buffet (eds.), ‘Dividing the Atom. Essays 
on the History of Nuclear Proliferation in Europe’, Special Issue, Journal Storia delle Relazioni Internazionali 13/1 (1998).
10  A. M. Duval, ‘Les décisions concernant l’armement nucléaire: pourquoi, comment, quand?’, in M. Vaïsse (ed.), Armement et ve République 
(Paris: CNRS Éditions, 2002). 
11  Action Committee for the United States of Europe, Joint Declaration Adopted by the Committee at the Eleventh Session (Bonn, 1 June 1964), 
11–12.
12  A ‘Nuclear umbrella’ is a security arrangement under which the participating states consent or acquiesce to the potential use of nuclear 
weapons in their defence. The related concept of ‘extended nuclear deterrence’ may be understood as the intended effect of a nuclear umbrella. 
A ‘nuclear umbrella state’ is a state without nuclear weapons that is under the protection of the nuclear weapons of another state. In the case 
of NATO, the US provides extended nuclear deterrence to all member states. ‘Nuclear sharing’, a component of NATO’s policy of nuclear deter-
rence, permits member states lacking nuclear capabilities to engage in the planning for the deployment of nuclear weapons within the Alliance. 
This practice represents a particular facet within a broader array of nuclear-related activities, which can assume diverse forms: maintaining 
nuclear forces to ensure the security of non-nuclear nations, hosting another nation’s nuclear weapons or delivery systems on a permanent 
basis, providing delivery systems capable of deploying another nation’s nuclear arsenal, furnishing conventional capabilities to bolster another 
nation’s nuclear strike capabilities, or participating in cooperative ventures with other nations pertaining to nuclear planning and target selection. 
By design, therefore, NATO’s nuclear sharing is the sharing of the Alliance’s nuclear deterrence mission and the related political responsibilities 
and decision-making. 
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The 1960s and 1970s witnessed the advent of the nuclear non-proliferation and disarmament regime and 
détente between the US and the former Soviet Union, climaxing with the signing of the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT) in 1968.13 However, to date, the three depositary states of the NPT—the US, the UK and Russia 
(successor state to the Soviet Union)—have not raised any public objections to Germany’s written declaration 
upon its accession to the NPT. This declaration acknowledged the possibility of a future END option.14 

On 2 May 1975, in connection with its signing of the instrument of ratification, Germany set out the 
understanding on which it became a party to the NPT, reaffirming to some extent the objectives of the 
European nuclear clause: ‘[While understanding] that the security of the Federal Republic of Germany 
continues to be ensured by NATO, . . . [Germany] states that no provision of the Treaty may be interpreted 
in such a way as to hamper the further development of European unification, especially the creation of a 
European Union with appropriate competence.’15

Consequently, Germany, which had opted not to develop its own nuclear forces so as to allow it to 
sign the NPT, included the ‘European clause’ to keep open the possibility of an eventual independent 
European nuclear force.16 Despite numerous attempts to progress the idea over the decades, proposals for 
a collective END consistently encountered obstacles and have never come to fruition. During the Cold War, 
the responsibility for European defence predominantly rested with NATO and the Western European Union, 
leaving the prospect of an independent END unexplored.17

Following the conclusion of the Cold War in the early 1990s, France positioned itself as a leader in 
advocating for a renewed perspective on nuclear deterrence within the newly formed EU.18 Notably, the 
European People’s Party called  for an EU army with a nuclear component already more than 30 years ago. 
While the 1992 Maastricht Treaty paved the way for the Common Foreign and Security Policy, it was not until 

13  UN, Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) (New York, 1968).
14  UN, No. 10485. Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, Opened for Signature at London, Moscow and Washington on 1 July 
1986. Ratifications and Accession. 2 May 1975. Federal Republic of Germany, UN Treaty Series 729/10485 (1976), 414–17.
15  Ibid., 415.
16  A. Vicente, ‘The EU’s Foreign Policy in the Field of Nuclear Disarmament: How Does It Work and Why Does It Often Not Work?’, D.Phil. thesis, 
European University Institute, 2022, 65–79.
17  Heuser, NATO, Britain, France and the FRG.
18  C. Jurgensen, ‘L’Europe, la France et la dissuasion nucléaire’, Revue Défense Nationale 821/6 (2019).
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the 2010 Lisbon Treaty that the Common Security and Defence Policy was officially established, triggering 
an internal discourse on forming an EU army.19 

Although proposals for an EU army have been successful, the Common Security and Defence Policy aimed 
to enhance European military capabilities without envisaging the inclusion of the capacity for a collective 
nuclear defence. Consequently, NATO remained the primary instrument for European defence and nuclear 
deterrence throughout the post–Cold War period.

The 2010s ushered in a renewed focus on an END, propelled by two key events: the Russian annexation 
of Crimea in 2014 and the election of Donald Trump in 2016. These events served as catalysts, prompting 
European policymakers and academics to revisit the debate.20 Notably, the focus has shifted to Germany, 
where revived interest in a ‘European option’ has surfaced, despite some advocating for a unilateral nuclear 
path.21

During a keynote speech in 2020, President Macron proposed opening a ‘strategic dialogue’ with European 
partners to explore the role of French nuclear weapons in collective European defence.22 He envisaged 
cooperation through joint exercises involving French deterrent forces, arguing that such military exchanges 
could foster a shared European strategic culture.23 Christoph Heusgen, the former security policy adviser 
to Chancellor Merkel, suggested that Germany could engage in discussions with France to explore the 
possibility of joint contributions to nuclear deterrence.24

Recent geopolitical developments, including Russia’s sabre-rattling during its war against Ukraine and 
the emergence of revisionist powers such as China challenging the Western-led liberal order, have renewed 
the interest in strengthening nuclear deterrence in the Euro-Atlantic context. There has also been growing 

19  J. Howorth, Security and Defence Policy in the European Union (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014).
20  O. Thränert, ‘No Shortcut to a European Deterrent’, Policy Perspectives 5/2 (2017); B. Tertrais, ‘Will Europe Get Its Own Bomb?’, The Washington 
Quarterly 42/2 (2019); A. Vicente, ‘Euro-Nukes? A Difficult but Perhaps Necessary Debate’, European Leadership Network, 7 December 2018; T. 
Sauer, ‘Power and Nuclear Weapons: The Case of the European Union’, Journal for Peace and Nuclear Disarmament 3/1 (2020); K. Egeland and B. 
Pelopidas, ‘European Nuclear Weapons? Zombie Debates and Nuclear Realities’, European Security 30/2 (2021).
21  U. Kühn, T. Volpe and B. Thompson, ‘Tracking the German Nuclear Debate’, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (2018).
22  E. Macron, ‘Speech of the President of the Republic on the Defense and Deterrence Strategy’, speech given in Paris on 7 February 2020. 
23  Ibid.
24  R. Pfister, B. Sanberg and C. Schult, “A European Bomb”: Debate over Nuclear Deterrence Heats Up in the EU’, Der Spiegel, 14 April 2022.
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apprehension in Europe over the reliability of the decades-old US commitment to European security.25 The 
US’s strategic pivot to the Indo-Pacific and the potential for an increasingly inward-looking America—due to 
either Trump’s ‘America First’ agenda or the unclear Harris–Democratic Party agenda, which could produce 
a narrower view of US interests in Europe—have fuelled serious concerns among Europeans about the 
enduring US commitment to NATO’s nuclear umbrella.26 These factors have highlighted the vulnerabilities 
of Europe’s current security architecture and reignited academic and political discussions on the need 
for Europe to establish its own nuclear deterrent.27 As the debate surrounding an END re-emerges, this 
research paper examines the complexities surrounding this critical issue, with a focus on answering the 
fundamental question: Why does Europe need a nuclear deterrent? To address the core research question, 

25  J. Vela and N. Camut, ‘As Trump Looms, Top EU Politician Calls for European Nuclear Deterrent’, Politico, 25 January 2024; P. Wintour, ‘UK Could 
Contribute to Nuclear Shield if Trump Wins, Suggests German Minister’, The Guardian, 15 February 2024; and L. Kayali et al., ‘Europe Has Avoided the 
Nuke Question For Decades. No Longer’, Politico, 4 July 2024.
26  F. Heisbourg, ‘Planning for a Post-American Europe’, Survival 66/3 (2024); The White House, ‘Indo-Pacific Strategy of the United States’ (February 
2022); US, Department of State, ‘The United States’ Enduring Commitment to the Indo-Pacific: Marking Two Years Since the Release of the Admin-
istration’s Indo-Pacific Strategy’ (9 February 2024); P. Stephens, ‘Europe Shouldn’t Count on a Harris White House’, Financial Times, 5 August 2024. 
While many European leaders, including Emmanuel Macron, believe that it is time for a Trump-proof Europe with its own strengthened security and that 
this opportunity should be taken to become less dependent on the US, there are still optimistic possibilities to consider despite concerns about both 
sides of the American political spectrum. From the Republican side, many are attempting to reassure European leaders and the public that the US will 
remain deeply engaged in Europe and NATO. They suggest that a Trump 2.0 presidency would be receptive to well-crafted European persuasion. A. 
Hauslohner, ‘Republicans to NATO Leaders: Take Trump Seriously, Not Literally’, The Washington Post, 11 July 2024. On the Democratic side, Harris’s 
national security adviser, Phil Gordon, is noted for his extensive knowledge of Europe and his alignment with Europeanist perspectives; see L. Kayali 
and C. Caulcutt, ‘Phil Gordon: Europe’s “Ally” on Kamala Harris’ Team’, Politico, 2 August 2024. This suggests that her administration might continue 
to prioritise European interests.
27  For a comprehensive exploration of the academic discourse, see A. Mattelaer, Rethinking Nuclear Deterrence: A European Perspective, Centre 
for Security, Diplomacy and Strategy, Policy Brief 13/2022 (13 May 2022); L. Horovitz and L. Wach, ‘France’s Nuclear Weapons and Europe: Options 
for a Better Coordinated Deterrence Policy’, Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik (9 March 2023); M. Terhalle and K. Klompenhouwer, ‘Facing Europe’s 
Nuclear Necessities’, Politico, 22 April 2023; T. Erästö, More Investment in Nuclear Deterrence Will Not Make Europe Safer, Stockholm International 
Peace Research Institute (5 December 2023); J. Lanxade et al., ‘Europe Needs a Nuclear Deterrent of Its Own’, New Atlanticist, 11 July 2023; A. H. 
Tetzlaff and C. Baciu, European Perspectives on the Global Return of Nuclear Weapons, Centre for Military Studies (2023); M. Rühle, German Mus-
ings About a European Nuclear Deterrent, National Institute for Public Policy, Report no. 571 (Fairfax, VA, 2024); W. Verstraete, ‘Anticipating Europe’s 
Nuclear Futures’, The Washington Quarterly 47/1 (2024); S. Cimbala and L. Korb, ‘Even in the Face of Russian Aggression, a Nuclear “Eurodeterrent” 
Is Still a Bad Idea’, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 14 February 2024; U. Kühn, ‘Germany Debates Nuclear Weapons, Again. But Now It’s Different’, 
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 15 March 2024; and W. Verstraete, ‘Making Sense of European Disunity on Nuclear Weapon Questions’, European 
Foreign Affairs Review 29/3 (2024). Additionally, insights from the European political debate can be found, for example, in J. Fischer, ‘The Great Revi-
sion’, Project Syndicate, 31 March 2023; J. Fischer, ‘Ich schäme mich für unser Land’, interview by F. Reinbold and G. Löwisch, Die Zeit, 3 December 
2023; Pfister et al., ‘“A European Bomb”’; T. Huhtanen, ‘The War in Ukraine Is Forcing Europe to Develop Its Own Nuclear Deterrence’, Euractiv.com, 
14 October 2022; Vela and Camut, ‘As Trump Looms’; Wintour, ‘UK Could Contribute to Nuclear Shield if Trump Wins’; N. Camut, ‘Macron Wants to 
Open “Debate” on European Nuclear Deterrent’, Politico, 28 April 2024; and Kayali et al., ‘Europe Has Avoided the Nuke Question For Decades’.
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this paper adopts a policy analysis approach, meticulously reviewing relevant academic publications, official 
documents and historical records to gain a comprehensive understanding of the field. Additionally, interviews 
with policymakers, defence specialists and scholars were conducted to provide invaluable insights into 
contemporary perspectives on the topic.

In order to provide a comprehensive analysis, this paper is divided into eight sections. The first section 
introduces the topic and examines the historical and political context in which the idea of a European deterrent 
has been discussed. The second section evaluates the current status of nuclear deterrence in Europe 
within the existing security environment. The third section outlines the rationale for establishing an END 
by examining why Europe needs its own nuclear deterrent and why it matters. The fourth section presents 
the current debate on an END, highlighting arguments for and against its establishment. The fifth section 
explores the nature of an END by presenting various potential options, including French-led initiatives and 
the concept of a ‘Eurodeterrent’. The sixth section discusses the general requirements of building an END. 
Subsequently, the seventh section outlines policy recommendations. The final section summarises the debate 
and suggests reasons why EU policymakers should reconsider, discuss, promote and establish an END. 

Current status of nuclear deterrence  
in Europe

At the core of Europe’s collective defence and security architecture lies NATO’s extended nuclear de-
terrence strategy, which is heavily reliant on the pivotal role of the US and its security guarantees to Eu-
ropean allies. This strategy aims to deter potential aggressors by threatening retaliation with US nuclear 
weapons in the event of an attack on any NATO member, as set out in Article 5 of the Washington Treaty. 
The effectiveness of NATO’s deterrence strategy hinges on the robust capabilities of US strategic nuclear 
forces. These comprise approximately 1,770 deployed warheads, including 400 land-based intercontinental 
ballistic missiles, 970 submarine-launched ballistic missiles and 300 ballistic missiles carried by strategic 
bombers (America’s nuclear triad).28

28  H. Kristensen et al., ‘United States Nuclear Weapons, 2024’, Bulletin of Atomic Scientists 80/3 (2024), 182–3. In other words, this nuclear triad 
comprises land-based, sea-based and air-based systems.
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On top of that, the deployment of US non-strategic nuclear weapons in Europe further strengthens NATO’s 
nuclear deterrence.29 Approximately 100 US B-61 nuclear bombs are strategically stationed in non-nuclear 
weapon states (NNWSs) including Belgium, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Türkiye and, to some extent, 
Greece, under NATO’s nuclear sharing arrangements.30 Greece has a contingency nuclear strike mission 
and accompanying reserve squadron, but it does not host any deployed nuclear weapons.31 Delivery of these 
weapons, which remain under US control, would involve the contribution of personnel and infrastructure 
from the participating states. These six ‘nuclear sharing states’ contribute ‘dual-capable aircraft’ (DCA) to 
NATO’s nuclear mission, further enhancing the alliance’s nuclear capabilities.32

Alongside the DCA-contributing countries, six additional NATO members, including Czechia, Denmark, 
Hungary, Poland and two unnamed unknown countries, contribute to the alliance’s nuclear posture through 
its Support of Nuclear Operations With Conventional Air Tactics (SNOWCAT) mission.33 All members, except 
France, which has its own arsenal, participate in the Nuclear Planning Group (NPG). The NPG provides a 
forum for consultation, collective decision-making and political control over all aspects of NATO’s nuclear 
mission, including nuclear sharing.34

The US president has sole authority to authorise the use of US nuclear weapons.35 This authority is 
inherent in his constitutional role as commander-in-chief.36 The president can seek counsel from his military 

29  In military strategy, the distinction between strategic and non-strategic nuclear weapons is crucial for understanding their use and impli-
cations. On the one hand, non-strategic (or tactical) nuclear weapons are designed for battlefield use in regional conflicts, with shorter ranges 
of under 500 kilometres and lower explosive yields (of up to 100 kilotons). Their tactical purpose is to target enemy forces and infrastructure 
within a specific theatre of operations. These weapons can be dual-capable, delivering both conventional and nuclear payloads, complicating 
their deployment and signalling. On the other hand, strategic nuclear weapons are designed for long-range strikes, with yields typically starting 
at 100 kilotons and reaching into the low megaton range. Their delivery systems can exceed 5,000 kilometres in range, targeting key military, 
economic and political infrastructure deep within enemy territory. Their strategic purpose is to deter large-scale, especially nuclear, attacks by 
threatening devastating retaliatory strikes. These weapons are integral to a nation’s long-term military planning and defence strategy. One of the 
major differences between these weapons is that non-strategic nuclear weapons do not possess the same deterrent and retaliatory power as 
strategic nuclear weapons.
30  H. Kristensen et al., ‘Nuclear Weapons Sharing, 2023’, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 79/6 (2023), 395–6. 
31  Kristensen et al., ‘United States Nuclear Weapons’.
32  Kristensen et al., ‘Nuclear Weapons Sharing’, 395–6. As implied by its name, DCA serve two purposes. The first is to provide conventional air 
power capabilities, such as air policing and combat support, on a day-to-day basis. The second is to operationally deploy nuclear weapons in a 
conflict, following a political decision by the NPG. NATO, ‘NATO’s Nuclear Sharing Arrangements’ (February 2022).
33  Ibid.
34  Ibid. 
35  A. Fink and P. Kerr, Defense Primer: Command and Control of Nuclear Forces, Congressional Research Service, F10521 (Washington, DC, 
16 May 2024).
36  Ibid. 
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advisers; those advisers are then required to transmit and implement the orders authorising nuclear use.37 
However, the authority to order the launch of nuclear weapons for any reason at any time lies solely with 
the president.38

In addition to the US Nuclear Posture Review, the nuclear arsenal and the role it plays is shaped by 
planning and exercises that create the strike plans and practice how to carry them out.39 The current strategic 
nuclear war plan—OPLAN 8010–12—consists of a ‘family’ of plans directed against four identified adversaries: 
Russia, China, North Korea and Iran.40 

The decision to use US NATO nuclear weapons would involve a complex process that requires multiple 
levels of authorisation and coordination. In short, if NATO was to conduct a nuclear mission in a conflict, 
B-61 weapons would be carried by certified Allied DCA aircraft and supported by conventional forces from 
across the Alliance. However, a NATO nuclear mission could only be undertaken after explicit political 
approval from the NPG and authorisation from the US president and the UK prime minister.41 Once political 
approval had been granted by the US and UK leaders, the NPG would provide strategic guidance to the 
Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR) and other NATO military commanders.42 SACEUR would 
then be responsible for executing the approved plans and making tactical decisions regarding the use of 
NATO’s nuclear weapons.43

37  Ibid.
38  Ibid.; Kristensen et al., ‘United States Nuclear Weapons’, 198.
39  A review of US nuclear policy, doctrine, force structure, command and control, operations, supporting infrastructure, safety, security, arms 
control and effectiveness determines what the role of nuclear weapons in US strategic security should be.
40  H. Kristensen, ‘US Nuclear War Plan Updated Amidst Nuclear Policy Review’, Federation of American Scientists, 4 April 2013. 
41  Although the US is the only provider of nuclear weapons for NATO’s nuclear sharing arrangements—stationing non-strategic weapons in 
Europe that remain under Washington’s custody and control, with their use requiring solely US presidential authorisation—a NATO nuclear mis-
sion may involve both US and UK nuclear assets, including strategic nuclear forces. This collaboration contributes to NATO’s overall defence 
and deterrence strategy, requiring authorisation from both the US president and the UK prime minister. In the specific case of the UK, London 
has committed its nuclear capability to the defence of NATO since 1962. Nuclear deterrence is a critical component of NATO’s overall strategy, 
with the UK’s deterrent playing a vital role in safeguarding European and Euro-Atlantic security. The UK’s nuclear deterrent is operationally in-
dependent, with only the prime minister authorised to approve the use of nuclear weapons, even if deployed as part of a NATO response. UK 
Government, ‘UK Guidance: The UK’s Nuclear Deterrent: What You Need to Know’ (28 March 2024). 
42  UN, Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe, ‘Why SACEUR Has Always Been An American Officer?’
43  W. Alberque, The NPT and the Origins of NATO’s Nuclear Sharing Arrangements, IFRI Proliferation Papers 57 (February 2017).




