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Sehr geehrter Herr Vorsitzender,
sehr geehrte Damen und Herren Abgeordnete,

Ihrer  freundlichen  Bitte  um  Stellungnahme  komme  ich  gerne  nach  und  danke  Ihnen  für  die
Gelegenheit, einige thesenhafte Gedanken und Argumente in der gebotenen Knappheit beizutragen.
Selbstverständlich stehe ich für Nachfragen zur Verfügung.

1. Auch wenn es  verwundern  mag,  dass  sich ein  Landesparlament  mit  einer  solch  genuin
außen-, sicherheits-, verteidigungs- und bündnispolitischen Frage befasst, ist der Umstand
doch zu begrüßen, denn in Deutschland wird gemessen an der Bedeutung dieser Themen
grundsätzlich zu wenig über militärische und insbesondere nukleare Aspekte internationaler
Sicherheit gesprochen. Und wenn es doch geschieht, dann meist in sehr enger Perspektive –
fokussiert  auf  Abrüstung,  Rüstungskontrolle,  pazifistische  Ideen.  Die  sind  von  großer
Berechtigung,  müssen  aber  Hand  in  Hand  gehen  mit  einer  nüchternen  Betrachtung  der
strategischen Wirklichkeit.  Sonst  dienen sie  zwar dem persönlichen Wohlgefühl  und der
oberflächlichen  Gewissensberuhigung,  aber  nicht  der  Freiheit,  dem  Frieden  und  der
internationalen Stabilität.

2. Deswegen  ist  es  bedauerlich,  dass  sich  der  vorliegende  Antrag  ausschließlich  auf  den
Atomwaffenverbotsvertrag  richtet.  Dieser  adressiert  nur  einen  kleinen  Teil  der
gegenwärtigen  Risiken  und  Bedrohungen,  die  in  der  internationalen  Nuklearpolitik
bestehen,  und  birgt  darüber  hinaus  so  viele  (wohlwollend  formuliert:  unbeabsichtigte)
Effekte zum Schaden der internationalen Stabilität, dass die  Bundesrepublik Deutschland
gut daran tut, ihm nicht beizutreten.

3. Richtig, „auch mehr als 30 Jahre nach Ende des Kalten Krieges lagern weltweit mehrere
tausend  Atomwaffensprengköpfe  in  den  Arsenalen  der  Atommächte“.  Und  es  ist  auch
richtig,  dass  ihr  Gebrauch  „katastrophale  humanitäre  Auswirkungen“  hätte.  Mehr  noch:
Schon durch die bloße Existenz dieser Waffen besteht das gravierende Risiko von Unfällen
oder Missverständnissen mit potentiell katastrophalen Folgen.
Aber:  Der  Verbotsvertrag  wird  an  dieser  Wirklichkeit  nichts  Entscheidendes  ändern.
Vielmehr begünstigt er einen Trend, der den Gegnern von Freiheit und Menschenrechten in
die Hände spielt.

4. Kein Nuklearwaffenstaat ist dem Vertrag bislang beigetreten. Ein Staat, der sich dem Vertrag
nicht  unterwirft,  wird  sich  durch  ihn  auch  nicht  gebunden  fühlen.  Auch  ist  nicht
anzunehmen,  dass  die  Unterzeichnerstaaten  durch  den  Verbotsvertrag  erfolgreich
moralischen,  legalistischen  oder  sonstigen  Druck  auf  die  Nuklearwaffenstaaten  ausüben
können.  Das  Kalkül  Russlands  und  der  USA,  die  gemeinsam  90%  der  weltweiten
Nuklearsprengköpfe unterhalten (mit einem leichten Übergewicht seitens Russlands), wird
sich nach Erwägungen strategischer Stabilität richten,  nicht nach Vertragswerken, die sie
nicht anerkennen. (Gleiches gilt, z.B., für Pakistan und Indien.)
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5. Das  heißt:  Nukleare  Abrüstung  findet  statt  durch  politische  Entspannung  zwischen
nuklearen Großmächten. Dem folgen dann Vertragswerke;  nicht  umgekehrt.  Deutschland
sollte  daher  alles  tun,  die  politische  Verständigung zwischen  den USA und Russland  –
insbesondere mit Blick auf das New START-Abkommen und eine Nachfolgeregelung für
den INF-Vertrag – zu unterstützen.

6. Dazu  gehört  auch,  weiter  am  Atomwaffensperrvertrag  festzuhalten.  Er  legitimiert  die
Nukearwaffenstaaten, koppelt das aber an ernsthafte Bemühungen um Abrüstung und die
Weitergabe  ziviler  technologischer  Kompetenz.  Besonders  wichtig:  Er  verbietet  Nicht-
Nuklearwaffenstaaten  den  Erwerb  dieser  Waffen.  Das  ist  der  Vertrag,  dem 191 Staaten
angehören, darunter die USA, Russland, China, Frankreich und Großbritannien, und der die
völkerrechtliche Grundlage zur Verhinderung von Proliferation bildet. Er mag nicht alle in
ihn gesetzten Hoffnungen erfüllen. Aber ohne ihn hätte es die über 90-prozentige Reduktion
der weltweiten Atomwaffenarsenale in den 1990er Jahren ebensowenig gegeben wie 2015
das Abkommen zur Einhegung des iranischen Nuklearprogramms.
Wo der Sperrvertrag mit dem Florett fechtet, setzt der Verbotsvertrag mit der Abrissbirne an.
Nur dass die Birne ins Leere schwingt – und dem Sperrvertrag die  politische Dynamik  
nimmt. 

7. Erfahrungsgemäß  fühlen  sich  demokratisch  legitimierte  Regierungen  in  liberalen
Gesellschaften  eher  dem  Druck  internationaler  Vertragswerke  ausgesetzt  als  autoritäre
Herrscher. Die deutsche Unterschrift unter den Verbotsvertrag würde den politischen Druck
daher einseitig auf die USA richten. Für die Annäherung zwischen den USA und Russland
wäre das nicht  hilfreich,  zumal es gegen alle  Evidenz der letzten Jahre sprechen würde:
Nicht  nur  ist  Russland  zunehmend  als  Störer  der  europäischen  Friedensordnung
hervorgetreten  (Ukraine  etc.).  Sondern  es  ist  auch  Russland,  das  durch  tiefgreifende
Modernisierung  seiner  nuklearen  Fähigkeiten  und  seiner  nuklearen  Einsatzstrategie  die
atomare  Bedrohungen  wieder  verstärkt  hat.  Dem  ist  mit  einseitiger  amerikanischer
Abrüstung nicht beizukommen, wie die Erfahrung der vergangenen drei Jahrzehnte belegt:
Russland agiert nicht grundsätzlich reziprok.

8. Daher betrifft diese Frage auch ganz direkt die Sicherheit Deutschlands und Europas. Aus
gutem Grund hat bislang kein NATO-Staat den Verbotsvertrag unterzeichnet. So schrecklich
diese  Waffen  sind:  Es  ist  gerade  ihre  abschreckende  Wirkung,  die  Europas  Sicherheit
garantiert.  Nur  weil  die  NATO-Beistandsgarantie  nuklear  unterfüttert  ist,  bleibt  sie
glaubwürdig. Eine rein konventionelle Auseinandersetzung zwischen Russland und NATO-
Europa würde mutmaßlich kein gutes Ende nehmen – und wäre viel eher denkbar ohne das
Damokles-Schwert  der  nuklearen  Eskalation.  Das  ist  leider  kein  antiquiertes  Denken,
sondern  strategische  Realität,  wie  sie  von  allen  Staats-  und  Regierungschefs
(verschiedenster  parteipolitischer  Zugehörigkeit)  der  NATO-Staaten  anerkannt  wird.
Deswegen  hat  die  NATO  in  ihrem  Strategischen  Konzept  und  in  all  ihren  Gipfel-
Kommuniqués der letzten Jahre die Bedeutung der Nuklearwaffen akzentuiert, solange auch
Nicht-NATO-Staaten  über  diese  Waffen  verfügen.  Das  sehen  auch  Deutschlands  enge
europäische Verbündete Frankreich und Großbritannien so, die deswegen in ihre nuklearen
Fähigkeiten investieren.
In  dieser  Situation  durch  eine  Unterstützung  des  Verbotsvertrags  auszuscheren,  würde  
Deutschlands Bündnisfähigkeit in Zweifel ziehen und erhebliche politische Verwerfungen 
erzeugen  –  während  sich  die  Gegner  der  Gemeinschaft  der  liberalen  Demokratien  ins  
Fäustchen lachen.

9. Zudem stellt der vorliegende Antrag einen Angriff auf die Nukleare Teilhabe dar, wie sie
zwischen  den  USA  und  bestimmten  europäischen  NATO-Verbündeten,  darunter



Deutschland, praktiziert wird. Diese Stellungnahme beschränkt sich auf den Verbotsvertrag;
einige der  vielen guten Gründe für  die  Teilhabe – und vor allem der  Gefahren,  die  mit
Deutschlands Austritt aus diesem Arrangement verbunden wären –, sind von Brad Roberts
im jüngsten Arbeitspapier der BAKS dargelegt, das dieser Stellungnahme beiliegt. Klar ist:
Die Nukleare Teilhabe ist in der NATO fest etabliert. Sie ist von wesentlicher Bedeutung für
ihre  Verteidigungsstrategie  und  den  politischen  Zusammenhalt  im  Bündnis.  Wer  an  ihr
festhalten will, sollte dem vorliegenden Antrag nicht zustimmen.

10. Während in  den  Vereinten Nationen über  den Verbotsvertrag gesprochen  wurde,  hat  die
Volksrepublik  China  ihr  nukleares  Arsenal  modernisiert  und  ausgeweitet.  Das  passt  zur
Gesamtstrategie,  wirtschaftliche  Stärke  zunehmend  in  politische  und  militärische  Macht
umzumünzen und so eine Einflusszone zu schaffen, in der chinesische Regeln gelten – nicht
notwendigerweise das Völkerrecht und andere Säulen der liberalen internationen Ordnung.
Es  ist  verständlich,  dass  die  USA als  zentrale  Garantiemacht  dieser  Ordnung  darauf
reagieren.  Der  Verbotsvertrag  passt  nicht  zu  dieser  Realität,  zumal  seine  Ziele  nicht
praktisch  durchsetzbar  sind.  Was  es  stattdessen  braucht,  sind  kluge  Arrangements  zur
Transparenz und Rüstungskontrolle, die nicht nur auf Europa beschränkt sind. Hier bringt
Deutschland  seine  Kreativität  –  und  sein  beachtliches  wirtschaftliches  und  politisches
Gewicht – noch nicht ausreichend ein.

11. Zur Wahrheit gehört, dass die Zeichen für eine zeitgemäße nukleare Rüstungskontrolle –
oder gar Abrüstung – schlecht stehen. Fakt ist, dass die MAD-Logik immer weniger gilt. Die
gegenseitig  garantierte  Vernichtung  (mutual  assured  destruction),  also  die  Überzeugung,
dass  auf  einen  nuklearen  Erstschlag  ein  mindestens  ebenso  verheerender  Gegenschlag
erfolgen  würde,  hat  im  Ost-West-Konflikt  zu  einer  vergleichsweise  stabilen  Balance
zwischen  den  USA  und  der  Sowjetunion  beigetragen.  Manche  haben  schon  damals
bezweifelt,  ob  die  Logik  wirklich  so  triftig  ist.  Heute  haben  vor  allem  technologische
Entwicklungen  dazu  geführt,  dass  ihre  Praktikabilität  regelrecht  fragwürdig  wird.
Angriffswaffen  sind  präziser  denn  je;  U-Boote,  die  Atomwaffen  für  den  Zweitschlag
bereithalten, sind leichter zu orten als früher; die geschrumpften Arsenale begünstigen den
Erstangreifer;  die  Zerstörungsfähigkeit  auch  nicht-nuklearer  Waffen  hat  zugenommen  –
solche  Faktoren  setzen  einen  doppelten  Anreiz:  Zum  einen  lohnt  es  sich  wieder,  in
Fähigkeiten für den nuklearen Erstschlag zu investieren;  zum anderen empfiehlt  es sich,
mehr und modernere Nuklearwaffen zu besitzen, um einen etwaigen Erstschlag überleben zu
können.
Solche Erwägungen sind grauslich und nicht so beglückend wie die schlichte Forderung  
nach einem Verbot. Aber es sind die Erwägungen, die alle Nuklearwaffenstaaten derzeit  
umtreiben. Und zwar insbesondere die Staaten, die mit dem machtpolitischen Status quo  
unzufrieden sind. Oder die in Zeiten systemischer und machtpolitischer Konkurrenz einen 
zusätzlichen Trumpf im Ärmel haben wollen. Verbotsverträge werden dagegen nicht helfen, 
sondern nur politische Geschlossenheit und (auch militärische) Stärke des Westens – in der 
eingeübten  Verbindung  mit  geduldigen  Offerten  zu  mehr  Vertrauen,  Transparenz  und  
Ausgleich.

Dr. Patrick Keller
Berlin, 21. Juli 2021
(Dies ist eine persönliche Stellungnahme, nicht notwendigerweise die Position der Bundesakademie
für Sicherheitspolitik.)

Anlage:  Brad  Roberts,  „Germany  and  NATO's  Nuclear  Deterrent“,  Arbeitspapier  7/2021  der
Bundesakademie für Sicherheitspolitik
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Germany and NATO’s 
Nuclear Deterrent 
by Brad Roberts 

Editor’s Note: Since its Tornado aircraft are rapidly approaching end-of-service, Germany has to make a 

far-reaching decision: Will it replace the fighter-bomber with a nuclear-certified model, thus continu-

ing its contribution to NATO's nuclear sharing arrangement? This paper explains why to do so is in 

Germany’s interest as well as in the interest of European and Transatlantic security as a whole – and 

what significant unintended costs Germany’s opting-out of nuclear sharing would have. 

The benefits to Germany of retiring and not replacing its small fleet of nuclear-certified Tornado fighter-

bombers are obvious. The German defense budget would save a bit of money. And a political irritant 

would be removed, given widespread public opposition to nuclear weapons. But what about the costs 

and risks? Four primary costs can be anticipated of a German decision to opt out of the alliance’s nuclear 

deterrent mission: to NATO’s nuclear deterrent, to NATO’s arms control strategy, to NATO’s nuclear 

consultative process, and to Germany’s reputation. One significant risk can also be anticipated – which, if 

realized, would greatly magnify the costs to NATO’s deterrent and to European security. So, let’s under-

stand this risk before assessing costs. 

The risk in a German decision to opt out of the nuclear mission is that others will follow the German ex-

ample, precipitating the collapse of NATO’s nuclear sharing arrangements. These arrangements were 

agreed in the 1960s as a way to share nuclear burdens, signal collective resolve, ensure effective political 

control, and prevent further nuclear proliferation in Europe. NATO leaders have repeatedly endorsed 

them as central to European security, including most recently at the June 2021 Brussels summit. These 

sharing arrangements can involve hosting US nuclear weapons, owning and operating aircraft capable of 

delivering those weapons, and/or participating in preparations for their employment. Six countries cur-

rently operate aircraft capable of delivering US nuclear weapons. For most, the mission is a domestic 

political liability. In a couple of countries, the political coalitions in favor of remaining in the nuclear mis-

sion are especially fragile. A German decision to unilaterally withdraw from the nuclear mission could 

well tip the balance of debate in those countries in favor of withdrawal. Would the few remaining partici-

pants in the sharing arrangements then have the political will to persevere? This is highly unlikely. 

This risk is not only plausible; it is significant. The nuclear ban treaty movement has put tremendous po-

litical pressure on host nation governments to end their cooperation with the United States. Conceivably, 

new nations might step forward to replace Germany and others in the nuclear mission. But the political 

barriers to entry would be high. Those most eager to do so are those closest to the Russian border; stor-

age of US nuclear weapons on their territories would require that NATO abandon its assurances to Rus-

sia, dating to 1996, that it has no intention, no plan, and no reason to deploy nuclear weapons onto the 

territories of new members (the “three no’s”). 

BAKS 
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The cost to NATO’s nuclear deterrent 

Let’s now turn to the potential costs of a German decision to withdraw from the nuclear mission. The 

first cost – to NATO’s nuclear deterrent – could be substantial. Although many in Germany see US nucle-

ar weapons in Europe as “cold war relics,” the heads of state and government of NATO’s member nations 

do not. In the alliance’s 2010 Strategic Concept, its 2012 Deterrence and Defense Posture Review, and 

regular summit communiques, including the most recent in June 2021, those elected leaders, across the 

political spectrum, have unanimously endorsed a continuing need for nuclear deterrence as a fundamen-

tal component of NATO’s deterrence and defense posture. They have made commitments to not just 

modernize nuclear forces but to “strengthen” or “bolster” deterrence – as an “imperative.” They have also 

repeatedly committed to “ensure the broadest possible participation by allies concerned in the agreed 

nuclear burden-sharing arrangements to demonstrate alliance unity and resolve.” It should be noted that 

these commitments have been made by a constantly changing cast of elected leaders over decades, re-

flecting a degree of consensus that often goes unnoticed in the public discourse.  

Moreover, NATO’s leaders have also been encouraged to continue in this direction by the “reflection group” 

(co-chaired by former German defense minister Thomas de Maizière) which, in its NATO 2030 report, called 

on the alliance to “revitalize” the nuclear-sharing arrangements. This followed their judgments that the 

“nuclear sharing arrangements play a vital role in the interconnection of the alliance and should remain one 

of the main components of security guarantees and the indivisibility of security of the whole Euro-Atlantic 

area […]. The political value of this commitment is as important as the military value it brings.” 

What logic underpins these judgments? NATO’s nuclear sharing arrangements contribute to its deterrence 

strategy in two primary ways. They are a demonstration of allied political resolve to stand together in the 

face of nuclear coercion and attack, so that any enemy will understand that an attack on one would be 

treated by NATO members as an attack on all. They are also a demonstration of the transatlantic link (that 

is, the commitment of the United States in the North Atlantic Treaty to Europe’s defense) and of the “cou-

pling” of US deterrence capabilities to Europe (that is, the political resolve of the United States to extend 

nuclear deterrence to Europe even if the U.S. homeland is vulnerable to nuclear attack). Critics dismiss this 

logic as cold war thinking. In fact, when the Cold War ended and detente between Russia and the West 

seemed imminent, this way of thinking became much less important for NATO. In the 1990s, 97 percent of 

US nuclear weapons were withdrawn from Europe. But it began to rise again in importance to the alliance 

as Russia began to try to coerce NATO members with nuclear-backed threats in the period of approximate-

ly 2007-2012. After Russia’s use of force to illegally annex Crimea and destabilize eastern Ukraine, the value 

to NATO of its nuclear deterrence posture rose dramatically, with the communiques of the Warsaw and 

Brussels summits (2016 and 2018, respectively) providing especially forceful re-statements of NATO nucle-

ar policy and generating actions to “boost NATO’s nuclear IQ” – that is, to raise throughout the alliance the 

level of understanding of the role, requirements, and limits of NATO’s nuclear policy and posture. 

German withdrawal from NATO’s nuclear mission would result in a significant shrinkage of the alliance’s 

fleet of dual-capable aircraft, as Germany contributes more aircraft to NATO’s nuclear mission than any 

ally other than the United States. Equally importantly, German withdrawal would signal to Moscow the 

weakening of collective nuclear resolve among the allies at a time when Russia is actively testing that 

resolve. Moreover, withdrawal would contradict the commitment of alliance leaders to strengthen deter-

rence and broaden the sharing arrangements. The full collapse of NATO’s sharing arrangements would 

be much more damaging, depriving the alliance of the means to signal that a nuclear attack on one would 

be treated as an attack on all and of this unique expression of the transatlantic link. That link has already 

been damaged in various ways in recent years and this new blow could have unanticipated repercussions. 
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It might be argued that Germany could compensate for its weakening of NATO’s nuclear  deterrent with 

compensatory investments in non-nuclear means of deterrence. For example, it could host NATO missile 

defense assets or develop and/or host advanced conventional missile strike capabilities. Or it could un-

dertake a major renewal of its general-purpose military forces. But these would be costly and politically 

contentious initiatives. Germany might simply have swapped one costly and contentious project for an-

other. Moreover, alliance leaders have clearly and often stated that non-nuclear capabilities are a com-

plement to, but not a substitute for, nuclear weapons. 

The cost to arms control 

The cost to NATO’s arms control strategy could also be significant. To be clear: NATO is not a formal party 

to nuclear arms control negotiations – that is the responsibility of nuclear-armed states. But it has an arms 

control strategy, as reflected in the strategic concept and summit communiques. The alliance seeks further 

reductions of nuclear weapons in Europe, taking into account the asymmetry in force postures of NATO 

and Russia (the Russian arsenal of non-strategic nuclear weapons is generally estimated to be at least ten 

times larger than that of NATO). NATO also seeks increased transparency about Russian nuclear deploy-

ments in the region and the relocation of Russian nuclear weapons away from the territory of its members. 

NATO has rejected Russian calls for unilateral withdrawal of US nuclear weapons as a pre-condition to 

begin negotiations on this matter. Thus, one of the roles of NATO’s nuclear arsenal is as bargaining chips 

for a future negotiation. German withdrawal from the nuclear mission would further shrink the pool of 

chips. And it would encourage Moscow to think that further withdrawals might result in a situation favora-

ble to Russian interests without any concession by Moscow. This would reduce its incentives to negotiate. 

The collapse of NATO’s nuclear deterrent would, of course, eliminate this incentive. Are NATO’s bargaining 

chips likely to be decisive in shaping Moscow’s arms control calculus? Probably not. Are they irrelevant to 

that calculus? No. Do they increase the prospects for arms control success? Yes. 

Conspicuously, NATO’s arms control strategy has not so far paid off. Many argue that something new is 

needed. Accordingly, there is a rising discussion, driven by nuclear ban treaty advocates, of abandoning 

this strategy and undertaking additional unilateral steps. Following NATO’s unilateral 97 percent reduc-

tion in the 1990s, the next logical unilateral step for NATO would have to be elimination of the remaining 

three percent. What should we expect of Russia in response? Ban treaty advocates argue that the end of 

US extended deterrence in Europe would bring pressure to bear on Moscow, leading to Russian denucle-

arization. This is fanciful. Russia’s leaders are impervious to such pressures and have put nuclear weapons 

at the very center of their strategy to re-make a European security order to which they strongly object. 

Past experience is illustrative. How did Russia respond to NATO’s 97 percent nuclear reductions and 

“three no’s?” It modernized, diversified, and built up its arsenal of weapons capable of targeting Europe, 

sometimes violating its treaty obligations to do so. It is thus not surprising that few, if any, NATO allies 

support a unilateral approach. 

If something new is needed, it isn’t unilateral disarmament by NATO. In fact, something new is not need-

ed; patience is needed. It was unreasonable to expect a new arms control deal so long as the existing 

arms control deal is in place. NATO’s arms control strategy will finally be put to the test as Washington 

and Moscow begin to talk seriously about what comes after New START extension. As arms control ne-

gotiations generally do not bear fruit before the last minute, we are unlikely to know if NATO’s arms con-

trol strategy will bear fruit much before the termination of the extended New START Treaty in 2026. It 

makes no sense to undermine the negotiations as they get started by abandoning that strategy. 
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Figure by Dr. Brad Roberts 

 

 
NATO’s nuclear policy and posture 
as extracted from various documents 

 Collective defense remains a core task and deterrence and defense are at the heart of the 

alliance’s mission and purpose. 

 Deterrence and defense must be based on an appropriate mix of nuclear, conventional, and 

missile defense capabilities. 

 The fundamental purpose of NATO’s nuclear capability is to preserve peace, prevent coercion, 

and deter aggression. Nuclear weapons are unique. Any employment of nuclear weapons 

against NATO would fundamentally alter the nature of conflict.  

 The circumstances in which NATO might have to employ nuclear weapons are extremely 

remote. If the fundamental security of any of its members were to be threatened however, 

NATO has the capabilities and resolve to impose costs on an adversary that would be 

unacceptable and far outweigh the benefits that an adversary could hope to achieve.  

 The strategic forces of the alliance, particularly those of the United States, are the supreme 

guarantee of the security of the allies. The independent strategic nuclear forces of the UK and 

France have a deterrent role of their own and contribute to the overall security of  the alliance. 

 NATO’s nuclear deterrence posture also relies, in part, on US nuclear weapons forward-

deployed in Europe and on capabilities and infrastructure provided by allies concerned.  

 Allies will ensure that all components of NATO’s nuclear deterrent remain safe, secure, and 

effective for as long as NATO remains a nuclear alliance. That requires sustained leadership 

focus and institutional excellence for the nuclear deterrence mission.  

 The goal of allies is to bolster deterrence and ensure the broadest possible participation in 

NATO’s nuclear sharing arrangements. 

 NATO will continue to seek security at the lowest possible level of forces. It will also continue 

to try to influence the security environment in positive ways through cooperative security and 

arms control. NATO will continue to adjust its strategy, including with respect to the 

capabilities and other measures required for deterrence and defense, in line with trends in the 

security environment so that it remains fit for purpose. 

 

 

The cost to NATO’s nuclear consultative process 

The third cost of a German decision to retire from the nuclear mission – to the alliance’s nuclear consul-

tative process – might be modest but could be severe. The consultative process is intended to ensure firm 

political control over decisions about whether, when, and how to employ nuclear weapons in defense of 

alliance interests. It was crafted in the 1960s, after a decade of intense debate, to address two concerns. 

One was the concern of the US to ensure that nuclear-armed allies would not engage in escalatory acts 

the US would deem unhelpful amidst a nuclear crisis. The other was the concern of European allies to 

ensure that the United States would not employ nuclear weapons unless absolutely required but would 

do so if required – and in a manner aimed at rapidly terminating rather than broadening war. To ensure 

the needed coordination among allies on these sensitive matters, NATO created the Nuclear Planning 

Group (of defense ministers), formulated guidelines for war-time decision making, developed a joint nu-

clear planning process to enable effective war-time operation of NATO’s fleet of nuclear-armed fighter-

bombers, and developed a command structure through SACEUR. 
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German withdrawal from the NATO nuclear mission would not deprive it of a seat at the table of the 

Nuclear Planning Group (NPG). But the collapse of NATO’s sharing arrangements would call into ques-

tion this entire structure. If the arrangements were to collapse, NATO members would have to rely on 

the strategic forces of the alliance’s three nuclear-armed members for their nuclear security in crisis and 

war. The NPG might well remain, but the joint planning and command structure would not, as there 

would be no NATO capabilities with which to conduct operations. Decisions about the possible employ-

ment of strategic forces would necessarily be made in Washington, London, and Paris then. This would 

cripple the solutions found in the 1960s to basic problems of fair nuclear burden-sharing and effective 

political control. New solutions are difficult to imagine. 

The potential cost of German withdrawal to the consultative process thus must be measured in terms of 

the impact on the desire to have a seat at the table when the US is considering whether or not to employ 

nuclear weapons on behalf of an ally whose vital interests are at risk. It is difficult to understand why it’s 

now in Europe’s interest to relinquish that seat at the table and put all of its trust in US good judgment. 

It’s equally difficult to understand why Europeans would expect a seat  at the US nuclear planning table if 

they have walked away from their nuclear sharing responsibilities. 

The cost to Germany’s reputation within the Alliance 

The final cost – to Germany’s reputation – seems to have captured more attention outside Germany than in. 

During my service in the Obama administration from 2009 to 2013, when Foreign Minister Guido Wester-

welle pressed for withdrawal of US nuclear weapons, I heard three main arguments bearing on German 

reputation. The first came from Germany’s long-standing allies, some of whom were privately resentful that 

the Federal Republic would want to relieve itself of this obligation to their security and sovereignty after 

they had stood so long in solidarity with Germany in defense of its security and sovereignty. The second 

argument came from the Federal Republic’s newer allies in Central and Eastern Europe, who were privately 

troubled that Germany appears unwilling to accept any nuclear risk in their defense and thus will let them 

down in time of crisis. The third argument came from Americans who were resentful that Germany would 

want the benefits of the alliance’s nuclear protection while shifting all of the costs and risks onto the United 

States. I continue to hear these arguments today. Resentment remains strong. But there is also a new di-

mension today, as both Europeans and Americans try to make sense of chronic German military under-

investment and the appearance of a drift toward neutralism. Germany’s nuclear decision will be seen as part 

of Germany’s larger answer to the question of its future place in the alliance overall. 

A lot is at stake for Germany in its nuclear decision. The decision to retire from the nuclear mission may 

bring some benefits to Germany. It would certainly be appealing to a segment of the German electorate. 

But frankly, the benefits would likely be modest. The cost savings would be marginal, as the aircraft will 

be replaced in any case (it is only the nuclear certification of a few new aircraft that is in question). More-

over, while appealing to one segment of the German electorate, such a decision would likely generate 

opposition from other segments. In addition, such a decision would bring costs to multiple longer-term 

German interests in a peaceful European order built on the principles of common security and collective 

defense. Moreover, a lot is at stake for NATO in Germany’s nuclear decision. A dozen years ago, faced 

with tensions with the alliance over the nuclear mission, the Obama administration argued that “deci-

sions about NATO’s nuclear deterrent should be made by NATO” and rejected unilateral actions, includ-

ing of its own (at some domestic and international political cost). The principle remains sound. The logic 

of NATO’s nuclear strategy is also sound. It deserves Germany’s support. 

Dr. Brad Roberts is director of the Center for Global Security Research at Lawrence Livermore National La-

boratory in California. From 2009 to 2013, he served as deputy assistant secretary of defense for nuclear 

and missile defense policy. In that role, he co-led the Obama administration’s reviews of nuclear and missile 

defense policy. The article expresses the author’s personal views. 
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