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T

he current Indo-Pacific security environment encompasses a dangerous mix of nuclear multipolarity and minimal
arms control. The United States faces three direct nuclear threats in the region: Russia, which still possesses an
enormous arsenal; China, which is modernizing and expanding its nuclear forces absent arms control limitations;

and North Korea, which is advancing its nuclear capabilities despite international sanctions. In addition, Washington must
mitigate the risk of regional conflict among other nuclear states (e.g., India and Pakistan). This brief examines each of the
three direct nuclear threats before considering options for the U.S. Congress to address these challenges.

Russia
Despite acrimonious U.S.-Russia relations, the Biden administration has demonstrated an early commitment to arms
control by reaching an agreement with President Vladimir Putin to extend New START (Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty)
for five years. The treaty was set to expire on February 5 and is the last remaining U.S.-Russia arms control agreement. It
provides a framework for reducing, limiting, and monitoring strategic arms by capping deployed nuclear warheads and
their strategic delivery systems, such as intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), submarine-launched ballistic missiles
(SLBMs), and strategic bombers, as well as the total number of launchers and bombers.
It remains unclear whether the New START extension will spur further progress on arms control, which has atrophied as
overall U.S.-Russia relations have soured. In 2019, following repeated Russian violations, Washington and Moscow scrapped
the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty banning all intermediate range (500–5,500 km) missiles. Experts fear
this will accelerate a trend of increasing deployment of tactical, or “nonstrategic,” nuclear weapons, which could reduce the
threshold between conventional and nuclear conflict.
The New START extension did not require Senate approval because the agreement contains a provision allowing
continuation of up to five years upon mutual agreement. Nevertheless, Congress can continue to hold hearings to raise
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its 200 to 300 warheads and the 6,000 warheads apiece

UN Security Council sanctions in 2016–17. The
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Hearings could raise awareness and encourage the Biden
administration’s efforts to seek agreements addressing major
gaps in the international arms control regime that would
require Senate consultation and approval to close.
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ICBMs or SLBMs would allow it to more credibly

any provocation.

threaten the U.S. homeland. Thus, addressing this
challenge should be a priority. •

Options for Congress
There are several ways that Congress can work to
halt an accelerating, multipolar nuclear arms race,

Note: This brief was updated on February 22, 2021,
to clarify that the New START treaty only caps
“deployed” nuclear warheads.
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