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US and Italian Air Force F-35 Lightning IIs, F-16 Fighting Falcons and a B-52 Stratofortress, fly over the 
Adriatic Sea during exercise Astral Knight 19 on June 4, 2019. Joshua R. M. Dewberry / US Air Force

CHAPTER 3

Alliances and Extended Nuclear  
Deterrence in Europe and Asia
Névine Schepers 

Compounding and simultaneous strategic developments in Europe and  
Asia are placing increasing pressure on US-led alliance systems in both  
regions to adapt to a heightened nuclear risk environment. They also  
highlight the role of extended nuclear deterrence in alliance relationships 
and the deterrence and assurance challenges for the United States as a  
security provider confronted with the near-term prospect of facing two  
major nuclear powers – Russia and China – at the same time in addition  
to threats posed by North Korea. 
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2022 marked both the 60th anniver-
sary of the Cuban Missile Crisis, long 
viewed as the time when the world 
came closest to nuclear war, and a 
present turning point in the world’s 
assessment of nuclear risks. Russian 
President Vladimir Putin’s launch of a 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine on Feb-
ruary 24, 2022 – building on the ille-
gal annexation of Crimea and the start 
of Russian aggression in the Donbas 
in 2014 – has taken place under the 
shadow of Russia’s vast arsenal of nu-
clear weapons, used to deter military 
intervention from other states, par-
ticularly NATO allies. Thinly veiled 
nuclear threats by Putin and his close 
associates and discussions of nuclear 
use scenarios have served as a regular 
reminder of the risks of nuclear esca-
lation and highlighted states’ reliance 
on nuclear deterrence: for defensive 
purposes in the case of NATO and its 
allies which possess nuclear weapons – 
France, the United Kingdom, and the 
United States – and for both defen-
sive and coercive purposes in the case 
of Russia. Membership applications 
to NATO by Finland and Sweden 
have underlined the appeal of bene-
fitting from a formal nuclear security 
assurance. 

In parallel, China’s unprecedented 
nuclear expansion and modernization 
continue at a rapid pace and without 
any arms control or strategic dialogue 

framework in place with the Unit-
ed States. Beijing’s military rise and 
provocative activities in the Asia-Pa-
cific, notably in the South China Sea 
and the Taiwan Strait, are of great 
concern to US allies in the region. In 
particular, Japan and Australia have 
significantly reassessed their defense 
and security environment in recent 
years in view of Chinese actions and 
are firmly centering their future with-
in the framework of their respective 
alliance relationships with the United 
States, including the nuclear umbrella 
it provides. For South Korea (official-
ly the Republic of Korea, ROK), a re-
cord year of missile testing by North 
Korea, which fired nearly a hundred 
missiles in 2022, combined with 
Pyongyang’s growing nuclear stock-
pile, serve as a stark reminder of the 
necessity of strengthening deterrence, 
in particular through Seoul’s alliance 
with the United States, including its 
nuclear security guarantees.

The 2022 US Nuclear Posture Review 
states that by the 2030s, the Unit-
ed States will face two major nucle-
ar powers – Russia and China – as 
strategic competitors and potential 
adversaries for the first time in its 
history.1 This places increasing pres-
sure on alliance systems in Europe 
and Asia while also highlighting the 
interconnectedness between both re-
gions through their reliance on the 



65

United States as a security provider. 
Academic research has looked at the 
interdependence of commitments to 
different allies, noting the material 
and resource constraints that it places 
on the security provider if faced with 
simultaneous crises.2 It has also shown 
that in the case of a crisis in one re-
gion, allies from the other region fear 
abandonment and de-prioritization by 
the United States.3 As the war contin-
ues in Europe and competition with 
China intensifies, allies in Europe and 
Asia are paying close attention to how 
the United States deters both Russia 
and China, addresses the threat posed 
by an increasingly capable nuclear 
North Korea, and provides assuranc-
es to allies. They also look at one an-
other to see where and how they can 
compensate for security gaps that will 
emerge as the United States manages 
risks of escalation with two major nu-
clear powers at the same time in ad-
dition to the persistent nuclear threat 
posed by North Korea. For instance, 
allies are investing in conventional 
capabilities aimed at strengthening 
deterrence, with significant decisions 
being sped up given long timeframes 
between procurement decisions and 
actual deployments.

Increased focus on the frameworks of 
US alliance structures in Europe and 
Asia, the fast-moving security environ-
ments in which they operate, and the 

rising nuclear threats that they seek 
to deter requires a careful look at the 
specificities of each region, particular-
ly how extended nuclear deterrence 
is practiced and where nuclear risks 
can be alleviated. Extended nuclear 
deterrence, often referred to as a “nu-
clear umbrella,” is a commitment by 
a nuclear weapon state to deter and, 
if necessary, respond across a spec-
trum of non-nuclear and nuclear es-
calation scenarios to defend another 
state. Such a commitment implies the 
potential use of nuclear weapons as a 
means of response. However, no use 
of force on behalf of an ally or partner 
is triggered automatically. This makes 
the commonly used term “nuclear se-
curity guarantee” somewhat mislead-
ing despite its widespread acceptance 
in policy and academic circles alike. 

Amid a worsening security envi-
ronment, the United States and nu-
clear umbrella states in Europe and 
the Asia-Pacific are promoting the 
strengthening of deterrence, both in 
theory – through strategy documents 
and political statements – and in 
practice – by increasing defense ex-
penditures and procuring new capa-
bilities. This chapter seeks to examine 
the implications for extended nuclear 
deterrence dynamics in Europe and 
the Asia-Pacific in the context of ac-
celerating security crises in both re-
gions. It first provides an overview 

E X T E N D E D  N U C L E A R  D E T E R R E N C E
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of “Allies and partners” allows for 
ambiguity regarding the scope of the 
nuclear umbrella and was introduced 
in the 2010 US Nuclear Posture Re-
view.5 However, only NATO allies, 
Japan, the ROK, and Australia are 
considered to be formally covered by 
the US nuclear umbrella. This is be-
cause of the defense treaties that form 
the basis of the military relationships 
and, beyond that, the ways in which 
the United States operationalizes ex-
tended nuclear deterrence in all four 
cases. The 1949 North Atlantic Trea-
ty, the 1951 ANZUS Treaty with Aus-
tralia and New Zealand (although the 
US suspended its treaty obligations 
to New Zealand in 1985 following 
the latter’s declared anti-nuclear pol-
icy), the 1953 Mutual Defense Treaty 
with the ROK, and the 1960 Treaty 
of Mutual Cooperation and Security 
with Japan all provide a legal ground-
ing for US security guarantees. 

None of these treaties mention nucle-
ar deterrence specifically, but the mu-
tual-defense relationships have come 
to include it in their implementation 
through declaratory policy, force 
structure, and dialogue mechanisms 
that address nuclear deterrence specif-
ically. Declaratory policy includes ref-
erences to the US nuclear umbrella in 
defense strategies by these allies specif-
ically, US nuclear doctrine, and joint 
political statements to communicate 

of the concept of extended nuclear 
deterrence itself and the particularities 
of US-led alliance systems. A second 
section looks at extended nuclear de-
terrence in Europe, how it is practiced 
in the NATO context, and how Rus-
sia’s war in Ukraine has precipitated a 
strengthening around the nuclear um-
brella. A third section focuses on the 
United States’ alliance structures in 
the Asia-Pacific with Japan, the ROK, 
and Australia and recent develop-
ments in the defense postures of these 
three states. Finally, a fourth section 
will discuss how developments in each 
region affect the deterrence calculus in 
the other.

What Constitutes a Nuclear 
Umbrella?
The US-centered alliance system re-
mains unique in its geographical 
scope, resilience, range of frameworks 
and, in specific cases, the commitment 
by the US military to defend its allies 
by the possible use of nuclear weapons 
should deterrence fail. Official US nu-
clear declaratory policy states the fol-
lowing: “As long as nuclear weapons 
exist, the fundamental role of nuclear 
weapons is to deter a nuclear attack on 
the United States, our Allies, and part-
ners. The United States would only 
consider the use of nuclear weapons in 
extreme circumstances to defend the 
vital interests of the United States or its 
Allies and partners.4” The formulation 
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zone, and Kazakhstan is even a state 
party to the Treaty on the Prohibition 
of Nuclear Weapons and a fierce ad-
vocate for nuclear disarmament. Rus-
sia’s bilateral relationship with Belarus 
is the only possible exception, given 
that Belarus may become a host for 
Russian forward deployed nuclear 
weapons in the future following a 
constitutional change and dual-air-
craft capability certification.6 

The act of extending nuclear deter-
rence is in itself an interesting com-
ponent of international relations. It 
first entails deterrence, which, in the 
security domain, means preventing 
an armed attack or form of aggres-
sion. Nuclear deterrence introduces 
the threat of retaliation by highly 
devastating nuclear means, even in 
the case of first use. The scope of dam-
age that nuclear weapons can inflict 
heightens the consequences of deter-
rence failure significantly.7 A func-
tioning nuclear deterrent requires 
both credible nuclear capabilities and 
a communicated willingness to use 
them.8 Extended nuclear deterrence, 
by definition, extends the coverage 
of a state’s nuclear deterrent to oth-
er states – generally allies that do not 
possess nuclear weapons themselves – 
which makes credibility significantly 
more difficult, as it depends not just 
on the adversary’s perception but 
also the ally’s. According to political 

intent. Force structure entails US nu-
clear capabilities themselves and their 
deployment as well as exercises. Con-
sultations or dialogues on extended 
deterrence through set formats provide 
opportunities to determine allies’ as-
surance requirements. While in theory 
the US may extend its nuclear umbrel-
la even wider than over NATO allies, 
Japan, the ROK, and Australia – over 
Taiwan, the Philippines, or Israel for 
example – it implements extended nu-
clear deterrence in practice consistent-
ly and increasingly so only in the case 
of NATO, Japan, South Korea, and 
Australia. While parallels and linkages 
exist, the four alliance structures differ 
in their framework, implementation, 
historical development, public percep-
tion, and the specific threat landscape 
that they address. These differences 
will be explored in more detail in fur-
ther sections.

The United States is not the only pro-
vider of nuclear security guarantees. 
In the context of the Collective Se-
curity Treaty Organization (CSTO), 
language regarding mutual defense, 
similar to NATO’s Article V, has im-
plied a Russian nuclear umbrella over 
Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyr-
gyzstan, and Tajikistan. However, 
there is little evidence of extended nu-
clear deterrence in practice within the 
CSTO itself. The three Central Asian 
states are part of a nuclear-weapon free 
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nuclear means if the security provid-
er deems it necessary, acknowledging 
that this may result in becoming the 
target of nuclear retaliation. For a 
state benefiting from extended nu-
clear deterrence, it represents the ul-
timate assurance of its security and 
sovereignty.10 

scientist Mira Rapp-Hooper, “nucle-
ar security guarantees are perhaps the 
most extreme promise one state can 
make to another” given their unilater-
al nature and the ambiguous language 
in which they are framed.9 A state 
providing such a guarantee commits 
to an ally’s defense, including through 
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the threshold for nuclear use is raised, 
and arms control measures are pur-
sued in coordination with allies. 

Extended Deterrence in Europe: 
NATO
NATO presents the most formalized 
case of extended nuclear deterrence 
commitment through the indepen-
dent strategic nuclear forces of the 
United States supplemented by nu-
clear sharing arrangements. France 
and the United Kingdom, as nuclear 
weapon states with their separate ca-
pabilities and launch authorities, also 
contribute to NATO’s security. While 
US strategic nuclear forces form the 
core of security guarantees to NATO, 
they are often overshadowed in Euro-
pean policy debates by the additional 
nuclear sharing agreements that en-
able a greater form of participation 
by non-nuclear allies in nuclear plan-
ning. These nuclear sharing arrange-
ments, which are unique to NATO, 
involve the deployment of around 
100 US nuclear weapons in six Eu-
ropean bases located in Italy, Germa-
ny, Belgium, the Netherlands, and 
Turkey.13 These non-strategic nucle-
ar weapons remain in the custody of 
US Air Force personnel, and the US 
president maintains launch authority 
over them. However, European host 
nations provide both the dual-capa-
ble aircraft and air force personnel to 
support nuclear missions. 

Qualifying nuclear security guaran-
tees as “the most extreme promise” is 
not an exaggeration when considering 
the level of confidence in the United 
States that it requires of allies. After all, 
nuclear authority always remains with 
the US president. Credibly extending 
deterrence therefore also requires con-
stant assurance efforts. Experts and 
officials often describe the challenge 
of assurance in the case of NATO by 
quoting Denis Healey, Britain’s defense 
minister in the late 1960s: “It takes 
only five per cent credibility of Amer-
ican retaliation to deter the Russians, 
but ninety-five per cent credibility to 
reassure the Europeans.”11 Numerous 
public debates in the last 60 years have 
wondered whether the US would sac-
rifice Washington, DC/Seattle/New 
York for Tokyo/Seoul/Vilnius. Such 
fears were heightened in the last sev-
eral years following President Don-
ald Trump’s regular criticisms of and 
threats to withdraw from alliances. 
Assuring allies requires substantial and 
consistent consultation efforts from 
the United States. These have been 
increased under the Biden administra-
tion, which has sought to strengthen 
alliance relationships by placing them 
at the core of its defense strategy.12 
Much remains to be done, however, to 
restore credibility, reassure allies, and 
adapt extended deterrence mechanisms 
for evolving threat environments while 
also ensuring nuclear risks are reduced, 
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Conventional Air Tactics) and in the 
annual Steadfast Noon nuclear force 
exercise. 

NATO’s nuclear posture has under-
gone several changes since the end of 
the Cold War. First is the change in 
quantities, with the number of for-
ward-deployed nuclear weapons to 
Europe being reduced from 8,000 
non-strategic weapons at the height 
of the Cold War to 200 in the early 
1990s to around 100 nuclear gravity 
bombs today.17 Most of these reduc-
tions took place under the 1991 Pres-
idential Nuclear Initiatives, when the 
United States withdrew the bulk of its 
non-strategic nuclear weapons from 
Europe. By the late 1990s, the United 
States also lowered the readiness crite-
ria for NATO-assigned nuclear forc-
es, and the Nuclear Planning Group 
discarded plans for the use of nuclear 
weapons against any particular adver-
sary.18 Some allies, notably Germany 
and Canada, raised the possibility of 
reducing reliance on nuclear deter-
rence through proposals involving the 
withdrawal of all US nuclear weapons 
from Europe, thereby relying solely 
on US strategic assets, or the adop-
tion of a no-first-use nuclear doctrine. 
While nuclear deterrence became less 
prominent in NATO debates at the 
turn of the century, these suggestions 
did not find broad support within 
a growing alliance that welcomed 

All NATO allies except for France 
take part in the Nuclear Planning 
Group, which serves “to exercise col-
lective political control over NATO’s 
nuclear mission.”14 Allies pushed for 
nuclear sharing arrangements early on 
because they questioned the credibili-
ty of US guarantees and wanted great-
er influence over nuclear weapons 
policy.15 The United States agreed to 
such arrangements because it feared 
allies would choose to develop their 
own nuclear weapons programs and 
also due to other factors including 
financial reasons. The Nuclear Plan-
ning Group, along with other nucle-
ar-related NATO bodies,16 provides 
a framework for consultations on 
nuclear strategy, policy, force struc-
ture, and safety. US officials use these 
frameworks to discuss issues beyond 
those that relate to US forward-de-
ployed nuclear weapons in Europe, 
viewing them as broader forums to 
brief NATO allies on technological 
developments, arms control negotia-
tions, and other sensitive issues relat-
ed to nuclear forces. The consultation 
mechanism, while based on the nucle-
ar sharing arrangement, is extensive 
and, arguably, as important as the for-
ward-deployed weapons themselves. 
NATO allies’ involvement in the 
nuclear mission also includes conven-
tional support of nuclear operations 
in so-called SNOWCAT exercises 
(Support Nuclear Operations With 
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strengthened its declaratory nuclear 
policy through consistent referenc-
es to nuclear deterrence in summit 
communiqués, statements by the 
Secretary General and in the latest 
Strategic Concept, providing com-
mon language for allies. The gravity 
bombs themselves are being replaced 
by a newer model, the B61-12, which 
allows for increased accuracy and has 
lower-yield options. Host countries 
are all procuring F-35 fighter jets, 
with the exception of Turkey, which 
was expelled from the F-35 program 
following its purchase of the Russian 
S-400 missile defense system. The 
procurement decision for Belgium, 
the Netherlands, Germany, and Italy 
ensures the continuation of their nu-
clear sharing mission. 

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine 
in 2022 has provided an acute re-
minder of the role that extended nu-
clear deterrence plays for NATO. It 
also highlighted differences between 
allies and partners, with Ukraine 
clearly not benefitting from NATO’s 
Article V guarantee. For Finland 
and Sweden, whose partnership with 
NATO was more enhanced than 
Ukraine’s, full NATO membership 
represents an additional layer of se-
curity guarantee now deemed neces-
sary in the face of Russian aggression, 
including the “supreme guarantee of 
the security of the Alliance” provided 

former Warsaw Pact countries more 
concerned about Russia.

In the two decades following these 
reductions, nuclear sharing arrange-
ments took on a more political role, 
becoming a symbolic element of 
NATO nuclear deterrence and more 
crucially of the “linkage between Eu-
ropean and American security.”19 Reg-
ular waves of support for arms control 
as well as disarmament solutions with-
in NATO countries have translated 
into public debates, including within 
some European parliaments, on the 
role and necessity of nuclear sharing 
arrangements. Since the entry into 
force in 2011 of New START, the last 
arms control treaty between the Unit-
ed States and Russia that limits stra-
tegic nuclear weapons, a key objective 
for the US and NATO allies has been 
the reduction or elimination of Rus-
sian non-strategic nuclear weapons. In 
that context, US non-strategic nuclear 
weapons deployed in Europe could be 
put on the negotiating table, but only 
within the framework of a mutual and 
verifiable treaty. Such a prospect seems 
extremely unlikely since February 
2022, even more so following Russia’s 
decision in February 2023 to suspend 
its participation in New START.

Over the last decade, NATO has 
steadily updated its nuclear posture 
in various ways. The Alliance has 
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divergences continue to exist today, 
primarily due to different security 
priorities, placing limits on how far 
certain cooperation formats can go. 

Neither the ROK, Japan, nor Austra-
lia have nuclear sharing agreements 
with the United States. Past deploy-
ments of US nuclear weapons in Ja-
pan between 1954 and 1972 and in 
the ROK between 1958 and 1991 
never included allied involvement 
through dual-capable aircraft or the 
level of consultation that exists in 
NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group. 
Today, extended nuclear deterrence 
is solely provided through US strate-
gic nuclear forces. Non-proliferation 
considerations were prevalent during 
the Cold War and played an import-
ant role in the continued provision 
of US nuclear security guarantees. 
All three states considered the de-
velopment of an indigenous nuclear 
weapon capability, with Seoul actively 
pursuing a program in secret in the 
1970s.21 

The threat landscape which extend-
ed nuclear deterrence arrangements 
in the Asia-Pacific address has set the 
tone for their prominence in alliance 
relationships. The US-ROK alliance 
is centered on the nuclear and con-
ventional threat posed by North Ko-
rea, one whose geographical proxim-
ity to the ROK has meant deterrence 

by nuclear deterrence.20 NATO cohe-
sion and condemnation in response to 
Russia’s war in Ukraine has remained 
steadfast. For the most part, allies have 
also closely coordinated their respons-
es, or pointedly their lack thereof, to 
Russian nuclear rhetoric. Yet, Russian 
attempts at nuclear coercion and use 
of nuclear rhetoric will require a re-ex-
amination of various nuclear use sce-
narios and agreement by all allies on 
how to manage these different poten-
tial levels of escalation. 

Extended Deterrence in Asia: A 
Network of Alliances
The United States’ network of allianc-
es in the Asia-Pacific is distinct from 
NATO and operates largely on a bilat-
eral basis. Further coordination exists 
through formats such as the Quad, 
which includes the United States, Ja-
pan, Australia, and India, as well as 
through broader joint military exercis-
es and through trilateral coordination 
meetings among the United States, 
the ROK, and Japan. However, these 
are nowhere near the level of conven-
tional military integration and coor-
dination that exists within NATO. 
Historical differences and develop-
ments, a broader geographical scope, 
and a larger diversity of interests have 
hampered the prospect of a defense 
alliance similar to NATO that would 
have included the ROK, Japan, and 
Australia during the Cold War. These 
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regularly resurface in public, expert, 
and even official discussions.24 Such 
aspirations are often linked with 
or tap into pro-nuclear public sen-
timents,25 whereby public officials 
– including even the president26 – 
claim that a domestic nuclear option 
remains a possibility. The require-
ments for reassuring the ROK are 
therefore more delicate than for other 
US allies. The close proximity of the 
nuclear threat that South Koreans 
face partly explains why South Kore-
an officials and the public may look 
for stronger and more visible deter-
rence symbols. For Washington, this 
involves a balance between deepening 
extended deterrence and enabling al-
lies to contribute more convention-
ally on the one hand, and managing 
proliferation risks on the other. Fur-
thermore, Washington’s clear focus 
on China as the primary challenge 
to US national security and target 
of deterrence efforts places pressure 
on Seoul, which has long pursued a 
policy of “strategic ambiguity” vis-à-
vis China, its largest trading partner 
and a key player in any future frame-
work involving North Korea’s nuclear 
capabilities.27 

The United States increasingly shapes 
its defense strategy with the objective 
of countering Chinese aggressive and 
coercive actions in the region. While 
the ROK has refrained from aligning 

issues have been front and center of 
the relationship. A growing and diver-
sifying North Korean nuclear and bal-
listic missile arsenal, reinforced by an 
increasing number of missile launch-
es in the past few years, and the dim 
prospects for denuclearization provide 
a strong imperative for the US-ROK 
alliance to strengthen deterrence ca-
pabilities. At the level of the alliance, 
this is being implemented through the 
revival of the Extended Deterrence 
Strategy and Consultation Group in 
2022 to enhance high-level exchanges, 
US plans to exercise strategic assets in 
the region such as combined training 
of fighter jets, or the deployment of 
a carrier strike group, and improved 
information sharing and joint exercis-
es.22 Communication on these devel-
opments remains sensitive, however, 
as a recent public spat between Seoul 
and Washington about defining joint 
military exercises involving scenarios 
of North Korean nuclear use as “joint 
nuclear exercises” demonstrated.23 For 
the United States, “joint nuclear exer-
cises” would imply a level of involve-
ment in nuclear planning that exists 
in a limited fashion only with NATO, 
hence the official pushback against us-
ing such a term in the Korean context.

The semantics dispute reflects ROK 
aspirations for greater involvement 
in extended nuclear deterrence mech-
anisms modelled on NATO that 
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on US nuclear security guarantees has 
been stated publicly and consistent-
ly in Australian defense documents, 
including the 2016 Defense White 
Paper, and occasional statements by 
public officials. Yet, compared to Ja-
pan or the ROK, Australia’s reliance 
on extended nuclear deterrence has 
been less conspicuous and less present 
in US statements. Australia does host 
the joint intelligence facility at Pine 
Gap, which plays a crucial role in US 
early warning systems, and is perhaps 
the most visible component of deter-
rence cooperation. Recent announce-
ments of the planned deployment of 
US nuclear-capable bombers to Aus-
tralia serve further deterrence signal-
ing purposes.29 Both North Korean 
and Chinese nuclear developments 
have increased the value of extended 
nuclear deterrence for Australia and 
shifted conversations in Canberra on 
how to contribute to US deterrence 
efforts in the region.30 The procure-
ment of nuclear-powered submarines 
armed with conventional missiles un-
der AUKUS is one outcome of these 
considerations, which would provide 
Australia with a significant conven-
tional deterrence capability in the 
long term while increasing defense 
cooperation with the United States 
and the United Kingdom. 

The United States’ nuclear security 
guarantees have not formally applied 

itself with US China policy, Japan is 
largely in agreement with US assess-
ments of Chinese security threats, al-
though they are framed more carefully 
in its defense strategy. Japan’s reliance 
on US extended nuclear deterrence 
has mostly existed in the background 
during and in the immediate post-
Cold War era given Japan’s history as 
the only state to have been the target 
of nuclear weapons use in war. Public 
references in US and Japanese politi-
cal statements and policy documents 
began to appear more regularly fol-
lowing North Korea’s first nuclear test 
in 2006. Yet, Japanese officials also be-
came particularly fearful of abandon-
ment with little opportunity to discuss 
specific extended nuclear deterrence 
concerns, leading to the creation in 
2010 of the Extended Deterrence Di-
alogue. The twice yearly consultation 
mechanism has largely been a success, 
enabling regular high-level exchanges 
on nuclear deterrence issues, visits to 
US nuclear sites which contribute to 
extended nuclear deterrence, and par-
ticipation in table-top exercises and 
scenario planning.28

Alignment on China has also led 
Australia to seek even closer defense 
ties with the United States through 
AUKUS, a new trilateral defense part-
nership launched with the United 
States and the United Kingdom in 
September 2021. Canberra’s reliance 
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China’s nuclear build-up – as well as 
North Korea’s at a smaller but still in-
creasingly dangerous scale.

Planning for contingencies relat-
ed to a Chinese invasion of Taiwan 
and North Korean aggression, both 
of which involve risks of nuclear es-
calation, while Russia continues to 
threaten European security through 
its war of aggression in Ukraine 
brings allies face to face with the like-
ly prospect of having US capabilities 
and attention spread too thinly be-
tween two regional theaters and two 
nuclear adversaries. Russia’s failure 
to swiftly or decisively take control 
of Ukraine, as well as the failure of 
nuclear threats to deter NATO allies 
from supporting Ukraine through 
constant weapons deliveries or from 
imposing sweeping sanctions on Rus-
sia, provides important lessons for 
China. At the very least, such consid-
erations may have delayed Beijing’s 
plan to take over Taiwan by force, as 
it will need to make sure it can do 
so rapidly. Observed changes to Chi-
na’s nuclear forces – increasing and 
diversifying the number of nuclear 
systems, progress toward operational-
izing a working triad, likely changes 
toward a launch on warning posture 
– all predate Russia’s invasion. So 
far, China maintains its declaratory 
no first use policy, which it would 
gain little benefit from discarding 

to Taiwan since the 1970s. However, 
Taiwan likely fits within the ambigu-
ous scope of the US formulation “Al-
lies and partners.” Concerns regarding 
the operationalization of the informal 
US nuclear security guarantee to Tai-
wan and how this would involve other 
allies have grown more prevalent with 
the prospect of scenarios regarding a 
potential Chinese attack to reclaim 
Taiwan. These concerns are increas-
ingly addressed in the context of bi-
lateral consultation mechanisms – to 
a lesser extent with the ROK, where 
discussions are linked to deterring po-
tential North Korean opportunistic 
behavior that may occur in parallel to 
an escalation around Taiwan. 

Nuclear Reverberations Across 
Alliances
Deepening great-power competi-
tion in both Europe and Asia has 
placed considerable strain on the 
United States, which has to balance 
the requirements of simultaneously 
deterring two nuclear competitors – 
Russia and China – and a persistent 
nuclear threat, North Korea. This 
challenge was not unforeseen but has 
become much more pressing in the 
last year as a result of Russia’s war of 
aggression, the subsequent breakdown 
of arms control discussions between 
the United States and Russia, closer 
relations between Russia and China, 
the intensification and acceleration of 
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For US allies in Asia, the war has il-
lustrated that nuclear security guar-
antees are essential for deterrence. 
Ukraine does not benefit from the 
US nuclear umbrella over NATO and 
was invaded by Russia. The war has 
also reinforced the common front 
that NATO allies have been able to 
uphold in their denunciations of Rus-
sian aggression and military support 
for Ukraine, perhaps raising expecta-
tions of solidarity among US allies in 
Asia in the event of an attack, despite 
the absence of a treaty or mechanism 
joining them all together. The ROK, 
Japan, and Australia have all firmly 
denounced Russian actions and tak-
en part in sanctions against Moscow. 
In recent strategies or political state-
ments, they have also all emphasized 
their commitment to the stability of 
the region and the rules-based inter-
national order as well as cooperation 
with like-minded partners. The war 
in Ukraine has shown the lengths to 
which autocratic nuclear states are 
willing to go in pursuit of their re-
visionist aims, raising the fear that 
“Ukraine may be East Asia tomor-
row,” in the words of Japanese Prime 
Minister Fumio Kishida.33

Kishida, in remarks delivered at the 
June 2022 NATO Summit, also stat-
ed that “the security of Europe and of 
the Indo-Pacific is inseparable” and 
called for increased cooperation with 

prematurely, if at all. Given that no 
first use is at the core of China’s nucle-
ar doctrine, Beijing may refrain from 
engaging in the same type of rhetor-
ical nuclear threat-making as Russia. 
During the G20 in Bali in November 
2022, Xi Jinping and Biden high-
lighted their opposition to “the use 
or threat of use of nuclear weapons in 
Ukraine,”31 in what has been under-
stood as an implicit rebuke of Putin’s 
nuclear threats.

North Korea is similarly observing 
developments in Europe and retain-
ing some lessons from it, but these are 
unlikely to change initial North Ko-
rean aims in terms of its nuclear and 
missile developments. A Russian suc-
cess would prove that nuclear weapons 
work as a tool of coercion and deter-
rence, strengthening Pyongyang’s hold 
on its nuclear deterrent and making 
any already distant prospects for de-
nuclearization a pipedream. A Russian 
defeat, while serving as a cautionary 
tale, would not ultimately change 
North Korean nuclear developments, 
as the Kim regime sees them as the 
ultimate guarantee of its survival. A 
Russian defeat would likely leave US 
alliances around the world stronger, 
which does not benefit the North. 
China’s failure to provide direct mili-
tary assistance to Russia, at least as of 
this writing, may be the most direct 
lesson the North can take.32
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deterrence may be useful, particularly 
for South Korea and Australia. 

As US allies in Asia move closer to 
each other and to NATO, China 
will also sharpen its rhetoric de-
nouncing nuclear sharing and what 
it sees as Cold War practices. The 
development, however unlikely, of 
NATO-like nuclear sharing arrange-
ments in Asia has been one of China’s 
greatest concerns in terms of US al-
liances. Beijing has currently latched 
onto AUKUS in particular as the out-
let for its aggressive multilateral nu-
clear diplomacy – with little success 
so far – but will likely broaden the 
scope of its ire in the wake of Japanese 
defense ambitions and South Korean 
President Yoon’s nuclear remarks, 
in which he declared that the ROK 
would consider building its own nu-
clear arsenal if the threat it faces from 
the North continues to increase. The 
risk here is for China to become an 
active dissenter in multilateral nucle-
ar forums, joining Russia in the ranks 
of those working against the system. 
Given the need, particularly for the 
United States, to increase dialogue 
with China on nuclear issues, it seems 
likely that the broader context will 
complicate these efforts even further. 

The convergence of deterrence cri-
ses in both Europe and Asia and the 
quick pace of developments has led 

NATO, echoing the NATO Strategic 
Concept, which outlines the need for 
strengthened dialogue and cooper-
ation to “tackle cross-regional chal-
lenges and shared security interests.” 
The presence of the heads of state of 
Japan, the ROK, Australia, and New 
Zealand at the NATO summit – a 
first – was a symbolically strong and 
visible signal of cooperation between 
European and Asian allies. Further 
steps to operationalize cooperation 
with NATO have included high-pro-
file visits by NATO Secretary Gener-
al Jens Stoltenberg to Japan and the 
ROK in January 2023; the opening of 
a ROK diplomatic mission to NATO; 
Japanese, South Korean, and Austra-
lian involvement with the NATO 
Cooperative Cyber Defense Center 
of Excellence; and cooperation by all 
states with  NATO’s Science for Peace 
and Security Program, including the 
recent launch of a dialogue platform 
titled “Futures in the Indo-Pacific.”34 
While most cooperation takes place 
in fields related to emerging technol-
ogies, countering disinformation and 
maritime security, there are opportu-
nities for dialogue on how extended 
nuclear deterrence is operationalized 
across alliances. Deterrence and as-
surance requirements in Asia are dif-
ferent, as was established in previous 
sections, but greater exchanges regard-
ing consultation formats, processes, 
and insights into practices of extended 
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allies under the framework of deter-
rence, while defined in reaction to 
those of perceived adversaries, are 
carefully observed by those same 
states, leading to action-reaction cy-
cles, particularly in the absence of dia-
logue. Internationally, a resurgence of 
deterrence-forward strategies and lit-
tle progress on disarmament measures 
will have implications for the global 
nuclear order in the medium to long 
term with further polarization likely 
within the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty regime.

Managing Deterrence without 
Arms Control
Rising nuclear threats in both Europe 
and Asia have highlighted the cru-
cial role that extended nuclear deter-
rence plays in alliance relationships 
as well as the increasing challenge for 
the United States to deter two major 
nuclear powers at the same time, in 
addition to threats posed by North 
Korea. As the only state to practically 
extend a nuclear umbrella, the United 
States faces requirements in terms of 
capabilities, coordination, and leader-
ship that should not be underestimat-
ed. Assuring various allies, balancing 
their requests for more involvement 
or further visibility of nuclear or oth-
er strategic assets in either region, and 
offering persuasive arguments in do-
mestic political debates on nuclear se-
curity guarantees all create challenges 

to significant policy decisions in allied 
countries linked to important conven-
tional capabilities or defense modern-
ization policies, tying their fates closer 
to the United States and placing their 
faith in the long term on the nuclear 
security guarantees that it provides. 
These fast developments, while ob-
viously not happening in a vacuum, 
run the risk of missing steps, notably 
public debates and consultations not 
being implemented properly or even 
failing to deliver entirely, adversely af-
fecting the credibility of extended nu-
clear deterrence. Australia’s submarine 
procurement or NATO membership 
for Sweden are two such examples in 
which, given the long-term implica-
tions of these choices, public debates 
may still turn against them or, should 
officials be unable to deliver, could 
send conflicting signals to adversaries. 

Further repercussions of a re-focus 
on deterrence policies in allied coun-
tries can be expected. Domestically, a 
return to the forefront of deterrence 
arguments forces debates in countries 
that have long been uncomfortable 
with the realities of extended nuclear 
deterrence.35 In Japan, for instance, 
the public broadly supports signing 
the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nu-
clear Weapons, which, among other 
things, condemns the practice of ex-
tended nuclear deterrence.36 Region-
ally, actions taken by the US and its 
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guarantees, which are only a subset 
of broader mutual defense commit-
ments. Their longevity and resilience 
reflect continued political, financial, 
and military investments since their 
inception while shared security in-
terests have ensured continued US 
engagement in both transatlantic 
and transpacific theaters. The United 
States and allies have strengthened 
conventional deterrence over time, 
enhanced dialogue and consultation 
mechanisms, and added layers of fur-
ther defense cooperation elements. 
Yet, the nuclear umbrella has also en-
dured and remains a decisive element 
of US commitment to its alliances 
in Europe and Asia that is unlike-
ly to disappear in the near to medi-
um-term future.

for extended nuclear deterrence and 
its operationalization by the United 
States. 

The absence of arms control or dis-
armament measures to temper unre-
strained competition creates further 
risks of escalation as a return to deter-
rence dynamics is occurring without 
any concrete parallel progress on risk 
reduction in either region. US-Rus-
sia arms control is in limbo following 
Russia’s suspension of New START 
in February 2023, no high-level bi-
lateral dialogue on nuclear issues was 
ever established between the United 
States and China, and steps toward a 
framework eliminating North Korea’s 
nuclear weapons program fizzled out 
after the failure of the 2019 Trump-
Kim Hanoi summit. European al-
lies’ closer history with arms control, 
through NATO consultations as well 
as the implementation of convention-
al arms control measures, has no direct 
equivalent in Asia. Asian states may 
also take another lesson from the war 
in Ukraine, which is that nuclear arms 
control efforts cannot work unilateral-
ly and have little use when one negoti-
ating side actively manipulates nuclear 
risks or shuns any attempts at increas-
ing transparency or predictability.

NATO and the US network of allianc-
es in the Asia-Pacific are built around 
much more than nuclear security 
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