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We Need to Treat Nuclear War Like the Emergency
It Is
Alarmingly, the Trump administration is shredding arms control agreements
and deploying “more usable” nuclear weapons.
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If  the  current  state  of  global  affairs  reminds  you  of  an  over-the-top  plot  by  a  white-cat-
stroking  James  Bond  villain,  you’re  not  far  off.  When  it  comes  to  nuclear  policy,  we  are
closer  than  ever  to  a  real-life  movie  disaster.

During his February 4 State of the Union address, President Donald Trump declared that
“the Iranian regime must abandon its pursuit of nuclear weapons.” He omitted the part
where he withdrew the United States from the only existing international treaty with the
capability to compel the Iranian regime to do so.

The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), aka the Iran Deal, is the one international
treaty that has effectively de-escalated tensions and ensured continued progress in securing
Iran’s nonproliferation. It’s vital that the United States reenters the Iran Deal, or it could take
ages to repair the damage and restart progress.

That treaty isn’t the only one on the chopping block.

The  United  States  has  also  withdrawn from the  landmark  Intermediate-Range  Nuclear
Forces Treaty between the United States and Russia, a vital arms reduction treaty that was
responsible  for  eliminating  over  2,600  intermediate-range  missiles,  bringing  tangible
progress in stabilization and disarmament efforts between the two countries.

The most important remaining international arms control treaty to which the United States
is still a party, the New Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (New START), is set to expire in
February 2021, just a year from now.

Russian  President  Vladimir  Putin  has  publicly  offered  to  immediately  extend  New  START,
without any preconditions. However, the treaty’s future is unclear — Trump may attempt to
reach a broader deal involving China, as some of his advisors have suggested, or may trash
this treaty as well.

Nuclear weapons make us all less safe. The United States can and must once again lead on
nuclear nonproliferation and disarmament. Nothing less than human health and survival is
at stake. We all have a vested interest in ensuring nuclear weapons are not used.
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Despite that existential risk, the U.S. Defense Department confirmed on February 5 that the
Navy has deployed a low-yield, submarine-launched ballistic missile warhead. Bill Arkin and
Hans  Kristensen  of  the  Federation  of  American  Scientists  first  disclosed  the  deployment  a
week before that.

These  warheads  lower  the  threshold  for  potential  nuclear  conflict  while  increasing  the
chances of a real-life James Bond movie situation, due to human error or miscalculation.
These low-yield warheads may be indistinguishable on radar from missiles armed with high-
yield bombs, meaning an adversary could respond to such a launch with a full  attack,
immediately escalating the conflict to full nuclear war.

Proponents of this low-yield nuclear warhead say it is more “usable,” a euphemistic phrase
that should send chills down the spines of anyone who can’t afford to escape planetary orbit
on a SpaceX rocket.

“Low-yield” nuclear weapons are misleadingly named. At 6.5 kilotons, they are 591 times
more powerful than the largest conventional weapon the United States has ever used, the
GBU-43/B “Massive Ordnance Air Blast” (MOAB) bomb, and 2,600 times more powerful than
the 1995 Oklahoma City bomb.

In fact, the W76-2 “low-yield” nuclear weapon that was deployed on those submarines can
have up to 43 percent of the yield of the atomic bomb that destroyed Hiroshima in 1945.
That bomb killed between 90,000 and 166,000 people.

According to the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists’ Doomsday Clock, we’re at just 100 seconds to
midnight, thanks in part to the Trump administration’s reckless, systematic dismantling and
undermining of vital international arms control agreements.

We can and must avoid getting any closer to the brink of nuclear war — we’re already
dangling too close to the edge. It’s time for the United States to reenter or renegotiate vital
arms control treaties like the Iran Deal and extend New START.
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