ANALYSIS

Towards a new missile

crisis in Europe?

Emmanuelle Maitre

The European continent became a major stakeholder of arms control negotiations during the Euromissile crisis. As
the Soviet Union and subsequently the United States deployed intermediate-range systems that could transform
Europe into a nuclear battlefield, European states were involved in two ways. First of all, they were consulted within
the framework of NATO by their American partners to determine where missiles would be hosted (Germany, in partic-
ular), and later to define what bilateral agreements about their withdrawal could be acceptable. Second, civil soci-
ety and political pressure in many European countries played a role in the way arms control discussion unfolded. In
the end, the adoption of the intermediate-range nuclear force treaty (INF Treaty) led to the removal of all Soviet and
American land-based ballistic missiles, cruise missiles, and missile launchers with ranges from 500 to 5500 km.

The signing and implementation of the INF Treaty were in-
strumental in reducing the nuclear threat in Europe by pro-
hibiting the deployment of a whole category of weapons.
The Treaty also demonstrated an attempt to limit the risk of
nuclear conflict in the Euro-Atlantic zone through the adop-
tion of regulations on delivery vehicles and in particular
missiles.

The necessity to focus on missiles was strategic since mis-
siles are the delivery vehicles that can carry nuclear war-
heads to their target in just a few minutes, with few ways
to defend against them. Pragmatically speaking, it is eas-
ier to count or verify the presence or absence of missiles
than nuclear warheads themselves. For that reason, mis-
siles have since the 1970s been a key feature of bilateral
arms control agreements, with important implications for
Europe. However, recent developments raise questions on
the sustainability of this model. On the one hand, the INF
Treaty ceased to exist in 2019. On the other, the evolution
of missile technology complicates the negotiation of dip-
lomatic agreements regulating missile deployments going
forward. In this context, the European theatre may again
see the deployment of a flurry of missiles, in a new form of
missile crisis.

THE RETURN OF INTERMEDIATE-RANGE MISSILES?
In 2014, the United States started to formally indicate that
it believed that Russia was in violation of the INF Treaty,
denouncing in particular the testing in 2008 of a cruise
missile with a maximum range of 3000 km from a ground-
based launcher. Bilateral discussions did not resolve the
dispute on the implementation of the Treaty. In 2018, the
United States announced its intention to withdraw from the
INF Treaty, which became effective in August 2019. Follow-
ing the demise of the Treaty, Russia made some political
attempts to display its goodwill and proposed to implement
a moratorium on the deployment of intermediate-range
systems on the European part of its territory. However, it
did not agree to modify or destroy the SSC-8, the medi-
um-range cruise missile that was developed in violation of
the terms of the Treaty. All subsequent shows of openness
on the issue were therefore rejected by the United States
and its NATO partners, which noted that no credible agree-
ment could be found as long as Russia refused to assume
and to correct its past violations of the Treaty.*

In this context, legal constraints to the development and

deployment of intermediate-range missiles in Europe, con-
ventional or coupled with nuclear weapons, have been re-
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The signing and implementation of the INF Treaty were instrumental in reducing the nuclear threat in Europe by prohibiting the deployment of a whole category of weapons.

Pictured are former U.S. President Ronald Reagan and former Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev signing the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty on December 8, 1987

(photo: White House Photographic Office / Public Domain)

moved. This has not led so far to a flurry of deployments
in Europe, but a few important developments indicate that
strategic competitors may have ambitions at this level.

First of all, as mentioned, Russia has developed a cruise
missile, the SSC-8, with a range estimated between 2500
and 3000 km, apparently coupled with conventional war-
heads and deployed on mobile launchers. According to US
government information, two battalions of SSC-8 reached
operational status and were deployed starting from 2017.
One hundred missiles may have been produced. While the
location of these systems is unconfirmed, their mobile sta-
tus makes them easily transferable from one theatre (Asia)
to the other (Europe), if need be.?

In response to Russia’s violation of the INF Treaty, the Unit-
ed States announced that it would also work on a ground-
launched intermediate-range conventional missile. The
Pentagon tested a prototype in December 20192 and an-
nounced a few months later the development of the Preci-
sion Strike Missile (PrSM), a mobile system which is bound
to replace the ATACMS short-range missile, and whose
range is reportedly going to be above 500 km.* The US Army
has so far conducted five tests of this system. While no in-
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formation has been provided so far on the future zones of
deployment of the system, a European country, the United
Kingdom, has already indicated its interest in procuring the
PrSM.®

Second, here again at the conventional level, the US Army
has finalized the development of the Dark Eagle system.
This weapon combines a mobile ballistic launcher with the
LRHW, a hypersonic glider and may have a range of around
2280 km. While the latest test of the weapon, in June 2022,
failed, the Army has announced the upcoming delivery of
prototypes of the system to the operation forces for further
testing. The 5th battalion of the 3rd Field Artillery Regiment
at Joint Base Lewis-McChord, in Washington State is to re-
ceive the first batteries of the Dark Eagle. In parallel, the
US has launched the development of another boost-glide
system currently known as the Op-Fires, which may have a
range of around 1600 km.

Given their range, the Dark Eagle and the Op-Fires will prob-
ably ultimately be based overseas. Discussion of locations
in the Indo-Pacific have been heard in the United States,®
but Germany may also be a suitable location for these sys-
tems. Thus, it was noted that the US Army 56th Artillery




Command and 2nd Multi-Domain Task Force were reacti-
vated in 2021, in Wiesbaden, Hesse. This Command and
this Task Force may be used in the future to operate medi-
um- and intermediate-range systems, such as the Dark Ea-
gle, the 56th Artillery Command being known for command-
ing the Pershing systems back in the 1980s.” Of course,
such deployments would lead to intense political debates
between supporters and opponents within host nations,
but it can be assumed that the Pentagon is at least think-
ing of it as a viable option for the systems being currently
developed.

It must be noted that all these systems are designed as
conventional weapons. Nonetheless, their development
shows that planning for a missile war in Europe is becoming
increasingly relevant for NATO militaries. The war in Ukraine
may have accentuated this perception. While most mis-
sile strikes have been carried out by air-launched or sea-
launched missiles, Russia has also used its land forces to
conduct some missile attacks. The use of the dual-capable
SS-26 Iskander-M has been confirmed by Western sources
as well as Russia itself.2 This mobile system, which can
be equipped with quasi-ballistic or cruise missiles, has an
official maximum range of 500 km, but it seems that the
missiles can fly over 500 km if their payload is reduced,
and with the demise of the INF Treaty, Russia might feel

encouraged to extend the range of the system.® Moreover,
the Iskander-M has been recently deployed to Belarus, in
violation of the rules of the MTCR, an export-control regime
to which Russia officially adheres.'® According to the MTCR,
states must refrain from exporting missile systems that can
be used to carry WMD, and especially systems with a range
above 300 km and payload of more than 500 kg.

NEW MISSILES, NEW LOGICS

If land-based missiles are again becoming a feature of
the European military landscape, their strategic rationale
and impact is completely different from what has been ob-
served in the past.

The first obvious element to point out is that while during the
Euromissile crisis, the problem was linked to the introduc-
tion of nuclear-tipped missiles, today, the systems involved
are mostly conventional. Russia is developing systems that
are theoretically dual-capable, and this is notably the case
with the Iskander-M, but the ongoing war in Ukraine shows
that the Russian military considers the Iskander-M system
also as a conventional asset. According to the Russian Min-
istry of Defense, more than 50 strikes had been conduct-
ed with the Iskander by August 2022.** Soviet-designed
Tochka-U have also been used, both by Russian military
and potentially by Ukraine at the beginning of the conflict

a range of around 2280 km. Pictured is the hydraulic launching system of the LRHW during Operation Thunderholt Strike at Cape Canaveral Space Force Station, Florida,
March 3, 2023 (photo: Wikimedia Commons / United States Government Works)
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Russia is developing systems that are theoretically dual-capable, and this is notably the case with the Iskander-M, but the ongoing war in Ukraine shows that the Russian
military considers the Iskander-M system also as a conventional asset. Pictured is the launch of an Iskander-M in the Kapustin Yar proving ground in 2018 (photo: Mil.ru
/ CC BY 4.0)

as the country still had, according to Western estimates,
around 90 Tochka-U launchers in 2022.*2 The conflict in
the Nagorno-Karabakh in 2020 also showed missile strikes
in a war on the periphery of Europe, with both Azerbaijan
and Armenia resorting to old Soviet technologies (Tochka-U
and Scud) but also recently acquired systems (Russian
Iskander-M or Iskander-E for Armenia, Israeli LORA for Azer-
baijan).'3 Strikes remained limited during that conflict, but
displayed the interest that countries are showing in these
systems especially when involved in border disputes and
regional conflicts.

While old systems such as the Tochka-U have been used
in European battlefields, they have not brought a substan-
tive advantage, these weapons lacking both reliability and
precision. This acquisition of more modern weapons has
changed to some extent this equation, even if questions
have been raised on the real efficiency of the Iskander,
which is described as a game-changer by Russian propa-
ganda but may have less satisfactory performance on the
ground, according to US sources.**

With that caveat, the technical advances that have been
made regarding precision in modern cruise and ballistic
missiles are bound to make them more attractive as con-
ventional weapons, even for ranges beyond 300 km. Thus,
the intermediate-range systems that may have been con-
ceived as efficient only if coupled with nuclear weapons in
the past can now be credible conventional strike options,
and this phenomenon will only increase with future devel-
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opments. The upcoming deployment of hypersonic glide
vehicles, potentially in Europe, would accentuate this logic.

The fact that various militaries on the continent may ac-
quire land-based missiles, whose maximum range may be
over 500 km, to plan conventional operations, has a strong
impact on the way these systems can be regulated through
arms control agreements. Indeed, the architecture built
during the Cold War focused on missiles inasmuch they
could carry nuclear weapons. While conventional or even
dual-capable systems may have a destabilizing impact, they
may not require the same approach as nuclear-tipped sys-
tems, and the logic of arms reduction, quantitative ceilings,
range limitation and transparency may not apply to them.

REMAINING REGULATING INSTRUMENTS

The strategic arms control architecture is collapsing, and
in this context, it may appear unrealistic to hope for the
re-emergence of a regulatory framework on medium-range
and intermediate-range systems, nuclear or otherwise, in
Europe. However, most NATO European countries continue
to defend the idea that arms control agreements could have
a positive effect on their security.® In particular, they worry
about the fact that Russia’s arsenal of short-range nuclear
weapons is unregulated and could potentially be used to
escalate a crisis in Europe through a variety of delivery ve-
hicles including ballistic, cruise and hypersonic weapons.

In the absence of any prospect for legally binding treaties
in the short term, several tracks can be followed in priority



to limit destabilization linked to the deployment of multiple
missile systems on the European continent.

First, the escalation potential of dual-capable systems
has been clearly established.'® Russia appears unlikely to
change its practice on that matter, but it is important for
NATO states to keep being very clear about the type of war-
head that is coupled to their systems and to keep reject-
ing the benefits of any form of ambiguity. More specifically,
transparency is needed on doctrine and employment policy
regarding new systems, especially hypersonic gliders, de-
ployed in Europe.'’

Second, in a tense environment, missile tests may be mis-
interpreted and lead to escalatory manoeuvres. Making
sure that appropriate communication is made before tests,
especially through the multilateral pre-launch notification
mechanism of The Hague Code of Conduct against the pro-
liferation of ballistic missiles (HCoC), is essential. On that
matter, states may usefully consider whether their tradition-
al assessment of what needs to be pre-notified and what
does not is still adequate, given deployment and technolo-
gy evolutions. The HCoC covers only ballistic missiles, and
therefore cruise missiles and some hypersonic gliders may
not be covered despite their ability to fly over thousands
of kilometres while carrying WMDs. Reforming the scope
of the Code may seem out of reach right now, for political
reasons,*® but it does not prevent some of its subscribing
states from adopting a wide interpretation of their reporting
requirements.

While other confidence-building measures, for instance
related to deployments and targeting, such as showing re-
straint by refraining from deploying some weapons in some
geographical areas, or indicating publicly that some facili-
ties related to the strategic deterrent (command and con-
trol, nuclear bases, ...) are not targeted by new deployed
systems, may be useful, they appear difficult to promote
and implement in the current context, as confidence is ab-
sent between Russia and the West.

Preventing the advent of a new missile crisis in Europe will
require the improvement of the strategic environment in the
short term and a return of the political appetite for negoti-
ated arms control.

Emmanuelle Maitre has worked as a Research Fellow at the Foundation
for Strategic Research since July 2014. A graduate of the Institut d’Etudes
Politiques de Paris (Sciences Po), she works on issues of nuclear non-
proliferation, deterrence and disarmament. Before joining FRS, Emmanuelle
worked as a consultant in the private sector.

Would you like to react?
Mail the editor: redactie@aticom.nl.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

Kingston Reif and Shannon Bugos, ‘Russia Expands Proposal for
Moratorium on INF-Range Missiles,” Arms Control Today, November
2020, https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2020-11/news-briefs/russia-
expands-proposal-moratorium-inf-range-missiles

Michael R. Gordon, ‘As One Arms Treaty Falls Apart, Others Look
Shakier,” Wall Street Journal, 7 December 2018, https://Www.wsj.
com/articles/looming-demise-of-a-nuclear-treaty-threatens-to-upend-
others-1544187603

‘Vandenberg AFB supports missile flight test,” 30th Space Wing Public
Affairs, 12 December 2019, https://www.vandenberg.af.mil/News/
Article-Display/Article/2038928/vandenberg-afb-supports-missile-
flight-test/

‘U.S. Army Long-Range Precision Fires: Background and Issues for
Congress,’ Congressional Research Service, R46721, 16 March

2021, https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R46721

‘British Army Confirms Intentions For Precision Strike Missile
Procurement,’ Overt Defense, 2 February 2022, https://www.
overtdefense.com/2022/02/02/british-army-confirms-intentions-for-
precision-strike-missile-procurement/

‘The U.S. Army’s Long-Range Hypersonic Weapon (LRHW)," In Focus,
Congressional Research Service, 12 January 2023, https://crsreports.
congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF11991

Timothy Wright, ‘Hypersonic Missile Proliferation: An Emerging European
Problem?,” Non-Proliferation and Disarmament Papers, n°80, EU Non-
Proliferation an Disarmament Consortium, May 2022, https://www.
nonproliferation.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/EUNPDC_no-80.pdf
Megan Specia and Andrew E. Kramer, ‘The Saturday morning attack

on Kyiv appeared to best the air-raid warning system,’ The New York
Times, 14 January 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/2023/01/14/
world/europe/the-saturday-attack-on-kyiv-appeared-to-best-the-air-raid-
warning-system.htm|

Sam Cranny-Evans and Dr Sidharth Kaushal, ‘The Iskander-M and
Iskander-K: A Technical Profile,” Commentary, RUSI, 8 August 2022,
https://rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/
iskander-m-and-iskander-k-technical-profile

‘Russia Transfers Iskander Missiles to Belarus Violating Two
Fundamental International Agreements At Once,’ Defense Express,

2 February 2023, https://en.defence-ua.com/news/russia_
transfers_iskander_missiles_to_belarus_violating_two_fundamental_
international_agreements_at_once-5626.html

‘Russian troops deliver over 50 strikes by Iskander-M missiles in Ukraine
operation,’ TASS, 4 August 2022, https://tass.com/politics/1489145
Military Balance, IISS, 2022. The 2023 edition of the Military Balance
indicates that Ukraine may still hold ‘some’ Tochka-U. Military Balance,
IISS, 2023.

Shaan Shaikh and Wes Rumbaugh, ‘The Air and Missile War in Nagorno-
Karabakh: Lessons for the Future of Strike and Defense,’ Critical
Questions, CSIS, 8 December 2020, https://www.csis.org/analysis/air-
and-missile-war-nagorno-karabakh-lessons-future-strike-and-defense
Mark Schneider, ‘Lessons from Russian Missile Performance in
Ukraine,” Proceedings, USNI, vol. 148/10/1436, October 2022, https://
www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2022/october/lessons-russian-
missile-performance-ukraine

Dominika Kunertova, New Missiles, Eroding Norms. European Options
after the Demise of the INF Treaty, Djgf Publishing, in cooperation

with The Centre for Military Studies, 20241, https://cms.polsci.ku.dk/
publikationer/nye-missiler-udhulede-normer-europaeisk-sikkerhed-efter-
inf-traktatens-ophoer/download-cms-rapport/CMS_Report_2021_ 4_-_
New_missiles__eroding_norms.pdf

James Acton, ‘Is it a Nuke? Pre-Launch Ambiguity and Inadvertent
Escalation,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 9 April 2020,
https://camegieendowment.org/2020/04/09/why-warhead-ambiguity-
could-lead-to-escalation-pub-81451

Emmanuelle Maitre, ‘Arms Control and Delivery Vehicles: Challenges
and Ways Forward, Journal for Peace and Nuclear Disarmament, 10
March 2022, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/257516
54.2022.2047360

Stéphane Delory, Emmanuelle Maitre and Jean Masson, ‘Opening HCoC
to cruise missiles: A proposal to overcome political hurdles,” HCoC
Research Paper No. 5, Foundation for Strategic Research (FRS),
February 2019, https://www.nonproliferation.eu/hcoc/opening-hcoc-to-
cruise-missiles-a-proposal-to-overcome-political-hurdles/

Atlantisch perspectief 13



