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Intra-Pact Debate about Nuclear
“Sharing”

The effects of the Cuban Missile Crisis
could also be felt, if only implicitly, when
the Soviet Union had to deal with com-
plaints from its allies about the Pact’s nuclear
arrangements. The lack of East European
input proved unsatisfactory to several of the
allied governments, who urged that they be
given some kind of role in nuclear-release
authorization. Their concerns were prompted
in part by changes in Soviet military doc-
trine in the mid-1960s, which seemed to
open the way for a nuclear or conventional
war confined to Europe. Under Khrushchev,
Soviet military doctrine had long been predi-
cated on the assumption that any war in
Europe would rapidly escalate to an all-out
nuclear exchange between the superpowers;
but by the time Khrushchev was ousted in
October 1964, Soviet military theorists had
already begun to imply that a European
conflict need not escalate to the level of
strategic nuclear war.3® Under Brezhnev,
Soviet military analyses of limited warfare
in Europe, including the selective use of
tactical nuclear weapons, grew far more
explicit and elaborate.3! Although this doc-
trinal shift made sense from the Soviet per-
spective, it stirred unease among East Euro-
pean leaders, who feared that their countries
might be used as tactical nuclear battle-
grounds without their having the slightest
say in it.

The issue became a source of conten-
tion at the January 1965 meeting of the
Warsaw Pact’s Political Consultative Com-
mittee, where the assembled leaders dis-
cussed NATO’s plans to create a Multi-
Lateral Force (MLF) that would supposedly
give West Germany access to nuclear-armed
missiles. The PCC warned that if an MLF
were formed and the West Germans were
included, the Warsaw Pact would have to
resort to “defensive measures and corre-
sponding steps.”3? The nature of these “cor-
responding steps” was never specified, but
Romanian and Czechoslovak officials at the
meeting maintained that the obvious solu-
tion was for the Soviet Union to grant its
Warsaw Pact allies a direct say in the use of
nuclear weapons stationed on East Euro-
pean soil.33 The Romanians were especially
insistent on having responsibility shared for
all Warsaw Pact nuclear systems, including
those deployed with the various Groups of
Soviet Forces. Brezhnev and his colleagues,

however, were averse to any steps that would
even marginally erode the Soviet Union’s
exclusive authority to order nuclear strikes,
and it soon became clear during the meeting
that Soviet views on such matters would
prevail. As a result, the PCC communiqué
simply called for both German states to
forswear nuclear weapons, proposed thecre-
ation of a nuclear-free zone in central Eu-
rope, and advocated a freeze on all nuclear
stockpiles.34 The implication was that ar-
rangements within the Warsaw Pact were
best left unchanged.

That stance was reaffirmed over the
next few months in a series of conspicuous
Soviet declarations that “the Warsaw Pact is
dependent on the Soviet strategic missile
forces™ and that “the security of all socialist
countries is reliably guaranteed by the nuclear
missile strength of the Soviet Union.”35 The
same message was conveyed later in the year
by the joint “October Storm” military exer-
cises in East Germany, which featured simu-
lated nuclear strikes authorized solely by the
USSR.36 In the meantime, the Soviet mo-
nopoly over allied nuclear weapons proce-
dures was being reinforced by the series of
agreements signed with Czechoslovakia,
East Germany, Hungary, and Poland, as
discussed above. The codification of exclu-
sive Soviet control over nuclear weapons
deployed in the other Warsaw Pact countries
all but eliminated any basis for the East
European governments to seek a role in the
alliance’s nuclear command structure.

Yet even after the Soviet Union tried to
put the matter to rest, controversy persisted
within the Warsaw Pact about the allocation
of responsibility for tactical nuclear weap-
ons. At a closed meeting of Pact leaders in
East Berlinin February 1966, Romaniaagain
pressed for greater East European participa-
tion in all aspects of allied military planning,
and was again rebuffed.3”7 A few months
later, the Czechoslovak Defense Minister,
Army-General Bohumir Lomsky, publicly
declared that the East European states should
be given increased responsibility for the full
range of issues confronting the Warsaw
Pact.3® That same week, a detailed Roma-
nian proposal for modifications to the alli-
ance was leaked to the French Communist
newspaper, L’ Humanite; the document called
for, among other things, an East European
role in any decisions involving the potential
use of nuclear weapons.3% Subsequently, at
the July 1966 session of the PCC in Bucharest,

officials from Romania, Czechoslovakia, and
Hungary renewed their bid for “greaterrights
of co-determination in planning and imple-
menting common coalition matters,” includ-
ing (by implication) the use of nuclear weap-
ons.40

As on previous occasions, however, the
Soviet Unionresisted whatever pressure was
exerted for the sharing of nuclear-release
authority. In September 1966, a few months
after the Bucharest conference, the Warsaw
Pact conducted huge “Vltava” exercises,
which included simulated nuclear strikes
under exclusive Soviet control.4! The same
arrangement was preserved in all subse-
quent Pact maneuvers involving simulated
nuclear exchanges. Thus, well before the
signing of the 1968 Non-Proliferation Treaty
put a symbolic end to the whole nuclear-
sharing debate, the Soviet Union had firmly
established its exclusive, centralized control
overthe Warsaw Pact’s “joint” nuclear forces
and operations.

The Lessons of the Crisis and
Allied Nuclear Arrangements

The legacy of the Cuban Missile Crisis
helped ensure that the intra-Warsaw Pact
debate in the mid-1960s did not bring about
any change in the alliance’s nuclear com-
mand-and-control structure. Had it not been
for the dangers that were so clearly revealed
by the events of October 1962, Soviet lead-
ers might have been willing to consider an
arrangement for the Warsaw Pact similar to
the “dual-key” system that NATO adopted.
When Operation “Anadyr” was first being
planned in the late spring of 1962,
Khrushchev had toyed with the idea of giv-
ing Fidel Castro broad command over So-
viet tactical nuclear weapons in Cubaas well
as over all non-nuclear forces on the island.
Ultimately, Khrushchev decided not to share
ordelegate any responsibility for the nuclear-
capable weapons based in Cuba, but the very
fact that the issue was considered at all
suggests that if the Cuban Missile Crisis had
not intervened, the Soviet Union might have
beenreceptive to some form of nuclear “shar-
ing” with its East European allies. Indeed, a
“dual-key” arrangement for the Warsaw Pact,
which would not have provided any inde-
pendent authority to the East European coun-
tries, could easily have been justified as a
response to NATO’s policy and as a useful
means of strengthening allied cohesion. But
after October 1962, when Soviet leaders
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drew a number of lessons about the risks of
even sharing, much less delegating, nuclear
authority, the prospects of adopting a “*dual-
key” system for the Warsaw Pactessentially
vanished.

Although Moscow’s willingness to
share control overthe Warsaw Pact’s “joint”
nuclear arsenal would have been sharply
constrained even before October 1962 by
the lack of permissive-action links (PALs)
and other use-denial mechanisms on Soviet
nuclear weapons, that factor alone would
not have been decisive if the Cuban Missile
Crisis had not occurred. After all, when
Soviet officials seriously contemplated al-
lotting partial nuclear authority to Castro in
1962, that was long before Soviet tactical
weapons were equipped with PALs. The
physical separation of warheads from deliv-
ery vehicles, as had been planned for the
missiles based in Cuba, was regarded at the
time as a sufficient (if cumbersome) barrier
againstunauthorized actions. Thatapproach
had long been used for tactical weapons
deployed by Soviet forces in Eastern Eu-
rope, and it would have been just as effica-
cious if a “dual-key” system had been
adopted—that s, if the East European armies
had been given control over the Pact’s
nuclear-capable delivery vehicles. Not un-
til after the Cuban Missile Crisis was the
option of relying solely on the physical
separation of warheads and delivery ve-
hicles deemed inadequate. In the latter half
of the 1960s, the Soviet Union began incor-
porating electronic use-denial features into
its strategic missiles, and the same was true
of Soviet tactical weapons by the early to
mid-1970s. Concerns in Moscow about the
physical security of nuclear weapons were
hardly negligible before October 1962—in
part because of the possibility that requisite
procedures might not be followed—but it
was not until after the Cuban Missile Crisis
that Soviet leaders fully appreciated the
magnitude of this risk.

The Cuban Missile Crisis also height-
ened Soviet concerns about the particular
dangers posed by crises. To be sure, Soviet
leaders were hardly complacent before Oc-
tober 1962 about the need to maintain tight
political control over nuclear operations;
indeed, the stringent centralization of nuclear
command was a consistent theme in Soviet
military planning. Even so, it was not until
after the Cuban Missile Crisis—and espe-
cially in light of the unexpected interven-

tions by Fidel Castro—that this factor be-
came a paramount reason to deny any share
of nuclear-release authorization to the East
European governments. Although East Euv-
ropean officials could not have ordered the
use of nuclear weapons on their own, they
might have inadvertently (or deliberately)
taken steps in a crisis that would have caused
NATO governments to believe that a War-
saw Pact nuclear strike was forthcoming
(regardless of what actual Soviet intentions
were). That, in turn, might have triggered a
preemptive nuclear attack by NATO. Only
by excluding the East European states alto-
gether from the nuclear-release process could
the Soviet Union avoid the unintended esca-
lation of a crisis.

The risks posed by a “dual-key” ar-
rangement could have been mitigated if the
Soviet Union had built in extra procedural
and technical safeguards, but this in turn
would have created operational problems for
Soviet troops who might one day have been
ordered to use the weapons. If a future
conflict had become so dire that Soviet lead-
ers had decided to authorize the employment
of tactical nuclear weapons, they would have
wanted their orders to be carried out as fast as
possible, before the situation on the battle-
field had changed. By contrast, East Euro-
pean political and military officials might
have been hesitantabout ordering the nuclear
destruction of a site in Western Europe, not
least because the launch of nuclear weapons
against West European targets might well
have provoked retaliatory strikes by NATO
against East European sites. The problem
would have been especially salient in the
case of East German officials who would
have been asked to go along with nuclear
strikes against targets in West Germany.
Thus, even though Soviet officials could
have developed a hedge against the risks that
emerged during the Cuban Missile Crisis,
the safeguards needed for this purpose would
have been extremely burdensome, depriving
the Pact of the ability to respond in a timely
manner. From the Soviet perspective, it
made far more sense to circumvent the prob-
lementirely by eschewing any form of shared
authority.

Itis ironic that the Cuban Missile Crisis,
which barely involved the Warsaw Pact at
all, would have had such an important long-
term effect on the alliance. It is also ironic
that the actions of a third party, Fidel Castro,
posed one of the greatest dangers during an

event that has traditionally been depicted as
a bilateral U.S.-Soviet confrontation. Not
only mustthe Cuban Missile Crisis be thought
of as a “triangular” showdown; its repercus-
sions can now be seen to have been at least
as great for Soviet allies, notably Cuba and
Eastern Europe, as for the Soviet Union
itself.
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sian State Archival Service and the U.S. Naval Acad-
emy, in Moscow, 27-29 September 1994.
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cation of state of the art technology within a
U.S. weapon system;

(5) reveal actual U.S. military war plans
that remain in effect;

(6) reveal information that would seriously
and demonstrably impair relations between the
United States and a foreign government, or
seriously and demonstrably undermine ongoing
diplomatic activities of the United States;

(7) reveal information that would clearly
and demonstrably impair the current ability of
United States Government officials to protect
the President, Vice President, or other officials
for whom protections services, in the interest of
national security, are authorized:

(8) reveal information that would seriously
and demonstrably impair current national
security emergency preparedness plans; or

(9) violate a statute, treaty, or international
agreement.

[Ed. note: For the full text of E.O. 12958, see
the Federal Register, 20 April 1995 (60
Federal Register, pp. 19825-19843).]
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CARTER-BREZHNEV
continued from page 154

presentedthe dual American proposalin his talks
in Moscow with Soviet leaders, in particular
Foreign Minister Andrei A. Gromyko, on 28-30
March 1977. The Soviet side flatly rejected both
variants in the American initiative, insisting on
strict adherence to the Viadivostok framewaork
and refusing to table a counter-proposal.

The dispute quickly broke into public view in
a series of dueling press conferences. On March
30, Vance told reporters in Moscow that “the
Soviets told us they had examined our two pro-
posals and did not find either acceptable. They
proposed nothing new on their side.” In Wash-
ington the same day, Carter defended the propos-
als as a “fair, balanced” route to a “substantial
reduction” in nuclear arms. Next, in his own,
unusual press conference, Gromyko angrily de-
nounced the proposals Vance delivered as a
“cheap and shadymaneuver” to seek U.S. nuclear
superiority, described as “basically false”
Carter’sclaimthat Vance had presented a “broad
disarmament program,” and complained, “One
cannot talk about stability when a new leadership
arrives and crosses out all that has been achieved
before.”

Those interested in additional information
on this acrimonious episode in U.S.-Soviet rela-
tions and the SALT II negotiations may wish to
consult, in addition 10 the memoirs of former
officials (including Carter, Vance, Brzezinski,
Kornienko, etal.), the accounts by Strobe Talbott,
Endgame: The Inside Story of SALT II (New
York: Harper & Row, 1979; Raymond L. Garthaff,
Detente and Confrontation: American-Soviet
Relations from Nixon to Reagan, rev. ed. (Wash-
ington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1994), esp.
883-94; and forthcoming publications emerging
from the Carter-Brezhnev Project.]

1. {Ed. note: The texts of those messages, as well as
Harriman’srelated records of conversation with Carter,
can be found in thc Harriman Papers, Library of Con-
gress, Washington, D.C.]

2. {Ed. note: The State Department had protested the
arrest on February 3 of Aleksandr Ginzburg, a promi-
nent dissident, for alleged currency violations.|

3. [Ed. note: Evidently an allusion to Carter’s support-
ive letterto Andrei Sakharov, disclosed on February 17,
1977.] .

4. [Ed. note: When shown this translation by the editor
of the CWIHP Bullerin during aninformal discussion at
the May 1977 Carter-Brezhnev conference in Georgia,
Vance denied the accuracy of the comments attributed
to him here by Dobrynin, saying that perhaps the Soviet
Ambassador had exaggerated his response. ]

5. [Ed. note: Evidently a reference to the use of the “hot
line” for this letter noted by G. M. Kornienko in his
introduction.]





