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 MR. PETER HUESSY:  I want to thank you all for being here in the next in our series of 

seminars on missile defense, nuclear weapons, arms control, proliferation and defense policy.  

Just a brief note, for next week we have Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense, Mr. Klinger, 

who’s going to be talking about space and intelligence issues and how to get more bang for the 

buck in the space business.  Senator Sessions is speaking on the 20th.  He will be at the Reserve 

Officers Association of America.   

And we will have a supplement conference at 9:30 to 11.  The Army War College is going 

to come down here and have a number of speakers talk about EPAA, the deployment of missile 

defenses and arms control issues, particularly with the Russians.  And then Frank Rose from the 

State Department will speak on the 21st.  So we have three breakfasts next week. 

 And then the week before the July 4th recess, we’re going to be honored to have 

Admiral Terry Benedict, who will be speaking to us about the Trident replacement program and 

that leg of the triad.  And Admiral Benedict, I want to thank you for being here today.  And 

Admiral Tim Fay, thank you also.  And also, I want to welcome our friend from the Russia 

embassy who is here as well. 

 Years ago I had the privilege of introducing Dr. Kissinger.  And he was sitting right here 

and I said, Dr. Kissinger needs no introduction.  And he, in his deep voice, came out and said, 

yes but I like them. 

 (Laughter). 

 So, Larry Welch needs no introduction.  We met 30-some odd years ago and worked 

together when he was chief of staff of the Air Force as well as SAC Commander.  And he then 

went to IDA and he is now, I believe, still president emeritus at IDA.  But he told me today he 

has now been, since 1953 he joined the Air Force – at that time I think it was the newly 

christened Air Force – he has been 62 years in national security affairs.  I was going to say that 

we wish you another 62, but you probably want to retire by then. 
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 (Laughter). 

 General Welch, in my mind, is one of the finest thinkers in the area of nuclear 

deterrence and strategic issues in this country.  I’ve asked him to come and talk to us about  first 

principles, what we ought to be paying attention to as we look down the road with respect to 

both arms control, New START and sequestration, and how within that context the United 

States should look at these issues.  So, General Welch, on behalf of the Reserve Officers 

Association of America, the Air Force Association and the National Defense Industrial 

Association, thank you for coming here today.  Would you give a warm welcome to General 

Larry Welch? 

 (Applause). 

 Gen LARRY WELCH:  Well, I’m not Dr. Kissinger.  When I hear such introductions I often 

can’t wait to hear what I have to say. 

 (Laughter). 

 But those of you who have been to multiple forums like this or other forums that 

address this set of issues, have certainly by now heard both repetitive and widely varied views 

on the subject of security as it relates to our nuclear forces.  And I think that’s a good thing.  

Because the fact is, there’s an enormous amount of intellect and a rich set of experiences that 

go into forming those various views.  And I respect that, even though I believe some of them 

are  wrong. Nonetheless, I respect the views. 

 But as I listen to the various views, I’m reminded of a quote that’s variously attributed to 

Bernard Baruch, Senator Moynihan, Secretary Schlesinger and President Reagan.  And that is, 

“You’re entitled to your own opinions.  You’re not entitled to your own set of facts.”  So I would 

like to just take a few minutes to relate a half a dozen facts.  And after I do that, you may also 

get subjected to some of my opinions, but I’ll start with facts. 

And I guess I should point out, as I have before in some of these forums, I once found it 

useful to tell one of my senior commanders that I wished I was as sure of anything as he was of 

everything.  And that I envied the fact that he lived in a black and white world, while I lived in a 

very complex world characterized by shades of grey.  So I am careful about declaring things to 

be facts, but I’m going to start with six that I say are facts. 

 The first is simple, nuclear weapons exist and the knowledge and capability to produce 

such weapons will always exist.  The second is, in spite of proliferation and in spite of great 

tensions between nuclear powers, the only use of nuclear weapons on this planet has been to 

end the most destructive war in history and to help prevent an even more destructive conflict.  



Third, the theory and practice of nuclear deterrence is a constant. That purpose is to ensure 

that any potential adversary will conclude that the costs and the risks of using a nuclear 

weapon against the U.S. or our allies far exceeds any possible benefit. That is a constant.  It is 

unchanged.  You can call it a Cold War concept if you wish, but it’s a concept that will continue 

to exist as long as there are nuclear weapons in the hands of anyone that’s not a reliable and 

trustworthy friend. 

 Fourth, a number of nations that are capable of producing their own nuclear weapons, 

have elected not to do so and instead rely on the U.S. extended deterrent.  We hear the 

question; “Why do we have nuclear weapons in Europe?  Do we need nuclear weapons in 

Europe”? My answer is no, we don’t need them, Europe needs them.  Because the fact that we 

have our nuclear weapons in Europe means that our NATO allies and European allies do not 

need to build their own.  And I don’t know anybody that would see it in their advantage to have 

a proliferation of nuclear weapons among our NATO allies. 

 Fifth, if deterrence fails and there is an attack with nuclear weapons against the U.S. or 

our allies, the consequences vary from hundreds of thousands of casualties to the end of this 

nation as we know it.   There is no other threat,  that even approaches that level of 

consequence. 

 Sixth and last, of the 11 weapons types that are currently in our nuclear weapons 

inventory, one has completed refurbishment in a life extension program, a second is currently 

in a life extension program.  The remainder that will remain in the stockpile will require major 

life extension in order to continue to provide support for the nuclear deterrent.  And I’ll say a 

bit more about what that might mean. 

 Iit has now been 64 years since the Soviet Union became the world’s second nuclear 

power.  And over time, that arsenal grew to 40,000 weapons.  Our arsenal also peaked at a 

very, very high level. The  issue is not the what or the why of those levels were in the past.  The 

issue is what does it take now to continue to ensure that we have an effective nuclear 

deterrent to guard against the kinds of consequences that I already mentioned? 

And I would remind you  that while the probabilities today are very low,  It does not give 

me a  lot of comfort because the consequences are infinite and my math says infinite times a 

low number is a big number.  We simply cannot afford to take that risk. 

 The unknown in deterrence has always been, and will continue to be, in the mind of 

whoever you’re trying to deter.  What does it take to deter?  We never thought that we were 

smart enough to attach a formula to answer that questions.  Instead, our approach has been to 

hold at risk sets of targets that are most likely to  be of great value to the leadership of any 

nation, or any power that has the capability, to use nuclear weapons. 



Over time, we’ve been able to maintain confidence that we can do that with the 10,000-

plus weapons that we targeted when I was in that business, to the 6,500 in START I, to the 

3,500 in START II, to the 2,200 with the Moscow Treaty, and now to 1,550 with New Start.  And I 

would point out that each of those reductions and each of the judgments as to the level of 

deployed capability required to provide the needed assurance, was strongly supported by 

responsible leaders  inside the nuclear enterpriseThey were strongly supported by the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff and by the commanders of  Strategic Air Command and then Strategic Command. 

Those reductions were possible with smarter targeting and  because of changes in the 

world.  There are areas that we don’t know longer need to target.  But the point is, there is 

always uncertainty as to what is actually required with  changing leaders of potential adversary 

nations and changing  challenges faced by those leaders.  But the fact that we’ve gone from 

10,000-plus to 1,550, supporting the same strategy, with the continuing high confidence in the 

effectiveness of the deterrent, is something that shouldn’t be lost on anyone.  

 So now we come to two  fundamental questions.  What does it take to continue to field 

an effective deterrent?  And  how do we continue to sustain an effective deterrent in the kind 

of situation that we face  now? 

 The answer to the first question is that the force has to support the strategy, not the 

other way around.  And if, in fact, we further change that force, then there needs to be a 

change in the strategy that we can be assured is also effective.  So until we see a change in the 

strategy,  we can’t be comfortable with  a change in the force levels.  Did I say you can’t reduce 

the force levels?  No.  I said I said we need to see a change in the strategy that can be 

supported by a smaller force. 

 The second issue is, how do we sustain those capabilities?  The good news is there is 

widespread, though not complete agreement, on the objectives for the end result of the work 

to sustain the force capabilities.  The agreement includes the fact that e are not seeking new 

weapons effect capabilities.  There are those who believe we should.  I do not.  I believe the 

weapons effects that we can create now are quite sufficient for the deterrent. 

 We agree that we want  the total stockpile to be the minimum practical  for any level of 

deployed weapons, which is not the case today; that the stockpile should have greater 

performance margins so we can have greater confidence that it will continue to be effective as 

the nuclear elements age and as we face the possibility of the consequences from aging that we 

don’t fully understand.  We want to minimize the risk for any need to return to testing.  The 

stockpile should include an alternative warhead for each deployed warhead, again, to minimize 

the risk that could go with a technical failure that could undermine  confidence in the 

deterrent.  And that’s more important with a smaller stockpile than it ever was, that is; to 



maintain confidence that whatever happens we can sustain an effective deterrent without a 

return to nuclear explosive testing.  And finally, we agree that the safety and security of the 

stockpile should be enhanced where practicall. 

So with that agreement, we come again to the core issue, and that is, how do we  make 

this sustainment happen?  The good news is there’s a widely accepted plan to do what I just 

described, and it is now becoming a program.  The difference between a plan and a program, to 

an old programmer,  is funding -  approval and funding, and I’ll say a bit more about that in a 

moment. 

The plan is equally relevant to the current level or to some smaller level.  The issue is to 

provide an effective stockpile, whatever the size.  The issue of numbers also has virtually  

nothing to do with whether or not we need to sustain a triad of nuclear forces.  The triad of 

forces advantage is y independent of the numbers deployed, no matter what you may hear.  

We raise the risks if we move from the triad to any other approach for these forces. 

So what does this plan do?  It extends the life of systems that will have served for 40 

years for another 20 to 30 years.  So what we are buying with that plan is 60 to 70 years of 

effectiveness from the deployed weapons.  And if that’s not a bargain, then I don’t know what 

it takes. 

So if we have a plan that’s becoming a program, meets all of these objectives, sustains 

the nuclear weapons, and sustains the deterrent, why am I talking about it this morning?  Well 

I’m talking about it this morning because there are a few obstacles in the way to actually 

executing such a program.  The first, of course, is simply funding - cost. 

And I have some difficulty talking calmly and objectively about that because I do not 

understand it.  The nuclear deterrent is acknowledged by almost everyone as job one.  Wehear 

it from the president.  We hear it from the secretary of Defense.  We hear it from the Joint 

Chiefs. We  hear it from a lot of people who work close to this facility. 

And so it’s job one, and yet the greatest obstacle at this moment to actually executing 

this smart plan to sustain the deterrent is there is no planned budget.  Admiral Benedict and 

the Air Force, their counterparts at NNSA, the weapons laboratories and the production 

complex do not have an established budget for doing this work.  More accurately, It’s not a 

matter of budget, it’s a matter of priority. 

So we have to ask, how can something that should have this priority, how can it not 

receive the attention required to tell the people who have to execute this program what assets 

they have to execute the program?  So that’s the first obstacle.  It turns out it is a show stopper.     



And everybody in this room should be angry about that.  Whatever the size of the allocated 

resources, the people responsible for executing the program need to know what it is. 

There are some other obstacles: continued sniping at the triad, which makes no sense  

so I’ll say no more about that; continued hope and expectation that somehow nuclear weapons 

are going to disappear from the planet.  I don’t know anybody who seriously believes that will 

happen in our lifetime.  I don’t believe it will happen in the lifetime of my great grand-daughter. 

But there are still those who want to  plan on that basis.  They say, why do you need to 

sustain the ICBM force?  Isn’t it just going to go away someday?  Why do we need to build a 

new ballistic missile submarine?  Aren’t they just going to go away?  The answer is, no. 

And finally, the difficulty of keeping focus on the reasons why deterrence of nuclear 

conflict remains job one.  Again, I remind that deterrence remains highly relevant.  But I also 

remind that our nuclear forces represent an enormously effective bargain. 

When we replace the Ohio-class submarine, the ballistic missile submarines, they will 

have served for twice their original planned life.  Our ICBM force is supported by ballistic 

missiles that were deployed 35 years ago.  And when we do the life extension on their 

warheads, those warheads will have served for four decades. 

I can’t even tell you the life expectancy of our bomber force.  It’s to be determined.  I 

can tell you it’s over half a century and that the weapons they carry, by the time we do the life 

extension work on them, will have served more than four decades. 

By any credible measure of the cost-effectiveness that I can imagine, those are highly 

cost-effective forces.  So I repeat, investing in the resources to support that force and to 

continue its useful life is not a matter of budget, it’s a matter of priorities.  We have plenty of 

budget, we just don’t have the priorities. 

And I would also point out that in spite of the age of that force it is still highly effective 

in carrying out its intended mission.  It’s the only military capability that I can declare to you has 

been 100 percent successful every second of every day since it was created.  No other weapons 

system can claim such a record  for more than half a century  

So that brings us to just two over-arching, relevant and enduring facts about the nuclear 

deterrent force.  The first is the most fundamental mission of the force is to deter the use of 

nuclear weapons.  It has been completely effective in doing that and it has to continue to do so.  

And secondly, the current nuclear forces, both the weapons and the delivery vehicles, require 

investment of some resources in order to ensure they continue to perform that essential 

mission for another 50 years or however long it takes. 



So I would end by saying it is past time for everybody to recognize that is job one.  That 

is the first priority.  The difference in cost between the lowest cost approach to maintaining the 

nuclear deterrent, and the smart approach that meets the objectives that I described, is  small 

in terms of the total resources committed to national security. 

And for that additional investment, a small additional investment, we will be  able to 

reduce the total stockpile for any size of deployed stockpile.  We get an alternative warhead for 

each deployed warhead type.  We reduce the number of types of warheads in the inventory by 

half.  We extend the lives of those weapons with high performance margines and increased 

assurance that they will continue to operate effectively even if there are unexpected surprises 

as the nuclear components pass the half century mark.  It provides greatly reduced probability 

that there will ever be a need to return to nuclear testing, and it enhances the safety and 

security of the force. 

That’s what we get for this small increment between the lowest cost  and the smart 

approach.  Which do you vote for?  Thank you. 

(Applause). 

 

MR. HUESSY:  General, I want to follow-up with my talk to you earlier.  George Perkovich 

and Barry Blechman both laid down their view that the number of warheads we have deployed, 

which is nominally 1,550 but more than that if you count bombers, are determined by the 

number of targets we need to hold at risk with our adversary, primarily Russia; and that our 

policy is to either launch under attack or pre-empt.  And therefore, if you go to solely a 

retaliatory capability you’d be able to employ (fewer warheads ?).  Could you address that, 

please? 

Gen. WELCH:  Sure.  That concern simply illustrates the need for a better understanding 

of the concept of deterrence.  Deterrence is to instill in the mind of whoever we’re trying to 

deter, that the gain can never be worth the cost and risk.  Deterrence is not about warfighting.  

We have to have a warfighting capability in order for deterrence to be effective, but if it ever 

comes to tha we have failed. 

There is no possibility of winning a nuclear war.  So why would anyone imagine that any 

U.S. president would elect to initiate a nuclear war?   None of our forces, none of our concepts 

are designed for initiating a nuclear war. 

They’re designed for two purposes: to deter, and in order to deter there has to be 

assurance on the part of the potential adversary that you will retaliate effectively.  To retal iate 



effectively we do not have to use 1,550 weapons.  We need 1,550 weapons to instill in the 

minds of those we would deter that we can retaliate effectively, and to instill in the minds of 

our allies that they don’t need to develop their own nuclear weapons because they can count 

on our deterrent. 

So any concept of pre-emptive attack on the part of the United States is an  insult to the 

leadership of this country.  I have served directly under a Republican president and a 

Democratic president.  I have had relationships with multiple administrations since that time.  I 

know of no president that I believe would even have considered a pre-emptive attack. 

MR.  :  Sir, we spent a fair amount of time and effort over the last year between the 

Department of Defense and the Department of Energy trying to align the nuclear weapons 

enterprise, specifically the capacity capability of NNSA to the needs of the Department of 

Defense.   Do you believe we’re on the right path and do you see the goal in the future? 

Gen WELCH: Yes I do and I think that everybody in the enterprise has been enormously 

innovative – and I say that in a very positive way – enormously innovative in finding a way to 

meet the objectives of the life extension programs.  And  life extension is not an optional 

choice.  We have to move forward to extend these weapons.  They’ll be 40 years old by the 

time we get around to doing that. 

So I think NNSA and the Navy and the Air Force and the Department of Defense have 

been postitively innovative in finding ways to do this smart, to produce an enduring force that 

will meet the objectives I described, with the limitations currently in our nuclear weapons 

complex.  And the fact is there are severe limitations.  We will be reusing nuclear components 

that  will have been around for 40 years, and we can do that.  And we can do that because 

we’ve made large investments in the science and technology and the understanding that it 

takes to do things that 20 years ago we wouldn’t have imagined that we could do , and still have 

confidence in what we produce. 

In this past year, a lot of this has come together.  I think an unprecedented level of 

cooperation and understanding between the two military forces that operate our deterrent 

forces and the Department of Defense and the Department of Energy have come together to 

provide a path with  high confidence that we’ll be able to extend the life of that set of weapons 

that we need to extend. That is about half of the existing types of weapons. We now have high 

confidence and we know how to do that.  And that should be  kudos for all those who 

contributed to finding a way to do this in spite of the limitations that we face in our nuclear 

weapons complex. 

MR.  :  Is there anything you can tell us about the prospects or plans for remedying the 

deficiencies you identified in the April report of the Defense Science Board? 



Gen. WELCH:  Let me say something about that report.  By the way, that’s the third of a 

series of such reports.  The report is on the Air Force nuclear  enterprise which has to do with 

the forces, not with the weapons. 

But we went through a period in this country when the national leadership and the 

defense leadership didn’t pay very much attention to our nuclear enterprise. In the case of the 

Navy, it wasn’t so painful because the organization that Admiral Benedict leads – and he may 

not agree with this – was what I called tough orphans.  That is, they have always been 

encapsulated and significantly independent.  If the big Navy stopped paying attention to them it 

didn’t matter much because they operated as an entity and the end of the Cold War didn’t 

make so much difference to that. 

In contrast, I would characterize the Air Force nuclear enterprise as well supported rich 

kids.  That is, the parents paid a lot of attention to them.  So when the leadership stopped 

paying attention to the Air Force nuclear enterprise it got into deep trouble fairly soon.  The 

neglect stemmed from the attitude that the major taskwas to  reduce the size of the force with 

little  attention to sustaining the force.  That proved to be a mistake with serious consequences. 

Over the last five or six years the Air Force has paid renewed attention to the Air Force 

nuclear enterprise.  And then when we had the unfortunate incident of the unauthorized 

movement of  nuclear weapons between bases in the U.S., Secretary of Defense asked a task 

force  I lead to do an end-to-end assessment.  We did and we had a harsh things to say.   

The Air Force, two years later, asked us to look again.  We looked again and reported  

great progress but still with  harsh things to say.  Two years later the Air Force Chief of Staff 

asked us to do it again.  We did and we said there is no doubt that the Air Force nuclear 

enterprise is effective, committed, safe, secure, and performing the assigned mission.  Even so,  

there is still a hangover of issues from years of neglect that will take longer to correct. 

The Air Force leadership has put an intense effort in recent years  into correcting those, 

but they take time.  And I have no doubt, in fact I know, that the response to all of our 

recommendations at this time is that they’re moving out on those recommendations.  Our 

recommendations came from spending days and days with the forces, and a little bit of time in 

Washington, to be sure we are minimally confused. 

(Laughter). 

So the credibility in our report comes not from  who we are, but from who we listened 

to -  the forces that deal with the demands every day.  So my bottom line is the Air Force 

nuclear enterprise is in good shape.  There will be continued issues.  There will be issues like the 

launch control officers who were recently disciplined. Unfortunately, any issue can make the 



front page of the Washington Post on a slow news day.  I don’t know what to tell you about 

that.    

MR.  :  Sir, you make the case that obviously an effective nuclear deterrent can prevent 

somebody else from the use of nuclear weapons.  Do you make that an effective nuclear 

deterrent also can inhibit the proliferation or the – (off mic). 

Gen. WELCH:  I think there are three aspects to that question.  Certainly an effective 

extended deterrent prevents proliferation among our allies.  And people who think that’s a 

non-issue ought to spend some time in Korea and Japan.  And the fact is that , in my view, we 

went through a pretty tense period when we announced we were going to reduce to 1,550 

deployed weapons because we also announced we were doing away with some nuclear 

capabilities that our Asian allies thought were particularly relevant to their needs. 

I happened to be in Tokyo when we announced that.  I had meetings in three days with 

16 agencies of the Japanese government.  The issue came up 12 times.  That is, can we continue 

to rely on the U.S. extended deterrent? 

There is a significant set of pressures in both South Korea and Japan to build their own 

nuclear capabilities.   And there are NATO allies who would develop their own nuclear weapons  

if they lose confidence in our extended deterrent.  So there’s that aspect.   

So loss of confidence in the U.S. extended deterrent could lead to the worst set 

epidemic of proliferation the world has seen. 

The second is the issue of what effect does the U.S. deterrent have on the rogues?  Or, 

what effect does it have on those who do not consider us as friends?  I don’t think it prevents 

them from acquiring their own nuclear weapons.  I think, though, that it makes them very 

careful to not upset the world order too much, as they do that. 

And finally, of course, there are those who are attempting  to acquire nuclear 

capabilities to use in acts of terrorism.  And there again, some nation has to support that.  And 

the fact that we are still the 800-pound gorilla and I think has an enormous impact on whether 

some nation is willing to take that risk. 

  

MR.  :  Thank you for an illuminating talk.  Two questions, the first is, how important in 

your view is the forward presence of nuclear weapons in extended deterrence?  Is it more 

symbolic or is it really a capability that we need to give that feeling to our allies in Europe and 

Asia that we can cover them?  And the second is, at a recent nuclear nonproliferation Treaty 



conference that I attended there was a lot of talk of de-alerting.  And I’m wondering, what are 

the possible consequences of that? 

Gen.MR. WELCH:  Let me address the first.  You know, I don’t think that we, the U.S., 

need nuclear weapons in Europe.  I think Europe needs U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe.  I think 

Russia needs U.S. nuclear weapons in Europe because that is a clear  expression to our NATO 

allies that they can have high confidence in the extended deterrent. 

You can call them symbolic if you wish, but, if so, they are a symbol that gives our NATO 

allies confidence they can count on the U.S. extended deterrent and that remains important to 

the overall stability of Europe.  Do we need nuclear weapons to deter a land attack from our old 

adversary Russia against Western Europe?  No.   

But do we need nuclear weapons there because NATO wants them there?  Yes.   

De-alerting – de-alerting usually refers to ICBMs.  We have de-alerted the bombers.  No 

one talks much about de-alerting the SLBMs.  They only talk about de-alerting ICBMs.  Isn’t that 

odd? 

What force is the most established, most unchanging, with the most constant and 

reliable command and control structure?  That would be the force that never moves.  That 

would be the force that has been in fixed positions for more than, 40 years. 

So  is there some risk?  Well, there’s some risk only if  you can’t trust the president since 

he’s the only one that can cause an ICBM to launch in this country with a warhead on it.  So if 

we can’t  trust the president, de-alerting doesn’t help us much, does it? 

And secondly, what do we gain by de-alerting?  What are we most worried about? We 

are probably the most worried about the security of the weapons.  So how do we then increase 

the security of the forces by de-alerting? 

We don’t. We do quite the opposite. We put them at risk.  We reduce the effectiveness 

of the deterrent. 

So de-alerting makes zero sense.  It doesn’t make things safer. It doesn’t make things 

less dangerous.  It doesn’t make things more secure.  It doesn’t reduce the cost.  It does nothing 

but provide book material for a couple of individuals.  You may determine I feel rather strongly 

about it. 

(Laughter). 

MR. HUESSY:  General, again, thank you very, very much. 



Gen. WELCH:  Thank you. 

(Applause). 

MR. HUESSY:  Thank you all for being here.  Please come and join us with Deputy 

Assistant Secretary of Defense Klinger.  That will be the first time he’s spoken, and I’d like you 

to come and he’s going to talk about U.S. space policy. 

And again, General Welch, on behalf of our three sponsors, and our guests who are here 

today, another formidable talk.  Thank you very much, sir. 

MR. WELCH:  Thank you. 

(Applause). 

 


