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By John Vinocur
Putin’s Nuclear Plan Is Working

Washington musters only an intermittently credible response as the Kremlin tries
to undermine NATO.

Aoepnuui nnawn Ilymina npayioe

Bawunemony nuwe nenadoseo soacmocs nepekonamu, wjo Kpemnov namazaecmuocs
nidipsamu HATO

Jns Ilymina eusedenns 3 1ady HATO — npiopumemne 3a60anns, esasdicae asmop cmammi. Ha
nouamxky 80-x CPCP niedb He 80an0cs 3icpamu Ha cmpaxax €8ponetiyis nepeo po3miljeHHIMm
amomnoi 30poi CIlIIA 6 €sponi, 32adye 6in. Tenep debamu COO3HUKIE NPO MONCIUBY
mooepuizayiro sioeprux cun CLIA datomb pocisnam HOBY MONCIUBICIb CHPOBOKYBAMU 00YPEHHS.
i 3aunamucs niopusroio pobomoro. Ha oymky asmopa, Ilymina niobaovopioe moti pakm, ujo
aominicmpayiss Obamu ympumyemuscsa 8i0 3acmocy8ants 30poi'y 8ionogiov na azpecito npomu
Yipainu. "Vkpaina ne ompumae eapmam. Ilepedbauysanuii nnan CILLIA no posmiwerHio 8axckoi
bponemexuixu i siticokosocnyacoosyie CILIIA 6 npugppoumosux kpainax HATO, wo medxcyiomo 3
Pociero, - ye, cxoorce, 8y3bKuil KOMnpomic y 8i0n08i0b Ha NPOXAHHS YUX KPAiH NPO CMEOPEHH s
nocmitinux giticokogux 6az HATO", - nuwe asmop. A kypc CIIA woodo Pocii écensie 008ipy
JuuLe HeHaoosz2o, ésadxicae aemop. binuti 0im 3aneenss, uwo 3ymie izonroeamu Mockey, ane
sucnosnoeants oepiccekpemaps Keppi nicnsa eizumy 6 Pocito "mescysanu 3 nionadoysnuymeom”,
8gascae asmop.
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GROWING MENACE: Russia’s nuclear threat exposes fissures in NATO. Photo: SERGEI
CHIRIKOV/European Pressphoto Agency
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A Russian academic, often a disseminator of Vladimir Putin’s designs for the future,
offered up a message of nuclear provocation and intimidation concerning the West for a small
group of European security-affairs specialists gathered at a Paris think tank last week.

“We now have the nuclear capacity to confront NATO in Europe,” the Russian emissary
said, according to an event participant. Here was a Russian insider’s description of Moscow’s
intention to be a meaner, harsher problem beyond the dimensions of the confrontation in
Ukraine.

The Russian nuclear boast was not new. But the timing—two days after the U.S. repeated
its unheeded complaint that Russia has tested a cruise-type missile banned by a joint
arms-control agreement—gave an in-your-face sense to Moscow’s contention that it now has the
nukes to neuter the superiority the U.S. and NATO still enjoy in conventional forces. This fits a
portrayal of Mr. Putin by Gen. Martin Dempsey, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, as
someone looking “for opportunities to discredit and undermine the Alliance.”

Next week, NATO defense ministers will meet to discuss what a Brussels diplomat called
“the Russian nuclear posture.” That means the U.S. and its allies are searching for a riposte to an
aggrandizing Russia whose strategy provides for regional conflicts using nuclear weapons
alongside “little green men”—Russian troops that Moscow claims aren’t really Russian
soldiers—and conventional forces.

For the nostalgic Mr. Putin, disabling NATO is a priority with promising precedents. In
the early 1980s, the Soviet Union nearly succeeded in turning allies’ fears of basing U.S. atomic
weapons into an Allied fold on countering existing Soviet SS-20 missiles with U.S. cruises and
Pershings. German Chancellor Helmut Schmidt’s Social Democratic coalition fell in 1982 over
his party’s resistance to their deployment. Soviet money and influence coursed through the
antimissile movement.



Now Allied debate about possible U.S. nuclear updates offers the Russians a new
occasion for rage and subversion. The updates, according to European sources, could involve the
U.S. modernizing existing nukes, increasing its defensive capacities or even stationing new
nuclear weapons in Europe. The Russians have every reason to relish recurrent indications of
Europe’s indecision and dissention.

A poll released last week reports public opinion in Germany, France and Italy opposes
defending NATO border-states coming under Russian attack. German was the least-eager ally.
These attitudes project a NATO whose foundations—shared risk and the Article 5 guarantee of
defense to any member by all members—are wobbling.

If the Ukrainian experience shows anything, it’s a real Russian capability to spin the
notion of a Western military response against Russian aggression into an instant American threat
to world peace. As his threats become more visibly nuclear, Mr. Putin will be encouraged by the
fact that beyond the sanctions the Kremlin ignores, the Obama administration has skirted any
armed response determined enough to give the Russians pause.

Guns for Ukraine are out. A reported U.S plan to station heavy armored vehicles and U.S.
troops with front-line NATO members at Russia’s borders looks like a dosed compromise on
those countries’ request for the presence of permanent allied bases.

All the same, nuclear-armed France, no admirer of Barack Obama’s handling of Syria or
his fade on attacking Bashar Assad, considers the American president’s giving nuclear thought to

responding to Russian nuclear-bomber runs and movement of missile launchers as “an
engagement beyond what he had planned.”

“It’s very important that the Allies integrate the idea of possible Russian nuclear weapons
in regional conflicts,” French officials told me. Still, they saw “no indication” of a new NATO
doctrine of containment at hand, and found stationing of new U.S. forces in Europe
“improbable.”

Mr. Obama’s tougher talk about Moscow still has the look of a minimalist reworking of a
very hesitant approach—although one that he now describes to allies as “standing up to Russian
aggression in Ukraine.”

A fundamental problem is that there is no way for a new NATO line on nukes to exist and
be compatible with the continuous electoral cold sweats of German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s
Christian Democratic Union. It’s next to impossible for a totally nuclear-averse Germany to
effectively play European leader in NATO and the European Union in the face of a Russia
turning its nuclear shadow into an everyday menace.

In the end, American credibility on Russia exists only for short periods. For months, the
Obama administration had been unconvincingly claiming success in isolating Moscow. Then,
five weeks ago, concluding a Russian visit, Secretary of State John Kerry spoke up from the edge
of obsequiousness:

“I am particularly grateful and I want to express my appreciation to President Putin for
the very significant and serious conversation that he engaged in for the very significant amount of
time that he contributed to the discussion. And I express President Obama’s gratitude for
Russia’s willingness to engage in this discussion at a time when the exchange of view could not
be more important.”

Presto change-o, the U.S. now wants to look semi-tough on Russia again. You may
officially exhale.

Mr. Vinocur is former executive editor of the International Herald Tribune.



