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US Non-Strategic Weapons History
Vast inventory of non-strategic nuclear weapons were 
eliminated. Navy surface fleet and attack subs have been 
denuclearized. Army and Marine Corps have been 
denuclearized. Missions fell away or were replaced with 
conventional weapons
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Despite flirting with new tactical nuclear weapons, the 2018 NPR and 
other defense planning continue this trend
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Nuclear Tomahawk SLCM (TLAM-N)

Nuclear version of Tomahawk SLCM was fielded in 1984, first on 
attack submarines and subsequently on surface ships

Initial plan was 758 missiles for 198 ships and submarines

Eventually only 325 missiles for 86 vessels

Range of 2,500 km with W80-0 warhead (5-150 kt yield)

Offloaded from fleet in 1992 (never returned to sea)

Surface fleet denuclearized in 1994 but reload capacity for subs

By early-2000s, only 260 left for only a dozen subs

Retired by 2010 NPR; all W80-0 warheads dismantled by 2012
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SLCM-N Debate
Trump NPR recommended adding two nuclear “supplements” to the 
arsenal to “provide a diverse set of characteristics enhancing our 
ability to tailor deterrence and assurance; expand the range of 
credible U.S. options for responding to nuclear or non-nuclear 
strategic attack; and, enhance deterrence by signaling to potential 
adversaries that their limited nuclear escalation offers no exploitable 
advantage.”

Poor justifications:
• No evidence current capabilities can’t do that

• US arsenals already includes low-yield (~1,000 warheads)

• US already has prompt option to penetrate defenses

• No evidence adversaries believe US would be self-deterred by yield

• Russia began INF violation when US had SLCM in arsenal

• SSC-8 (9M279) does not give Russia military advantage in Europe

• Russia has had non-strategic advantage for three decades

• Signals US return to tactical nuclear thinking; mimics Russian thinking

• Undermines justification and credibility of DCA posture

SLCM-N: “provide a needed non-strategic 
regional presence, an assured response 
capability…an arms control compliant 
response to Russia’s non-compliance with 
the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces 
Treaty, its non-strategic nuclear arsenal, 
and its other destabilizing behaviors.”
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SLCM-N Debate
The Biden administration’s NPR canceled SLCM-N 
program because of the W76-2, doubt about 
leverage over Russia, and expected costs

Yet STRATCOM command Adm Richards continued
publicly to advocate for SLCM-N with old (flawed) 
and new mission claims:

Deter low-threshold nuclear use

That US only has “disproportionate, unuseable
response options”

Ability to respond “without visible generation”

Provide “persistent, survivable, regional capability”

Adm Charles Richard, STRATCOM Commander, written response to Congressional questions 
after 1 March 2022 hearing on strategic forces posture

2022 Nuclear Posture Review
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SLCM-N Features
Missile: possibly modified version of next-generation land-
attack missile or potentially modified Tomahawk or JASSM

Warhead: W80-4 alteration (possibly 5-150 kt yield, but with 
more options)

Platform: Virginia-class attack submarine
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SLCM-N Challenges
Production schedule and cost

Submarine mission competition

Violation of 1992 Presidential Nuclear Initiative where US promised 
not to produce new nuclear SLCMs

Post visits and diplomatic irritant


