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The countries of the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) will meet in
Vienna at the end of July and in early August to begin another several-year-
long cycle of assessing progress on meeting the goals and obligations of this
five-decade-old agreement. A particularly contentious part of the coming
global nuclear debate will be the handful of NPT countries that do not have
nuclear weapons of their own but instead choose to host nuclear weapons
belonging to the United States or Russia. For most NPT countries, such

nuclear weapon-hosting arrangements are unacceptable Cold War holdovers
that should end.

The new urgency for action on the issue of nuclear host-states follows the first
new agreement to transfer nuclear weapons to a host country in many
decades. In June 2023, President Vladimir Putin announced that Russia had
moved a number of its nuclear weapons to Belarus, its ally and neighbor, with
more nuclear weapons on the way, and that “by the end of the summer, by the
end of this year, we will complete this work.” For his part, the President of
Belarus has proposed to other states: “Join the Union State of Belarus and
Russia. That’s all: there will be nuclear weapons for everyone.”

If the transfer of weapons to Belarus is completed, it will become the sixth
nuclear-weapon host state. The other five hosting arrangements involve US
nuclear weapons in Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany, Italy, and Turkey, in
a practice euphemistically dubbed “nuclear sharing” by the US and its NATO
allies. One other NATO member is increasingly vocal about wanting to join
this gang. After Putin’s announcement about Belarus, Polish Prime Minister
Mateusz Morawiecki repeated the call to become a host state for US nuclear
weapons. Poland’s President Andrzej Duda had brought up this hosting option
last year, but the idea had been floated in 2020 by Poland’s Ambassador to the
United States.
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The hosting arrangements in place today are far more limited and also much
more visible than in the past. The Cold War origins and practices of nuclear
weapon hosting are still largely secret, since they were put in place without
public debate and approval in the countries providing nuclear weapons or in
the ones accepting them, even when involving supposedly democratic
countries. It is however well known that the United States and the Soviet
Union deployed large numbers of nuclear weapons abroad in many countries,
and the United Kingdom stationed a much smaller number of weapons in a
few countries.

There is a partially declassified history of US foreign nuclear weapon
deployments from 1951-1977. The practice of stationing nuclear weapons in
allied countries (or territories) began in 1951 with the deployment of weapon
components to Guam, followed in 1954 by the dispatch of weapons to Morocco
and the United Kingdom. In time, the US stationed its nuclear weapons in 16
countries, mostly in Europe and Asia (not counting Guam and Puerto Rico).
Some US nuclear weapons were also stationed in Canada. By the late 1960s,
there were about 7,000 US nuclear weapons in Europe, including bombs,
missile warheads, artillery shells, and nuclear landmines. The number of US
nuclear weapons in Europe peaked in 1971 at about 7,300 before beginning to
decline later in the 1970s.

In 1959, the Soviet Union briefly deployed weapons to Eastern Germany. Its
most prominent (albeit short-lived) nuclear weapons deployment was to Cuba
in 1962. Later, in the mid-‘60s, longer deployments started, with Soviet
nuclear weapons going to the Czech Republic, Hungary, Mongolia, Poland,
and, again, East Germany. Moscow also deployed nuclear weapons in the
Soviet republics, including strategic nuclear weapons in Kazakhstan, Belarus,
and Ukraine.

With the end of the Cold War, the United States and Russia began to bring
their weapons home. The Soviet Union had removed all weapons from Eastern
Europe by the time it broke up in 1991. The withdrawal of all non-strategic
weapons from former Soviet republics came by May 1992, and all strategic
weapons were returned in November 1996.

Most US nuclear deployments in Asia ended in the mid-“70s, although nuclear
weapons stayed in South Korea until 1991. Deployments in Europe were
significantly reduced (below 500 in 1994) and ended in Greece (2001) and in
the United Kingdom (2009). However, the United States has not completed
this process; about 100 US weapons remain abroad, stationed at bases in
Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany, Italy and Turkey. Rather than withdraw
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the weapons from these countries, the US is sending modernized nuclear
weapons to replace them.

The United Kingdom was the only other country to both host weapons
(belonging to the US) and to deploy its own weapons in other countries. Its
foreign deployments began in the 1960s and were limited to Cyprus,
Singapore, and West Germany, and this practice ended in 1998.

There is no information on foreign deployments and nuclear hosting
arrangements by other nuclear weapon states. There have been concerns that
Pakistan might station some of its nuclear weapons in Saudi Arabia, with
former US officials suggesting a “NATO-like model” might be one option for
such an arrangement.

United States
Belgium -

Canada -
Denmark/Greenland - ~—

(West) Germany -
Greece -

Italy 4
apan/lwo-Jima - e
apan/Okinawa A
Morocco < —-
Netherlands -
Philippines -

Puerto Rico -

South Korea -

Spain A

Taiwan -

. _Turkey -

United Kingdom -
United Kingdom

YPrus A

(West) Germany -

Singapore A —

Soviet Union
Belarus -
Cuba A -
Czechoslovakia
East Germany - -
Hungary
Kazakhstan +
Lithuania

U ]
Other Soviet Republics -

Russia
Belarus - -

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

The history and geography of nuclear weapon hosting (adapted from Kiitt and Mian,
2022). Fading arrows reflect missing data sources. The new Russian hosting arrangement
with Belarus is included. The figure was corrected on July 28 with information from Hans
Kristensen on Denmark/Greenland and Japan/Iwo-Jima.

In current US nuclear hosting arrangements, the nuclear weapons are
supposed to be under the control of US military personnel in peacetime.
Specially trained host-nation air force units will carry and use these US
weapons in wartime, in accordance with US and allied nuclear war plans. A
similar arrangement now exists between Russia and Belarus, with Belarussian
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pilots trained to fly their planes while armed with Russian nuclear weapons; at
least 10 planes may now be nuclear capable. It is also possible that Belarus
could use its Russian-supplied, intermediate-range, dual-use Iskander-M
missiles to deliver nuclear warheads.

According to the United Nations, the Russian nuclear hosting agreement with
Belarus is the first such agreement since the NPT entered into force in 1970.
The other hosting arrangements still operating are based on agreements that
predate the treaty. The NPT prohibits both the acquisition of nuclear weapons
by non-weapon states and the transfer of nuclear weapons to such countries
by the five nuclear weapon states who are parties (Russia, China, the United
States, the United Kingdom, and France). Under NPT articles 1 and 2,
respectively, “each nuclear-weapon state party to the Treaty undertakes not to
transfer to any recipient whatsoever nuclear weapons or other nuclear
explosive devices or control over such weapons or explosive devices directly,
or indirectly [...]” and similarly “each non-nuclear-weapon state party to the
treaty undertakes not to receive the transfer from any transferor whatsoever of
nuclear weapons or other nuclear explosive devices or of control over such
weapons or explosive devices directly, or indirectly...”

While the treaty was being negotiated, US and Soviet officials agreed privately
that existing nuclear hosting arrangements could continue even under the
NPT. The US told its NATO allies that, in its view, the NPT would “not deal
with arrangements for deployment of nuclear weapons within allied territory
as these do not involve any transfer of nuclear weapons or control over them
unless and until a decision were made to go to war, at which time the treaty
would no longer be controlling.”

Most NPT member states have a different interpretation of nuclear sharing
and for almost three decades have raised their concerns. A key early moment
was during the 1995 NPT Review and Extension Conference in the discussion
of Main Committee I, which was responsible for assessing progress on treaty
Articles 1 and 2, and on Article 6, which addresses the obligation to end the
nuclear arms date at an early date and to achieve disarmament. Mexico and
then other non-weapon states questioned the continuing practice of NATO
nuclear sharing after the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet
Union. Belgium and Germany responded, claiming that this practice had
never been questioned before.

The most recent clash came at the August 2022 NPT Review Conference.
Speaking on behalf of the 120 countries of the Non-Aligned Movement,
Indonesia, said “[i]n the view of the Group ... nuclear weapon-sharing by
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States Parties constitutes a clear violation of non-proliferation obligations
undertaken by those Nuclear Weapon States (NWS) under Article I and by
those Non-Nuclear Weapon States (NNWS) under Article II.” Indonesia went
on to say “[t]he Group therefore urges these States parties to put an end to
nuclear weapon-sharing with other States under any circumstances and any
kind of security arrangements, including in the framework of military
alliances.”

Russia declared “U.S. nuclear weapons are still on the territory of non-nuclear
allied states ... We have repeatedly called for the withdrawal of U.S. nuclear
weapons to national territory, the elimination of the infrastructure for their
deployment in Europe, and the cessation of NATO ‘joint nuclear missions.”
Since then, of course, Russia has put nuclear weapons in Belarus and argues
that this placement is different since “unlike in NATO’s case, Russian-
Belarusian nuclear military cooperation is taking place in the framework of the
Union State that has a single territory and a common military doctrine.”

China is the only NPT nuclear-weapon state now consistently opposed to
nuclear sharing. In its 2022 NPT Review Conference statement, China’s
representative stated that “nuclear sharing arrangements run counter to the
provisions of the NPT.” China emphasized that the United States “should
withdraw all its nuclear weapons from Europe and refrain from deploying
nuclear weapons in any other region,” highlighting that “any attempt to
replicate NATO’s nuclear sharing model in the Asia-Pacific region would
undermine regional strategic stability and would be firmly opposed by the
countries in the region and, when necessary, face severe countermeasures.”
China is concerned especially about calls in recent years in both South Korea
and Japan for considering a return to some kind of US nuclear weapon
hosting arrangement.

In the upcoming NPT Preparatory Committee meeting, states could decide to
make nuclear hosting arrangements a separate agenda item in assessing the
state of the treaty. It could be part of the issues for discussion under Article 6,
the nuclear disarmament obligation. This obligation applies, as Article 6
makes clear, to “each of the Parties to the Treaty,” not just to nuclear weapon
states. It calls for “effective measures relating to cessation of the nuclear arms
race at an early date and to nuclear disarmament...” Preventing a nuclear-
hosting race and ending this practice altogether certainly would count as such
a measure.

The most significant effort to confront the principles and practices of nuclear
hosting is the UN Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, which
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entered into force in 2021 and currently has almost 100 state signatories (all of
whom also are NPT members). The TPNW prohibits the stationing of foreign
nuclear weapons on the soil of its state parties under any circumstances. It
offers a means for states who do not wish to be nuclear hosts to affirm this
commitment and make it legally binding simply by joining the treaty. The
TPNW also offers a path to membership for the states who currently have
nuclear weapon hosting arrangements—if they sign the treaty they must
undertake “prompt removal of such weapons, as soon as possible” and not
later than 9o days. Once the weapons have been sent back home, the country
has to make a declaration to this effect to the UN Secretary-General.

For states not yet ready to join the TPNW, several options are possible. States
individually could decide to renounce nuclear hosting and sharing. For
European NATO countries, one example is offered by Iceland and Lithuania,
which are NATO members but refuse to host nuclear weapons under any
circumstances. A less clear-cut option is offered by Denmark, Norway, and
Spain, which do not allow deployment of nuclear weapons in peacetime.

States could also form nuclear-weapon free zones: Over 110 countries already
are in nuclear-weapon-free zone agreements with neighbors. A European
nuclear weapon free zone has been a long-standing idea. It stems from a 1957
proposal by Poland’s Foreign Minister Adam Rapacki for a denuclearized
region in Central Europe that encompassed East and West Germany, Poland,
and Czechoslovakia. In the mid-nineties, Belarus and Ukraine jointly
proposed a nuclear-weapon-free zone in central Europe. A nuclear-weapon-
free zone encompassing all of Europe, and including Belarus and Ukraine,
could roll back Russian nuclear deployment in Belarus, end the five remaining
US nuclear hosting arrangements, and serve as a framework for a new
European peace and security architecture when the war in Ukraine ends.

There are of course things nuclear weapon states could do. The five NPT
nuclear weapon states could agree to a commitment on no-foreign-
deployments as an effective measure relating to nuclear disarmament under
their NPT Article 6 obligations. This would require removing nuclear weapons
in the European NATO countries and in Belarus, and prevent future hosting
arrangements by them. It would however not cover possible hosting
arrangements by the four nuclear weapon states outside the NPT (Israel,
India, Pakistan, and North Korea). To establish a global principle, the UN
General Assembly and the UN Security Council could determine that the
hosting of nuclear weapons will henceforth be treated as a threat to
international peace and security.
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