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MpadpivHi 306paxkeHHsA

Will Putin use nuclear weapons in
Ukraine? Our experts answer
three burning questions.

As Russian President Viadimir Putin confronts a series of humilating battiefield
setbacks since his February 24 invasion of Ukraine, and amid an increased flow of
Westem ams into the country, the risk of escalation remains all too real

S0 we asked some of our top experts to answer three buming questions about a
Scenario that has alarmed many analysts watching this war unfold: the Kremiin following
through on is threats and using nuclear weapons in the confict, They weighed in on the

chances of Putin taking the fateful step, how he might do L, and how the West would
Iikely respond.

Putin Is more llkely than not to use nuclear weapons In the war In Ukraine If he
faces devastating defeat. If Putin perceives an existential threat to his regime, then he
llbecompeld o prevent that cuore—everf tht requres takig il esclatory
steps. Nuclear weapons are the ulimate tools of last rational leader would
Conerter using ther f s o et regime (o e were on e ine

—Keir Lisber s a nonresident senior fellow in the Forward Defense practice of the
Allantic Courci's Scowcroft Center for Strategy and Secury.

—Daryl Press is an associate professor of government at Dartmouth College.

Putin presumably expects his threats will induce NATO to abandon Ukraine. However, if
he believes he is facing defeat or a costly stalemate—or has a chance of success.
hrough sharp scalton-—thers 18 some non-zeo (psthape  warningly high 1 r 2
parcant) sk hawil sany outhis ven a small isk is deeply dangerous, and

o racogroe the ek o staring a micear - 20 ot s e ot
Gesiable cutcame. Accordingy. NATO should say céary that any nuclea attack by
Russia would mest with a response potentially including nuclear weapons.

—Watter Slocombe is a board director at the Atlantic Council and a former US under
secretary of defense for policy.

In my view, the probabilty is very low—not zero, but less than 5 percent. Pulin's
nuclear saber-ratting has been aimed at deterring the United States and is allies from
escalating their involvement in the war and introducing advanced miltary capabilties

at could give Ukrainian forces a decisive advantage. If Russian forces suffered
ancier humilatg defeat n i campign {oconrl e southessem igainian regon

off be pressed by hardiners to deliver on his nuclear threats; but
1 Unikely 10 o 50, Snce s woukdonly gaivnize a narsh US and alied response
without providing any significant miitary advantage. Even in the wake of a major miitary

Putin would not likely run the isk of uncontrolled escalation by being the first to

break the nuclear taboo. He is more likely to escalate conventional attacks on Ukrainian
civilans and infrastructure, as well as against alled [weapons] resupply operations.

—Alexander Vershbow is a distinguished fellow at the Counci's Scowcroft and Eurasia
centers, served as US ambassador fo Russia from 2001 to 2005, and was deputy
‘secretary general of NATO from 2012 to 2016,

The likelinood is very low. Nuclear deterrence works in peaceime, and it has worked
o prevent the use of such weapons in past crises and confrontations (such as in Cuba,
on the Korean peninsula, and in Vietnam)

—Jen Lodal is a distinguished fellow at the Scowcroft Center and was president of the

Atlantic Council from 2005 to 2006,

“The goal of nuclear escalation would be to send the message that Russia will ot

accept a devastating defeat and, accordingly, that the United States and its alies need

to back off. Since the goal would be coercion, Putin wouid seek to create fear instead of

rage. Thus, nuclear weapons woul In Ukraine rather than o

territory, and they would be used against military, not civilian, targats. We would

als0 expect Russia to seek some miltary advantage out of nuciear use (though this

would be of secondary importar attack would likely involve detonaing half a
oy arbursts (n order o minimize fallow) against wellentrenched

Ukcaimn mittary posilon

—Keir Ligber and Daryl Press

P moive would notbe mitry i nature ul rather mimidaton. He ight begn
with the ostentatious movemer ar forces, such as sending weapons to Russia’s
Balic enciave of Kalningrad. He could order  -demanstraion or poseiby a detonation

a Russian test range. For an actual attack, he might target a facllity in Ukraine (or
concelvably in Poland) associated with Western supply of arms.

—Watter Siocombe
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