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China is building up its military capabilities. Not only is the country 
investing heavily in conventional arms, but it is also modernizing its 
nuclear weapons. To secure its nuclear deterrent, China is diversify-
ing its delivery systems. The United States sees this as a challenge 
to its military superiority in the Indo-Pacific region. Washington and 
Beijing are both fueling a qualitative arms race by investing in new 
capabilities. This spiral poses risks to stability that affect Germany 
and Europe as well.

 – China’s deterrence policy is based on a nuclear second-strike 
capability. Beijing wants to maintain this deterrent  capability 
in relation to the United States, while the United States, for its 
part, is investing in reconnaissance, defense, and first-strike 
capabilities.

 – More effective nuclear weapons could be intended to compel 
the United States to deal with China on an equal footing and to 
 recognize the two countries’ mutual vulnerability.

 – The diversification of the Chinese nuclear arsenal to include 
land-, air-, and sea-based systems could help Beijing to deter the 
United States from intervening, for example in a (conventional) 
conflict over Taiwan. 

 – The new German government should work to reduce the risks 
and develop concrete measures. This does not require any new 
initiatives; instead, the government should invest more political 
capital in existing channels.
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MODERNIZATION: LAND, 
SEA, AND AIR

In terms of its number of nuclear warheads, China 
ranks in third place worldwide, far behind the Unit-
ed States and Russia. It is estimated to have 350 war-
heads in total.1 This figure has risen gradually from 
just 200 in 2007. In its most recent report, the US 
Department of Defense speculates that China could 
have up to 1,000 warheads by 2030.2 In compari-
son, the United States currently has more than 3,600 
while Russia has more than 4,497 nuclear warheads.

1   The total number includes warheads that are operational, out of service but still functional, and under development. This definition and assessment are 
based on SIPRI Yearbooks, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, and Federation of American Scientists’ Status of World Nuclear Forces:  
https://fas.org/issues/nuclear-weapons/status-world-nuclear-forces/ (accessed September 24, 2021).

2   Office of the Secretary of Defense, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China. Annual Report to Congress 2021, p. 90: 
https://media.defense.gov/2021/Nov/03/2002885874/-1/-1/0/2021-CMPR-FINAL.PDF (accessed December 16, 2021).

3  China also ranks third behind the United States and Russia (and ahead of India) in this regard; see China Power Project of the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies (CSIS), “How is China Modernizing its Nuclear Forces?”: https://chinapower.csis.org/china-nuclear-weapons  
(accessed September 21, 2021).

4   Shannon Bugos and Julia Masterson, “New Chinese Missile Silo Fields Discovered,” Arms Control Association:  
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2021-09/news/new-chinese-missile-silo-fields-discovered (accessed October 13, 2021).

5   ICBM bunkers can be built relatively easily, quickly, and inexpensively; see: ACW Podcast, “Nuclear Silos in the Chinese Desert,” Arms Control Wonk,  
June 30, 2021: https://www.armscontrolwonk.com/archive/1212307/nuclear-silos-in-the-chinese-desert (accessed November 22, 2021).

When it comes to the modernization of its arsenal, 
China is concentrating primarily on improving the 
delivery systems for its nuclear warheads in both 
quantitative and qualitative terms. Beijing is clear-
ly seeking to upgrade and diversify its triad of land-, 
air, and sea-based nuclear weapons.3 This is intended 
to increase the “survivability” of China’s nuclear ca-
pabilities if the country is attacked. Consequently, its 
focus is on measures that make intelligence, recon-
naissance, and surveillance (ISR) by adversaries more 
difficult; enable China to strike rapidly; and render 
the enemy’s defenses ineffective.

As far as land-based systems are concerned, China 
now has a wide spectrum of missile systems. In sum-
mer 2021, reports that Beijing has built at least 250 
silos for intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) 
caused a stir. Until then, it had been believed that 
China only had 20 ICBM silos, and this large jump led 
to fears of a massive build-up of ICBMs and nuclear 
warheads.4 However, this increase in the number of 
silos could also be meant to pave the way for a kind of 
“shell game” with vacant or non-vacant silos: an in-
expensive strategy to make ICBMs more difficult to 
locate.5

China’s intercontinental (range greater than 5,000 
kilometers) and intermediate-range (range less than 
5,000 kilometers) ballistic missiles are strategically 
far more relevant; they can be launched rapidly and 
flexibly using solid propellant and/or mobile launch-

Source: Author’s own compilation

China: Estimates of nuclear warheads in reserve and 
 under development according to annual reports by  SIPRI 
and Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists; see Hans M. Kris-
tensen and Matt Korda, “Chinese nuclear weapons, 2021”: 
https://t1p.de/h00q (accessed December 21, 2021)

USA: Operational nuclear warheads and those in reserve 
according to US Government Fact Sheet, October 5, 2021: 
https://t1p.de/gdpu (accessed December 21, 2021)

TABLE 1: NUMBER OF NUCLEAR 
WARHEADS, COMPARING USA  
AND CHINA

YEAR USA CHINA

2006 7,853 200

2007 5,706 200

2008 5,273 240

2009 5,113 240

2010 5,066 240

2011 4,897 240

2012 4,881 240

2013 4,804 250

2014 4,717 260

2015 4,571 260

2016 4,018 260

2017 3,822 270

2018 3,785 280

2019 3,805 290

2020 3,750 350

2021 350
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ing systems. Capabilities that could challenge or even 
overwhelm US early warning and defense systems 
are also particularly important: For example, some of 
China’s ICBMs can carry multiple independently tar-
getable re-entry vehicles with (nuclear) warheads. 
Hypersonic systems, such as the DF-ZF hyperson-
ic glide vehicle, are harder to track accurately due to 
their non-ballistic and flexible flight path. According 
to reports, in August 2021, China tested a new deliv-
ery system that circled the globe before launching a 
hypersonic glide vehicle.6

As far as air-based systems are concerned, China has 
a range of bombers that can transport and launch 
cruise missiles. The most strategically relevant is the 
Xian H6-N bomber, which may be able to carry and 
launch a nuclear-capable ballistic missile.7 China is 
also working on an entirely new system called Xian 
H-20, which is believed to be intended to be capable 
of carrying nuclear weapons over very long distanc-
es.8 Although land-based systems can be launched 
more rapidly and sea-based systems are more dif-
ficult to locate, air-based nuclear weapons remain 
important to China, as they provide for very visible 
demonstrations of resolve and contribute to diversity.

China’s navy has the largest number of ships and 
submarines in the world.9 These include the nucle-
ar-powered submarines of the Jin-class 094, which 
can carry and launch up to twelve JL-02 ballistic mis-
siles, each armed with a nuclear warhead. At present, 
China is developing its next generation of submarines 
(Jin-class 096) and submarine-launched ballistic mis-
siles (JL-03).10 The key advantage of nuclear-powered 
submarines over conventional systems is that they 
are stealthier and can be deployed for much longer 

6   Beijing denies such reports. There is discussion, however, about whether Beijing is developing a weapons system that can take a trajectory over Antarctica 
to evade US radar and defense systems; see: ACW Podcast, “A Fractional Orbital Bombardment System with a Hypersonic Glide Vehicle??”, Arms Control 
Wonk, October 18, 2021: https://www.armscontrolwonk.com/archive/1213655/a-fractional-orbital-bombardment-system-with-a-hypersonic-glide-
vehicle (accessed December 16, 2021).

7 Office of the Secretary of Defense, Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China. Annual Report to Congress 2020, p. 51: 
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF (accessed September 21, 
2021).

8 Peter Suciu, “China’s New H-20 Stealth Bomber Might Be Under This Sheet,” The National Interest, March 4, 2021: https://nationalinterest.org/blog/reboot/
chinas-new-h-20-stealth-bomber-might-be-under-sheet-179313 (accessed September 21, 2021).

9 Office of the Secretary of Defense, Annual Report to Congress 2020 (see note 7), p. 44.

10 Ibid., p. 45; Congressional Research Service, China Naval Modernization: Implications for US Navy Capabilities: Background and Issues for Congress, p. 
16: https://sgp.fas.org/crs/row/RL33153.pdf (accessed September 21, 2021). Due to technical limitations of the Jin-class 094, future expansion will 
likely focus on the new Jin-class 096 and correspondingly JL-03; see Hans M. Kristensen and Matt Korda, “Chinese nuclear forces, 2019”: https://www.
tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00963402.2019.1628511 (accessed October 13, 2021).

11 According to a May 2021 Congressional Budget Office report, the United States will invest $634 billion over the next decade to maintain and modernize its 
nuclear arsenal – a sum 28 percent higher than was projected in 2019; see: Kingston Reif and Shannon Bugos, “Projected Cost of US Nuclear Arsenal Rises,” 
Arms Control Association, June 2021: https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2021-06/news/projected-cost-us-nuclear-arsenal-rises (accessed November 
22, 2021). Due to a lack of information, the direct comparison of China and the United States is difficult. According to estimates and research by the 
International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN), China spent $10.4 billion (four percent of its defense spending) and the United States spent 
$35.4 billion (five percent of its defense spending) on their respective nuclear weapons in 2019; see: Alicia Sanders-Zakre, Enough is Enough: 2019 Global 
Nuclear Weapons Spending, ICAN: https://bit.ly/3mTMnUH (accessed November 22, 2021).

12 US Navy General Explanatory Note on “Attack Submarines – SNN, Last updated: 8 Oct 2021”: https://www.navy.mil/DesktopModules/ArticleCS/Print.
aspx?PortalId=1&ModuleId=724&Article=2169558 (accessed November 15, 2021).

13 Reuters Graphics, “THAAD missile defense system” May 2, 2017: http://fingfx.thomsonreuters.com/gfx/rngs/SOUTHKOREA-THAAD/0100403L07J/index.
html (accessed November 15, 2021).

periods. Nuclear weapons stationed on such subma-
rines would consequently be more difficult for the 
United States to locate and track. They could also be 
deployed relatively quickly for retaliatory strikes.

THE CONTEXT OF CHINA’S 
NUCLEAR MODERNIZATION

China’s approach to its nuclear forces is determined 
primarily by the context of the US nuclear arsenal, 
which is superior in both qualitative and quantitative 
terms; moreover, the United States is investing heav-
ily in its nuclear modernization.11 Specifically, Beijing 
believes that intensified intelligence, reconnaissance, 
and surveillance (ISR) capabilities by Washington are 
the main threat to its nuclear second-strike capabil-
ities, the foundation of its nuclear deterrent. Know-
ing exactly where and how China has stationed which 
nuclear weapons could enable Washington to carry 
out precision-targeted first strikes that could effec-
tively disarm China by destroying its (nuclear) sec-
ond-strike capabilities.

When it comes to ISR capabilities, the United States 
benefits from its allies in the region. This is true both 
in terms of information sharing among intelligence 
services and the information gathered from integrat-
ed systems that the United States has sold to allies 
or stationed on their territory. The fleet of nucle-
ar-powered submarines ordered by Australia12 and 
the US missile defense system THAAD13 stationed in 
South Korea are also intended to contribute. In par-
ticular, the network of missile defense systems is es-
sential for the ISR of the United States. A concrete 
example is the ship-based Aegis Ballistic Missile De-

https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/reboot/chinas-new-h-20-stealth-bomber-might-be-under-sheet-179313
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/reboot/chinas-new-h-20-stealth-bomber-might-be-under-sheet-179313
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/row/RL33153.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00963402.2019.1628511
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00963402.2019.1628511
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2021-06/news/projected-cost-us-nuclear-arsenal-rises
https://bit.ly/3mTMnUH
https://www.navy.mil/DesktopModules/ArticleCS/Print.aspx?PortalId=1&ModuleId=724&Article=2169558
https://www.navy.mil/DesktopModules/ArticleCS/Print.aspx?PortalId=1&ModuleId=724&Article=2169558
http://fingfx.thomsonreuters.com/gfx/rngs/SOUTHKOREA-THAAD/0100403L07J/index.html
http://fingfx.thomsonreuters.com/gfx/rngs/SOUTHKOREA-THAAD/0100403L07J/index.html
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TABLE 2: DESCRIPTION OF SELECTED STRATEGICALLY RELEVANT  
NUCLEAR-CAPABLE DELIVERY SYSTEMS

This table represents the authors’ selection and description of China’s strategically relevant nuclear-capable delivery 
systems.

Delivery systems are regarded as strategically relevant if they contribute to the diversification of the nuclear triad and 
to China’s deterrence and second-strike capabilities. All of the information above consists of publicly available esti-
mates from open source analyses, media reports, and Pentagon reports. 

Sources: Land-based ballistic systems (DF-41 and DF-26): Center for Strategic and International Studies, “Missiles of 
China,” last updated April 12, 2021: https://missilethreat.csis.org/country/china/ (accessed November 19, 2021). 

Hypersonic glide vehicle: Congressional Research Service, “Hypersonic Weapons. Background and Issues for Congress,” 
updated October 19, 2021: https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R45811 (accessed November 19, 2021). 

Sea-based systems (JL-03 and Jin-Class 096): Department of Defense, Military and Security Developments In-
volving the People’s Republic of China 2020. Annual Report to Congress: https://media.defense.gov/2020/
Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF (accessed November 19, 
2021).

Xian H-20: Peter Suciu, “China’s New H-20 Stealth Bomber Might Be Under This Sheet,”  The National Interest 3/2021, 
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/reboot/chinas-new-h-20-stealth-bomber-might-be-under-sheet-179313 (accessed 
September 21, 2021).

SYSTEM CHARACTERISTICS STATUS

DF-41 • Intercontinental ballistic missile with a  
range of up to 18,000 km

• Solid-fueled, road- and rail-mobile

• Nuclear warhead(s)

• Multiple independently targetable warheads

• Potentially capable of carrying DF-ZF

Operational since 2019;
Probably in service/
deployed

DF-26 • Intermediate-range ballistic missile with a range  
of up to 4,000 km

• Solid-fueled, road- and rail-mobile

• Nuclear warhead

• Potentially capable of carrying DF-ZF

Operational since 2015;
In service/deployed

DF-ZF • Hypersonic glide vehicle

• Assumed range of approximately 2,000 km

• Launched by a ballistic missile (demonstrated in combina-
tion with the medium-range ballistic missile DF-17)

Operational since 2020

JL-03 • Intercontinental ballistic missile with a range  
of up to 9,000 km

• Solid-fueled

• Nuclear warhead(s)

• Potentially multiple independently targetable warheads

• Sea-based, launched by SSBN 096

In development;
Presumably operational 
by 2025

Jin-Class 096 • Ballistic missile submarine (SSBN) carrying JL-03 missiles

• Nuclear-powered

In development since 2020

Xian H-20 • Long-range bomber

• Comparable to the US B-2 Spirit Stealth Bomber

• Presumably capable of carrying nuclear weapons

Presumably in develop-
ment, not yet official;
First video presentation in 
January 2021

https://missilethreat.csis.org/country/china/
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R45811
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF
https://media.defense.gov/2020/Sep/01/2002488689/-1/-1/1/2020-DOD-CHINA-MILITARY-POWER-REPORT-FINAL.PDF
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/reboot/chinas-new-h-20-stealth-bomber-might-be-under-sheet-179313
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fense System: While it is intended to protect US al-
lies and US military bases in the region from missile 
attacks, it also serves as an early warning system for 
the Ground-based Midcourse Defense (GMD) sys-
tem, whose interceptors, stationed in Alaska and Cal-
ifornia, are intended to defend the US mainland from 
incoming ICBMs. In addition, the United States is up-
grading its first-strike capabilities, for example in the 
framework of its longstanding Conventional Prompt 
Global Strike program.14

For decades, the United States has been working to 
upgrade its ISR, missile defense, and first-strike ca-
pabilities; this has been criticized by Beijing (and 
Moscow) for just as long. Given these long-term 
trends, it is striking that China’s nuclear moderniza-
tion is advancing so rapidly right now. Significant po-
litical pressure is being used to drive forward these 
advances. In March 2021, President Xi Jinping de-
manded greater efforts to accelerate the develop-
ment of a strategic deterrent of the highest quality.15 
Analysts point to the political escalation of the con-
frontation between Beijing and Washington:16 On 
the one hand, they say, China genuinely fears a first 
strike or preemptive strike by the United States. On 
the other hand, they have noted that Chinese opinion 
pieces are increasingly arguing that a more effective 
nuclear arsenal would convince Washington to ac-
cept China’s status as a (nuclear) power and to toler-
ate a situation of mutual vulnerability as the basis of 
mutual deterrence.

GUIDING PRINCIPLES IN CHINA’S 
NUCLEAR WEAPONS POLICY

China has been considered a nuclear-weapon state 
since 1964, the year it first carried out a test of nu-
clear explosives. This status was legalized by the 1970 
Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weap-
ons (NPT). Since then, there have been two principles 
guiding Beijing’s declaratory policy: “minimal nucle-
ar deterrence” and “no-first-use of nuclear weapons.” 

14 Washington’s development of hypersonic weapons also falls within this program; see: Congressional Research Service, Hypersonic Weapons: Background 
and Issues for Congress: https://sgp.fas.org/crs/weapons/R45811.pdf (accessed February 23, 2022). China sees its nuclear arsenal threatened by the first 
strike capabilities of the Conventional Prompt Global Strike program; see: Tong Zhao, “Conventional Counterforce Strike: An Option for Damage Limitation 
in Conflicts with Nuclear-Armed Adversaries?” Taylor & Francis Group, July 28, 2011: https://scienceandglobalsecurity.org/archive/sgs19tongzhao.pdf 
(accessed February 23, 2022).

15 Xinhau, “Xi Focus: Xi calls for good start in strengthening military, national defense in 2021–2025,” March 9, 2021: http://www.xinhuanet.com/
english/2021-03/09/c_139797879.htm (accessed February 23, 2022).

16 Tong Zhao, “Digging Deep Into China’s Motivations and Intentions,” Arms Control Today, December 2021: https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2021-12/
arms-control-today/chinas-strategic-arsenal-worldview-doctrine-systems (accessed February 23, 2022).

17 According to a statement by Fu Cong, Director General of the Arms Control Department of China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs in January 2022; see: Liu 
Xuanzun, Fan Anqi, and Bai Yunyi, “China will modernize, not drastically expand, its nuclear arsenal: senior diplomat,” Global Times, January 4, 2022: 
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202201/1245088.shtml (accessed February 23, 2022).

The first fundamental principle of Chinese nucle-
ar weapons policy is not to seek a massive arsenal of 
nuclear weapons. China has always sought to distin-
guish itself from both the United States and the Soviet 
Union or Russia in this respect. The Chinese foreign 
ministry reiterated in 202217 that China does not in-
tend to possess more than the minimum number of 
nuclear weapons necessary to deter potential attacks 
and guarantee its defense. How this “minimum” and 
any adjustments are defined, however, is unclear.

The second principle in China’s nuclear weapons pol-
icy is its stated intention to refrain from using nuclear 
weapons first in any conflict. According to this po-
litical pledge, China would not “introduce” nuclear 
weapons to a conflict. However, this declaration does 
not rule out the possibility that China could also use 
its nuclear weapons in response to an imminent nu-
clear strike (“launch on warning”).

The interpretation and operational implementation 
of these two political principles remains ambiguous. 
However, Beijing is unwavering in its determination 
to ensure its capabilities for nuclear retaliation, the 
foundation of its nuclear deterrence posture. In the 
scenario of a war with the United States, this means 
that China wants, under all circumstances, to be able 
to respond to a nuclear first strike by Washington by 
carrying out a direct nuclear second strike against 
the US mainland. To guarantee this second-strike ca-
pability, the Chinese military must ensure that the 
country’s own nuclear warheads and delivery sys-
tems survive the adversary’s nuclear first strike, for 
example because they are stationed in robust or un-
detectable locations. There is also a need for rapid 
and reliable ISR and early warning capabilities, highly 
responsive communication and command structures, 
and the ability to deploy China’s own systems im-
mediately. Accordingly, the primary aim of the mod-
ernization of China’s nuclear triad is undoubtedly to 
secure its second-strike capabilities despite US nu-
clear modernization, and thus to maintain the credi-
bility of the Chinese deterrent.

https://sgp.fas.org/crs/weapons/R45811.pdf
https://scienceandglobalsecurity.org/archive/sgs19tongzhao.pdf
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2021-03/09/c_139797879.htm
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2021-03/09/c_139797879.htm
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2021-12/arms-control-today/chinas-strategic-arsenal-worldview-doctrine-systems
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2021-12/arms-control-today/chinas-strategic-arsenal-worldview-doctrine-systems
https://www.globaltimes.cn/page/202201/1245088.shtml
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Yet in this context, too, analysts point to the politi-
cal and strategic escalation of the confrontation with 
the United States as drivers for China’s rapid strides 
in nuclear modernization. Diversifying its nuclear ar-
senal gives Beijing greater flexibility and expands its 
options for action in the region: In particular, the in-
crease in the number of missile systems with short, 
medium, or intermediate ranges (less than 5,000 ki-
lometers) could be used by China to reciprocate lim-
ited nuclear strikes by the United States and respond 
proportionately. From the Chinese perspective, this 
would allow China to engage in escalation manage-
ment: A direct retaliatory strike against the US main-
land would then be “only” the next stage of escalation. 
In this way, Beijing would call into question Washing-
ton’s monopoly on escalation management and would 
be able to determine the escalation spiral itself. This 
option could enable China to gain the upper hand in 
the event of a conventional or limited nuclear conflict 
in the Indo-Pacific.18

A DESTABILIZING ARMS RACE

Only limited inferences about intentions can be 
drawn from technical developments and official rhet-
oric. Inevitably, room for interpretation remains. 
The way a country presents itself also serves to re-
inforce its threat posture and deter potential adver-
saries at an early stage. That said, China’s massive 
military build-up and nuclear modernization are tak-
ing place at a time when geopolitical confrontation 
and mutual distrust between Beijing and Washing-
ton are defining the framework for interpretation and 
reaction. The fact that Xi Jinping has repeatedly af-
firmed China’s determination to reunify with Taiwan19 
is worrying. Likewise, the show of force by the Chi-
nese air force when it entered Taiwan’s air defense 
zone to carry out a significant number of overflights20 
has fueled concern that a conflict could take place in 
the region. Should China be able to call into question 

18 Tong Zhao, “China’s silence on nuclear arms buildup fuels speculation on motives,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, November 12, 2021: https://
thebulletin.org/2021/11/chinas-silence-on-nuclear-arms-buildup-fuels-speculation-on-motives/ (accessed November 22, 2021).

19 Carlos Garcia and Yew Lun Tian, “China’s Xi vows ‘reunification’ with Taiwan,” Reuters, October 9, 2021: https://www.reuters.com/world/china/chinas-xi-
says-reunification-with-taiwan-must-will-be-realised-2021-10-09/ (accessed December 16, 2021).

20 Chris Buckley and Amy Qin, “In a Surge of Military Flights, China Tests and Warns Taiwan,” New York Times, October 3, 2021: https://www.nytimes.
com/2021/10/03/world/asia/china-taiwan-flights-airspace.html (accessed December 16, 2021).

21 Valerie Niquet, “China’s Nuclear Gambit,” The Diplomat, November 6, 2021: https://thediplomat.com/2021/11/chinas-nuclear-gambit/ (accessed 
February 23, 2022); Reuters Investigates, “T-Day: The Battle for Taiwan”: https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/taiwan-china-wargames/ 
(accessed February 23, 2022).

22 Andrew Futter and Benjamin Zala, “Strategic non-nuclear weapons and the onset of a Third Nuclear Age,” European Journal of International Security 6(3), 
pp. 257–277; online version published by Cambridge University Press, February 11, 2021: https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/european-journal-
of-international-security/article/strategic-nonnuclear-weapons-and-the-onset-of-a-third-nuclear-age/91EEB3B77D348252815F9F7B59DB8A32 
(accessed February 23, 2022).

23 Rose Gottemoeller, “The Standstill Conundrum. The Advent of Second-Strike Vulnerability and Options to Address It,” Texas National Security Review, 
Vol. 4, Iss.4, Fall 2021, pp. 115–124: https://tnsr.org/2021/10/the-standstill-conundrum-the-advent-of-second-strike-vulnerability-and-options-to-
address-it/ (accessed November 22, 2021).

24 More information on strategic stability as well as recommendations for action can be found on the website of Körber-Stiftung’s Strategic Stability Initiative: 
strategicstability.org (accessed November 14, 2021).

America’s dominance in the Indo-Pacific, it may see 
this as a sign of US weakness. Against the background 
of its diversified nuclear arsenal and its deterrent ef-
fect, Beijing might then be tempted to assert by force 
its claims to territory and power in the region.21 

The overall direction of developments leaves lit-
tle room for interpretation: An arms race is current-
ly accelerating between China and the United States, 
in which the focus is less on quantity than quality – 
not the number of nuclear weapons but the strategic 
characteristics of nuclear forces. Non-nuclear capa-
bilities are also increasingly playing a role in this con-
text. Firstly, many delivery systems are dual-capable, 
meaning they can carry nuclear or conventional war-
heads, and, secondly, non-nuclear capabilities can al-
so inflict strategically relevant damage.22 Moreover, 
new technologies in the fields of ISR, early detection, 
command, and communication are creating addi-
tional uncertainty for (second) strike capabilities.23 A 
qualitative arms race, in which both countries devel-
op new capabilities to remain ahead, undermine the 
other’s capabilities, and retain the upper hand in the 
event of a (nuclear) conflict, is already having a hugely 
destabilizing effect.

This escalation in the Indo-Pacific is also strategical-
ly relevant for Germany and Europe. A conflict in the 
region would affect them directly – in political, eco-
nomic, and potentially also military terms. European 
countries will have to determine their stance on Chi-
na within the framework of NATO’s ongoing negoti-
ations around its new strategic concept that will be 
announced in June 2022. The EU needs to adjust its 
positioning on an ongoing basis and translate both its 
recent Indo-Pacific Strategy and its definition of Chi-
na as a partner, competitor, and systemic rival into 
action. Germany, as a leading export nation and sup-
porter of the international rule of law, has a major in-
terest in regional and strategic stability.24

https://thebulletin.org/2021/11/chinas-silence-on-nuclear-arms-buildup-fuels-speculation-on-motives/
https://thebulletin.org/2021/11/chinas-silence-on-nuclear-arms-buildup-fuels-speculation-on-motives/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/chinas-xi-says-reunification-with-taiwan-must-will-be-realised-2
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/chinas-xi-says-reunification-with-taiwan-must-will-be-realised-2
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/03/world/asia/china-taiwan-flights-airspace.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/03/world/asia/china-taiwan-flights-airspace.html
https://thediplomat.com/2021/11/chinas-nuclear-gambit/
https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/taiwan-china-wargames/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/european-journal-of-international-security/article/strategic-nonnuclear-weapons-and-the-onset-of-a-third-nuclear-age/91EEB3B77D348252815F9F7B59DB8A32
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/european-journal-of-international-security/article/strategic-nonnuclear-weapons-and-the-onset-of-a-third-nuclear-age/91EEB3B77D348252815F9F7B59DB8A32
https://tnsr.org/2021/10/the-standstill-conundrum-the-advent-of-second-strike-vulnerability-and-opti
https://tnsr.org/2021/10/the-standstill-conundrum-the-advent-of-second-strike-vulnerability-and-opti
http://strategicstability.org
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The qualitative arms race between China and the 
United States is on the agenda of the new German 
government. The policy guidelines on the Indo-Pa-
cific region adopted in 2020 already contained a 
commitment to “arms control and export control pol-
icy engagement.” In their coalition agreement, the 
governing parties have now promised a “disarma-
ment-policy offensive.” Members of the coalition gov-
ernment are also promising a concrete China strategy 
and, in general, a concise national security strategy. It 
is true that Germany is not a major player in the In-
do-Pacific, especially in military terms; nonetheless, 
it is important to make use of the collective interest in 
strategic stability. This does not require any new in-
tergovernmental initiatives. Instead, the German gov-
ernment needs to use existing multilateral formats, 
such as the Stockholm Initiative or the Non-Prolifer-
ation and Disarmament Initiative (NPDI), to develop 
concrete measures to promote stability and reduce 
risks. It has started to do so, but this requires ac-
tive engagement of the nuclear-weapon states rec-
ognized by the NPT, the so-called P5, to take action 
toward risk reduction. In January 2022, the P5 set ex-
pectations for actions with their joint statement on 
“Preventing Nuclear War and Avoiding Arms Races.25” 

Initiatives by the previous German government, such 
as the Missile Dialogue Initiative or the Rethinking 
Arms Control conference, encouraged exchange be-
tween representatives and researchers. They should, 
and likely will, be continued. However, it is important 
to step up the involvement of stakeholders from vari-
ous institutions in the region. Other formats could be 
used to foster, for example, the dialogue between re-
searchers from the countries of the Organization for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) and of 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations Region-
al Forum (ARF). This kind of exchange of experience 
about regional confidence-building measures would 
at least be a new approach to promoting stability.

25 The White House, “Joint Statement of the Leaders of the Five Nuclear-Weapon States on Preventing Nuclear War and Avoiding Arms Races,” January 3, 
2022: <https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/01/03/p5-statement-on-preventing-nuclear-war-and-avoiding-arms-
races/> (accessed March 2, 2022).

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/01/03/p5-statement-on-preventing-n
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/01/03/p5-statement-on-preventing-n
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