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Abstract

The potential withdrawal of the United States from European security commitments has raised questions
about the future of nuclear deterrence on the continent. This article explores the feasibility of France assum-
ing the role currently played by the United States in the ‘dual-key’ nuclear sharing arrangements with
European NATO members. The analysis is divided into five main sections. The article begins by outlin-
ing the strategic context in which this analysis takes place, focusing on the potential withdrawal of the
United States from European security commitments and the growing emphasis on the European Union’s
strategic autonomy. Against this backdrop, the article first examines France’s technical capabilities to lead
a dual-key system in Europe, addressing aspects such as the number of nuclear warheads, delivery vectors,
and operational compatibility with European allies. Next, it analyses the political and doctrinal implica-
tions of a French-led dual-key system, identifying which aspects of French nuclear doctrine might require
revision or could create friction. The article also explores potential forums for nuclear dialogue and coor-
dination, as well as the challenges of harmonising France’s national doctrine with a hypothetical extended
framework for dual-key countries. In the third section, the article evaluates the political and security utility
of a French-based dual-key system. Finally, it assesses the strategic, operational, and doctrinal implications
of shifting from a US nuclear provider to a French one, highlighting both potential benefits and challenges.
The findings suggest that, while a French-led dual-key system is technically feasible, significant political
obstacles must be overcome for successful implementation.
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Introduction

The double-key nuclear system in Europe, under which both the United States and the host
European countries must authorise the use of nuclear weapons stored on their territory, has
been a cornerstone of NATO’s nuclear deterrence policy since the Cold War.! This mecha-
nism allows the United States to maintain strategic control over its nuclear arsenal deployed
in Europe, while providing European countries with a degree of participation in the deci-
sion to use these weapons, through NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group (NPG). It is consid-
ered a key element of deterrence in Europe,’ especially given suggestions to extend the

'NATO, NATO’s Nuclear Sharing Arrangements (Brussels: NATO, 2022), available at: {https://www.nato.int/nato_static_
f12014/assets/pdf/2022/2/pdf/220204-factsheet-nuclear-sharing-arrange.pdf}, accessed 22 June 2025.

*Stéfanie von Hlatky and Emile Lambert-Deslandes, “The Ukraine war and nuclear sharing in NATO,, International Affairs,
100:2 (2024), pp. 509-30, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiae001}, accessed 22 June 2025.
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double-key system to other regions where it currently does not exist, such as the Scandinavian
Peninsula.’

Although commonly referred to as a ‘dual-key’ arrangement, this terminology can be mislead-
ing. In practice, control over the nuclear weapons ultimately remains with the United States. The
US president retains sole authority to authorise their use, while the host country cannot employ
them independently and can only withhold operational participation. This structural asymme-
try, currently being used in four EU/NATO members (Belgium, Germany, Italy, Netherlands) and
Turkey" is crucial to understanding both the current logic of the system and the challenges of repli-
cating it under French leadership. However, it also raises a more fundamental question: why would
a French-led dual-key system be necessary in the first place? Beyond issues of feasibility, any con-
sideration of a French role must begin with the rationale. As debates over a possible retrenchment
of US security guarantees intensify, and as the credibility of B61 deployments is increasingly ques-
tioned due to their perceived symbolic and tactical limitations, some European countries may seek
alternatives that enhance their strategic autonomy. In this context, a French-led dual-key system
could be seen as not merely a replacement but also a political tool to reinforce deterrence, alliance
cohesion, and European agency in defence matters.

While various scenarios could be imagined for the implementation of a French-led dual-key
arrangement — including gradual extension to additional European countries — the present anal-
ysis focuses primarily on whether France could effectively replace the United States in countries
currently participating in NATO’s nuclear sharing arrangements, such as Germany, Belgium, and
the Netherlands. This narrower focus allows for a more precise assessment of the technical and
doctrinal feasibility of such a transition.

In addition to the double-key system, there is currently US extended deterrence in Europe,’
along with the presence of the British and French arsenals, which together constitute a ‘complemen-
tary nuclear insurance’® This contribution is acknowledged in NATO’s Strategic Concept, which
recognises its role in the alliance’s security.”

However, in a context of growing geopolitical tensions and with the United States reconsidering
its global role and, more specifically, its Atlantic commitment,® the possibility of a significant reduc-
tion in its military presence in Europe has become a topic of strategic debate.” While some analysts
have suggested that the United States may scale back its military presence in Europe to prioritise

*Karl Sérenson, ‘Tailoring deterrence for the High North: Nuclear consequences of Sweden’s accession to NATO);, Institut
Frangais des Relations Internationales memos (26 March 2024), available at: {https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/migrated_
files/documents/atoms/files/ifri_sorenson_deterrence_high_north_2024.pdf}, accessed 22 June 2025.

*Spenser A. Warren, The Evolution of NATO Nuclear Sharing (Midwest Political, 2022). Hans M. Kristensen and Matt Korda,
‘United States nuclear weapons, 2021, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 77:1 (2021), pp. 43-63, available at: {https://doi.org/10.
1080/00963402.2020.1859865}.

US Department of Defense, ‘Nuclear Posture Review), Department of Defense (2022), available at: {https://media.defense.
gov/2022/Oct/27/2003103845/-1/-1/1/2022-NATIONAL-DEFENSE-STRATEGY-NPR-MDR . PDF#page=33}, accessed 22
June 2025.

®Bruno Tertrais, ‘La dissuasion partagée?, Revue Défense Nationale, 819:4 (2019), p. 32, available at: {https://doi.org/10.
3917/rdna.819.0029}.

"NATO, NATO 2022 Strategic Concept (NATO, 2022), available at: {https://www.nato.int/strategic-concept}, accessed 22
June 2025.

*Will Hazell, ‘Europe must be ready for US to quit Nato, diplomats warn, Telegraph (9 March 2024), available at: {https://
WWW.
telegraph.co.uk/world-news/2024/03/09/europe-must-be-ready-for-us-to-leave-nato-diplomats-warn/}, accessed 22 June
2025.

Hugo Meijer and Stephen G. Brooks, ‘Illusions of autonomy: Why Europe cannot provide for its security if the United
States pulls back, International Security, 45:4 (2021), pp. 7-43, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00405}, accessed
22 June 2025. Florian Boller ‘A Breakdown of Trust: Trump, Europe and the Transatlantic Security Community’. In: Oswald,
M.T. (eds) Mobilization, Representation, and Responsiveness in the American Democracy (2020). Palgrave Macmillan, Cham.
available at: {https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-24792-8_16}
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strategic competition in the Indo-Pacific,'® other experts argue that such a withdrawal would signif-
icantly weaken US global power projection and could be perceived by adversaries as an opportunity
to challenge Western influence.!' The internal debate in Washington includes positions that advo-
cate for maintaining or even increasing the US military footprint in Europe, especially in light of
ongoing instability in the region. This range of perspectives highlights the uncertainty surrounding
future US policy and cautions against assuming a linear trajectory towards disengagement. In light
of this situation, it becomes necessary to explore other options available to the European Union
countries to maintain their nuclear deterrence in the event of a strategic withdrawal by the United
States, which could involve not only conventional means but also nuclear ones.

This scenario raises the question of what alternative options could emerge to ensure nuclear
deterrence in Europe without the direct involvement of the United States. One alternative that has
gained attention is the possibility that France, as the only nuclear power in the European Union
with an independent nuclear arsenal,'* could take on the role of nuclear guarantor for the other
European partners, similar to the current arrangement within NATO and the NPG, from which
several EU and NATO member countries benefit. This possibility, which is on the horizon, has
already been examined by various analysts,"”> and was even suggested in a Bundestag report."
While it is true that most analyses focus on the concept of French extended deterrence," others
evoke the specific possibility of a double-key system or, at the very least, the stationing of French
nuclear weapons on the territory of other European partners.'®

Before assessing whether such a system could be implemented, it is important to clarify what
strategic purpose it would serve. While often framed in operational terms, the core utility of
NATO’s current nuclear sharing arrangements lies in their political signalling value. As Warren'’
notes, existing research shows that the forward deployment of nuclear weapons does not signif-
icantly enhance the deterrent effect of US security guarantees. Rather, these deployments serve
primarily to reinforce alliance cohesion' and reassure European partners of US commitment.
This suggests that a French-led dual-key system, to be politically effective, would need to prioritise
symbolic credibility over technical equivalence.

This article explores the feasibility of this possibility, from a technical and political, as well as
doctrinal, perspective; and analyses the strategic implications it would entail. As Europe seeks to

""Kyle Haynes, ‘U.S. withdrawal and European strategic autonomy: A unique opportunity?, Institut de Recherche Stratégique
de I’Ecole Militaire Strategic Brief, 65 (23 September 2023), available at: {https://www.irsem.fr/publications-de-1-irsem/breves-
strategiques/strategic-brief-no-65-2023-us-withdrawal-and-european-strategic-autonomy.html}, pp. 1-2, accessed 22 June
2025.

""Mila Tanghe and Gordon B. ‘Skip’ Davis Jr., “The future of U.S. bases in Europe, Center for European Policy Analysis
(CEPA) (10 January 2025), available at: {https://cepa.org/article/the-future-of-us-bases-in-europe-general-ret-gordon-b-
davis/}, accessed 22 June 2025. Mila Tanghe and Wesley Clark, ‘Why U.S. forces in Europe are irreplaceable, Center for European
Policy Analysis (CEPA) (17 January 2025), available at: {https://cepa.org/article/the-future-of-us-bases-in-europe-general-ret-
wesley-k-clark/}, accessed 22 June 2025.

“Bruno Tertrais, French Nuclear Deterrence Policy, Forces and Future (Fondation pour la recherche stratégique, 2019).

“Héloise Fayet, ‘Pourquoi la France ne proposera pas de « parapluie nucléaire » a I'Europe, Le Rubicon (6 March
2024), available at: {https://lerubicon.org/pourquoi-la-france-ne-proposera-pas-de-parapluie-nucleaire-a-leurope/}, accessed
22 June 2025. Diego Andrés Frias, ‘El futuro de la disuasién nuclear europea, bie3: Boletin IEEE, 68 (2021), pp. 705-18,
available at: {https://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_opinion/2021/DIEEEO68_2021_DIEAND_Futuro.pdf}. Lydia Wachs
and Liviu Horovitz, ‘Frankreichs Atomwaffen und Europa: Optionen fiir eine besser abgestimmte Abschreckungspolitik,
SWP-Aktuell, 7 (2023), {https://doi.org/10.18449/2023A07}, accessed 22 June 2025. Tertrais, ‘Dissuasion partagée’

“Wissenschaftliche Dienste, Vélkerrechtliche Verpflichtungen —Deutschlands —beim Umgang mit Kernwaffen
(Deutscher Bundestag, 2017), pp. 2-3, available at: {https://www.bundestag.de/resource/blob/513080/c9a903735d5ea
334181c21946d2cf8a2/wd-2-013-17-pdf-data.pdf}, accessed 22 June 2025.

"Frias, ‘Futuro de la disuasion nuclear europea. Wachs and Horovitz, ‘Frankreichs Atomwaffen und Europa.

'®Fayet, ‘Pourquoi la France ne proposera pas de parapluie nucléaire, Héloise Fayet, Andrew Futte, and Ulrich Kiithn, ‘Forum:
Towards a European nuclear deterrent’, Survival, 66:5 (2024), pp. 67-98, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2024.
2403218}.

Warren, Evolution of NATO Nuclear Sharing.

'® Alexander Mattelaer, ‘Articulating the logic of nuclear-sharing, Egmont Security Policy Brief, 16 (October 2019). pp. 2—4.


https://www.irsem.fr/publications-de-l-irsem/breves-strategiques/strategic-brief-no-65-2023-us-withdrawal-and-european-strategic-autonomy.html
https://www.irsem.fr/publications-de-l-irsem/breves-strategiques/strategic-brief-no-65-2023-us-withdrawal-and-european-strategic-autonomy.html
https://cepa.org/article/the-future-of-us-bases-in-europe-general-ret-gordon-b-davis/
https://cepa.org/article/the-future-of-us-bases-in-europe-general-ret-gordon-b-davis/
https://cepa.org/article/the-future-of-us-bases-in-europe-general-ret-wesley-k-clark/
https://cepa.org/article/the-future-of-us-bases-in-europe-general-ret-wesley-k-clark/
https://lerubicon.org/pourquoi-la-france-ne-proposera-pas-de-parapluie-nucleaire-a-leurope/
https://www.ieee.es/Galerias/fichero/docs_opinion/2021/DIEEEO68_2021_DIEAND_Futuro.pdf
https://doi.org/10.18449/2023A07
https://www.bundestag.de/resource/blob/513080/c9a903735d5ea334181c2f946d2cf8a2/wd-2-013-17-pdf-data.pdf
https://www.bundestag.de/resource/blob/513080/c9a903735d5ea334181c2f946d2cf8a2/wd-2-013-17-pdf-data.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2024.2403218
https://doi.org/10.1080/00396338.2024.2403218
https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2025.10017

https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2025.10017 Published online by Cambridge University Press

4 Nicolés Bardio

strengthen its strategic autonomy, expanding it beyond the military realm'® and reducing its depen-
dence on the United States in matters of security, a France-led double-key system could represent
a significant shift in European defence policy.

The analysis is structured into several key sections. First, the technical capabilities of France to
assume this role are examined, including the available nuclear weapon delivery vectors, the num-
ber of nuclear warheads, and the limitations of interoperability with the armed forces of other
European countries. Second, an analysis is made of the doctrinal changes that France would need
to implement in order to extend its doctrine to third countries, as well as the mechanisms through
which a command and coordination structure for joint nuclear forces could be created. Next, the
political and defensive utility of a double-key system with France as the ‘provider’ is evaluated,
along with the benefits and issues it could entail.

Finally, this article concludes by evaluating the feasibility and strategic implications of this pro-
posal, offering a comprehensive assessment that considers both the challenges and opportunities
of a shift in the nuclear deterrence system in Europe under French leadership. In doing so, it aims
to contribute to the discussion on the future of European defence and security in an increasingly
multipolar and complex world.

Analysis of France’s technical capabilities

The feasibility of France assuming the role of ‘nuclear provider’ in a double-key system with
European countries currently under the US nuclear umbrella largely depends on its technical
capabilities. Unlike the United States, which maintains a substantial arsenal of nuclear weapons
deployed in European bases under this system,?® France possesses an independent nuclear arse-
nal* developed to guarantee its own national deterrence and sovereignty,* as well as a significantly
smaller number of warheads.?® This analysis assesses whether the French nuclear forces, in terms of
delivery systems, number of warheads, and integration capacity with the defence systems of other
European countries, are sufficient and suitable for an expanded double-key system in Europe.

Delivery systems and projection capabilities

France has a nuclear force de frappe, which consists of two main components: the ballistic mis-
sile submarines (SSBN) and an airborne component. The naval component includes four Le
Triomphant-class submarines, each equipped with M51 intercontinental ballistic missiles capable
of carrying multiple nuclear warheads.** The presence of four submarines ensures that, despite the
maintenance, overhaul, and patrol cycles, there is always at least one of them deployed to guarantee
deterrence at all times. This provides an unbroken ability to ensure France’s nuclear deterrence, no
matter the operational and maintenance demands.” Moreover, having this submarine component
grants France a significant advantage in terms of the credibility of its deterrence, as the existence of

"Mario Damen, ‘EU strategic autonomy 2013-2023: From concept to capacity, European Parliament (July 2022), available
at: {https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2022/733589/EPRS_BRI(2022)733589_EN.pdf}, accessed 22 June
2025.

*Hans M. Kristensen, ‘US nuclear weapons in Europe, Natural Resources Defense Council (February 2005), p. 9, available
at: {https://www.nukestrat.com/pubs/EuroBombs.pdf}.

NATO, Nuclear Sharing Arrangements, p. 8.

*Ministére de la Défense, Livre Blanc sur la Défense et la Sécurité Nationale (Ministére de la Défense, 29 April 2013), available
at: {https://www.defense.gouv.fr/dgris/politique-defense/livres-blancs}, accessed 22 June 2025.

Hans M. Kristensen and Matt Korda, SIPRI Yearbook 2023 (Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 2023).

*Ministere des Armées, ‘Les sous-marins nucléaires lanceurs dengins (SNLE), Ministére des Armées (2022), available at:
{https://www.defense.gouv.fr/marine/marins/marins-nucleaires-lanceurs-dengins-snle}, accessed 22 June 2025. Jean-Frangois
Guilhaudis and Mourad Chabbi, ‘La modernisation des arsenaux nucléaires (Inf.5/1-30)] Paix et sécurité européenne et
internationale, 1 (2015), p. 6, accessed 22 June 2025.

“Hans M. Kristensen, Matt Korda, and Eliana Johns, ‘French nuclear weapons, 2023} Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 79:4
(2023), p. 274, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1080/00963402.2023.2223088}.
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submarines is generally considered a guarantee that the country possesses second-strike capability.
This would allow France to respond to a potential preventive nuclear attack, one that could destroy
a large portion of its land-based launchers through a surprise strike.”®

However, this naval deterrence component is exclusively national, as although the details of
double-key agreements are classified information,” all of them are based on the air compo-
nent. This is not only because it is easier and cheaper than having nuclear submarines, but
primarily because, from a practical standpoint, it is not very feasible to establish any kind of
double-authorisation mechanism on a nuclear submarine.

The air component, on the other hand, would be the other nuclear ‘pillar’ of France that could
be shared under a double-key system, through the use of dual-capacity aircraft (DCA), given that
France long ago renounced having a land-based nuclear component.” Currently, the operational
DCAs in European countries that operate under NATO’s double-key system include the F-16s in
Belgium and the Netherlands,” which will soon be replaced by the F-35A in the Netherlands®
and Belgium,” as well as the European-made Tornado in Germany,** which will also be replaced
by the F-35,%* As Heloise Fayet points out, the need for dual-capacity aircraft is a ‘a good way for the
United States to sell F-35s, currently the only fighters compatible with the DCA mission’** All of
these aircraft operate with US B61 gravity bombs,* which, as we will see in the following section,
are technically quite inferior to the air-to-surface nuclear missiles that France possesses.

In the French case, this air component is primarily composed of Rafale fighter jets equipped with
the ASMP-A (Air-Sol Moyenne Portée- Amélioré) air-to-surface nuclear missile.* This missile has
a range of approximately 500 kilometres and can be launched from platforms such as the Rafale
BF3 and Rafale MF3.”” While the Rafale MF3 operates from aircraft carriers and can theoretically
launch a nuclear strike anywhere around the globe, the land-based version, the Rafale BF3, has a
range of 2,000 kilometres.*

The air component is more flexible for use in joint operations and could, in theory, be adapted
for operation under a double-key system with other European countries, much like the current

*$Jean-Louis Lozier, ‘French nuclear policy, International Centre for Defence and Security (2023), available at: {https://icds.
ee/en//download/47067962/2tmstv=1674136259}, accessed 22 June 2025.

“’Hans M. Kristensen, Matt Korda, Eliana Johns, and Mackenzie Knight, ‘Nuclear weapons sharing, 2023, Bulletin of the
Atomic Scientists, 79:6 (2023), pp. 393-406, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1080/00963402.2023.2266944}.

*Tacques Chirac, ‘Message de M. Jacques Chirac, Président de la République, 4 loccasion de la décision de fermeture du
site du plateau d’Albion, sur I'abandon de la composante sol de la dissuasion nucléaire, L’Elysée (12 September 1996), available
at: {https://www.elysee.fr/jacques-chirac/1996/09/12/message-de-m-jacques-chirac-president-de-la-republique-a-loccasion-
de-la-decision-de-fermeture-du-site-du-plateau-dalbion-sur-labandon-de-la-composante-sol-de-la-dissuasion-nucleaire-
paris-le-12-septembre-1996}, accessed 22 June 2025.

» André Dumoulin and Quentin Michel, ‘La Belgique et les armes nucléaires, Courrier hebdomadaire du CRISP,
1871-1872:6 (2005), pp. 6-67, available at: {https://doi.org/10.3917/cris.1871.0006}.

*0 Andrew Salerno-Garthwaite, ‘Restoring credible deterrence, Dutch F-35% begin Nato nuclear role, Airforce Technology (31
May 2024), available at: {https://www.airforce-technology.com/news/restoring-credible-deterrence-dutch-f-35s-begin-nato-
nuclear-role/}, accessed 22 June 2025.

*'Olivier Gosset, ‘Larmée belge se prépare a entrer dans lere du F-35, L'Echo (7 December 2023), available
at: {https://www.lecho.be/entreprises/defense-aeronautique/l-armee-belge-se-prepare-a-entrer-dans-1-ere-du-f-35/10511609.
html}, accessed 22 June 2025.

**Heinrich BrauB and Christian Mélling, ‘Germany’s role in NATO's nuclear sharing, DGAP Policy Brief, 4 (2020), available
at: {https://dgap.org/sites/default/files/article_pdfs/DGAP-Policy%20Brief-2020-04_NATOs%20NS.pdf}, pp 1-6, accessed 22
June 2025.

**Emmanuel Maitre, ‘Un « parapluie nucléaire » francais: A propos du rapport de la SWP, Le Rubicon (26 April 2023), p. 8,
available at: {https://lerubicon.org/un-parapluie-nucleaire-francais-a-propos-du-rapport-de-la-swp/}, accessed 22 June 2025.

**Fayet, ‘Pourquoi la France ne proposera pas de parapluie nucléaire’

**Dumoulin and Michel, ‘La Belgique et les armes nucléaires’

**Ministére des Armées, ‘Missile air-sol moyenne portée amélioré (ASMPA), Ministére des Armées (2022b), available at:
{https://www.defense.gouv.fr/dga/missile-air-sol-moyenne-portee-ameliore-asmpa}, accessed 22 June 2025.

’Kristensen, Korda, and Johns, ‘French nuclear weapons, p. 276.

*Kristensen, Korda, and Johns, ‘French nuclear weapons, p. 273.
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practice with the US B61 bombs.* However, the use of such air-to-surface nuclear missiles could
potentially require a series of technical modifications, as well as security adjustments at the airbases
of the partner countries, as well as modifications to their aircraft. Currently, France and Greece*
are the only two countries in the European Union that operate the Rafale fighter jet in one of its
various configurations, which could limit the practical implementation of such a system in other
member states.

In this case, we would be faced with a challenge of compatibility between the vectors and car-
riers, given that all the dual-capacity aircraft operating under NATO’s double-key system with US
sponsorship in Europe have been specifically adapted to carry the B61 gravity bomb. This bomb
is currently undergoing improvements towards a more precise version with a guidance system,
although it remains, by its nature, a gravity bomb.*' On the other hand, the French nuclear air com-
ponent operates with a cruise missile, which has a range of 500 kilometres. Therefore, the potential
application of a hypothetical double-key system based on France would require the acquisition
of Rafale aircraft by European host states, the adaptation of existing dual-capacity aircraft to the
French ASMP-A missile, or the design and development of a completely new type of bomb that
would be compatible with the existing DCA already in service in those countries.

Unlike the stealth-enabled F-35 aircraft, which are capable of penetrating advanced air defence
systems, the Rafale-ASMP-A combination may face greater detection risks, potentially limiting its
first-strike utility or its use in high-intensity, contested environments. Moreover, forward-deployed
US nuclear weapons - such as the B61 - serve not only an operational function but also a powerful
political signalling role, acting as a ‘tripwire’ to ensure US involvement in case of aggression. This
symbolic dimension of deterrence is explicitly acknowledged in NATO’s 2022 Strategic Concept,
which underscores the role of forward-deployed US nuclear weapons and allied dual-capable
aircraft as central to the Alliance’s nuclear posture.*

Returning to the options outlined above, both the acquisition of Rafale aircraft by host states and
the adaptation of existing dual-capacity platforms to the ASMP-A missile would involve a sensitive
technology transfer of the ASMP-A missile, which Fayet considers highly improbable, given that
such a transfer would result in ‘A loss of sovereignty over the only missile of France’s airborne
deterrence component,*” or in other words, a loss of sovereignty over the only missile currently
part of France’s air-based nuclear deterrent.

Each of these options would imply different budgets and costs, although in operational terms,
the ASMP-A missile and its effective range of 500 kilometres have significant advantages over the
mere B61 gravity bombs. The use of the latter involves a greater exposure to potential enemy anti-
aircraft fire, as well as the need to directly fly over nuclear targets. This leads some analysts to
consider them ineffective due to the risks associated with their deployment.**

In addition to these operational differences, there is also a key divergence in yield flexibility and
doctrinal purpose between the systems. The ASMP-A, currently France’s sole air-delivered nuclear
weapon, is believed to carry a warhead with an approximate yield of 300 kilotons.* The newly
announced US B61-13, by contrast, is expected to match the yield of the earlier B61-7 - up to

**Dumoulin and Michel, ‘La Belgique et les armes nucléaires’

“Qlivier James, ‘La Gréce confirme sa commande de 18 Rafale a Dassault Aviation, L'Usine Nouvelle (15 January 2021),
available at:  {https://www.usinenouvelle.com/article/la-grece-confirme-sa-commande-de-18-rafale-a-dassault-aviation.
N1042234}, accessed 22 June 2025.

*'Hans M. Kristensen and Robert S. Norris, “The B61 family of nuclear bombs, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 70:3
(2014), pp. 79-84, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1177/0096340214531546}.

“NATO, NATO 2022 Strategic Concept, p. 8.
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{https://www.defensepriorities.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/DEFP_Reconsidering US_nuclear_weapons_in_Europe.
pdf}, accessed 22 June 2025.

“Kristensen, Korda, and Johns, ‘French nuclear weapons, p. 276.


https://www.usinenouvelle.com/article/la-grece-confirme-sa-commande-de-18-rafale-a-dassault-aviation.N1042234
https://www.usinenouvelle.com/article/la-grece-confirme-sa-commande-de-18-rafale-a-dassault-aviation.N1042234
https://doi.org/10.1177/0096340214531546
https://www.defensepriorities.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/DEFP_Reconsidering_US_nuclear_weapons_in_Europe.pdf
https://www.defensepriorities.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/DEFP_Reconsidering_US_nuclear_weapons_in_Europe.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2025.10017

https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2025.10017 Published online by Cambridge University Press

European Journal of International Security 7

360 kilotons — while maintaining the variable-yield capabilities of the B61 family.** This enables
the United States to employ these weapons across a wide spectrum of scenarios, including sub-
kiloton ‘tactical’ strikes. In contrast, French nuclear doctrine explicitly rejects tactical nuclear use,
remaining anchored in the concept of dissuasion du faible au fort and focused exclusively on strate-
gic retaliation. This doctrinal and technical gap may reduce the functional equivalence between
both systems and could limit the flexibility and credibility of a French-led dual-key arrangement
modelled on the NATO framework.

However, despite the fact that all options would require either adapting or acquiring new dual-
capacity aircraft, none of these seem particularly difficult to achieve in the medium term, as long
as there is political will on the part of France to take on this role and the consequences it entails,
in terms of both the sale of vectors and potential technology transfers.

Number of nuclear warheads, deterrence requirements, and costs

France maintains an arsenal of approximately 290 nuclear warheads,*” which, according to French
strategists, provides sufficient deterrence. This concept is similar to the British idea of minimum
deterrence® and it ‘also significantly limits France’s ability to establish a nuclear sharing scheme for
its European allies’*® Indeed, if we assume that the current French arsenal is necessary to provide
the minimum level of nuclear deterrence for France, it is undoubtedly clear that any expansion of
this deterrence to third countries could require an increase in the existing arsenal.

On the other hand, the number of nuclear warheads currently deployed by the United States
in Europe under the extended deterrence doctrine has significantly decreased compared to previ-
ous decades. According to more recent estimates, the United States maintains approximately 100
B61 nuclear bombs on European bases as part of the dual-key system,”® a number well below the
current size of the French arsenal and much inferior to the previous 480 nuclear warheads the
US had in 2005.”" This suggests that, from a purely quantitative perspective, France already pos-
sesses a nuclear force that is comparable - if not superior - to the US forward-deployed arsenal
in Europe.

An important point to highlight is that ‘Nearly all of France’s warheads are deployed or opera-
tionally available for deployment on short notice’> This means that, unlike other nuclear-armed
countries that have a portion of their arsenal deployed while the rest is kept in reserve, lending
nuclear weapons to other countries would essentially place France in a zero-sum situation: every
nuclear warhead stationed on the soil of one of its European partners would be one less warhead
that France’s nuclear forces would have at their disposal to carry out their current missions and to
maintain the current level of deterrence.

However, given that the current US forward-deployed arsenal in Europe is estimated at only
around 100 warheads,” the scale of this trade-off would likely be more manageable than previously
assumed.

Certainly, this could be addressed in several ways. One option would be through the participa-
tion of non-nuclear European countries in the cost of the dual-key nuclear forces deployed on their
territories, despite the fact that ‘France has shown ambivalence about the possibility of Germany

#US Department of Defense, ‘Nuclear Posture Review’, Kristensen and Norris, “The B61 family of nuclear bombs’

¥Kristensen, Korda, and Johns, ‘French nuclear weapons, p. 272.

*Bruno Tertrais, ‘La dissuasion nucléaire francaise aprés la guerre froide — continuité, ruptures, interrogations, Annuaire
Frangais de Relations Internationales, 1 (2000), pp. 760-779.

49Fayet, Futter, and Kithn, ‘Forum: Towards a European nuclear deterrent.

**Hans M. Kristensen, Matt Korda, Eliana Johns, and Mackenzie Knight, ‘United States nuclear weapons, 2024, Bulletin of
the Atomic Scientists, 80:3 (2024), pp. 182-208, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1080/00963402.2024.2339170}.
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co-financing French nuclear weapons,* or alternatively, by using a significantly smaller number of
nuclear warheads.

However, the latter could compromise the effective deterrence of these countries while simul-
taneously remaining a significant burden on the French budget. In France’s 2016 budget law, an
expenditure of 5.05 billion euros was authorised;* although, in the French case, le SNLE 3 G
remains the longest — and most expensive — project for the period 2020-2030. Among the more
modest programs, the period will also see the development of the M51.3 and the replacement of
the Mirage squadrons by Rafale aircraft’>

Certainly, there could be compromises in this zero-sum game, as although nearly all of France’s
nuclear warheads are deployed, not all of them would likely be used if that decision were made.
Therefore, it would likely be feasible for France to allow some of them to be hosted on the ter-
ritory of its European partners. However, even though this situation might be possible, it would
be completely unfeasible to maintain the current European nuclear presence without expanding
France’s nuclear arsenal. It is true that France has the economic capacity to increase its current
arsenal by more than 250 warheads, practically matching the number provided by the United
States to non-nuclear European countries, as between 1984 and 1991 France had a number of
warheads close to 550.°” This does not seem financially unfeasible today, especially consider-
ing that France’s GDP in terms of purchasing power parity is more than four times what it was
in 1990.%

However, even though this is possible, the action would clearly entail a greater investment
in nuclear weapons for the French public coffers, where the weight of nuclear spending already
amounts to €5.6 billion® compared to the total military sector expenditure for the same year of
€43.9 billion,* which represents 12.8 per cent of the total. It is difficult to estimate, given the current
data and the challenges posed by its analysis due to military secrecy,® what the specific costs would
be for the manufacturing, transportation, and custody of new nuclear warheads and the adapta-
tion of launch vectors to French capabilities. While it is true that a large portion of the expenses
related to the dual-key system, such as the W3, are partially financed by the host countries,* it
is equally true that the entire process would involve investments from France beyond its current
nuclear budget.

In any case, it seems that, just as it is suggested that the B61 bombs have helped with the export
of the F-35s, it is equally possible that France could have economic returns from the export of its
dual-capacity Rafale aircraft; therefore, the cost-benefit relationship of this project would not be
as negative for the French public coffers as one might initially expect.

54Fayet, Futter, and Kiihn, ‘Forum: Towards a European nuclear deterrent’
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Interoperability with the defence systems of other European countries

Aside from the issue of compatibility and transition between dual-capable aircraft (the shift from
F-35/F-16 to Rafale) and weapon systems (the transition from B61 to ASMP-A), one of the main
technical limitations for implementing a French-led dual-key system lies in the interoperability of
its nuclear forces with the defence systems of other European countries, as well as their procedures
and strategies.

France organises several nuclear deterrence exercises throughout the year, such as the Poker
exercises.®* Although President Macron has called on other European partners who wish to par-
ticipate in French deterrence exercises,® the fact is that these exercises rarely include the presence
of European aircraft or units, except on very rare occasions, such as when an Italian air refuelling
aircraft participated.®® Thus, ‘France’s openness to its European partners in this domain remains
undeniably more modest than NATO’s arrangements, which are intended to be collective’®’

In fact, within NATO, there is a tradition of joint training by American and other nuclear forces,
where exercises are held to practice with the aircraft involved in the dual-key system,®® such as the
Steadfast Noon exercise. In these types of exercises, even NATO allies that are not part of the dual-
key system, such as Spain or Poland, participate, involving a total of fourteen countries, but with
the notable absence of France.*”

As we have seen so far, French nuclear forces have operated independently from the rest of the
alliance, unlike the American forces. This independence means that there would be a significant
requirement for the harmonisation of doctrines, equipment, and communication systems to ensure
effective interoperability under a new dual-key system. This harmonisation effort would involve
training, exercises, and protocols, in addition to the acquisition or adaptation, as already discussed,
of air vectors by host countries or the expansion of the number of available nuclear warheads.

Joint training would be essential to ensure that pilots from other nations can operate in com-
bination with French vectors, and vice versa, in line with what the French president had already
suggested,” and which constitutes a necessary first step. However, although there is still much to
be done in this regard, it is equally true that the French government has already taken the necessary
steps to move in this direction through the integration of other countries into French deterrence
exercises, as we have seen.

Political and doctrinal implications of a French-based double-key system

In addition to the technical challenges we have already examined, the possible replacement of
US leadership by France in a European nuclear double-key system raises significant changes in
political and doctrinal terms. While the existing legal framework could be modified from one
supplier to another with relative ease, transformations in political dynamics, strategic trust, and

*Gaétan Powis, ‘Exercice aérien nucléaire Poker 2023-03 en France, Air et Cosmos (20 September 2023), available at:
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military doctrine represent challenges and opportunities that deserve detailed analysis. This section
addresses the main implications from a political and doctrinal perspective.

The European dimension of French deterrence

First, it is important to point out that proposing a hypothesis in which France assumes the role
of the United States is not foreign to France’s own nuclear doctrine. In fact, there has always
been a European dimension within French nuclear doctrine, which has been present to varying
degrees across different presidencies since the very beginning of its establishment as a nuclear
power.”! Thus, we can see references to this dimension in the nuclear doctrine speeches of various
presidents, such as Chirac, who declared that:

Finally, our nuclear deterrence must also, as France wishes, contribute to the security of
Europe. It thus participates in the overall deterrence capacity that can be exercised together
by the democracies united by the collective security treaty concluded more than fifty years
ago between Europe, the United States, and Canada. In any case, it is the responsibility of
the President of the Republic to assess, in a given situation, the harm that would be done to
our vital interests. This assessment would naturally take into account the growing solidarity
among the countries of the European Union.”

Or Sarkozy, who expressed himself in a similar vein, not only highlighting the European dimen-
sion of French nuclear doctrine but also France’s willingness to coordinate with its European allied
countries in some form:

As for Europe, it is a fact that French nuclear forces, by their very existence, are a key element
of its security. Any aggressor considering threatening Europe must be aware of this. Let us
draw, together, all the logical consequences: I propose to engage with those of our European
partners who wish it, in an open dialogue on the role of deterrence and its contribution to our
common security.”?

This European dimension, which must be understood as France being willing to defend other
European territories with nuclear weapons and to consider an attack against them as an attack
against its vital interests, is common to all French presidents and has long been present in French
nuclear doctrine.”

However, this willingness is neither automatic nor universal. It has traditionally applied to a lim-
ited number of close allies, rather than constituting a blanket commitment to the entire European
continent. The scope of what qualifies as a French ‘vital interest’ remains deliberately vague and
politically flexible.
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In fact, some of them, such as Mitterrand, have gone further than a hypothetical nuclear sharing
agreement with a double-key system, as we analysed, and directly outlined a future European state
with integrated deterrence:

And Europe? Because this question is often asked of us. Building the European Union: you
already have the embryo and outline of a European force in which some countries participate.
Could French nuclear power guarantee the integrity, the security of the European countries
with whom we have contracted within the European Union? The question is not relevant
today, but it is on people’s minds, and sometimes attempts are made to gauge the quality of
our European commitment by asking: would you refuse or would you accept this? I would
simply say that the very conditions of the exercise of nuclear weapons, the need for a soli-
tary decision, by one or a few leaders of a determined country, the doctrine of defending
the integrity of national territory, the definition of vital interests — all of this applies per-
fectly to France, but does not yet apply to Europe. Let Europe equip itself with clear notions
regarding common vital interests, let it go far enough in its political consciousness to recog-
nize that the territorial integrity of one country involves the territorial integrity of others,
in short, let immense efforts and progress be made by those who intend to continue the
construction of Europe, and France will accept the debate. That day has not yet come. -
This is what an ardent European can tell you. We must know what we are talking about.
Maybe this moment will come? I would welcome it, as it would only show that, before talking
defence, we will have already succeeded in achieving the work of the century, and perhaps of
two centuries: a united Europe, capable of defining and defending common interests in one
movement.”

And although Mitterrand defends, at least as a possibility and goal, this European state endowed
with nuclear weapons, the truth is that he never contemplates the possibility of any kind of nuclear
sharing under the strategic conditions that existed during his presidency. This is something that,
as we will see later, is relevant when analysing the viability of a French extended deterrence system
in Europe through a double-key system.

Creation or reactivation of a nuclear discussion forum

The current double-key system in Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Italy is backed by a
set of bilateral agreements, which are generally developed within NATO and more specifically
within the NPG. The first obstacle to setting up a French-based double-key system is France’s
own absence from the NPG. While France collaborates on nuclear policy with other NATO mem-
bers, it neither belongs to this group nor participates in its discussions and consultations, which,
to date, is the forum in which doctrinal and nuclear strategy issues of the Atlantic Alliance are
deliberated.”

If in the previous section we analysed that France’s absence from the common nuclear policy of
the alliance poses a problem when it comes to adapting protocols and ensuring the interoperability
of the forces of different countries, in this case, we see how France’s absence from nuclear discussion
forums also poses a problem when it comes to developing a common doctrine and having the
necessary consultation mechanisms in case of a crisis.

The most logical and straightforward way to channel a French-based double-key system would
be for France to be willing to join this nuclear planning group and assume a role similar to the one
the United States has been playing. However, as we pointed out in the introduction to this article,

7>Prangois Mitterrand, ‘Intervention de M. Francois Mitterrand, Président de la République, sur la politique de défense de
la France et la dissuasion nucléaire, Paris le 5 mai 1994} LElysée (5 May 1994), pp. 11-12, available at: {https://www.elysee.fr/
front/pdf/elysee-module-8106-fr.pdf}, accessed 22 June 2025.

*NATO, Nuclear Planning Group (NPG) (NATO, 9 May 2022), available at: {https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_
50069.htm}, accessed 22 June 2025.
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the scenario in which France becomes the nuclear power involved in a European double-key system
would arise from a perspective of the United States withdrawing from NATO and, more specifi-
cally, from the commitments they have made in Europe regarding nuclear deterrence. Therefore,
it might be somewhat logical in this scenario for the appropriate forum to develop the nuclear
policy debate within the framework of the European Union rather than NATO; in line with what
President Macron has suggested, to create a European Security Council, for which some analysts
have already developed proposals,” creating this body as either a specific body or, as Coelmont
suggests, a specific formation of the European Council.”®

Any governance structure for a European dual-key system would likely face political resistance
from some EU member states — such as Austria and Ireland - that are signatories of the TPNW and
maintain strong anti-nuclear positions. As such, the system could only be viable within a ‘coalition
of willing’ states, rather than as an EU-wide mechanism.

In any case, such a political framework should include, as in the case of NATO, the tools and
means necessary to discuss nuclear policy.

Doctrinal changes

The transition to a French-led double-key system would entail significant modifications in France’s
nuclear doctrine, which has historically been deeply marked by strategic autonomy’ and the prin-
ciple of minimum deterrence®as can be seen in Table 1. To adapt to this shared model, France
would need to redefine both the strategic objectives of its nuclear arsenal and the public narrative

supporting them; that is, its doctrine, understood as ‘the declared nuclear strategy of a country,
which may or may not fully correspond to its effective nuclear strategy’®'

Broadly speaking, French nuclear doctrine consists of a series of elements that have been part
of it since its creation. Thus, we can observe the principle of minimum deterrence;®? that is, France
does not seek to participate in an arms race to be among the largest arsenals in the world, but
rather aims to have a sufficient number of nuclear weapons to fulfll its strategic objectives. The
concept of a second strike is also fundamental, meaning that France has the capability to deliver
a nuclear response to any attack, even one that comes as a surprise,® largely thanks to the use of

nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines.

77Olaf Wientzek and Christian E. Rieck, ‘Brussels’ New Telephone Number? — How a European Security Council Could
Strengthen EU Foreign Policy, Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, Facts & Findings 311 (13 August 2018), available at: {https://www.
kas.de/documents/252038/253252/7_dokument_dok_pdf 53332_2.pdf/64ele0a6-0460-ee78-904d-8cddd4913dc2?version=
1.0&t=1539654268594}, accessed 22 June 2025. Pauline Massart. “Time for a European Security Council, Carnegie Europe:
Judy Dempsey’s Strategic Europe (3 March 2017), available at: {https://carnegieendowment.org/europe/strategic-europe/
2017/03/time-for-a-european-security-council}, accessed 22 June 2025. Frédéric Mauro, ‘Pour un nouveau cadre institution-
nel de la politique de sécurité et de défense commune: la mise en place d’'un conseil de sécurité européen, IRIS Analyses,
10 (2021), pp. 2-8, available at: {https://www.iris-france.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Analyse-10-Conseil-de-s%C3%
A9curit%C3%A9-europ%C3%A9en-MAURO-D%C3%A9cembre-2020.pdf}, accessed 22 June 2025.

7*Jo Coelmont ‘Will a European Security Council bring strategic relevance?, Egmont Security Policy Brief, 124 (March 2020),
pp. 1-3, available at: {https://www.egmontinstitute.be/will-a-european-security-council-bring-strategic-relevance/}, accessed
22 June 2025.

7’Maurie Vaisse, ‘Le général de Gaulle et la souveraineté nucléaire, in Céline Jurgensen and Dominique Mongin (eds),
Résistance et Dissuasion: Des origines du programme nucléaire frangais a nos jours (Paris, Odile Jacob, 2018), pp. 203-7, available
at: {https://shs.cairn.info/resistance-et-dissuasion-9782738144898-page-203?lang=fr}, accessed 22 June 2025.
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Table 1. Key elements of France’s current nuclear doctrine.

Principle Description

Minimal deterrence The ability to inflict massive and unacceptable damage, without the need to
engage in an arms race.

Second strike France’s ability to deliver a second strike, with submarines (SSBN), even after a
surprise attack.

Vital interests The threat to a range of ‘vital interests’ could trigger a nuclear response. France
cities Europe and national integrity, among others, but does not list them all.

Tous azimuts Deterrence against any threat, if France has the capacity to defend itself from any
threat, regardless of origin or form. French nuclear forces can strike anywhere on
the planet.

Defensive weapon Strategic and political use, not tactical nor for winning conventional military
conflicts.

Last warning The possibility of making a nuclear warning shot as an extreme measure to

restore deterrence.

Presidential decision The President of the Republic is the only person with the authority to decide on a
nuclear attack.

European dimension Independent French nuclear deterrence contributes to the defence of Europe.

Source: Own elaboration based on data from Tertrais.®*
Tertrais, French Nuclear Deterrence Policy, Forces and Future.
Tertrais, French Nuclear Deterrence Policy, Forces and Future.

A crucialchange would be the expansion of the geographical scope; even during Mitterrand’s
time, territorial integrity was identified as one of the key vital interests.* But we would also be fac-
ing a political change in French deterrence. As we have seen, this change would require an increase
in the number of warheads and vectors. Until now, France’s nuclear doctrine has focused solely
on defending its vital interests, which specifically included the territorial integrity of France,* but
also, in a more vague manner, the entire European continent.®” The adoption of a double-key system
would explicitly mean recognising that French nuclear weapons are also meant to ensure the secu-
rity of European allies, covering them not only through extended deterrence but also by deploying
nuclear weapons ready to be launched by DCA aircraft.

Thus, the adoption of extended deterrence inevitably leads to the question of whether France
can have two distinct nuclear doctrines: one for its allies, coordinated with them, and that only
considers the territory of those states as its vital interest, and another for itself, with the forces
and weapons that are specifically its own, in terms similar to those that are currently in place. At
present, the French doctrine defines use scenarios strictly related to the defence of its vital interests,
interests that are not explicitly detailed and are necessarily vague,* but it does enumerate a few,
such as territory, population, and sovereignty.* In a double-key context, it would be necessary to

¥ Tertrais, French Nuclear Deterrence Policy, Forces and Future.

% Mitterrand, ‘Intervention de M. Francois Mitterrand; p. 2.

%TJacques Chirac, ‘Déclaration de M. Jacques Chirac, Président de la République, sur la politique de défense de la France,
notamment la dissuasion nucléaire, LElysée (19 January 2006), p. 3, available at: {https://www.elysee.fr/jacques-chirac/2006/
01/19/declaration-de-m-jacques-chirac-president-de-la-republique-sur-la-politique-de-defense-de-la-france-notamment-
la-dissuasion-nucleaire-a-brest-le-19-janvier-2006}, accessed 22 June 2025. Mitterrand, ‘Intervention de M. Frangois
Mitterrand, p. 2. Fran¢ois Hollande, ‘Déclaration de M. Fran¢ois Hollande, Président de la République, sur la dissuasion
nucléaire, LElysée (19 February 2015), available at: {https://www.elysee.fr/francois-hollande/2015/02/19/declaration-de-
m-francois-hollande-president-de-la-republique-sur-la-dissuasion-nucleaire-a-istres-le-19-fevrier-2015}, accessed 22 June
2025.

¥Hollande, ‘Déclaration de M. Frangois Hollande, Sarkozy, ‘Déclaration de M. Nicolas Sarkozy), p. 5. Chirac, ‘Discours de
M. Jacques Chirac’.

8 Tertrais, French Nuclear Deterrence Policy, Forces and Future, p. 27.

$Tertrais, French Nuclear Deterrence Policy, Forces and Future, p. 27.
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modify the approach to European defence to include the protection of specific allies, framing their
defence not as part of France’s own ‘vital interest, but within the agreements and pacts reached.

In fact, at this point, it is important to note that France does not perceive its contribution to the
defence of the European continent as a debt, a pact, or a binding obligation with its partners, but as
its own vital interest. Thus, France’s defence of Europe is a matter of survival, as can be seen from
analysing various presidential speeches.”

One of the elements that must be clarified, as we have previously pointed out, is how con-
sultations and joint decisions would be carried out in crisis scenarios, establishing procedures
that maintain a balance between the shared responsibility of the parties involved and operational
effectiveness, which requires quick decision-making.”’ This transition also presents challenges in
terms of strategic autonomy, because France, which has always tied its nuclear policy to the idea
of sovereignty,” would need to adapt to a multinational collaboration model that could involve
changes in the unilateral decision-making capacity of the President of the Republic, as has been
suggested,” since the double-key system is the only exception to the general rule of unilateral
presidential decision-making.**

At the same time, and beyond the final decision on the use of nuclear weapons, the coun-
tries participating in the double-key system would likely demand a greater role in the operational
and strategic decisions, a matter that could potentially conflict with the traditional opacity that
characterises the French nuclear decision-making process, which has primarily been based on pres-
idential autonomy.”” Furthermore, the public narrative that has supported France’s nuclear policy
would also need to evolve. Until now, France has presented its nuclear arsenal as a central element
of its national sovereignty, firmly embedded in the concept of independence. However, within the
framework of a double-key system, this narrative would need to be redefined in order to empha-
sise the role of nuclear weapons as not only a tool for national defence but also a collective asset for
European security, while still safeguarding France’s strategic independence. This shift could lead us
to a situation where two distinct doctrines are applied to a single arsenal, akin to the approach taken
by the United States with its nuclear arsenal. The US employs different nuclear strategies depend-
ing on the geographical context and the alliances involved. For example, Washington maintains a
specific nuclear doctrine for Europe within the framework of NATO,* focused on deterring and
collectively responding to any threat against NATO members. Conversely, the US also has inde-
pendent policies for the protection of its allies in other regions, such as Japan or South Korea,
where the use of nuclear weapons would not be subject to the same considerations, nor would
it involve NATO. This approach aligns with what the US Nuclear Posture Review”” refers to as
‘Tailored Nuclear Deterrence.

However, even if the countries currently operating under the double-key system accepted
French leadership, there would be doctrinal elements of France’s nuclear doctrine that could prove
controversial. For instance, ‘the right to use a final warning for deterrence,”® makes the French
doctrine one of the most aggressive among existing doctrines, as it explicitly contemplates the
possibility of a first nuclear use. This could be problematic for other European countries, particu-
larly if such a first use were to occur from their own territory. Even if a first use did not take place,

“Hollande, ‘Déclaration de M. Frangois Hollande’ Sarkozy, ‘Déclaration de M. Nicolas Sarkozy’. Chirac, ‘Discours de M.
Jacques Chirac’

*'Dakota S. Rudesill, ‘Nuclear command and statutory control, Journal of National Security Law and Policy,
11:2 (2020), pp. 365-434, available at: {https://jnslp.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Nuclear-Command-and-Statutory-
Control_2.pdf}, accessed 22 June 2025.

Vaisse, ‘Le général de Gaulle et la souveraineté nucléaire’

% Courmont, ‘Doctrine nucléaire francaise’

**Tertrais, ‘Dissuasion partagée’, p. 32

*Tertrais, French Nuclear Deterrence Policy, Forces and Future, p. 25.

*’NATO, NATO 2022 Strategic Concept.

*7US Department of Defense, ‘Nuclear Posture Review’

*Chirac, ‘Déclaration 2006 sur la dissuasion nucléaire; p. 4.
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the potential for it could provoke a response from a potential adversary against the French nuclear
forces stationed on their territory.

In summary, the French doctrinal shift from national deterrence to extended deterrence is not
just a change in the territory covered by the ‘nuclear umbrella’ but would also have implications for
elements that have always been part of the French nuclear doctrine, such as the ‘warning shot), the
decision-making method, the number of weapons required, and the very definition of new ‘vital
interests. These changes represent relatively profound adjustments to a doctrine that has largely
remained stable over time.

Would the double-key system work? Would it be effective as a deterrent?

When we analyse the political and defensive utility of the double-key system, it is clear that there are
several voices arguing that the double-key system is an important tool in maintaining deterrence in
Europe.” Some even suggest its application in other regions, such as the Scandinavian Peninsula.'”

Moreover, while it is indeed true that the fact that the system would be French-based might
appear much more credible to European partners compared to one based on the United States,
especially given that France shares a common geographical space, proximity,'* and similar strate-
gic interests with its fellow European countries, such a system would still face the same fundamental
credibility challenges that any extended deterrence system typically encounters. In other words,
while France could offer substantial security guarantees to the entire European Union, the ulti-
mate control over the nuclear weapons, as well as the final authorisation for their potential use,
would, in all circumstances, remain firmly in French hands, raising questions about the degree of
trust that European allies would place in such an arrangement.

The effectiveness of this umbrella would be heavily compromised as long as French nuclear
weapons remain under French control and not under a centralised European authority, such as
the European Commission or a European-led military command. While the creation of such a
supranational authority would likely represent the most credible and politically balanced frame-
work, it is worth noting that US nuclear weapons deployed in Europe are also kept under exclusive
American control, with NATO functioning primarily as a consultative and coordinating structure.
In that sense, national control is not unique to the French case, but rather inherent to the current
NATO model.

This would give rise to credibility issues, as the French nuclear arsenal was developed precisely
under the belief that the protection offered by the American nuclear umbrella was insufficiently
credible.'” Furthermore, French deterrence might be perceived as less credible when the threat
occurs farther from French borders. This proximity is a key factor in the decision-making process
when it comes to the deployment of nuclear assets. As Tertrais'® puts it, the idea of France com-
mitting to defend distant territories like Finland or Estonia may seem just as unrealistic as it did
for the United States during the Cold War when they were tasked with the defence of cities like
Hamburg or Berlin. In this sense, France might prioritise its national security and strategic inter-
ests over those of other European nations, questioning whether it would consider an attack on a
distant member state worthy of its full nuclear response. This disparity in perceived threat prox-
imity could ultimately undermine the credibility of a French-led extended deterrence umbrella for
Europe.

Aside from the potential debate regarding the credibility of the nuclear sharing system and its
application within the European Union, it is important to note that the double-key system, in which
joint authorisation from two countries is required for the use of nuclear weapons, raises several

*Von Hlatky and Lambert-Deslandes, ‘Ukraine war and nuclear sharing’
1Gsrenson, “Tailoring deterrence for the High North’
Dumoulin and Michel, ‘La Belgique et les armes nucléaires’
12C¢line Jurgensen, ‘LCEurope, la France et la dissuasion nucléaire, Revue Défense Nationale, no. 821 (2019/6 no.
821), pp. 56-68, available at: {https://doi.org/10.3917/rdna.821.0056}.
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questions about its effectiveness as a deterrent, especially when compared to the highly centralised
structure of French nuclear deterrence.

In the current French model, decision-making related to nuclear deterrence is concentrated in a
small number of key figures, headed by the President of the Republic, who holds exclusive control
over the nuclear codes. Alongside the President, the Prime Minister, the Minister of Defence, and
senior military leaders, such as the CEMA (Chief of the Defence Staft) and the CEMP (Chief of
the Presidential Military Staff), are involved, supported by the Division of Nuclear Forces of the
Defence Staff (EMA/EN).!%

Additionally, the Nuclear Arms Council functions as a key consultative body within the National
Defence and Security Council, responsible for overseeing strategic decisions regarding the nuclear
arsenal.'® This structure ensures speed and efficiency in decision-making, which are essential for
maintaining the credibility of French deterrence. Therefore, the centralisation of control in a lim-
ited number of actors is seen as a crucial pillar to ensure the effectiveness of deterrence, as it
eliminates the possibility of delays or internal divisions during times of crisis.

As Tertrais'® explains, ‘The fact that deterrence ultimately relies on a single individual - elected
by direct universal suffrage - is seen as an element of the credibility of deterrence. The concen-
tration of power in one person ensures a clear and rapid chain of command, which is crucial in
emergency situations where reaction times can determine the success or failure of the deterrent
strategy.

The double-key system, in contrast, introduces greater complexity in decision-making, as con-
trol over nuclear weapons would be divided between France and another country. This model raises
several questions about the speed and effectiveness of the response to an imminent threat. In sce-
narios where quick action is required to maintain the credibility of deterrence, the need to obtain
approval from multiple actors could lead to significant delays, weakening the power of collective
deterrence in Europe.

The double-key system could introduce elements of uncertainty, not only in the decision-
making process, which is not necessarily negative, since ‘in reality, ambiguity and uncertainty
play a key role in nuclear strategies and thus contribute to incomplete information.'” However,
this uncertainty could also affect the political cohesion between the involved allies. The possibil-
ity that one of the countries might refuse to authorise the use of nuclear weapons could erode the
credibility of deterrence, giving adversaries the impression of cracks or indecision in the collective
stance. Unlike the French doctrine, where the decision lies solely with the President, a double-
key system requires consensus among the participating countries, which would inevitably prolong
reaction times by requiring negotiations and consultations. This could be seen as a vulnerability
in an international security environment characterised by the need for quick decision-making. In
this context, nuclear weapons under a double-key system would play a more symbolic or political
role than one that is strictly deterrent.

Conclusions

The analysis of the possibility of France taking on the role of nuclear provider in the European ‘dual-
key’ system, instead of the United States, unveils a complex scenario that encompasses a wide range
of technical, legal, political, and strategic challenges. While this approach could serve as a potential
response to the possible withdrawal of the United States from Europe and contribute to greater
European strategic autonomy, the implementation of a ‘dual-key’ system led by France would face
significant obstacles on various fronts. These challenges are not just logistical or technical, but they
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also touch upon deeply rooted geopolitical dynamics, strategic interests, and the broader security
architecture of Europe.

From a technical perspective, France certainly has the capacity to maintain a ‘dual-key’ sys-
tem with its European allies, particularly through its nuclear air component. However, the limited
number of French nuclear warheads and the necessity to adapt its nuclear vectors to the armed
forces of other European countries would require extensive logistical and operational coordina-
tion. Furthermore, this would likely involve the production of new nuclear warheads, given that
France is already operating within a framework of minimum deterrence.'”® This situation is not
entirely unfeasible, as the target figure of around 600 warheads was previously achieved by France
when its economic situation was less robust.'”

In addition to this, integrating the nuclear doctrines of European countries and conducting joint
military exercises, as France has already proposed,''® would be crucial to ensuring the interoper-
ability and effectiveness of such a system. This would likely involve adapting existing DCA systems
or exporting French Rafales and ASMP-A missiles to European partners, which is also technically
feasible and would be key in creating a unified deterrence system.

From a legal-political perspective, establishing a French-based ‘dual-key’ system does not seem
to require extensive legal reforms or additional political agreements beyond those that might
already exist between the interested states and the French Republic. However, it would be essential
to analyse whether this new system could be integrated into the existing NATO infrastructure,
which appears highly unlikely, given that France has chosen not to participate in the NPG.
Alternatively, the system could be funnelled into an ad hoc infrastructure or within the European
Union through a European Defence Council, which would provide an institutional framework to
manage the system.

The creation of a new command and control chain under a French-led system is not vastly
different from the existing systems currently used by countries participating in the American dual-
key system. Of course, there are specific characteristics of the dual-key system that make it less
operational in terms of reaction speed, decision-making efficiency, and, ultimately, the credibility
of deterrence. Unlike a system in which there is a single decision centre where decisions can be
made in a matter of minutes, a dual-key system would require consensus between two countries,
which inherently slows down response times. However, despite these challenges, there is nothing
intrinsically in a French-based dual-key system that suggests it would be less effective than an
American-based system. In fact, it could prove to be more effective, as it would align more closely
with European strategic priorities.

The political benefits of implementing this system, if it were to be adopted in the future, are par-
ticularly noteworthy. Firstly, it would significantly strengthen European integration and strategic
autonomy, making the entire group of European countries — and specifically those countries that
would host these systems - less dependent on the United States and the potential fluctuations in
US international policy. However, this shift could also generate a new form of dependency - this
time in France. Concentrating nuclear responsibilities in the hands of a single European state could
raise concerns about strategic asymmetry and the legitimacy of such leadership within the broader
European defence framework. On the other hand, the French-based dual-key system would serve
as a unique compromise between the two extremes that French nuclear doctrine has oscillated
between in recent decades. Specifically, it would reconcile the need to preserve France’s decision-
making autonomy over its nuclear weapons with the understanding that France is an integral part
of European integration, has interests in its allied states, and is connected to their fate. The dual-key
system would allow France to ‘share’ deterrence without ‘sharing’ the weapons themselves, main-
taining its autonomy in decision-making while offering a form of nuclear ‘umbrella’ to its European
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partners — an umbrella that, as we have seen, could be quantitatively similar to the one the United
States has historically provided.

One of the most critical challenges of a French-led dual-key system lies in the fundamental issue
of credibility. While France possesses a fully independent nuclear arsenal and has demonstrated
its long-term commitment to maintaining a credible deterrent, the effectiveness of an extended
nuclear umbrella depends on not only capabilities but also the perceived willingness to use them in
defence of others. Historically, France developed its nuclear arsenal precisely because it viewed the
American nuclear umbrella as insufficiently credible.'!! This raises an important paradox: if France
itself doubted the reliability of US extended deterrence, why would European allies — especially
those further from French territory — place full trust in a French nuclear guarantee?

Furthermore, the credibility of such a system would be influenced by France’s strategic calculus.
French nuclear doctrine has been primarily centred on the protection of French sovereignty and
vital interests, and while recent statements suggest a greater openness to European security con-
siderations, this does not necessarily translate into a firm commitment to defend any European
country as if it were France itself. As Tertrais''* points out, France’s willingness to resort to nuclear
escalation decreases as the threat moves further from its borders. This geographic and strategic
limitation could generate concerns among European partners, particularly in Central and Eastern
Europe, where the perceived threat from Russia is most acute. If France hesitated to fully embrace
the idea of an extended American deterrent during the Cold War, it is unlikely that nations like the
Baltic states or Nordic countries would find a French-led dual-key system more credible than the
existing US framework.

This issue is further compounded by the structure of a dual-key system itself, which inherently
adds layers of decision-making complexity. Unlike a centralised nuclear command, where a single
authority can take swift action, a dual-key arrangement requires consensus between France and the
host country, potentially delaying response times in a crisis scenario. Given that nuclear deterrence
relies heavily on the adversary’s belief in an immediate and decisive response, any hesitation or
ambiguity in the decision-making chain could undermine the very purpose of the system.

Ultimately, while it is technically possible to implement a French-led dual-key nuclear system,
its viability will depend on a range of interconnected factors. These include the political willing-
ness of European countries to redefine their collective security frameworks, France’s ability to lead
in an inclusive and cooperative manner, and NATO’s ability to integrate this new system into its
defence strategy without compromising the cohesion of the Alliance. The transition towards a more
European-led nuclear deterrence system represents a strategic opportunity, but it also demands a
significant political and diplomatic commitment to overcome the numerous challenges it presents.
This is a complex issue, and although it offers potential benefits in terms of autonomy and political
integration, it also poses substantial risks that must be carefully weighed.
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