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The 2020 US election will be held on November 3, with voters having to choose 

between incumbent Republican President, Donald Trump, and Democratic 

challenger Joe Biden. While the build-up to the elections will most likely focus on 

the COVID-19 pandemic, climate change and the current state of racism in the US, 

the issue of nuclear disarmament could easily be pushed to the side. Given the vast 

ideological differences between the two candidates, the result of the 2020 US 

election will determine future US nuclear weapons policy for years to come. 

President Trump’s Nuclear Weapons Policy 

Since taking office in January 2017, President Trump has overseen a nuclear weapons policy that was 

in many ways a massive shift from the typical US approach. 

In terms of foreign policy, President Trump has preferred unilateralism over multilateralism. The 

Trump administration’s swift withdrawals from the JCPOA (Iran nuclear deal) and the INF treaty, as 

well as an imminent withdrawal from the Open Skies Treaty are a reversal of several decades of US 

belief in international cooperation when it comes to the nuclear arena. A possible withdrawal from 

the New START and a return to nuclear testing for the first time in 28 years only confirm President 

Trump’s disregard for nuclear disarmament. 

President Trump has, on more than one occasion, resorted to a nuclear weapons policy that can only 

be described as nuclear brinksmanship. He withdrew from the JCPOA in the hopes of forcing Iran 
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into signing a new deal; a move which almost resulted in a military conflict between the two states. 

He has used the same tactics, without much success, in the New START negotiations with Russia, 

where he initially refused to extend the treaty unless China was brought to the table. Indeed, his 

talks with North Korean Supreme Leader, Kim Jong-un have followed the same pattern after he 

threatened North Korea with “fire and fury like the world has never seen.”1 

On the domestic front, President Trump’s nuclear spending is another cause for concern. According 

to a report by ICAN, the US spent US$35.4 billion on nuclear weapons in 2019,an increase from the 

$29.6 billion spent the previous year.2The US nuclear weapon spending in 2019 accounted for 

almost half of global nuclear spending. A Congressional Budget Office (CBO) report on the Projected 

Costs of US Nuclear Forces, 2019 to 2028shows that if the current trend for nuclear spending is 

followed, the US nuclear forces would cost US$494 billion over the next 10years, US$94 billion more 

than CBO’s previous estimate for the 2017-2026 period.3 

 

Source: “Surging US Nuclear Weapons Budget a Growing Danger,” Arms Control Association, March 18, 2020, 
https://www.armscontrol.org/issue-briefs/2020-03/surging-us-nuclear-weapons-budget-growing-

danger 
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This dramatic increase in nuclear spending, however, was simply a continuation of previous US 

policy of nuclear modernization. The former US President, Barack Obama, had authorized a nuclear 

modernization of US nuclear triad and production facilities; a program that would cost $1.2 trillion 

over 30-years.4Therefore, in terms of nuclear spending, President Trump has simply built on the 

foundation set by his predecessor.  

The Trump Administration has also introduced plans to develop and deploy two new types of 

missiles armed with low-yield nuclear warheads; one a submarine-launched cruise missile and the 

other a submarine-launched ballistic missile.5 Another disturbing development was highlighted in 

the 2018 Nuclear Posture Review, which signalled a change in the US policy by stating that the US 

could use nuclear weapons in response to “significant non-nuclear strategic attacks,”6 as opposed to 

against nuclear attacks only. Such actions lower the threshold of nuclear weapons use and make 

global cooperation on nuclear disarmament difficult.  

It is safe to say that if re-elected in November, President Trump would carry on with the same 

nuclear weapons policy. This combination of unilateralism, nuclear brinksmanship and increased 

nuclear spending will only serve to destabilize the global nuclear disarmament regime and increase 

tensions between major nuclear states. There are already many indications that a modern nuclear 

arms race is underway, with rapid advancements being made in missile systems, cyber warfare and 

artificial intelligence, to name a few. Four more years of similar aggressive actions from President 

Trump would only give major states more incentives to invest in this arms race, which could have 

disastrous consequences. 

Joe Biden’s Possible Nuclear Weapons Policy 

If Joe Biden were to win the election in November, one could very well see an attempt to return to 

many Obama era nuclear weapons policies. 

Biden, who was Vice-President during the Obama administration, has been an advocate of nuclear 

disarmament and non-proliferation for many years. He has stated that he will restore “arms control 
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and non-proliferation as a central pillar of the US global leadership.”7He has repeatedly criticized 

President Trump’s nuclear policies and has vowed to move away from them. Biden called a possible 

return to nuclear testing by President Trump “as reckless as it is dangerous.”8He has stated that he 

will re-enter, strengthen and extend the JCPOA, while also pursuing an extension of the New START. 

He is against the deployment of low-yield nuclear warheads and has stated his commitment to a No-

First-Use (NFU) policy. While the Biden campaign has not explicitly stated its nuclear weapons 

policies towards other nuclear weapons states, a shift from President Trump’s policies seems likely.  

To what extent a possible Biden administration would be able to overturn President Trump’s nuclear 

policies though, is still unclear. Re-entering the JCPOA would be no easy feat and a possible Biden 

administration would only have two weeks to extend the New START after the inauguration. Given 

President Trump’s unilateralism over the past 4 years, Biden might have to make major concessions 

to other states for the US to be seen as a global leader again.  

Biden’s stance on nuclear modernization and spending, however, is expected to be quite similar to 

that of President Trump’s. Earlier in 2017, he credited former President Obama’s nuclear 

modernization program with “setting in motion steps to preserve a safe, secure and effective 

nuclear deterrent.”9He has indicated that he would not cut the Pentagon budgets, and has said: “We 

have to focus more on unmanned capacity, cyber and IT…some (advisors) have suggested in certain 

areas the budget is going to have to be increased.”10Indeed, nuclear modernization is an issue which 

has historically had bipartisan support in the US Congress. 

When trying to predict what nuclear weapons policy a possible Biden administration might have, it is 

important to consider the vastly different global environment today than the one under the Obama 

administration. A resurgent Russia and rapidly growing China mean that the US will find it difficult to 

cut back on defense spending. Indeed, the 2018 Nuclear Posture Review recognizes this return to 
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great power competition.11 North Korea and Iran have also stated their desire to build up their 

nuclear programs. All these factors mean that, if elected President in November, Joe Biden will 

certainly have a tough time backing up his words when it comes to nuclear disarmament. 

Conclusion 

When it comes to the future of both the US and global nuclear weapons policy, the significance of 

the 2020 US elections cannot be overstated. Both President Trump and former Vice-President Biden 

have proposed vastly different policies when it comes to nuclear disarmament but mostly agree on 

the direction the US is going in terms of nuclear modernization and spending. Russia, China and 

other nuclear states will be eagerly following the upcoming US election, as their future nuclear 

weapons policies will be affected. The next few years are crucial in terms of global nuclear 

disarmament, as not only is the global environment constantly changing, but important 

advancements are being made in terms of emerging technologies. Global cooperation will be 

necessary now more than ever to navigate these uncharted waters. Whoever occupies the Oval 

Office come January, be it, Trump or Biden, will certainly have some important decisions to make.   
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