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Is Vladimir Putin bluffing or should we be worried
about his new 'miracle weapons'?

By Matthew Sussex
Posted March 02, 2018 13:54:49

VIDEO: Vladimir Putin says Russia has tested an array of new strategic nuclear weapons. (ABC News)

"Nobody listened to Russia," said Vladimir Putin at
his annual state of the nation speech on Thursday.
"Well, listen up now."

The source of Putin's confidence was some major
and potentially disturbing announcements about
Russia's military power. Like the US President's
State of the Union addresses, these speeches are
usually intended for domestic consumption: to list
the achievements of the government, to bolster
morale, and to encourage the citizenry to rally
behind the flag.

Putin certainly doesn't need to worry about the
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upcoming presidential election this year. In fact, he hasn't even bothered campaigning. In 2017 he overtook
the Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev to become the second-longest serving Russian ruler behind Josef Stalin.
He controls the media, is intolerant of dissent and has no real political rivals. Putin is also genuinely popular,

and is regarded by Russians as a political moderate.

A leader in need of good news

However Putin does need good news stories for a Russian public concerned about corruption, the economy,

government services and standards of living.

Typically he has relied on his foreign policy successes to sell the message of a muscular and confident
Russia. Whether in Crimea, Ukraine, or Iran and the Middle East, relating great triumphs has become central

to Putin's public messaging.

Fact Check

More

UNSUPPORTED BROWSER

The browser you are using to view
this page is no longer supported by
ABC News. We recommend you
update to a more modern browser.

Environment News

Is Putin bluffing? It's hard to say how
worried the West should be

Shorten 'doesn't like' Adani mine but
‘can't ban it because of sovereign
risk'

Latest weapon in fight against Qld
fruit flies unleashed

TOP STORIES

+ 330,000 Holdens to be recalled
over faulty airbags

+ Jacinda Ardern asks Australia
not to deport Kiwi citizens who
have never visited NZ

+ 'Go home and use heat pack’,
man with broken neck told

* Analysis: Bullying claim behind
Cash outburst is clutching at
straws

- Superyacht wanted by FBI
seized in Bali amid hunt for
missing billions

+ Vision-impaired people were
invited to test QR's new train —
it never arrived

+ Opinion: Is Putin bluffing or
should we be worried about his
new 'miracle weapons'?

- Prosecutors withdraw one
historical charge against George
Pell

* Beyonce orders Australian 'Bey
Dance' fan school to 'cease and
desist'

+ 'Coward punch'in pub leaves
19yo blind in one eye 2

* Analysis: When Mardi Gras is
over, Indigenous LGBTI people
still walk a difficult path

- The good news week to get you
through the final hours of Friday

+ Shorten 'doesn't like' Adani mine
but 'can't ban it because of
sovereign risk'

- Opinion: How celebrity power
can affect the stock market

* Trump catches White House
officials off guard, announcing
tariffs on steel, aluminium
imports

- Analysis: Yes, the 'cheerleader
effect' is real 2

+ 15 questions to ask your partner
about money

+ 'Beautiful, darling boy' chokes to
death on bouncy ball

- SPORT Teenage Terminator'
blows away opposition at Comm
Games swim trials


http://www.abc.net.au/
javascript:;
http://www.abc.net.au/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/
http://www.abc.net.au/iview/
http://www.abc.net.au/tv/
http://www.abc.net.au/radio/
http://www.abc.net.au/children/
https://shop.abc.net.au/
http://www.abc.net.au/more/
http://mobile.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/is-vladimir-putin-bluffing-on-nuclear-weapons/9502240?pfm=sm
javascript:;
http://search.abc.net.au/s/search.html?collection=abcall_meta&form=simple
http://www.abc.net.au/news/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/australia/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/weather/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/justin/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/politics/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/world/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/business/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/sport/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/science/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/health/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/arts-culture/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/analysis-and-opinion/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/factcheck/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/more/
http://www2b.abc.net.au/EAF/View/MailToQuery.aspx?http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/is-vladimir-putin-bluffing-on-nuclear-weapons/9502240
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/president-vladimir-putin-boasts-of-russias/9501656
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/vladimir-putin-boasts-russias-unstoppable-nuclear-weapons/9500866
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-02-17/russian-defendants-conduct-information-warfare-against-the-us/9457942
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-02-20/australia-should-introduce-magnitsky-act-aimed-at-putins-cronies/9464060
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-02-22/russia-linked-bots-are-trying-to-make-the-world-an-angrier-place/9473242
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-02-24/russia-defender-of-the-fatherland-day-vladimir-putin/9481268
http://maps.google.com/?q=60,100(Russian Federation)&z=5
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/vladimir-putin/9502580
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-04-29/web-browser-support/5418754
http://www.abc.net.au/news/environment/
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/is-vladimir-putin-bluffing-on-nuclear-weapons/9502240?section=environment
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/shorten-says-he-cant-ban-adani-mine-because-of-sovereign-risk/9503100?section=environment
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/latest-weapon-in-the-fight-against-qld-fruit-flies/9499218?section=environment
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/takata-airbags-holden-names-models-affected-by-recall/9503086
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/jacinda-ardern-asks-australia-not-to-deport-kiwi-citizens/9501924
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/hospital-told-man-with-broken-neck-to-go-home-and-apply-heatpack/9502392
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/michaelia-cash-parliament-sex-slur-working-women-barnaby-joyce/9501670
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/australians-on-seized-superyacht-wanted-by-fbi-police-say/9501528
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/vision-impaired-group-invited-to-test-new-train-it-never-arrived/9503254
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/is-vladimir-putin-bluffing-on-nuclear-weapons/9502240
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/george-pell-prosecutors-withdraw-one-historical-charge/9501776
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/beyonce-orders-australian-fan-school-to-cease-and-desist/9484520
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/man-suffers-serious-facial-injuries-in-attack-armed-robbery/9502126
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/after-mardi-gras-indigenous-lgbti-people-walk-a-lonely-road/9502268
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/good-news-that-made-us-smile/9499292
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/shorten-says-he-cant-ban-adani-mine-because-of-sovereign-risk/9503100
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/snap-inc-kylie-jenner-stock-market-celebrities-marketing/9493736
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/trump-to-impose-tariffs-on-imports-of-steel-and-aluminum/9501518
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/cheerleader-effect-attraction-tinder-facebook-online-dating/9501848
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/questions-to-ask-your-partner-about-money/9349162
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/tasmanian-toddler-chokes-on-small-ball2c-prompting-outpouring-/9499166
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/meet-australian-swimmings-new-terminator-ariarne-titmus/9501862
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-02/cricketer-profile-darcy-short-australia/9500506
http://www.abc.net.au/news/paul-donoughue/6306596
http://www.abc.net.au/news/carl-smith/5510224
http://www.abc.net.au/news/eliza-borrello/4852288

* SPORT How a 'fat and sloppy'
struggling youngster broke
cricket records to sign a
$775,000 contract =1

Get the headlines to
your mobile. o
MNEWS on Messenger

CONNECT WITH ABC NEWS

Il B ¥
Yu@@ %

News Podcasts %

Catch up with ABC

PHOTO: Putin set a slew of ambitious economic goals, vowing to boost living standards, improve health care and education and

build modern infrastructure in a state-of-the-nation address. (AP: Alexander Zemlianichenko) News programs.
This time, though, Putin's remarks were aimed just as much at international audiences as local ones. He GOT A NEWS TIP?
unveiled a suite of new weapons that included "invincible" nuclear-powered cruise missiles (shown flying ’

. . . . If you have inside knowledge of a
around the world before ominously approaching Florida), and hard-to-detect drone submarines that could topic in the news, contact the ABC.

destroy an enemy's ports without giving any warning time to react.

-~ . n
So how concerned should we be about Putin's new miracle weapons”? NEWS IN YOUR INBOX

If true, the biggest potential game-changer is the intercontinental missile. Cruise missiles are small and Top headlines, analysis, breakidarertafo
agile, which makes them very hard to detect and intercept. But they are limited in range due to their size.

If Russia's defence scientists have succeeded in producing a miniaturised nuclear propulsion system for ABC BACKSTORY

cruise missiles — which can carry payloads of nuclear weapons — it is a major development. ABC teams share the story behind
the story and insights into the
making of digital, TV and radio

content.
Russia's poor missile record
For decades Moscow has chafed against US-led missile defence technology, claiming that it makes the EDITORIAL POLICIES
world more unstable: not only by undermining Russia's nuclear deterrent, but giving the US and its allies a Read about our editorial guiding

principles and the enforceable

shield behind which they could strike with impunity. standard our journalists follow.

By shifting the balance from verifiable deterrence towards surprise, this new system could change the
strategic calculus considerably.

But we should also be sceptical about Putin's claims, at least in the short term.

It is one thing to prove a concept (which in this case was first mooted more than 50 years ago), and another
thing entirely to ensure it works reliably, let alone deploy it.

Russian missile tests have had a poor track record recently, with the unfortunate habit of blowing up on their
launch pads. And the Kremlin's enthusiasm for maskirovka — miilitary arts by deception — has become
embedded in Russian strategic thinking in every field, from information warfare and cyber operations to
conventional military doctrine.

The upshot? We can't be sure this isn't just an elaborate bluff or exaggeration on Putin's part.

The US relationship worsening

That said, Putin's speech further ups the ante on the US, which announced in its 2018 Nuclear Posture
Review that it would modernise its nuclear arsenal. And as much as Donald Trump has sought to cast Putin
as a potential ally, in reality the relationship has soured further.

In recent years Russia has reoccupied Crimea and
effectively cut Ukraine in half, embarked on a
massive military modernisation program, deepened
the humanitarian emergency in Syria, actively
sought to militarise the Arctic, undermined European
centrist parties through the refugee crisis,
strengthened its strategic relationship with China,
and undertaken massive disinformation campaigns
in the US and EU.

Step aside Vladimir Putin

It has also permanently deployed short-range
nuclear missiles in Kaliningrad (which covers the
Baltics, Poland and Germany) and sought to Russia is facing a pressing challenge ahead of its own
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elections — winning over a new generation that's turning its

reintegrate tactical nuclear weapons into its military
back on Mr Putin.

doctrine.

Putin's nuclear posturing is especially important. It

signals that Russian military planners consider nukes as weapons to be used on battlefields, not just
psychological tools to deter others. This compounds the Kremlin's brinkmanship about the potential for
conflict with the West, since its "escalate to de-escalate" doctrine implies it might respond with nuclear
weapons in any conventional war.

A sign of Putin's weakness?
There is also a good case to be made that Putin's posturing is actually a sign of weakness.

If he has to resort to brandishing his nuclear arsenal rather than demonstrate solid outcomes for his people,
it is a marker of how poorly Russian society is travelling.

Indeed, over the course of his speech Putin had to address some of those concerns, promising to raise life
expectancy from 73 to 80 years, doubling health care spending, increase pensions and bring 14 million
Russians out of poverty over the next six years.

Time will tell if he is successful, but it will be tough to accomplish.

One thing is certain, though. Nuclear politics is firmly back on the agenda in the troubled Russia-West
relationship.

Putin wants others to listen up, and he will achieve that with his new weapons. But what matters more is
how we respond.

Matthew Sussex is associate professor and academic director at the National Security College at
the Australian National University. Twitter: matthew_sussex

Topics: world-politics, government-and-politics, nuclear-issues, unrest-conflict-and-war, foreign-affairs, russian-federation
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