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Abstract:

The collapse of the Soviet Union in December 1991 constituted a fundamental transformation in the international
system. It not only brought the Cold War to an end but also resulted in the emergence of fifteen independent states
that found themselves confronted with a substantial military, economic, and political legacy. Ukraine was among
the most important of these states, not only because of its geographical location, population, and economic weight,
but also because a significant portion of the Soviet strategic nuclear arsenal was stationed on its territory. Upon
gaining independence, Ukraine inherited approximately 1,900 strategic nuclear warheads, in addition to 176
intercontinental ballistic missiles and 44 strategic bombers. Numerically, this appeared to make Ukraine the third-
largest nuclear power in the world. However, this picture requires some qualification, as these weapons were
inherited from the Soviet military system, and Ukraine did not, at that time, possess a fully independent national
system of command and control, maintenance, and operation.

Nevertheless, the presence of this arsenal provided the newly established Ukrainian state with an important
strategic asset at a highly sensitive stage. Ukraine therefore had to choose between attempting to retain the arsenal
and developing an independent national nuclear force, or relinquishing it and joining the international nuclear
non-proliferation regime in exchange for security, economic, and political arrangements. Kyiv ultimately chose
the second path. Negotiations resulted in the elimination of the nuclear weapons and Ukraine’s accession to the
Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of nuclear weapons as a non-nuclear-weapon state, in return for receiving security
assurances as well as economic and technical assistance.
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The events of 2014, followed by Russia’s full-scale invasion in 2022, revived the question of whether Ukraine
had made a mistake by relinquishing its nuclear arsenal, and whether it had done so in exchange for a verbal
American commitment to prevent an attack against it or to keep it outside the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) ?

The answer, however, appears to be more complex than this commonly circulated narrative suggests. The issue
was not a simple bargain between “nuclear weapons” and “neutrality”; rather, it was a broader international
settlement linked to preventing nuclear proliferation and restructuring European security in the post-Cold War
era.

Keywords: Ukraine; Russia; United States of America; Russo-Ukrainian War; Ukrainian Nuclear Arsenal,
Budapest Memorandum.
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