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out to be the critical confidence-
building measure it was originally
conceived to be. For one thing, the in-
creasing availability of high-resolution
satellite imagery threatens to make it
obsolete. Also, political squabbles
and mutual distrust could hamper its
successful implementation.

From the early Cold 
War to today
President Dwight D. Eisenhower first
proposed Open Skies at the 1955
Geneva Summit. In the years imme-
diately preceding the summit, the
United States and Soviet Union had
successfully tested hydrogen bombs,
pushing Cold War tensions to a new

high. Eisenhower thought that over-
flights would help reduce tensions
and build trust. He also hoped the
treaty would play a role in monitor-
ing and verifying arms control agree-
ments. The Soviets, however, rejected
the proposal as a U.S. attempt to spy
on their territory. 

In 1989, the Bush administration
revived the idea of aerial inspections.
It saw Open Skies as a test of Presi-
dent Mikhail Gorbachev’s commit-
ment to glasnost. Although Gor-
bachev responded favorably to the
idea, treaty negotiations had to
weather a number of political crises,
including a failed coup attempt
against Gorbachev, the break up of
the Soviet Union, and the dissolution

“OPEN SKIES”—A TREATY ALLOWING 
suspicious nations to fly over and
scrutinize their potential enemies—
was first proposed in 1955. It re-
mained largely just an idea until last
November 2, when Russia and Be-
larus became the final required
countries to deposit their instru-
ments of ratification to the Open
Skies Treaty, an agreement between
27 NATO and former Warsaw Pact
nations allowing pre-arranged but
unrestricted aerial reconnaissance
flights over member territories. The
treaty entered into force on January
1, 2002. 

Although Open Skies is a welcome
and long-overdue addition to the
global security regime, it may not turn

Agency for Nuclear Projects—no.
Tunnels are a prominent feature of
the Union Pacific’s main line
through southeastern Nevada, the
most likely route for shipments using
a newly built rail spur or an “inter-
modal” transfer facility at Caliente.
According to the agency, there are
eight tunnels on the Union Pacific
route between the Utah-Nevada bor-
der and Caliente, and seven tunnels
between Las Vegas and Caliente.
And if the rail spur running to the
repository originates between Carlin
and Battle Mountain in northern
Nevada, rail shipments would travel
through as many as five tunnels after
entering Nevada at West Wendover. 

These are just the tunnels that
shipments would have to travel
through in remote areas of Nevada;

there are many more along other
routes being considered. Studies by
Nevada and Energy include 43 states
through which shipments are expect-
ed to travel, including 109 cities with
populations greater than 100,000.
Depending on how shipments are
conducted, there could be as many as
96,300 shipments of spent nuclear
fuel moving from civilian nuclear
power plants, as well as from Energy
Department weapons facilities. 

Who should be concerned? Major-
ity Whip Harry Reid, the Democratic
senator from Nevada, hopes that ev-
eryone will start “flexing their mus-
cles about the reestablishment of nu-
clear power in this country, that we
recognize first that there has to be
something done with the waste asso-
ciated with nuclear power.” In a

press conference last July he noted
that under proposed plans, the
70,000 tons of high-level nuclear
waste destined for Yucca Mountain
will pass within a mile of 60 million
people. 

Given heightened concern about
terrorist attacks at nuclear power
plants, however, Reid’s solution to
the waste problem doesn’t sound
ideal, either:

“What we should do with nuclear
waste is leave it where it is,” he said.
“The scientists say it would be safe
for a hundred years. And then, dur-
ing that period of time, there might
be some idea as to what could be
done with these spent fuel rods.” �

Bret Lortie is managing editor of the
Bulletin.
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of the Warsaw Pact.
The treaty was signed in March

1992. By 1995, 22 states had ratified
the treaty. The only holdouts were
the former Soviet republics of Russia,
Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan, Belarus, and
Georgia. The others argued that they
would ratify the treaty only after its
ratification by Russia, where power
struggles and political turmoil kept
the treaty in limbo for most of the
1990s. 

Plans to put Open Skies into oper-
ation began in the early 1990s. The
Open Skies Consultative Commis-
sion (OSCC), a body created by the
treaty to handle compliance issues
and aid in the interpretation of treaty
provisions, met regularly between
1992 and 1997. There have also
been numerous trial flights since
1992 involving several treaty mem-
bers. By fall 2001, the United States
had conducted 72 joint trial flights,
mostly over the territories of NATO
countries. Russia has participated in
more than 60 trial flights.

Russian concerns
A major hurdle to Russian ratifica-
tion was the continued distrust
among Russian officials, particular-
ly communists and hardline nation-
alists, of the United States and
Western Europe. Many viewed the

overflights, together with the east-
ern expansion of NATO, as part
and parcel of a revived containment
strategy. 

Fueling Russian concerns were the
divergent approaches taken by Rus-
sia and the United States. Russia
wanted to group Open Skies with a
larger “negotiation basket” that tied
it and similar confidence-building
measures to progress on various
arms control agreements—in partic-
ular, the Comprehensive Test Ban
Treaty and the Chemical Weapons
Convention. But the United States ar-
gued that they should be treated sep-
arately. The United States also
aroused Russian suspicions by vigor-
ously arguing its case at the Organi-
zation for Security and Cooperation
in Europe. When Vladimir Putin
came to power, though, he delinked
Open Skies from other negotiations. 

Another problem was the Russian
military, which continues to be skep-
tical about openness. As one State
Department official told me, “Russia
is still not as forthcoming as it should
be about its military matters.”

Russia has also expressed concern
over the costs of implementing the
treaty. According to U.S. and Euro-
pean negotiators, much of this prob-
lem stems from Russia’s insistence on
exercising the treaty’s “taxi option.”
In early treaty negotiations, the Sovi-

et Union argued that other countries
might hide illegal sensors from in-
spectors and collect intelligence dam-
aging to its national security if they
were allowed to use their own air-
craft. To allay these concerns, nego-
tiators agreed to give members the
right to force an observing country to
use host aircraft. Russia—like all
member states—must pay for the
flights it conducts. It will also have to
cover part of the costs for hosting
observation flights. These added
costs are likely to increase in the
years to come because so many coun-
tries want to take a look at areas in
Russia. 

Treaty specifics
Each state party is required to accept
a certain number of observation
flights, called its “passive quota.”
That number is used to determine its
“active quota,” or the number of
flights it can conduct. No country is
required to accept more flights than
it is allowed to undertake. 

The larger the country, the greater
the number of observation flights it
must accept (and, as a result, the
more it can conduct). But strict pro-
portionality need not be followed.
For instance, in order to have a more
influential role in the treaty process,
Britain, France, Germany, Italy, and
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Turkey have agreed to quotas greater
than the maximum specified by their
geographic size. 

The treaty also establishes “initial
passive quotas.” Both the Belarus/
Russia group (these two countries
have formed a treaty coalition) and
the United States must accept as
many as 42 flights per year. Seven
countries have quotas of 12, and the
remaining smaller countries, from
two to seven. However, in the first
“treaty year,” which will actually
cover a two-year period—from Jan-
uary 1, 2002 to December 31,
2003—member states need not ac-
cept more than two-thirds of their
quotas. This means that Belarus/
Russia and the United States can cap
the number of overflights of their ter-
ritories at 28. 

A country planning an overflight
must notify all treaty members 72
hours before the flight. After the ob-
servers arrive at a designated point of
entry, the host state can ask for a
one-day waiting period before the
flight begins. During this time, the
host may inspect the observer’s air-
craft. Both parties also meet to dis-
cuss the proposed flight plan.

Four types of sensors can be used
to gather data: standard framing and
panoramic black-and-white cameras
with 30-centimeter resolution; 30-
centimeter resolution video cameras
that use magnetic tape; infrared scan-
ning systems with 50-centimeter res-
olution; and 3-meter resolution syn-
thetic aperture radars. The treaty
explicitly bars the collection of sig-
nals intelligence. 

Representatives from the observing
state must place each unit of film or
tape in a container and seal it in the
presence of host representatives. The
data is then shared with all treaty
members. Data cannot be transmit-
ted during flights. 

The future of Open Skies
Now that the treaty has entered into
force, additional states are likely to
join. (A few days after Russia and

Belarus submitted their ratification
instruments, Finland and Sweden an-
nounced that they intended to join
the treaty at the earliest possible
date.) All former Soviet states are eli-
gible for admission at any time, and
during the treaty’s first six months
states belonging to the Organization
for Security and Cooperation in Eu-
rope can apply for membership. All
other countries can apply at the end
of the first six months. 

The treaty may also be modified.
Several states, including the United
States, have expressed an interest in
lowering the 30-centimeter resolu-
tion limit on imagery, a move that
would bring the treaty into the mod-
ern world, where higher quality im-
agery has been available on the open
market for some time. Digital imag-
ing may also be allowed at some
point. Further, the treaty could even-
tually cover activities not originally
envisioned by negotiators, including
Russian surveillance of U.S. missile
defense installations and monitoring
of the earth’s environment. 

Open Skies faces several lingering
political concerns. Many countries
are worried about potential security
threats from a resurgent Russia. As a
result, Belarus/Russia’s initial passive
quota of 28 overflights is being
divvied up among 11 states. (By
comparison, the U.S. initial quota is
minuscule—only Russia wants to fly
American skies, which it will do only
four times over the next two years.)
Competition for access to Russian
skies will become more intense as
membership expands.

Russia, which is slated to accept
the most flights (about one-third of
all flights in the first year), has al-
ready raised the idea of decreasing
its yearly quota to less than 42
flights. Although a State Department
official told me that the United
States “is willing to consider this op-
tion,” the United States will proba-
bly insist on having its own quota
reduced.

The costs of implementing the
treaty also remain a point of con-

tention, in particular the extra costs
that will result from Russia’s insis-
tence on exercising the taxi option.
The United States and Europe, which
have subsidized Russia’s participa-
tion in test flights and will likely con-
tinue to assist Russia for some time,
view these costs as an unnecessary
burden.

Finally, there is the question of the
treaty’s relevance in the post–Cold
War world. The idea of using aerial
reconnaissance to enhance interna-
tional security made sense in the
1950s, when planes were the best ob-
servation tool available. In the late
1980s, Open Skies continued to be a
suitable method of building trust be-
tween Cold War adversaries. And
when the treaty was finally signed in
1992, it was widely believed that
flights would quickly follow and
prove helpful in thawing latent Cold
War tensions.

Now, nearly 50 years after it was
first proposed, Open Skies seems an-
tiquated. In a sense, it is a fair-
weather friend, the product of a fa-
vorable international climate—just as
its past failures were the result of
mutual distrust and suspicion. Still,
whether Open Skies will have a posi-
tive impact on security remains un-
certain, especially in light of the
squabbles over quotas. The State De-
partment official I spoke with said
that the United States would recon-
sider its commitment to the treaty if
it caused an increase in tensions. 

While the treaty will give many
states access to quality intelligence for
the first time, better intelligence is al-
ready available from high-resolution
satellite imagery operated by com-
mercial remote sensing providers and
as a result of national technical
means. In contrast, Open Skies seems
quaint. Until the treaty allows mod-
ern sensing capabilities, its promise
cannot be truly fulfilled. �
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Pennsylvania.


