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U.S. Defense Secretary Ash Carter speaks at a news conference at the Pentagon in Washington.

The United States will switch on its controversial European missile defense system on May 12
despite heightened tensions between Russia and the West. The project was sold by
Washington a decade ago as a shield for NATO allies in Europe from Iranian missiles, but
perceived in Moscow as a direct threat to the credibility of Russia's nuclear deterrence.

“We now have the capability to protect NATO in Europe,” U.S. Deputy Secretary of Defense
Robert Work was quoted by Reuters as saying on May 11. “The Iranians are increasing their
capabilities and we have to be ahead of that.” Work added that the system, installed at a
Romanian air base, is not directed toward Russia.

His assurances are sure to fall on deaf ears in Moscow, where the issue of missile defense has
been one of the most toxic third-rails in U.S.-Russia bilateral relations since the end of the
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Cold War. In recent years, Washington has sought to assuage Russian fears that the missile
shield is directed at Moscow’s missiles, and that it is not even capable of intercepting them.
The Kremlin has continued to oppose the plans.

The prospect of an U.S. missile defense system on Russia's doorstep is a bleak one for
Moscow's military thinkers. Despite intense investments in military modernization under
President Vladimir Putin, Russia's conventional armed forces remain relatively weak. Nuclear
missiles remain the Kremlin's only reliable means of ensuring a national defense on any
front.

The Romanian missile-defense site will form the heart of a larger network of U.S. ships armed
with radars and missile interceptors. These ships regularly patrol the Mediterranean Sea and
occasionally enter the Baltic or Black Sea closer to Russia.

NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg will join Work in Romania on May 12 to inaugurate
the missile shield. Shortly after going online, control over the U.S.-build missile shield will be
handed over to NATO command. On May 13, construction of a second missile defense
installation will begin. The site, located in Poland, is expected to go online in 2018. 
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