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Weapons of mass destruction (WMD) are chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear 
(CBRN) weapons or devices capable of a high order of destruction and/or causing mass 
casualties.  WMD does not include the means of transporting or propelling the weapon, 
where such means is a separable and divisible part of the weapon and/or high-yield 
explosives.  This annex uses CBRN weapons and WMD interchangeably.  CBRN 
weapons have the potential to cause mass effects, which could lead to adversary use 
that inflicts significant casualties on military forces, degrades the effectiveness of US 
combat and operational support units, and counters US conventional military superiority. 
Employment of these weapons also may create secondary political and psychological 
effects exceeding their direct, immediate effects on military operations.  Due to the 
potential for catastrophic effects, US national leadership identifies specific policy 
objectives to counter the proliferation and use of WMD. 
 
During the Cold War, US military planners anticipated the use of CBRN weapons during 
major combat operations, largely conducted overseas, and in the context of a bilateral 
balance of power with the former Soviet Union and associated proxy states.  In the 
contemporary operational environment, characterized by a multipolar international 
system, the WMD threat has evolved and become more complex.  The possibility of 
adversary state use of WMD against US forces remains a significant concern, even with 
the success of some international nonproliferation and arms control regimes.   
 
The Air Force Strategic Environment Assessment (2014-2034) assesses that US 
adversaries, to include non-state actors, will continue to pursue CBRN weapons and 
related materials.  CBRN agent and material proliferation threats include adversary sale, 
transfer, theft, and acquisition of delivery systems and agents, as well as dual-use items 
and material not on export control lists.  Furthermore, technological advances and the 
greater availability of information may enable state and non-state actors to develop 
advanced WMD delivery systems and agents. 
 
As with Air Force projections, the Department of Defense’s (DOD’s) strategic 
assessments also anticipate an increasingly complex, global WMD threat.  To address 
the full spectrum of current and projected WMD threats, the Department of Defense 
Strategy for Countering Weapons of Mass Destruction (DODS CWMD) establishes 
three strategic end states: no new WMD possession; no WMD use; and minimize WMD 
effects.  To achieve these end states, the DODS CWMD outlines a continuous process 
for countering adversary and actor of concern proliferation and use of WMD that is 
comprised of three CWMD lines of effort (LOEs) and one strategic enabler.  Constituting 
the ways to achieve DODS CWMD end states, the three LOEs involve preventing 

ANNEX 3-40 COUNTER WEAPONS OF MASS 
DESTRUCTION (WMD) OPERATIONS 

 

https://doctrine.af.mil/download.jsp?filename=AF-GLOSSARY-W.pdf
https://doctrine.af.mil/download.jsp?filename=AF-GLOSSARY-E.pdf
https://doctrine.af.mil/DTM/dtmcombatsupport.htm
https://doctrine.af.mil/download.jsp?filename=V1-D34-Levels-of-War.pdf
https://doctrine.af.mil/download.jsp?filename=3-0-D09-OPS-ROMO.pdf
http://www.af.mil/Portals/1/images/airpower/AFFOC.pdf
http://www.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/DoD_Strategy_for_Countering_Weapons_of_Mass_Destruction_dated_June_2014.pdf
http://www.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/DoD_Strategy_for_Countering_Weapons_of_Mass_Destruction_dated_June_2014.pdf
https://www.doctrine.af.mil/DTM/dtmccbrnops.htm
https://www.doctrine.af.mil/DTM/dtmccbrnops.htm


acquisition of WMD; containing and reducing WMD threats; and responding to WMD 
crises.  Preparing the force to conduct CWMD operations and missions is the strategic 
enabler that reinforces the three LOEs.  A combination of general and specialized 
forces executes Counter WMD activities, which, in turn, are the means to execute the 
LOEs.  
 
The Air Force’s strategic approach to CWMD derives from and aligns with the DOD’s 
strategic approach.  In coordination with the other Services, Joint Staff, combatant 
commands and other US Government agencies, the Air Force develops capabilities, 
provides forces, and, executes operations required to detect, deter, disrupt, deny, and 
defeat CBRN-related threats.  The Air Force also maintains the ability to respond to 
WMD use and to recover operational capability following attacks using CBRN weapons 
and materials.  CWMD spans the full range of military operations and requires cross-
functional participation.  
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