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Introduction

The Nevada Test Site (NTS), an immense tract of desert and mountains northwest
of Las Vegas, is the test range where the United States  government set off over 900
nuclear explosions during the Cold War phase of the arms race.  For most Americans,
the Test Site is only a symbol of a closed chapter of history, a time of great danger that
now is over.  Even those who know that the Nevada Test Site still is used for
“subcritical” testing of nuclear weapons materials and components underground may
think operations largely have been suspended, with unused facilities retained only
against the eventuality of a return to full scale underground nuclear testing.  But the
Test Site remains an important part of the nuclear weapons complex, both a remote site
where dangerous activities can be conducted with little public knowledge and a
weapons laboratory unto itself.  High risk programs involving nuclear material, such as
nuclear criticality experiments, are slated for transfer to the Test Site, and it also is
being considered as a location for a proposed factory to mass produce plutonium pits,
the atomic explosive “triggers”at the core of most nuclear weapons.  In addition, a wide
range of other weapons testing takes place at NTS, ranging from flight testing of
unmanned air vehicles to new types of conventional explosives.   And as is true today
of many military research laboratories, the NTS has an increasingly entrepreneurial
culture, run with an eye to increasing its “market share” of tax dollars for its for-profit
corporate managers.

Nuclear Testing at the Nevada Test Site: Out of Sight, but Never Ending

The first nuclear explosion at the Nevada Test Site, code-named Able, was
conducted on January 27, 1951.  Since then, 99 more tests were detonated aboveground
there, and 804 were done underground. Twenty four underground tests were conducted
jointly with the United Kingdom, which used NTS for the development of its own
considerable nuclear arsenal.  Some underground tests involved more than one nuclear
explosion.1   In a nuclear arms race that saw the development of weapons ranging from
bombs that could destroy entire cities to atomic explosives that could be fired from an
artillery shell, a mind-boggling array of nuclear tests were conducted.  Nuclear
explosives were “dropped from planes, shot as rockets, detonated on the surface, shot
from a cannon, placed on top of towers, and suspended from balloons.”2  Structures like
houses and underground parking garages were built and subjected to nuclear
detonations to study the effects of nuclear war on cities.  Animals were penned up
where they would be burnt, blasted, or irradiated to death, and thousands of soldiers
were deployed to the site to study their response to a nearby nuclear explosion.  Much

1,000+
U.S.  
NUCLEAR 
TESTS 
SINCE
1945

*  denotes
“subcritical”
test

Aardvark  1962
Abeytas  1970
Abilene  1988
Able  1946
Able  1951
Able  1951
Able  1952
Abo  1985
Absinthe  1967
Ace 1964
Acushi 1963
Adobe 1962
Adze 1968
Agile 1967
Agouti 1962
Agrini 1984
Ahtanum 1963
Ajax 1966
Ajo 1970
Akavi 1981
Akbar 1972
Alamo 1988
Aleman 1986
Algodones 1971
Aligote 1981
Aliment 1969
Allegheny 1962
Alma 1962
Almendro 1973
Alpaca 1965
Alumroot 1973
Alva 1964
Alviso 1975
Amarillo 1989
Anacostia 1962
Anchovy 1963
Androscoggin 1962
Angus 1973
Annie 1953
Antler 1961
Apache 1956
Apodaca 1971
Apple-1 1955
Apple-2 1955
Apshapa 1963
Arabis-Blue 1970
Arabis-Green 1970
Arabis-Red 1970
Argus I 1958
Argus II 1958
ArgusIII 1958
Arikaree 1962
Arkansas 1962
Armada 1983
Armadillo 1962
Arnica-Violet 1970
Arnica-Yellow 1970
Arsenate 1972
Artesia 1970
Asco 1978
Asiago 1976
Aspen 1958
Atarque 1972
Atrisco 1982
Auger 1968
Auk 1964
Austin 1990
Avens-Alkermes 1970
Avens-Andorre 1970
Avens-Asamlte 1970
Avens-Cream 1970
Aztec 1962
Azul 1979
Baccarat 1979
Backbeach 1978
Backgammon 1979
Backswing 1964
Badger 1953
*  Bagpipe 1998
Baker 1946



2

of the population of the United States, living in the great part of the country east of
Nevada, were unknowing participants in these experiments as well, with fallout
distributed thousands of miles downwind.3

The last full-scale underground nuclear explosion at NTS took place on September
23, 1992.  At that time, the U.S. government initiated a voluntary moratorium on
nuclear explosive testing, a moratorium that continues to this day.  The United States
signed the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) in 1996, but the Senate refused to
ratify it, and it has since been repudiated by the Bush Administration. 

Although the United States no longer explodes nuclear weapons underground, it
continues to conduct a wide range of nuclear weapons research, and to develop and
deploy nuclear weapons with new military capabilities.   Budgets for the Department of
Energy nuclear weapons laboratories today match those during the frenzied Cold War
arms buildup, with the labs constructing an array of new nuclear weapons experimental
facilities that will provide the capacity to simulate various aspects of nuclear explosions
and study the resulting data in unprecedented detail.  (See sidebar, Stockpile
Stewardship: Nuclear Weapons Research and Production for the 21st Century) The
Fiscal Year 2004 nuclear weapons budget includes funds for work at NTS that would
allow the United States to resume full scale underground testing more quickly should
the government choose to do so.  

 And despite the absence of full-scale underground nuclear explosions, the Nevada
Test Site continues to play a central role in nuclear weapons research.  “Subcritical”
tests are conducted underground at the NTS U1A complex, a vast warren of tunnels
deep beneath the desert.  These tests are called “subcritical” because they use fissile
materials but there is no self-sustaining nuclear chain reaction. Most subcritical tests
employ weapons grade plutonium (Pu-239), which is imploded with high explosives or
shocked in various ways.4  The data from these tests is integrated with that from a
variety of other physical experiments in a continuing effort to expand nuclear weapons
knowledge that both sustains the huge existing U.S. nuclear arsenal and contributes to
efforts to develop nuclear weapons with new capabilities. (See sidebar, Nuclear Testing
and the Quest for More Useable Nuclear Weapons).

In addition to providing information useful for nuclear weapons research,
subcritical tests also play a central role in keeping the test site in a state of readiness:

Because of such factors as their inclusion of plutonium, their location– almost 1000
feet down at the NTS– and their complexity, the greatest proportion of test
readiness is derived from the program of subcritical experiments.5

When conducted underground at the same site used for full-scale nuclear weapons
tests, subcritical experiments make verification of a test ban more difficult,6 and
manifest to the world both the existence of a vigorous nuclear weapons research
program and the intention to retain the capability for full-scale underground tests.  As
was the case with full scale tests, the Los Alamos and Livermore National Laboratories
each conduct subcritical tests, competing in an intramural  arms competition intended
to sharpen the skills of nuclear weapons design teams and to encourage creative and
varied approaches to the constant refinement of weapons of mass destruction.  To
conduct these and other activities, the nuclear weapons laboratories maintain a 
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STOCKPILE STEWARDSHIP: Nuclear Weapons Research and Production for the 21st Century

...[A]n ability to innovate and produce small builds of special purpose weapons, characteristic of a
smaller but still vital nuclear infrastructure, would act to convince an adversary that it could not expect to
negate U.S. nuclear weapons capabilities. The development and subsequent modification of the B61-7
bomb—converting a few of them into B61-11 earth penetrator weapons—is a case in point.  John 
Gordon, Administrator of the National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA)7

The 2002 Nuclear Posture Review called for  “revitalized defense infrastructure that will provide new
capabilities in a timely fashion to meet emerging threats.”8  A significant part of this infrastructure is the
Department of Energy (DOE)/National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA)  nuclear weapons
research, testing, and production facilities.   To sustain this vast complex, the U.S. is spending more
than  six billion dollars a year on the “Stockpile Stewardship” program, including billions on new and
more advanced nuclear weapons research and production facilities.  

These facilities include:

--The National Ignition Facility (NIF), now nearing completion at the Livermore National Laboratory in
California. The NIF is a laser driven fusion machine the size of a football stadium, designed to create
very brief,  contained thermonuclear explosions.  It is slated to be used for a wide range of
applications from training weapons designers in nuclear weapons science to nuclear weapons
effects testing.  NIF experiments, together with other fusion research being conducted at the nuclear
weapons laboratories, could, in the long run, lead to the development of pure fusion weapons, not
requiring plutonium or uranium.

--The Dual Axis Radiographic Hydrotest Facility (DARHT).Located at the Los Alamos National
Laboratory in New Mexico, DARHT is one of several facilities where mockups of primaries or “pits,”
the first stage of a thermonuclear weapon, are imploded while very fast photographic or x-ray
images are generated, thus allowing scientists to “see” inside the implosion.  DOE/NNSA already is
developing technology for an even more sophisticated “hydrodynamic testing” facility, the Advanced
Hydrotest Facility.

--Pulsed power technologies: Further experiments exploring the extreme conditions created in a
nuclear weapon explosion are studied using various types of “pulsed power,” in which a large
amount of energy is stored up and then released very quickly in a small space.  The energy source
can be chemical high explosives or stored electrical energy.  Pulsed power facilities at both DOE
and Department of Defense laboratories are used to explore nuclear weapons function and effects
and directed energy weapons concepts, and could play a role in the development of a wide range of
high technology weapons, including new types of nuclear weapons.

The data streams from these and other experimental facilities, along with that from “subcritical” tests
conducted at the Nevada Test Site and the archived data from over 1000 past U.S. nuclear tests, will be
integrated via the Advanced Strategic Computing Program.  This multi-billion dollar supercomputing
program reaches beyond the weapons laboratories, seeking to incorporate the nation’s leading
universities into an effort to attract and train yet another generation of nuclear weapons designers.  
Finally,  smaller, modernized nuclear weapons production processes are being developed to allow
flexible, small lot manufacturing, with planning underway for a new plutonium pit factory for large-scale
production. 

In addition to the Modern Pit Facility, the DOE is pursuing a wide range of programs to modernize its
nuclear weapons production infrastructure.  These range from a smaller pit manufacturing capability at
Los Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico to upgraded nuclear weapon component manufacturing
facilities at Oak Ridge National Laboratory and tritium facilities at Savannah River, Georgia.  In addition,
the government has begun producing tritium for nuclear weapons at civilian nuclear power plants
operated by the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA).
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permanent presence at the Test Site.  In addition, NTS personnel work at the weapons
laboratories; they will, for example, hone skills relevant to nuclear testing by
developing  diagnostics for the National Ignition Facility, an enormous laser fusion
project that will create small thermonuclear explosions in a steel containment vessel.9

The Nevada Test Site: Weapons Lab Today, Weapons Factory Tomorrow?

In addition to weapons experiments that take advantage of the infrastructure and
skills developed for underground nuclear testing and that help sustain capabilities, the
Nevada Test Site supports a growing array of nuclear weapons facilities:10

--The Big Explosive Experiment Facility (BEEF) allows non-nuclear high
explosive tests too powerful to be conducted at high explosive  testing facilities at
the nuclear weapons labs in Livermore and Los Alamos.  BEEF can be used to
tests new types or configurations of conventional explosives,  and also for
“hydrodynamic” experiments, in which the high explosive components of nuclear
weapons can be tested, using substitutes for fissile materials that are similar in
their physical characteristics but will not result in a nuclear explosion.

--The Joint Actinide Shock Physics Experimental Research Facility (JASPER) is a
large gas gun that tests the characteristics of plutonium and other materials by
blasting them with high speed projectiles.

--The Atlas pulsed power facility, a machine that instantaneously releases large
amounts of stored electrical energy in a small space to simulate certain aspects of
nuclear explosions, will be relocated from the Los Alamos National Laboratory to
NTS.  

--The Device Assembly Facility (DAF), a complex of thirty buildings reinforced
with steel and covered with earth, is one of the two sites, together with the Pantex
Plant in Texas, where special nuclear materials– plutonium and uranium– can be
combined into either nuclear weapons or configurations for nuclear weapons tests,
such as the subcritical experiments conducted at NTS.  The DAF originally was
built to assemble nuclear weapons for underground tests, and is jointly operated
by the Los Alamos and Livermore National Laboratories.  Located far from
population centers and surrounded by layers of security, the DAF is one of the
largest and most modern facilities available to the U.S. government for operations
involving both nuclear materials and high explosives, including assembly of
nuclear weapons.  

With no full scale underground tests on the immediate horizon, the DAF is being
given other roles involving nuclear materials. Test assemblies for subcritical
experiments are put together at the DAF.  Criticality experiments, which involve
significant quantities of such weapons useable materials as highly enriched
uranium and which study the behavior of these materials at or near the conditions
where they generate a self-sustaining nuclear chain reaction, are being transferred
to the DAF from Los Alamos.  Some criticality experiments still may be
conducted at Los Alamos, but those involving larger quantities of weapons-
useable nuclear material will be moved to NTS.  The move is expected to involve
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relocation to NTS of 2.6 tons of special nuclear material (probably plutonium and
enriched uranium), as well as 11 tons of depleted uranium and thorium.11

The Nevada Test Site also is being considered as one possible location for the
Modern Pit Facility, a factory to mass produce plutonium pits, the key component of
the atomic explosive trigger at the heart of most modern nuclear weapons.  The
proposed pit factory would be able to produce as many as 450 pits per year working a
single shift, and considerably more with two shift operation.12  By comparison, China,
the world’s third leading nuclear power after the United States and Russia, is believed
to have about 400 nuclear weapons.13  And even if the Modern Pit Facility isn’t built at
NTS, the Test Site’s managers, Bechtel Corporation, are determined to compete for an
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Nuclear Weapons Testing on Indigenous Lands

The existence of nuclear weapons in the world causes ecological
devastation, even if they never are used in warfare.  A half century of testing has
contaminated vast reaches of the planet, and has resulted in millions of premature
deaths by causing birth defects, cancer, and other diseases.  Nuclear explosions at
the Nevada Test Site have left millions of curies of strontium, cesium, and plutonium
underground.  In addition, hundreds of thousands of cubic yards of radioactive
waste have been buried at NTS.  Above ground nuclear testing, along with
plutonium dispersal experiments and depleted uranium ammunition testing, caused
additional contamination.  For an overview of radioactive contamination at NTS, see
Arjun Makhijani, Howard Hu, and Katherine Yih, Nuclear Wastelands: A Global
Guide to Nuclear Weapons Production and its Health and Environmental Effects,
(Cambridge, Massachusetts, MIT Press: 1995), pp.224-227

“...[Of] the eight nations in the world that have detonated nuclear weapons
during the last 55 years, five have used the lands of indigenous peoples. The United
States, Russia, Britain, France and China have tested their nuclear might on lands
held sacred by the people of First Nations. The Western Shoshone nation of North
America, the Marshall Islanders, and other South Pacific Islanders, Australian
Aboriginals, the Kazakhs, and Tibetans are but a few of those whose land has been
consistently contaminated with nuclear poison....”  Richard Salvador, Pacific Islands
Association of NGOs,  NGO Presentation, “Indigenous Perspective,” to the NPT
Review Conference Preparatory Committee, New York, April 2002 

“No Developed nation tests its nuclear weapons on its own lands.  All
nuclear testing is done on indigenous people’s lands... The Western Shoshone are
the rightful custodians of this land, affirmed by the Treaty of Ruby Valley in 1863. 
With over 900 bombs exploded, they are the most bombed nation in the world.” 
Raymond D. Yowell, Chief, Western Shoshone National Council, Healing Global
Wounds event invitation, The Test Banner, American Peace Test, Summer/Fall
1992.

For more on the impacts of nuclear weapons research, development,
testing and production on indigenous peoples world wide, see the the fact sheet and
resource links, “Indigenous People and the Nuclear Age: Making the Connections,”
prepared by the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, at
http://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/technical/factsheets/indigenous.html

http://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/technical/factsheets/indigenous.html


6

ever larger piece of the burgeoning high-tech weapons pie.  As
Frederick Tarantino, President and General Manager for NTS
manager Bechtel Nevada, put it, “[i]f we don't get it, that's OK....
We'll go after something just as a large.”14

A Full Service Test Range

The Nevada Test Site also is used for a variety of military tests
besides those linked directly to nuclear weapons development.  Over
the years, NTS has been used to develop systems ranging from
missile re-entry bodies to ballistic missile defense.  Depleted
uranium munitions were tested at NTS, with experiments including
“controlled burns” and live firing.15   A small facility capable of
manufacturing biological weapons was built at the Test Site in the
1990's,  as part of a “counterproliferation” program aimed at
determining how difficult it would be for countries or non-state
organizations to do the same and at developing detection
technologies.16  NTS also operates a hazardous materials spill
facility, where large quantities of dangerous chemicals can be
released for a variety of purposes, such as developing response and
cleanup techniques or sensors to detect chemical weapons or their
components.17  Recent military tests have included unmanned
aircraft fitted with sensors to detect chemical weapons18 and the
“thermobaric” bomb, a powerful explosive that was rushed into
production for use against tunnels and caves in the Afghanistan
war.19  Tunnel complexes at NTS are being used for a variety of
tests aimed at developing additional ways to destroy targets buried
in cave and tunnels, such as missile operations or command and
control facilities.20

The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, the Comprehensive Test
Ban Treaty, and U.S. Nuclear Weapons Policies

Each of the Parties to the Treaty undertakes to pursue negotiations
in good faith on effective measures relating to cessation of the
nuclear arms race at an early date and to nuclear disarmament, and
on a treaty on general and complete disarmament under strict and
effective international control. Article VI , Treaty on the Non-
Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, Signed at Washington, London,
and Moscow July 1, 1968.  Entered into force March 5, 1970.

Ending nuclear testing has been seen as a key stepping stone
towards the elimination of nuclear weapons virtually since efforts to
control nuclear weapons began.  The United States and the other
parties to the 1963 Limited Test Ban Treaty, which banned all but
underground nuclear test explosions, proclaimed as their “principal
aim” the “speediest possible achievement of an agreement on
general and complete disarmament under strict international control
in accordance with the objectives of the United Nations which
would put an end to the armaments race and eliminate the incentive 
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Nuclear Testing and the Quest for More Useable Nuclear Weapons

The push by elements inside and outside the government for nuclear weapons with new military
capabilities slowed for a brief period after end of the Cold War, with Congress placing some restrictions on
research on nuclear warheads with a yield below 5 kilotons, and an official Clinton Administration policy of
no “new” nuclear weapons.  Despite this policy, U.S. nuclear weapons research continued throughout the
90's.  The goals of these efforts were twofold: to develop capacities to destroy difficult types of targets, and
to design nuclear weapons that would be politically feasible to use.   A 1999 Department of Defense
planning document identified as a priority the ability “to provide national leaders with improved options by
increasing the responsiveness of strategic forces and developing more discriminate options, as done most
recently with the introduction of the B61–11 earth-penetrating weapons.”21 The B61-11, deployed in 1997,
was a modification of an existing design.  It was developed without underground nuclear explosive testing,
using the component testing and computer simulation capabilities of the Department of Energy “Stockpile
Stewardship” program.22   Research also continued on nuclear weapons effects,  focusing on the “need to
hold evolving enemy targets at risk using the reduced stockpile, and recognizing greatly increasing political
and environmental constraints.”23 

With the ascendance of the Bush Administration, the push for nuclear weapons with new military
capabilities has intensified.  The 2002 Bush Nuclear Posture Review (NPR), a major policy document that
outlined plans for strategic weapons development, stated that 

There are several nuclear weapon options that might provide important advantages for enhancing
the nation's deterrence posture: possible modifications to existing weapons to provide additional
yield flexibility in the stockpile; improved earth penetrating weapons (EPWs) to counter the
increased use by potential adversaries of hardened and deeply buried facilities; and warheads that
reduce collateral damage.24

The NPR also indicated that the U.S. was prepared to use nuclear weapons in a wide range of
circumstances and against a number of countries, including Iraq, Iran and North Korea.  The FY2004
Department of Energy budget request, submitted in the Spring of 2003, called for an “advanced warhead
concepts initiative” at the nuclear weapons laboratories to study various new nuclear weapons ideas.25   And
the National Nuclear Security Agency requested funding in FY 2003 to begin study of a new or modified
“Robust Nuclear Earth Penetrator” (RNEP).26  According to press reports, the RNEP concept now under
consideration calls for a nuclear weapon with a substantial yield, likely to be several times the power of the
bombs that destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki.27

Additional nuclear planning documents leaked to the public in early 2003, together with the
administration’s recent Defense Department bid solicitations and FY2004 budget submissions, reveal that
the Robust Nuclear Earth Penetrator is only one of a number of modified or new nuclear weapons under
consideration.  A January 2003 Pentagon meeting attended by high-ranking officials from the Defense
Department and the Energy Department nuclear weapons programs set the agenda for further planning
sessions that would evaluate “[r]equirements for low-yield weapons, EPWs, [earth penetrating weapons]
enhanced radiation weapons, [and] agent defeat weapons” (weapons intended to destroy chemical or
biological agents).  Issues to be covered included “[e]ffects modeling capabilities to effectively plan for these
weapons,” “testing strategy for weapons more likely to be used in small strikes,” and the “strategy for
selecting first “‘small builds.’”28   Research also is going forward on new strategic missiles with greater range,
accuracy, and maneuverability, and with the capability to deliver both nuclear and conventional payloads.29

This fall, Congress removed restrictions on low-yield nuclear weapons research, and  approved funds
for research on the robust nuclear earth penetrator (RNEP).  National Nuclear Security Administrator Linton
Brooks, in a memo to the nuclear weapons laboratories, thanked them for their support in the effort to
remove restrictions on nuclear weapons research, and told the labs that “I expect your design teams to
engage fully with the Department of Defense to examine advanced concepts that could contribute to our
nation’s security.”30    Although a number of new capabilities can be obtained by the modification of existing
nuclear weapons, exploration of “advanced concepts” may lead to a push by nuclear weapons advocates
for a resumption of full scale underground testing. 
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to the production and testing of all kinds of weapons, including
nuclear weapons.”31  The Preamble to the Non-Proliferation Treaty
(NPT) recalled the intent expressed in the Limited Test Ban Treaty
“to seek to achieve the discontinuance of all test explosions of nuclear
weapons for all time,” in the context of a broader effort “to facilitate
the cessation of the manufacture of nuclear weapons, the liquidation
of all their existing stockpiles, and the elimination from national
arsenals of nuclear weapons and the means of their delivery pursuant
to a Treaty on general and complete disarmament under strict and
effective international control....” 

In 1995, the NPT parties reaffirmed their commitment to the
Treaty and set out further steps for implementing its provisions in a
set of “Principles and Objectives for Nuclear Non-Proliferation and
Disarmament.”  The “Principles and Objectives” document reaffirmed
the nuclear weapon states’ NPT Article VI obligation and listed the
Comprehensive Test Ban (CTBT) first among measures “important in
the full realization and effective implementation of Article VI.”32  The
United States signed the CTBT in 1996. 

In 1999, the United States Senate voted not to approve ratification
of the CTBT, and has chosen not to revisit the matter since that time. 
The Clinton administration and its allies, rather than trying to rally
disarmament supporters as a counterweight to the powerful interests
represented by the nuclear weapons complex, had portrayed the
CTBT as a means to preserve the decisive technological advantage in
nuclear weaponry held by the U.S., and as a way to prevent non-
nuclear weapon states from acquiring nuclear weapons, rather than as
a step on the road to disarmament. This view was reaffirmed by
Secretary of State Madeline Albright even after it had proved a losing
strategy in the CTBT ratification campaign:  “We simply do not need
to test nuclear weapons to protect our security. On the other hand,
would-be proliferators and modernizers must test if they are to
develop the kind of advanced nuclear designs that are most
threatening. Thus, the CTBT would go far to lock in a technological
status quo that is highly favorable to us.”33

In 2000, the NPT parties, including the United States, reiterated
their commitment to disarmament, agreeing to a set of “practical steps
for the systematic and progressive efforts to implement article VI of
the Treaty...”  These steps included, once again, ratification of the
CTBT, recognition of a “principle of irreversibility” to apply to
nuclear disarmament, and “an unequivocal undertaking by the
nuclear-weapon States to accomplish the total elimination of their
nuclear arsenals leading to nuclear disarmament, to which all States
parties are committed under article VI.”34  Since that time, the U.S.
has repudiated the CTBT, ramped up efforts to increase nuclear test
readiness, and continued its ambitious program to refurbish its nuclear
complex. The goal is to maintain nuclear supremacy in all 
conceivable circumstances by building facilities able to mass produce
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nuclear weapons should the “need” some day arise, while at the
same time being able to design and build new kinds of nuclear
weapons quickly: 

For example, a future adversary nation seeking to gain some
nuclear advantage would be forced to conclude that its buildup
could not occur quicker than the United States could act to
reconstitute higher force levels. Alternatively, an ability to
innovate and produce small builds of special purpose weapons,
characteristic of a smaller but still vital nuclear infrastructure,
would convince an adversary that it could not expect to negate
United States nuclear forces, for example, by seeking to house
vital command and control functions in hard, deeply buried
installations.35

The nuclear weapons laboratory testing and simulation
technologies that comprise the U.S. “Stockpile Stewardship”
program, and similar though far less ambitious programs in other
nuclear weapons states, makes a Comprehensive Test Ban
simultaneously less “comprehensive” and more necessary.  A ban on
nuclear explosive testing can limit, but not stop, advanced nuclear
weapons development.  It has little effect on existing arsenals, which
can be maintained at high levels of readiness without explosive
testing using technology now decades old.36  The U.S. can upgrade
existing nuclear weapons while remaining within the parameters of
well-understood concepts and designs.37  It also is possible that
substantial progress can be made towards more extensive design
innovations, which could increase pressure for a resumption of
testing.  This would be of particular concern in a crisis, whether the
consequence of real events like the 9-11 attacks or a determined and
successful propaganda campaign like that preceding the 2003 Iraq
invasion.  We have seen that few in Congress will challenge a
demand by a sitting President, bolstered by classified information
about some looming threat, on matters involving “weapons of mass
destruction.”  A CTBT that has entered into force, which requires
ratification by the United States, among others, could provide
something of a “firebreak,” making the decision to resume testing in
order to deploy new weapons more consequential.

The Preamble to the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty expresses
the intent of the treaty to cut off the development and modernization
of nuclear weapons as a meaningful disarmament measure,
recognizing “that the cessation of all nuclear weapon test explosions
and all other nuclear explosions, by constraining the development
and qualitative improvement of nuclear weapons and ending the
development of advanced new types of nuclear weapons, constitutes
an effective measure of nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation
in all its aspects,” and “that an end to all such nuclear explosions
will thus constitute a meaningful step in the realization of a
systematic process to achieve nuclear disarmament...38 
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The CTBT interpreted literally may not ban expansive laboratory testing programs
and subcritical tests.  But the commitment made by the NWS at the 1995 NPT review
and Extension Conference to achieve a CTBT as part of a program for the “effective
implementation of article VI,” embodied in a provision which further stated that
“[p]ending the entry into force of a Comprehensive Test-Ban Treaty, the nuclear-
weapon States should exercise utmost restraint;” must be viewed in a different light.  It
clearly is bound to a broader interpretive context in which a CTBT is envisioned as a
meaningful step along the road to nuclear disarmament, rather than an instrument for
the permanent preservation of a two-tier world, in which a few states claim the right
not only to possess unlimited weapons of mass destruction, but to destroy any state
that dares to develop such weapons themselves.

Before nuclear arms racing can be reversed, it must be stopped.  Real progress
towards disarmament requires concrete steps by the nuclear weapons states to first
control and then eliminate nuclear weapons research, development, and testing in all
its forms.  The United States, with nuclear weapons research programs that dwarf all
others and with a stated policy of researching new kinds of nuclear weapons, bears the
greatest responsibility here to take immediate, substantial, and unambiguous action.
Because of their role not only in providing information useful for nuclear weapons
design but in exercising capabilities needed to rapidly resume a full-scale nuclear
explosive testing program, one logical starting place would be the termination of
subcritical tests.  Cessation of subcritical tests would both be a visible, concrete step
towards controlling laboratory nuclear weapons research and would facilitate complete
closure of all  remaining underground nuclear test sites.  In addition to simplifying
verification issues, closure of the Nevada Test Site would further broaden the
“firebreak” between simulation testing-based prototyping of some types of  radically
new nuclear weapons concepts and their deployment.

The elimination of nuclear weapons, still the gravest threat to humanity and
growing once more as we enter a new century, will for a start require a clear
commitment by the most powerful states, and the United States most of all, not only to
nuclear disarmament but to a more peaceful world. The apparent determination of the
most powerful countries to dominate the world by force of arms is eroding what
remains of international order, and nuclear weapons are at the center of a growing
global crisis of war and violence.  The possibility that countries may obtain nuclear
weapons is put forward as a principal rationale for a continuing U.S. high-tech and
nuclear weapons buildup, and for preventive warfare without regard for the existing
framework of international law.   At the same time, the insistence by the existing
nuclear weapons states, which also possess the most powerful conventional military
forces, that nuclear weapons remain essential to their “security,” continues to undercut
the fragile nonproliferation regime.  As the International Court of Justice noted in its
1996 opinion on the Legality of  the Threat or Use of Nuclear Weapons,

In the long run, international law, and with it the stability of the international order
which it is intended to govern, are bound to suffer from the continuing difference
of views with regard to the legal status of weapons as deadly was nuclear
weapons.39

Nuclear weapons, and the brutal ultimate power politics that their possession
simultaneously makes possible and, to those in their thrall, seem to make necessary,
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Test Site was 828, counted as 804 “tests.” See generally U.S. Department of Energy, “United States Nuclear Tests
July 1945 through September 1992,” DOE/NV--209-REV 15   

2.  U.S. Department of Energy, “Atmospheric Tests at the Nevada Test Site, 1951 - 1962,” March 2000,
DOE/NV–716, March 2001, p.2.

3.  For a collection of materials on the health effects of U.S. nuclear weapons testing, including government studies
and critical commentary, see the Alliance for Nuclear Accountability “Health Issues” page at
http://www.ananuclear.org/healthpage.html

4.  Subcritical tests also can be conducted aboveground, contained in steel vessels.  See Greg Mello and Andrew
Lichterman,  “Nuclear Testing in Tanks: Subcritical Nuclear Tests Resume at Los Alamos,” Los Alamos Study
Group. June, 1999, http://www.lasg.org/updatej99_b.html

5.  U.S. Department of Energy, National Nuclear Security Administration, Fiscal Year 2001 Stockpile Stewardship
Plan, 2000, obtained by the Western States Legal Foundation via the Freedom of Information Act, p. 31-2.

6.  See Suzanne L. Jones and Frank N. Von Hippel, “Transparency Measures for Subcritical Experiments Under the
CTBT,” Science and Global Security, 1997, Vol.6, p.291, 292-3.

7. John A. Gordon, Administrator of the National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA), Written Statement to
the Committee on Armed Services, U.S. Senate, February 14, 2002.

8.  U.S. Department of Defense, “Nuclear Posture Review Report: Forward,”January 8, 2002, 
http://www.globalsecurity.org/wmd/library/policy/dod/npr.htm

9.  Statement of Dr. Frederick A. Tarantino, President and General Manager, Bechtel Nevada, before the House
Armed Services Committee, Procurement Subcommittee, June 12, 2002.

themselves continue to escape all efforts at their legal regulation, and in the end render
efforts to regulate lesser uses of force largely futile as well.  And as the World Court
then concluded, 

It is consequently important to put an end to this state of affairs: the long-promised
complete nuclear disarmament appears to be the most appropriate means of
achieving that result. Id.

In today’s mainstream U.S. political discourse, the daily grist of pundits, “electable”
candidates, and “reasonable” experts, we hear barely a whisper about disarmament and
the path to a more peaceful world for everyone, only endless debate over which new
American weapons system can best destroy the weapons of others. Humanity will not
survive many more decades of nuclear weapons and endless high-tech arms racing.  It is
long past time for us to take up the demand, made at the dawn of the nuclear age, “no
longer a prayer, but an order which must rise up from people to their governments– the
order to choose finally between hell and reason.”40              

Information Bulletin for Western States Legal Foundation and Nevada Desert
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