Y 4
ATIONAL INSTITUTE FOR PUBLIC POLICY
NN

INFORMATION SERIES

Issue No. 645 December 3, 2025

President Trump Is Correct About Adversary Nuclear Testing

Dr. Mark B. Schneider

Dr. Mark Schneider is a Senior Analyst with the National Institute for Public Policy. Dr. Schneider
previously served in DoD as Principal Director for Forces Policy, Principal Director for Strategic
Defense, Space and Verification Policy, Director for Strategic Arms Control Policy and Representative
of the Secretary of Defense to the Nuclear Arms Control Implementation Commission. He also served in
the senior Foreign Service as a Member of the State Department Policy Planning Staff.

In October 2025, President Donald Trump stated that, “Because of other countries’ testing
programs, I have instructed the Department of War to start testing our Nuclear Weapons on
an equal basis. That process will begin immediately.”? Vice President ].D. Vance said, “We have
a big arsenal. Obviously, the Russians have a large nuclear arsenal. The Chinese have a large
nuclear arsenal. Sometimes you need to test it to make sure it's functioning and working
properly.”2 Soon after, Secretary of War Pete Hegseth said that nuclear weapons are “...the
baseline of our deterrence, and so having understanding and resuming testing is a pretty
responsible, very responsible, way to do that.”?

Predictably, some of the bureaucracy tried to walk back the President’s decision. For
example, Secretary of Energy Chris Wright stated that, “I think the tests we’re talking about
right now are system tests. These are not nuclear explosions. These are what we call non-critical
explosions.”* Secretary Wright is a highly competent engineer/businessman but not a policy
expert and obviously was using material prepared by the Department of Energy (DOE)
bureaucracy. This clearly was intentional on the part of the bureaucracy. However, Wright's
statement is inconsistent with what the President said and with the additional associated
comments by Vance and Hegseth. Vance’s statement includes the words “resuming testing,”
which is what the United States has not done for decades. It is clear the President was talking
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about yield-producing nuclear tests. This statement was followed by a recitation of Biden
Administration talking points opposing nuclear testing. This obviously was intentional.

Press coverage of the President’s statements was the now-standard political attack against
President Trump. The media almost universally ignored the fact that the United States
Government has been reporting about Russian yield-producing nuclear tests since 2019 as well
as concerns about possible Chinese nuclear tests since 2020. As early as 2009, the bipartisan
Strategic Posture Commission’s report stated that apparently “Russia and possibly China are
conducting low yield tests.”5

The press coverage on this subject has been so biased that, following the President’s
announcement, the Director of Central Intelligence John Ratcliffe had to state that Russia and
China have conducted yield-producing explosive nuclear tests. According to Senator Tom
Cotton, Chairman of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, “After consultations with
Director Ratcliffe and his team, they have confirmed to me that the CIA assesses that both
Russia and China have conducted super-critical nuclear weapons tests in excess of the U.S.
zero-yield standard. These tests are not historic and are part of their nuclear modernization
programs.”®

This author could not find a single press report that mentioned the easily accessible
Department of State’s findings that Russia, and possibly China, have engaged in explosive
nuclear testing. Instead, they featured the usual coterie of left of center “experts” (nuclear
minimum deterrence advocates and arms control enthusiasts) who wrongly assert that there
has been no such Russian testing as they continue to oppose any U.S. response to Russian arms
control violations.

To be fair to the press, the State Department arms control bureaucracy, while making these
legally mandated reports public, gives them no publicity. However, this is not an excuse for
lack of research and biased reporting.

In May 2019, Lieutenant General Robert P. Ashley, Jr., then-Director of the Defense
Intelligence Agency, in an important speech at the Hudson Institute, stated:

Russia’s development of new warhead designs and overall stockpile management
efforts have been enhanced by its approach to nuclear testing. The United States
believes that Russia probably is not adhering to its nuclear testing moratorium in a
manner consistent with the “zero-yield” standard.

Our understanding of nuclear weapon development leads us to believe Russia’s
testing activities would help it to improve its nuclear weapons capabilities. The
United States, by contrast, has forgone such benefits by upholding a “zero-yield”
standard.”

In 2020, the Department of State, in its annual report on arms control noncompliance,
concluded:

The United States assesses that Russia has conducted nuclear weapons-related
experiments that have created nuclear yield. The United States does not know how
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many, if any, supercritical or self-sustaining nuclear experiments Russia conducted in
2019. Russia may be testing in a manner that releases nuclear energy from an
explosive canister, which raises compliance concerns with Russia’s TTBT [Threshold
Test Ban Treaty] notification obligation.®

The Biden Administration reached the same conclusion. Its 2022 State Department report on
arms control noncompliance stated:

Despite Russia renewing its nuclear testing moratorium in 1996, some of its activities
since 1996 have demonstrated a failure to adhere to the zero-yield standard, which
would prohibit supercritical nuclear tests.

Additional information is provided in higher classification Annex....

Concerns remain about the nature of Russia’s testing practices and its adherence to
its moratorium, reaffirmed in 1996, when judged against the “zero-yield” standard.
The United States assesses Russia’s nuclear weapons-related tests or experiments
have helped improve aspects of its nuclear weapons designs and capabilities and
overall stockpile regardless of whether tests or experiments are consistent with the
“zero-yield” standard.?

Through the end of the Biden Administration the State Department’s arms control
noncompliance reports (quietly) voiced concern about Russian nuclear testing. The 2024 report
stated, “Due to the lack of transparency with regard to their respective nuclear testing activities
and previously identified adherence issues, the United States remains concerned about the
PRC’s and Russia’s adherence to their respective moratoria.”10

Both the first Trump and Biden Administrations’ State Department arms control
noncompliance reports raised concerns about Chinese nuclear testing.!* The 2020 report stated,
“China has frequently blocked the flow of data from its IMS [International Monitoring Systems]
stations” for periods up to a year.12

Covert Russian and Chinese nuclear testing is potentially very significant. The late Dr. C.
Paul Robinson, then-Director of the Sandia National Laboratory, cautioned in his
Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) ratification testimony that, “If the United States
scrupulously restricts itself to zero yield while other nations may conduct experiments up to
the threshold of international detectability, we will be at an intolerable disadvantage.”3
Reportedly, “...testing under a 500 ton yield limit would allow studies of boost gas ignition
and initial burn, which is a critical step in achieving full primary design yield.”14 Failure to
achieve this can result in nuclear weapons being duds. According to Siegfried Hecker, former
Director of the Los Alamos National Laboratory, “[M]ost [new nuclear weapons] designs could
be adequately tested at yields between one and ten kilotons.”?> Combining decoupling (testing
in a cavity from which the air has been pumped out) and testing in salt mines away from the
known test site in high seismic areas, and a combination of both, could conceal from Western
sensors nuclear tests in the 1-10 kiloton range.1¢
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As the State Department arms control compliance reports indicate, all of the available
evidence is not in open sources. It is very difficult to collect information about covert nuclear
testing. Despite this, there is extensive open source evidence that Russia and China have been
covertly conducting low-yield nuclear tests and that this did not start in 2019. The State
Department’s meekly expressed concern in this regard appears to be about 20 years too late.

During the 1990s, Russia’s Atomic Energy Minister, the late Dr. Viktor Mikhaylov, was
quite open about Russia conducting very low-yield nuclear tests (hydronuclear tests). On April
23, 1999, he stated that Russia would conduct “so-called test-site hydronuclear experiments,
where there is practically no release of nuclear energy,” and on April 29, 1999 he stated that,
“...developed traditional nuclear powers can use hydronuclear experiments to perform tasks
of improving reliability of their nuclear arsenal and effectively steward its operation.”?”
(Emphases added.) A 2000 book by Russian nuclear weapons designers, including V.A.
Logachev, revealed that, “Since 1994, numerous additional hydrodynamic and hydronuclear
experiments have been successfully carried out at NZTS [Russia’s Novaya Zemlya Test Site].”18
(Emphasis added.)

Reportedly, “In November 2003, during an event at Lawrence Livermore National
Laboratory, Georgy Rykovanov, then-Director of the Russian nuclear weapons laboratory at
Chelyabinsk, explained to his hosts that hydronuclear experiments were being conducted in
Russia, but at a yield sufficiently low to make them undetectable.”?® This should have been an
eye-opening statement, but seems to have generated scant attention.

A declassified Clinton-era Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) document states that Dr.
Mikhaylov was trying to legitimize hydronuclear tests under the CTBT.20 In 1999, when Russia
made public its new military strategy, which openly allowed for the first use of nuclear
weapons, there was a Russian press report that President Boris Yeltsin authorized conducting
“hydronuclear field experiments.”?! In July 2001, Dr. Mikhaylov reiterated that “. . . the
developed, traditional nuclear powers, using hydronuclear experiments, can perform the task
of improving reliability of the nuclear arsenal and effectively track its operation while reducing
the risk of [a] possible accident.”22

There are press reports which indicate that Russia has been conducting nuclear tests since
the 1990s.2 Then-Deputy Assistant to the Secretary of Defense, Nuclear Treaty Programs Dr.
Ralph Alewine stated that, “We do have information that a seismic event with explosive
characteristics occurred in the vicinity of the Russian nuclear test range at Novaya Zemlya on
August 16 [1997].”24 In a March 2001 New York Times article, William J. Broad and Patrick E.
Tyler reported, “Some [in the intelligence community] have concluded that Russia is lying and
is instead detonating small nuclear blasts....”% In May 2002, The New York Times again reported
that some CIA intelligence analysts were saying, “Russia may already have detonated tiny
nuclear devices.”26

Such low-yield testing appears not to be extraordinary for Moscow. In January 2011,
Russian Major General (Ret.) Vladimir Belous, then a research associate at the World
Economics and International Relations Institute of the Russian Academy of Sciences, wrote
that, “Back before the signing of the CTBT in 1994-1995, a series of hydronuclear tests with a
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total yield of 10 kilograms of TNT were performed at the Novaya Zemlya test site.”?” In
November 2010, writing in Russian state media, Alexéi Fenenko of the Russian National
Academy of Scientists said, “Over the past 15 years, significant progress has been made in
subcritical and hydronuclear testing.”28

There are declassified but highly redacted CIA reports from the late 1990s that discussed
Russian hydronuclear testing. One of them observed that, “Authorities including First Deputy
Minister for Atomic Energy Mikhaylov have said Russia is looking at a range of techniques—
including hydronuclear experiments —that they say would allow them to continue warhead
design and maintenance research within the limits of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty.”2
Another declassified CIA report said that Mikhaylov had published an article “justifying”
hydronuclear tests for the purpose of weapons safety and the development of new types of
nuclear weapons, noting that hydronuclear experiments “are far more useful for Russian
weapons development” than subcritical tests.?0 A third declassified CIA report noted that, in
response to a Western press report of a covert Russian nuclear test, the Russian “Ministry of
Atomic Energy claimed no knowledge of a nuclear test, but declared that adherence to the
moratorium was the prerogative of the Russian President.”3! Notably, there was no clear
Russian denial.

While the bottom line judgments were redacted from the CIA reports that were made
public, it is clear that these reports were not written on non-existent issues. Statements by
Mikhaylov about hydronuclear testing were brought up by Senator Richard Shelby (R-AL)
during the CTBT ratification hearings.32 The CTBT, which sought to ban all nuclear tests, was
defeated by a majority vote in the U.S. Senate.?

Russian violation of treaty limits on testing appears to be the norm. “Boris Litvinov, the
chief weapons designer for 31 years” at Russia’s Chelyabinsk-70 nuclear weapons laboratory,
reportedly told Siegfred Hecker, “We didn’t bury it [the hydronuclear device] the way you
guys did. We did [tests] out on the surface. We dug a little trench. We put our experiments in
there. And we just blew it up. Then we took bulldozers and bulldozed that over, and we took
care of it. We thought, who is ever going to go out there?’”3* This was a clear violation of the
1963 Nuclear Test Ban Treaty which prohibited all atmospheric nuclear tests, even those of very
low-yield.

The 2002 study by the National Academy of Sciences on the CTBT verification concluded:

At the lower end of the very-low-yield category, Russia could develop and test new
very-low-yield tactical weapons in the range of 10 to 100 tons. With respect to seismic
detection, the 10-ton weapon could confidently be adequately tested under
decoupling conditions even at Novaya Zemlya [Russia’s nuclear test site], and might
even be tested in a steel or composite containment so that it would give no ground
shock at all. Indeed, with its experience in testing and weapons design, Russia could
develop a 10-ton nuclear weapon using only hydronuclear tests in the kilogram-yield
range, and be reasonably confident of its performance.3
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In January 2016, the late Dr. John Foster Jr., the greatest U.S. nuclear weapons designer and
former Director of the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, stated that hydronuclear tests
“of less than one ton” yield can provide high confidence in the “performance [of nuclear
weapons] at low yield.”3¢ This is very important because the internal Russian definition of a
nuclear test is apparently a yield of one metric ton of TNT or more.3”

There are reports of Russia developing new types of nuclear weapons.® Of particular
significance are a number of Russian press reports indicating that Russia had developed a new
warhead with a weight of 100-kg and a yield of about 100-kt.? This warhead was apparently a
new design intended for the Bulava-30 SLBM and the Yars ICBM. According to Russian
expatriate Pavel Podvig, an expert on Russian strategic forces, the warhead for the new Bulava-
30 SLBM is better than the best Soviet-era designs, which he says were in “the 110-130-kg range
(this includes reentry vehicle body and electronics) and [had] yields of 50 and 75 kt.
respectively.”4 However, Podvig's claim that this increase in yield-to-weight ratios is easy to
do without testing is simply not true. Substantial improvements in warhead yield-to-weight
ratios require nuclear testing. Otherwise, the risk of failures, including duds, is too great.#!

In addition to covert nuclear testing by Russia and China, since the end of U.S. nuclear
testing in 1992, there were overt Chinese nuclear tests until 1996 and overt nuclear testing by
India, Pakistan and North Korea, including the development of thermonuclear weapons.
Pakistani nuclear weapons scientist A.Q. Khan proliferated detailed design information about
a Chinese nuclear bomb.

Then-Secretary of Defense Robert Gates warned in October 2008 that, “To be blunt, there is
absolutely no way we can maintain a credible deterrent and reduce the number of weapons in
our stockpile without either resorting to testing our stockpile or pursuing a modernization
program.”42 (Emphasis in the original.) We have done neither. By 2003-2005, reportedly there
was a consensus in the national laboratories that it would “...be increasingly difficult and risky
to attempt to replicate existing warheads without nuclear testing and that creating a reliable
replacement warhead should be explored.”#

In 2024, Pranay Vaddi, then-Special Assistant to President Biden and Senior Director for
Arms Control, Disarmament, and Nonproliferation at the National Security Council, observed
that, “Russia, the PRC and North Korea are all expanding and diversifying their nuclear
arsenals at a breakneck pace —showing little or no interest in arms control.” 4

As the late Vice Admiral Robert Monroe, former Director of the Defense Nuclear Agency,
noted, “...two respected Los Alamos nuclear experts, raise serious questions about the
reliability and performance of U.S. nuclear weapons!”4> These individuals, John C. Hopkins
and David H. Sharp, concluded that “...the scientific foundation for assessments of the nuclear
performance of US weapons is eroding as a result of the moratorium on nuclear testing.”46

President Trump’s order of resumed U.S. nuclear testing is a needed and timely decision.
Within a decade or two without further nuclear testing, while our adversaries test, there may
otherwise be a U.S. national security disaster which could result in the loss of a leg of the Triad
through fielding of a nuclear dud. There will be increasing uncertainty concerning the
effectiveness of a declining U.S. nuclear deterrent while Russia and China will have much less
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uncertainty regarding their own nuclear capabilities.#” This is a recipe for deterrence failure.
Continued unilateral adherence to a nuclear testing moratorium is bad policy; it is expensive
and dangerous, and undermines a U.S. national security policy based on “ peace through
strength.”
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