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Introduction

President Trump appears to have directed the United States to begin the same nuclear testing
in which others are engaged.! The United States has not conducted a yield-producing,
explosive nuclear test since 1992—having chosen to observe a moratorium since then.
Following Trump’s initial announcement, Chris Wright, U.S. Secretary of Energy, explained
that the President meant the testing of nuclear delivery systems, not explosive testing of the
nuclear weapons themselves.2

However, Trump has repeated his apparent meaning that the United States would resume
nuclear weapon testing in response to Russian and Chinese nuclear testing, saying, “They test
way underground where people don’t know what’s happening with the test....You feel a little
bit of a vibration. They test and we don’t test.”? Trump certainly appears to be referring to
Russian and Chinese explosive nuclear weapon testing which the United States does not do.
This may involve ultralow-yield explosive testing, referred to as “hydronuclear” testing.*
North Korea, Pakistan and India have overtly conducted high-yield nuclear tests.
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Ideology and the Question of Testing

The debate about whether or not to resume explosive nuclear testing may seem to involve
arcane, objective analyses by nuclear experts. But, for many arms control activists, here and
abroad, opposition to U.S. nuclear testing is part and parcel of an ideological dogma: nuclear
weapons are an unalloyed evil and immoral, and thus opposition to U.S. nuclear testing is a
moral and political imperative. These types of arguments are most vocally aimed at the United
States with regard to virtually anything nuclear; Russia and China tend to get a pass while the
United States typically is called out for leading a destabilizing “action-reaction” process: If the
United States takes a step, it will compel opponents to aggressive responses that they otherwise
would never pursue. Opponents act aggressively because they are provoked by Washington;
they are pushed to respond to exaggerated U.S. moves that are unnecessary and compel
opponents to defensive reactions that exacerbate already overblown U.S. security fears. This
is the vicious action-reaction arms race cycle supposedly driven by the United States —a part
of the “blame America first” mode of analysis.>

For decades, this “action-reaction” argument has been cast in opposition to almost every
U.S. nuclear step, but it is particularly obvious in much of the opposition to U.S. nuclear testing.
The usual claim is that U.S. adherence to a nuclear test moratorium is essential to preclude
arms racing and nuclear proliferation. Specifically, it is argued that, if the United States
resumes explosive testing, others will likely follow suit and a nuclear arms race and
proliferation will ensue, all triggered by the United States.¢ In this way, a U.S. move to engage
in nuclear weapons testing would contribute to the expansion of nuclear threats and instability
globally.

However, this venerable “action-reaction” charge against the United States is largely bogus
in general, and particularly so as applied to the question of nuclear testing. For decades,
multiple serious studies have shown definitively that ubiquitous claims that the United States
is guilty of so promoting arms racing via this action-reaction dynamic are highly problematic;”
rather, countries typically follow their own unique, self-directed arms requirements and
behavior patterns to serve their own purposes. Their armament decisions are much more than,
and often much different than, reactions to prior U.S. moves. Upon closer examination, it is
obvious that opponents actually have their own agendas, some of which are indeed
malevolent, and they pursue forces corresponding to those agendas.

With reference to the specific question of nuclear testing, the popular “action-reaction”
argument against U.S. nuclear testing is a convenient fabrication given the explosive testing
Russia and China apparently already have conducted.® The original, bipartisan Congressional
Strategic Posture Commission indicated this about Russia back in its 2009 final public report;?
it was confirmed in more recent reports by the Trump and Biden Administrations.’® The
United States cannot now trigger testing that Russia and China apparently already are engaged
in. In fact, the 2009 Commission report explicitly refused to endorse the codification of the U.S.
test moratorium via ratification of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty given the different
national definitions of the testing to be prohibited!! —differences that Russia apparently
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exploits to engage in some form of low-yield, explosive nuclear testing, but that prohibit the
United States from doing likewise. Codifying unequal limits in this regard certainly seemed
like folly to much of that bipartisan Commission in 2009, and it still is. The apparent reality of
Russian and Chinese explosive testing destroys the usual action-reaction arguments against
the United States engaging in comparable behavior.

Unfortunately, the fully-warranted retirement of the action-reaction theory of U.S.-driven
arms racing is unlikely. It is too ingrained in U.S. thought and too useful to vocal political
communities, here and abroad, that perpetually oppose U.S. nuclear armaments.!2

Stockpile Certification and the Question of Testing

A second oft-heard rationale against the U.S. resumption of explosive nuclear testing is the
claim that explosive testing is unnecessary. U.S. Stockpile Stewardship Program (SSP)
computer simulations of nuclear weapons’ behavior is said to be so mature that explosive
testing is unnecessary; the United States simply does not need to engage in explosive nuclear
testing given the SSP.

The evidence for this important claim typically is the annual certification process by which
the existing U.S. nuclear stockpile is deemed safe, reliable and effective without explosive
nuclear testing.’®> This annual certification process is important and undoubtedly done with
great care and integrity by the directors of the U.S. nuclear laboratories and the Commander of
U.S. Strategic Command. However, accepting its complete validity does not lead to the
conclusion that explosive testing is unnecessary. That certification process essentially includes
only part of the question set necessary to address before a final conclusion regarding testing
can be reached — and not the most critical elements of that question set.

The Additional Needed Assessment and the Question of Nuclear Testing

Holding aside the potentially important questions of SSP costs, time burden and the possible
need to calibrate computer simulations with empirical test evidence, 14 the question of testing
is not only about whether the existing U.S. nuclear stockpile is safe, reliable and effective, as
crucial as is that certification. Further answers needed in this regard follow from two
additional fundamental questions that appear yet to be asked and answered, at least publicly:
What U.S. nuclear capabilities are needed for the future to deter and hedge against emerging
threats, and what are the implications for testing? Addressing these additional questions may
have been deemed unnecessary for this purpose in the past, but they are now critical to the
issue of testing.

The current U.S. nuclear modernization plans were largely set 16 years ago—when Russian
and Chinese capabilities were much more modest and most of Washington considered enemy
nuclear threats to be things of the past. Talk of enemies and nuclear threats was dubbed archaic
Cold War thinking. The overriding theme in Washington was to reduce the number and role
of nuclear weapons en route to their elimination.’> Recall President Barack Obama’s celebrated
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quip in response to Republican candidate Mitt Romney’s expressed security concerns about
Russia during a 2012 presidential debate: “The 1980s are now calling to ask for their foreign
policy back.”1¢  Obviously, Romney’s concern about Russia was considered laughably old
fashioned, as generally was the notion that new U.S. nuclear capabilities might ever be needed
for deterrence; they were moving to history’s dustbin.

However, history has instead proceeded in a very different, harsh direction. Given the
contemporary and emerging serious nuclear threat realities, key questions regarding the
potential need for nuclear testing not addressed by arms control ideology or certification of the
existing stockpile are: What capabilities will be needed to tailor deterrence in the future, and
is testing needed to develop those capabilities? Of course, identifying future deterrence
requirements is an imprecise and speculative undertaking. But the United States cannot wait
until the future arrives to consider then how best to deter; that is a sure way to be found
wanting at the time. Speculating on this matter carries risk; failure to do so wisely is a
rearward-looking policy process that likely increases the risk of deterrence failure and war.

In short, a question that must be asked and answered now, as the United States and allies
face an increasingly severe threat context, is whether explosive testing is helpful or essential
for any new U.S. nuclear capabilities likely to be needed to tailor deterrence given the direction
of emerging threats, including the very real prospect of coordinated Russian, Chinese and
North Korean aggression??” This issue of emerging U.S. tailored deterrence requirements, and
how best to deter and hedge against future threats and uncertainties, should now be a decisive
factor in consideration of the question of explosive nuclear testing. Unfortunately, it is not
obvious if that question set, which is at the intersection of U.S. deterrence policy development
and testing practice, has been answered or even asked.

A U.S. Need to Test?

So, does the United States need to test? The short answer per this limited discussion is, “it
depends.” That answer may not be satisfying, but it is honest and far from the confident “no”
that characterizes so many of the commentaries that have followed Trump’s recent initiative
on the subject.

Given emerging Chinese, Russian, and North Korean regional and strategic nuclear threats,
many responsible studies, including the 2023 Strategic Posture Commission Report, point to
the need for U.S. nuclear capabilities beyond the existing program of record for nuclear
modernization:!8 Is some form of explosive testing necessary to develop new capabilities that
will be needed to tailor deterrence?

For example, is some form of ultralow-yield explosive testing, such as hydronuclear testing,
needed or helpful for new, ultralow-yield warheads which may be key to extending nuclear
deterrence to allies, or for specialized warheads capable of holding at risk highly-protected
bunkers? The late Johnny Foster, long the most renowned U.S. nuclear weapons expert,
consistently said very low-yield, explosive testing would be particularly helpful for the
former.?® If U.S. testing is needed to so support extended deterrence capabilities, it may well
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be a key to stopping nuclear proliferation as multiple allies confront increasing nuclear threats and
consider their alternatives.

Ironically, numerous officials and commentators have instead long linked non-
proliferation success to U.S. nuclear reductions and steps towards nuclear disarmament,
including eschewing nuclear testing. Yet, non-proliferation success now appears highly
dependent on U.S. extended deterrence that continues to be credible, not a retreat from nuclear
deterrence. Are there prospective new U.S. capabilities likely to be necessary for future tailored
deterrence purposes, including extended deterrence, that necessitate some form of explosive
testing or preparing for explosive testing? The answer is hardly self-evident.

These are material questions that need to be seriously asked and answered, rather than
relying on the usual tropes driven by an outdated arms control ideology. However, such
serious analysis is not evident by those arguing against resumed nuclear testing — preferring
instead to repeat asinine action-reaction predictions that have not aged well and/ or relying on
a certification process that appears not to include all the necessary questions. Regarding the
former, dedicated opponents of U.S. explosive nuclear testing are likely never to conclude that
a U.S. nuclear capability that requires testing is needed. Instead, the presumption is that U.S
deterrence “does not require developing new types of weapons that might require testing.”2
Such assertions hardly appear to be the result of a deterrence requirements assessment for a
future that has turned much darker than expected. And, of course, if nuclear weapons are
deemed inherently and only evil, a continuing test moratorium is an imperative without
caveat—an unalloyed good. However, that approach to a decision on testing, i.e., starting with
a supposedly unquestionable political imperative not to test, confuses the independent and
dependent variables. It reflects ideological dogma over needed deterrence analyses.

Such serious analyses could easily affect many stakeholders with deeply vested interests
on the line. Nevertheless, whether to test or not must be determined by the need to deter war
now and in the future, with the types of capabilities deemed necessary for continued deterrence.
A conclusion of whether to test or not must follow from that determination, not lead it.

At this point, unless already underway, experienced deterrence experts and practitioners
should be assembled to address the first part of this question set: What nuclear capabilities
will likely be needed for continued credible deterrence and extended deterrence in the future?
Subsequently, experienced technical/testing experts and practitioners should be assembled to
address the second part of this question set: Does the development of the capabilities identified
as needed for continued credible tailored deterrence require some form of explosive testing?
Of course, seriously asking the key questions means being willing to deal with potentially
inconvenient answers.

Conclusion

We cannot wait until future crises are upon us to consider the types of deterrence capabilities
most likely to be needed to preserve peace, and whether their development does, or does not, indicate
the need for some form of explosive testing. Of course, this is a speculative exercise. All
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considerations of deterrence looking forward are inherently speculative regarding whom we
will need to deter and how; that is the nature of this most serious subject. Nevertheless, such
analysis is necessary if we are to prioritize the continuing deterrence of war over arms control
ideology and/or incomplete answers.

The author would like to thank Frank Miller, Tom Scheber, Mark Schneider, and Michaela Dodge for their helpful
comments on this analysis.
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