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Washington, D. C. (1990). Nuclear Reg-
ulatory Commission, “Health Effects
Model for Nuclear Power Plant Acci-
dent Consequence Analysis,” NUREG/
CR-4214, Nuclear Regulatory Commis-
sion contractor report SAN85-7185, US
Govt. Printing Office, Washington,
D. C. (1985). United Nations Sci. Com-
mittee on the Effects of Atomic Radi-
ation, “Ionizing Radiation: Levels and
Effects, Vol. II: Effects,” UN, New York
(1972); “Sources and Effects of Ionizing
Radiation,” report to the General As-
sembly, with annexes, UN, New York
(1977); “Sources, Effects and Risks of
Ionizing Radiation,” report to the Gen-
eral Assembly, with annexes, UN, New
York (1988).
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Underground Nuclear

Testing, Confinued?

Your Washington Reports story on
the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty
(August 1991, page 49) reported brief-
ly on an exchange between Sidney
Drell and myself on whether the
safety problems of the nuclear war-
heads in the US nuclear stockpile
require continued underground nu-
clear testing. Unfortunately, the de-
scription of this exchange was too
brief to characterize adequately ei-
ther Drell’s position or my own. Drell
has written to clarify his position
(November, page 9), and I would like to
take this opportunity to do the same.

My position is that the US should
stop testing by 1995 unless there are
very strong reasons not to do so. The
Nonproliferation Treaty must be re-
newed in that year, and a significant
fraction of the non-nuclear-weapon
signatory states made it clear at the
1990 NPT review conference that
they would support the strengthening
of the nonproliferation regime only if
the nuclear-weapon states commit
themselves to a comprehensive test
ban treaty. The Bush Administration
has refused to make this commitment
and has put special emphasis on the
need to test in order to increase the
safety of US nuclear warheads.

There have been two independent
reviews of the safety issue—both com-
missioned by Congressional groups.
The first was carried out by a commit-
tee headed by Drell.! The second was
carried out by a retired Livermore
physicist, Ray Kidder.?

Kidder noted that with the sched-
uled retirement of older US nuclear
warheads, only three warheads in the
US nuclear arsenal will not be
equipped with the principal safety
design features in modern US nuclear

warheads: enhanced electrical isola-
tion and insensitive high explosives.
He also concluded that the three
warheads could be replaced or rebuilt
to modern safety standards and tested
well before 1995 and that this would
require less than 20 tests. He believes
that the stockpile would then be
adequately safe.

The Drell panel was not sure
whether this measure would provide
enough safety and urged that the
weapons labs be encouraged to ex-
plore “inherently safe” designs—a
program that would prolong testing
well beyond 1995. The example of an
inherently safe design the panel gave
was one in which the plutonium core
of the fission trigger would only be
emplaced inside the chemical implo-
sion system when the warhead was
armed. If the plutonium were well
shielded before this, an accidental
explosion of the chemical implosion
system could neither cause a nuclear
explosion nor disperse a dangerous
aerosol of plutonium oxide.

However, there are much simpler
ways to “mechanically safe” a nu-
clear warhead, that is, to assure that
there won’t be a nuclear explosion
even if the implosion system is deto-
nated. For example, a neutron-ab-
sorbing material could be introduced
into the center of the hollow plutoni-
um sphere and only be withdrawn
when the warhead was armed. This
type of mechanical safing is well
understood and requires no nuclear
testing at all.

The remaining risk is the possibil-
ity that a chemical explosion or fire
might result in the release of a
plutonium oxide aerosol. The former
case would be much more serious,
since an explosion could create a more
widely dispersed aerosol with smaller,
more inhalable particles.

Steve Fetter and I therefore esti-
mated the consequences of a worst-
case accident of this type in which 10
kilograms of plutonium was convert-
ed into an inhalable plutonium oxide
aerosol by the detonation of the chem-
ical explosives in several nuclear war-
heads.> We assumed that this hap-
pened at the Bangor Trident subma-
rine base, just 30 kilometers from
downtown Seattle. Depending upon
atmospheric conditions and the value
of the cancer exposure risk coefficient
used, we found that from 1 to 1200
extra cancer deaths could result over
the remaining lifetime of the exposed
population. Individual risks of cancer
death in this exposed population
would typically be increased by a few
tenths of a percent or less.

Historically there have been only
two such accidents, and they took
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place in much less densely populated
areas. These resulted from the
crashes in Spain in 1966 and on the
ice off Thule, Greenland, in 1968 of
two B-52s on airborne alert carrying
bombs containing sensitive high ex-
plosives. In the absence of such dan-
gerous practices and with an arsenal
containing only insensitive high ex-
plosives, the risk of such an accident
is would be exceedingly low.

The question therefore is whether
this residual risk is worth continuing
a billion-dollar-a-year nuclear war-
head design and testing program and
seriously undermining the nonprolif-
eration regime. In my view it is not.
We can save a lot more lives investing
the money elsewhere.
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DreLL REPLIES: Frank von Hippel and -

I differ only in his certainty that it
will be possible to meet and subse-
quently maintain appropriately con-
servative safety criteria for our nu-
clear weapons in time for a compre-
hensive test ban treaty in 1995. I do
not believe that we can say that now.
SionEY D. DRELL

Stanford Linear Accelerator Center
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