


Yields of US and Soviet
nuclear tests

Failure to account properly for geological and seismological differences between
the US and Soviet test sites has led to overestimates of the yields of Soviet tests
and to incorrect claims of Soviet cheating on the treaty limit of 150 kilotons.

Jack F. Evernden and Gerald E. Marsh

The likelihood that the United States
will negotiate a comprehensive or low-
threshold test ban treaty with the
Soviet Union in the relatively near
future depends not only on the ability
of the US to monitor such an agree-
ment but also on US perception of past
Soviet compliance with treaties that
limit nuclear testing. Of particular
importance is the 1974 Threshold Test
Ban Treaty, which prohibits tests of
nuclear weapons exceeding 150 kilo-
tons in yield. This treaty is unratified,
but both the United States and the
Soviet Union have avowed their com-
pliance since 1976, when the treaty was
scheduled to go into effect. (For an
annotated list of treaties, see Herbert
York’s article in pHYSICS TODAY, March
1983, page 24.)

The US needs an accurate method for
estimating the yields of Soviet nuclear
tests, not only to assess compliance
with existing or future treaties but also
to estimate the effectiveness of Soviet
strategic forces. Although several sys-
tems employing a variety of methods
are currently available for detecting
Soviet tests, only signals recorded by

Test of a nuclear device with an energy

yield equal to that of 10 kilotons of TNT.

The test, code-named Baneberry, took

Place at the Nevada test site, 110 miles
north of Las Vegas, on 18 December 1970.
The venting of radioactive dust was
accidental. Releases of radioactive

material in underground explosions at the
site since this test have been limited to

minor seepage. Figure 1

seismic networks give accurate esti-
mates of the yields of individual under-
ground explosions. Other techniques
give estimates of the yields only of sets
of Soviet tests.

We begin this article by reviewing
the several seismological procedures
for estimating the yields of Soviet
explosions, our purpose being to dem-
onstrate that yield estimates made by
direct seismological measurements are
accurate and do imply that the Soviets
have abided by the 150-kiloton limit of
the Threshold Test Ban Treaty.

Seismic magnitudes

The discussion centers on two seismic
“magnitudes,” m, and Ms. The magni-
tude m, is calculated from measure-
ments of P waves, which are compres-
sional seismic waves in the body of the
Earth. The magnitude M is calculat-
ed from measurements of Rayleigh
waves, which are surface seismic
waves. These magnitudes are simple
logarithmic functions of the ampli-
tudes of the pertinent seismic waves.
The amplitudes are normalized for
distance from the epicenter and for
path of propagation, so that magnitude
estimates made at arbitrary distances
and locations are internally consistent.
The normalizations for distance and
propagation path are based upon exten-
sive empirical data obtained over dec-
ades by many seismologists.

A seismic event does not have a
single magnitude—it has several.
When one uses different seismic waves

and frequencies to estimate the magni-
tude of an event, one gets markedly
different numerical values for the mag-
nitude. For instrumental and seismo-
logical reasons, routine magnitude esti-
mates are based on P waves of 1-second
period and Rayleigh waves of 20-second
period. The magnitudes m, and M
assigned a seismic event are averages
of the magnitudes determined at many
seismological stations. By applying
empirically observed corrections based
on data from many earthquakes and
explosions, one can reduce the stan-
dard deviation of the magnitude esti-
mates for any given event to 0.20-0.25
units of magnitude. The standard devi-
ation of the mean depends on the
number of stations used to determine
the magnitude. The relationships
between the magnitudes and the yields
of nuclear explosions are also derived
empirically: Yields of an adequate
number of US explosions have been
declassified and published to allow
accurate estimates of the relationship
between magnitude and yield at the
Nevada test site.'

Magnitude bias. Because of geological
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variations within the crust and upper
mantle of the Earth, an explosion at
the Soviet test site at Semipalatinsk or
Novaya Zemlya produces seismic P
waves of much greater amplitude at
distances than does an explosion of the
same yield at the US test site in
Nevada, shown in figure 1. The differ-
ence is determinable quantitatively; to
obtain it one solves the so-called P-wave
magnitude bias or m, bias problem.
The large regional variations in the
properties of the Earth's crust and
upper mantle lead to different attenu-
ations of body waves, thus causing
amplitude differences and magnitude
bias along different paths between
epicenters and seismic stations.
Quantitative determination of the P-
wave magnitude bias has been a major
issue in estimating the yields of Soviet
underground explosions. Studies done
in the early 1970s demonstrated the
existence of the bias.>® The US govern-
ment, however, refused to accept the
conclusions of those studies, even
though they were conducted within the
Defense Department and cleared by
that department for publication in the
open scientific literature. Finally in
1977 the government admitted that
seismic amplitudes of P waves do vary
with the sites of the sources and receiv-
ers, but chose for reasons never speci-
fied to apply correction factors that
were too small. This choice formed the
basis for claims by the Reagan Admin-
istration of Soviet noncompliance with
the 150-kiloton test limit. Only now is
the government moving toward accep-
tance of the proper correction factor,
bringing its position into conformance
with long demonstrated fact.
Something still not appreciated by
many is that one can estimate the
yields of large Soviet explosions
through seismological procedures that
do not require estimates of the magni-
tude bias between the US and Soviet
test sites, and that these procedures
confirm the validity of the method used
to calibrate the P-wave magnitude bias
estimates made by totally separate
seismological procedures. One such
technique is use of Rayleigh wave
amplitudes, or magnitudes M.
Following our review of seismologi-
cal procedures for estimating the yields
of Soviet tests, we introduce a method
for estimating the yields of US tests
and show that this method gives esti-
mates that agree with previously pub-
lished yields of individual events and
with recently declassified data on the
US test pattern for 1980-84. We then
investigate the Soviet testing program
by placing the calculated pattern of
Soviet tests within the constraints of
physical law and military require-
ment—that is, to compare the US test
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program, a program with known logic,
with that of the Soviet Union while
assuming various values of P-wave
magnitude bias. We also investigate
the differences in the two test programs
as a function of time. We show that if
US and Soviet nuclear weapons are
similar in basic design, meaning that
most are two-stage thermonuclear wea-
pons having primaries of comparable
vields (we believe that military require-
ments and the physics of nuclear wea-
pons demand this), then we would
expect the testing programs of the two
countries to show similar distributions
of yields for a given level of weapons
sophistication. We show that the level
of the P-wave magnitude bias needed
for this to be the case is consistent with
that determined from seismological
considerations. Conversely, if we ac-
cept the magnitude bias as determined
by seismology, a comparison of the two
test programs shows them to be strik-
ingly similar. The comparison we
make of the complete test programs of
the two countries is the first to appear
in the unclassified literature.

Explosion seismology

An underground explosion creates a
radially symmetric shock wave that
propagates outward with a velocity
that depends on the yield. If the rock
containing the explosion has little or no
initial stress and if the properties of the
volume of rock experiencing the shock
wave are uniform, then the shock wave
will consist almost completely of P
waves and Rayleigh waves. The former
are compressional body waves that
propagate throughout the entire vol-
ume of the Earth, while the latter are
surface waves whose amplitudes de-
crease exponentially with depth. Two
types of surface waves are possible:
Rayleigh waves and Love waves. Ray-
leigh waves are the elastic analog of
waves on the surface of water; In
addition to vertical motion, particles
undergo horizontal motion in the plane
of propagation, resulting in elliptical
particle motion. Love waves are shear
surface waves displaying horizontal
particle motion perpendicular to the
direction of propagation.

Simple conditions of very low initial
stress, or pre-stress, are not general
throughout the shallow zones of the
Earth in which explosions occur.
There is very little or no pre-stress in
rocks overlying some subduction zones
(the Aleutian Islands, for example), salt
deposits and unconsolidated alluvium,
but most other rock is under some pre-
stress (10-100 bars in seismic areas),
which arises from the never ending
deformational processes going on with-
in the Earth. An explosion produces a
sphere of shattered rock of zero

strength, allowing a readjustment of
stress in the surrounding rock. This
readjustment produces radiation of the
full complement of possible types of
elastic waves—shear body waves and
Love surface waves in addition to the P
body waves and Rayleigh surface
waves. The waves resulting from this
tectonic release can complicate identifi-
cation criteria and can require calibra-
tion of Rayleigh-wave amplitudes when
those amplitudes are used to estimate
vields. However, the contribution of
stress release to P-wave amplitudes has
never been sufficient to alter the P-
wave magnitude bias.

Estimating the bias

Figure 2a is a plot of the P-wave
magnitudes m, of Soviet nuclear tests
as a function of time. The points of
immediate interest are the cessation of
high-magnitude tests by the Soviets in
1976 because of the 150-kt limit, and
the rise in magnitude from 5.8 to 6.2 in
the years following 1976. All the large
Soviet tests before 1976 were at Novaya
Zemlya, although most Soviet tests
have been at Semipalatinsk.

As we will see below, an explosion at
the Nevada test site with a magnitude
m,, of 6.2 would have a yield of 600-700
kilotons. However, there is a large P-
wave magnitude bias between Semipa-
latinsk and the Nevada test site, and
one must take this into account if one is
to use yield-vs-magnitude curves based
on the Nevada test site to make accu-
rate estimates of the yields of Soviet
tests of such magnitude. Let us review
the seismological procedures that dem-
onstrate the magnitude bias.

Figure 3a is based on data for 33
Soviet explosions for which Lynn Sykes
and Inés Cifuentes at Columbia Univer-
sity have published carefully calibrated
mean magnitudes m, and Mg calculat-
ed from data from many seismic sta-
tions.” Yields were calculated from
magnitudes Mg using the following
formula:®

log,,(yield in kt) = 0.762M, —1 (1)

This equation, which is based on explo-
sions of known yield from numerous
sites worldwide, applies to explosionsin
hard rock anywhere. The existence of
a universally applicable relationship
between magnitude Mg and yield for
explosions in hard rock when Rayleigh
waves are little affected by the release
of tectonic stress was first shown® in
1971, and the bases for it were first
summarized® in 1977,

In figure 3a, the yields based on the
magnitudes m,, of the 33 Soviet explo-
sions were calculated using the rela-
tionship that is correct for the Nevada
test site (see figure 4b), only the high-
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Threshold Test Ban Treaty.

yield portion of the relationship being
needed:

log,o(yield in kt) = 1.25m, — 4.95 (2)

Note that using equations 1 and 2
gives pairs of values for the Soviet
explosions, that is, for log yield(Mys)
and log yield(m, ), and that these pairs
result in a distribution of points (figure
3a) that scatter around a straight line
with a slope of essentially 1. This

Figure 2

implies, as expected, that the funda-
mental physics controlling the slopes of
equations 1 and 2 is identical at hard
rock sites in the US and USSR. Note
also that the yield-versus-magnitude
curves appropriate to the Nevada test
site give m,, -based estimates of yields of
Soviet tests that are 3 to 4 times greater
than the M.-based estimates. Thus
there is a problem of “magnitude bias”
between the Soviet test sites and the

US test site. To resolve this problem,
one must determine whether the prob-
lem is with the magnitudes m, or the
magnitudes M.

Evernden and John Filson in the
early 1970s were the first to demon-
strate® the existence of this problem,
and Evernden explained” it in the mid-
1970s. Simply put, there are signifi-
cant variations in anelastic processes
and in the velocity structure of seismic
waves at depths of 0-200 km in differ-
ent regions of the Earth. Tectonically
active terrains, such as that found at
the Nevada test site, are characterized
by high mean elevation, high heat flow,
low P-wave velocities at the Mohoro-
vicic discontinuity (the boundary
between the Earth’s crust and mantle),
marked travel-time delays of both P
and S body waves, and significant
anelastic attenuation of all seismic
body waves. The P-wave attenuation
leads to lower measured amplitudes
and thus to lower measured magni-
tudes m, than in terrains such as
Canada, the eastern United States and
most of the Soviet Union. None of
these Earth structures significantly
perturb the amplitudes of 20-second
Rayleigh waves, the waves used to
determine the magnitudes M.

Several procedures

The contrast in properties between
active and stable terrains leads to
several distinct procedures for estimat-
ing the nature and size of the magni-
tude bias illustrated by figure 3a:
P Both empirical data and theoretical
analysis establish that 20-second Ray-
leigh waves do not experience signifi-
cantly different propagation effects in
different terrains, and also establish
the uniformity of explosion-generated
low-frequency source amplitudes, and
thus Rayleigh-wave amplitudes, for ex-
plosions of the same yield in a wide
variety of “hard rock.”® Therefore, if
tectonic release does not perturb the
magnitudes My, no correction need be
applied to these magnitudes, and one
can estimate’ directly from figure 3a
the bias in the magnitudes m,,.
» If it becomes necessary to correct the
observed magnitudes My for the re-
lease of tectonic energy, one can use
procedures for calculating both the
explosion- and earthquakelike compo-
nents of the 20-second Rayleigh waves
from multi-azimuth multiperiod obser-
vations of both Rayleich and Love
waves. Use of the corrected magni-
tudes My then permits estimation of
the bias in the magnitudes m,. The
assumptions required, the sensitivity of
the calculations to the details of the
earthquakelike energy release, the size
of the necessary correction for some of
the Semipalatinsk events and the limit-

PHYSICS TODAY / AUGUST 1987 39



ed data base may well prevent deter-
mination of the proper value of the
magnitude My within 0.1 magnitude
units for an explosion with high tec-
tonic release. Some have thought that
this problem of marked contamination
of the M value by the release of
tectonic stress seriously perturbed the
M, values obtained for the large post-
treaty explosions at Semipalatinsk. It
is now generally accepted, however,
that there is no evidence for such a
perturbation. Contamination of the
magnitude Ms by tectonic release is
not a problem for any explosions at the
Nevada test site if those explosions are
observed over a broad range of azi-
muths.

» The velocities P, of the horizontally
traveling seismic waves along the Mo-
horoviéi¢ discontinuity are strongly
correlated with the amplitudes of the
vertically traveling P waves.® The
contrast in the velocities P, between
the Soviet test sites and the US test site
(8.2-8.3 km/sec versus 7.9 km/sec)
confirms a bias in the magnitude m,, of
a few tenths between the Soviet and US
sites. However, this technique is inade-
quate to determine the bias in the
magnitude m;, at a particular site to
the 0.1-0.2 level.

P There is an extremely close correla-
tion between the travel times and the
amplitude attenuations of P waves
through the crust and upper mantle of
the Earth. This correlation is associat-
ed with variations as great as 0.2 in m,,
bias for stations on similar rock in
terrains with indistinguishable veloc-
ities P, and with variations of greater
than 0.5 in m, bias between such
stations in different-P, terrains.® To
apply this technigque of travel time
versus amplitude to evaluation of the
P-wave bias at Novaya Zemlya and
Semipalatinsk relative to the Nevada
test site one needs the P-wave arrival
times at seismic stations throughout
western North America and Eurasia
and data from a station at or very near
each test site. The Soviets have for
several decades published in their seis-
mological bulletins such P-wave arrival
times for several standard stations,
including one at Semipalatinsk. One
can get a detailed estimate of the my
bias at Semipalatinsk relative to Ne-
vada by this procedure®; the resulting
value is 0.45 + 0.02. Unfortunately,
there were no Soviet stations near
enough to Novaya Zemlya to allow an
equally accurate estimate of P-wave
magnitude bias there by this technique.
Note that two totally separate proce-
dures for estimating the m, bias
between Semipalatinsk and Nevada—
M and P-wave travel time—agree on a
value of about 0.45.

P If one knows the shape of the source
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Calculated yields for 33 Soviet tests with accurately determined seismic magnitudes m, .
The yield of each test was calculated two different ways—by its seismic magnitude m,, and by
its seismic magnitude Ms. The two methods give the same results when one assumes a bias
to correct for seismological differences between US and Soviet test sites. Black points

represent tests at Novaya Zemlya; red points, tests at Semipalatinsk.®

spectrum of an explosion, one can
observe the broadband spectrum at a
distance, calculate the attenuation pa-
rameter required to reshape the ob-
served spectrum to the source spec-
trum and then apply this attenuation
parameter? to the passband used in
estimating the magnitude m,. The
problems in this procedure are the
assumptions one must make about the
details of the source spectrum and the
difficulty of uniquely separating elastic
and anelastic propagation effects. This
technique has reportedly given esti-
mates of an m,, bias of 0.35 for Semipa-
latinsk. The assumptions in the tech-
nique may lead to errors of as much as
0.1 in estimating the correct bias value.
» The ideal and direct technique, of
course, would be to have amplitude
data for P waves of distant earthquakes
or explosions as recorded at or very
near the Soviet test sites. The Soviets
have not made such data available in
their seismological bulletins. How-
ever, a group from the University of
California at San Diego is working in
the Semipalatinsk region on a project
funded by the Natural Resources De-
fense Council (see PHYSICS TODAY, Au-
gust 1986, page 57); one hopes this
group will obtain such data.

Figure 3

Recalculating yields. Figures 3b-d
present the yields for the 33 events
used in figure 3a, recalculated assum-
ing various values of P-wave magni-
tude or m,, bias for the Soviet test sites
relative to the US test site. A value of
0.2 (figure 3b), decreed by bureaucratic
fiat within the US government in 1977
in spite of evidence presented at the
time that the proper bias value for
Semipalatinsk was at least 0.40, is seen
to be inadequate to achieve agreement
of yield estimates calculated from the
magnitudes m, and M. Figure 3c
indicates that an m, bias value of 0.35
quite nicely fits the Novaya Zemlya
data, in agreement with Sykes and
Cifuentes and the analyses given ear-
lier.* A value of 0.45 (figure 3d) gives a
better fit to the Semipalatinsk explo-
sions, in agreement with the analysis of
P-wave amplitudes versus P-wave trav-
el times discussed above. As pointed
out earlier, the appearance of different
bias values for the two sites is not
surprising, as greater differences in m,
bias were demonstrated many years
ago within geotectonic terrains of the
US comparable to those at Novaya
Zemlya and Semipalatinsk.®

Figure 3d indicates that even when
we use an m,, bias of 0.45 for Semipala-
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tinsk, the several high-yield events
since 1978 have calculated yields with a
mean value of about 175 kilotons and
maximum and minimum values of
about 195 and 155 kilotons. The figure
suggests that either the set of five large
explosions with calculated yields
greater than 150 kt (the five rightmost
crosses in each frame of figure 3) were
actually each somewhat greater than
150 kt, that a greater m,, bias value is
required or that some other factors
such as rock properties or slight errrors
in the yield-vs-magnitude curves slight-
ly perturbed the m, value. That the
calculated yields are slightly above the
150-kt limit therefore does not neces-
sarily mean cheating by the Soviets.
(The standard deviation of the mean
my, value of these explosions is 0.018,
meaning that the standard deviation of
the yield estimates is about 10 kt,
assuming correctness of the yield-vs-
mgnitude curves; if all are assumed to
be of the same yield, the mean calculat-
ed yield is about 175 kt with a standard
deviation of 5-10 kt.)

Lawrence Livermore National Labo-
ratory reached a similar interpretation
of the seismological data of the Semipa-
latinsk explosions some years ago. In a
report in The Bulletin of the Atomic
Scientists, Marsh presents quotations
from letters by Warren Heckrotte and
Michael May of Livermore; in these

1000 10 000

May states explicitly that internal
Livermore documents “did conclude
that there was no evidence that the
Soviets had cheated on the Threshold
Test Ban Treaty.”'" Roger Batzel,'' the
present director of Livermore, reiterat-
ed that evaluation in testimony to
Congress in 1985.

The analysis of the US and USSR
testing programs presented below indi-
cates that the Soviets would accrue no
technical advantage by testing at 175
kilotons rather than at 150 kilotons.
Although it has not yet been demon-
strated, we expect that the explanation
for these higher-yield tests will prob-
ably be found in seismological details
such as those suggested above.

Thus several simple, direct and total-
ly independent seismological proce-
dures for estimating yields of Soviet
explosions agree on a positive P-wave
magnitude bias value of 0.35 or greater
for both Novaya Zemlya and Semipala-
tinsk relative to Nevada, while the
procedures we deem most accurate
indicate a P-wave magnitude bias of
0.45 for Semipalatinsk. In this regard
it is worth quoting from a presentation
to Congress by Paul G. Richards, a
geophysicist at Columbia University's
Lamont-Doherty Geological Observa-
tory, who had reviewed all available
information.'® Discussing the adequa-
cy of then available data and analyses

for the quantitative evaluation of the P-
wave magnitude bias problem, Rich-
ards first quoted [rom a 1977 report by
Evernden” and then stated that “Al-
though in some details the scientific
argument has required slight revision
in light of later work, the main conclu-
sion is [essentially that?] adopted re-
cently when the US government’s [ posi-
tion?] was revised.” The phrases in
brackets are our guesses of the words
that the government censored before
releasing Richards’s testimony in un-
classified form.

US testing program

To wuse an indirect procedure to
estimate the yields of Soviet nuclear
tests, it is necessary to have a reasona-
bly accurate picture of the entire US
test program. The yields of only a few
US explosions at the Nevada test site
have been declassified. (For a complete
list of these events, see Nuclear Wea-
pons Databook, Natural Resources De-
fense Council, Washington, DC, 1984.)
However, the government has an-
nounced the depths of nearly all the
Nevada explosions. Figure 4a, a plot of
data for Nevada events with an-
nounced yields and depths, indicates a
strong tendency to detonate explosions
at a scale depth D. of 400-450 feet,
based on the relation

Depth(feet) = D, [yield(kt)]'?  (3)

Figure 4b also suggests use of a scale
depth of 450 feet. The red points on
Figure 4b are data for explosions in
mesa tuffl or granite for which the
government announced yields; the m,,
values for these explosions are as pub-
lished by Evernden and Archambeau®
or in the bulletins of the National
Earthquake Information Service.'”
The line drawn through these points is
somewhat different from that pub-
lished in Evernden and Archambeau,
because the high-yield curve of figure
4b has the added contraint imposed by
the two explosions near 90 kilotons,
code-named Miniata and Starwort.
The bend in the curve indicates® a
change in the frequency spectrum for
yields exceeding about 50 kilotons. The
black points in figure 4b are based upon
m,, values published by NEIS for explo-
sions in mesa tuff or granite between
1971 and 1983, with the “yields” for
these events being based on their an-
nounced depths, use of equation 3 and a
scale depth of 450 feet. The agreement
of the black points with the curve based
on the red points indicates that usual
US practice in recent years certainly
has been to use a scale depth of close to
450 feet. The single black point far
below the other data implies either a
greatly over-buried explosion—one
much deeper than the 450-foot scale
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depth—or an explosion that did not go
off at the expected yield—one with a
magnitude m, lower than expected.

Figures 5a and 5b are yet another
demonstration that the United States
uses a scale depth of approximately 450
feet. The black curve of figure 5a is the
plot of df(Y)/d log(Y) published by Ray
Kidder'* of Livermore for test yields at
the Nevada test site during 1980-84.
Here f{Y) is the fraction of tests whose
yields were Y kilotons or less. Kidder’s
curve is based on the actual yields. The
red curve in figure 5a is the function
f1Y) derived by integrating Kidder's
curve. The red histogram of figure 5b
is derived from the function f(Y) of
figure 5a, while the black histogram is
derived from US tests during the same
period by using published depths of
explosions, a scale depth of 450 feet and
equation 3. The vertical scale of the
red histogram is adjusted to imply the
same number of tests as the black
histogram. The two patterns of figure
5b are different in detail but basically
very similar. Though the curves have
peaks of somewhat different shape,
they do show nearly the same number
of high- and low-yield tests. The agree-
ment is adequate to support the conclu-
sion that explosions at the Nevada test
site are routinely detonated at a scale
depth very near 450 feet. In the
following discussion, interpretation of
the US testing pattern is based on a
scale depth of 450 feet for all explo-
sions. We do not mean to imply that
one can accurately estimate the yield of
each US test in this manner; it does,
however, yield a close estimate of the
pattern of US testing.

USSR testing program

Non-seismological arguments based
on the above discussion of the US
testing program and on various other
considerations all indicate a high bias
in the magnitudes m, for Semipala-
tinsk and Novaya Zemlya relative to
the Nevada test site, with an associated
lack of regional variation of the magni-
tudes M. Statements both old and
recent by people connected with the US
weapons laboratories provide the bases
for these arguments,

An argument for a large m, bias
between Semipalatinsk and Nevada
was presented by weapons designers 20
or so years ago—before there was a
seismological understanding of the bias
problem. Recent statements in the
open literature permit us to present
that argument, which is as valid today
as it was originally.

To begin with, it has often been
stated that nuclear warheads are char-
acterized by having “primary” and
“secondary” explosive devices, both of
them nuclear. This is confirmed in a

42 PHYSICS TODAY / AUGUST 1987

Yield distribution of
explosions® at the
Nevada test site,
1980-84. The black
curve in ais the
published function
df(Y)/d(log¥). The
red curve, obtained by
integration, is the
implied fraction f(Y) of
tests with yields at or
below Y kilotons. The
black curve inbis a
histogram of yields s
calculated from
announced depths
when one assumes a
scale depth of 450 feet
for all explosions. The
red curve inbis a
histogram based on
the red curve in a.
This histogram and
those in subsequent -
figures are terminated
at 2.5 kilotons with
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1983 Lawrence Livermore bulletin,
which states that ‘“x-rays produced
during the nuclear explosion of the
primary transfer energy to compress
and ignite thermonuclear fuel con-
tained in the secondary.”'” It is the
testing of the primary that is critical to
the design of a nuclear weapon, as
Richard L. Wagner Jr, then assistant to
the Secretary of Defense for atomic
energy, stated in 1986: “The primary
design is the sort of bellwether of
whether it will work . .. we can test all
primary designs which are at a lower
yield, thereby giving us continued rea-
sonable assurance that the design will
work at full yield."'® Wagner was
speaking within the context of the
Threshold Test Ban Treaty, which, he
noted, allows one to test “the primary
or a combination of the primary and an
altered secondary, which would not
exceed the threshold.”

One can infer from a comment by
Harold Agnew in a letter to Congress-
man Jack Kemp that testing at a yield
of about 10 kilotons or somewhat more
is of particular importance to a rational
test program'”: “I don't believe testing
below five or ten kilotons can do much
to improve (as compared to maintain-
ing) strategic posture.” As we will see,
the distinction between “improve” and
“maintaining” corresponds to that
between testing secondaries or only
primaries. Discussing the effect that a
comprehensive test ban treaty would

10

100 1000

YIELD (kilotons)

have on weapons design, Agnew said,
*“The military significance to either the
USSR or the USA of conducting clan-
destine tests below 5 or 10 kilotons is
per se of relatively little importance
today.”

Figure 6a shows the yields of US tests
during 1963-65, the first three years of
underground testing, calculated as-
suming a scale depth of 450 feet. The
histogram has peaks at a few kilotons
and indicates an almost uniform level
of testing from 10 to 56 kilotons. The
testing at low yields is almost certainly
related to the development of tactical
nuclear weapons and primaries; note in
figure 2b the concentration of low-yield
tests in the very early years of the
underground program.

During the years 1965-70, as US
seismologists were establishing that it
is possible to identify the seismic waves
of underground explosions down to
magnitudes m, of around 4.75 (corre-
sponding to yields of 10-15 kilotons in
hard rock, as figure 4b indicates),
representatives of the weapons labora-
tories repeatedly depreciated these ac-
complishments as being of no signifi-
cance to a test-ban-monitoring environ-
ment: They stated that it is possible to
scale up to full yield without testing
above 10-20 kilotons. The implications
of that repeated statement agree with
the supposition that primaries have a
maximum yield of 10-20 kilotons and
with Wagner's statement about the
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possibility of scaling up from the test-
ing of primaries or of primaries and
degraded secondaries,'®

Figures 6b-h are based on the first
three years of Soviet underground test-
ing. Figure 6b, which assumes no bias
in the magnitude m,, indicates that
there were no Soviet tests between 10
and 14 kilotons and that the highest
peak in activity was at 80-112 kilotons.
This pattern is drastically different
from the US pattern in figure 6a and
implies the unlikely conclusion that
the Soviets were testing secondaries
and relatively few primaries or that
they were using 100-kt primaries.
However, as the P-wave magnitude
bias increases from figure 6b to figure
6h, the calculated pattern of Soviet
testing becomes very similar to the US
pattern. Under the obvious constraint
that physical and military require-
ments dictate the character of testing
patterns, figures 6f~h imply an m,, bias
distinctly greater than 0.35 at Semipa-
latinsk.

Further study of the patterns of
testing by the US and the USSR
strengthens these conclusions as well
as leading to some interesting interpre-
tations. Figure 2b presents the US
testing pattern for 1963-84, based on a
scale depth of 450 feet and the use of all
events for which a depth was an-
nounced. Each tick mark along the
horizontal axis indicates ten tests. The
vertical line demarcates 31 March

Figure 6

1976, the acceptance date of the 150-kt
limit of the Threshold Test Ban Treaty.
Note the burst of high-yield testing just

prior to the treaty and the absence of

tests exceeding 150 kt since the treaty.
(The magnitudes m, of these events
confirm them to be less than 150 kt.)
The concentration of low-yield tests in
the mid- to late 1960s is obvious.

Figure 2a gives the pattern of Soviet
testing during 1964-85, expressed in
magnitudes m, as published by the
National Earthquake Information Ser-
vice. The maximum magnitude m, of
5.8 immediately after the treaty and
the subsequent rise to 6.2 are clearly
visible. This rise at Semipalatinsk and
confusion about its proper interpreta-
tion triggered the now largely resolved
intragovernmental disputes about the
magnitude bias in 1976.

Sykes has pointed out that study of
the Soviet pattern of high-yield tests is
yet another means of demonstrating a
large bias in the magnitudes m, at
Novaya Zemlya.'"" He notes that
between 1973 and 1976 the USSR
deployed five strategic systems, includ-
ing the MIRVed versions of the SS-17,
58-18 and SS-19, with warhead yields
beteen 300 and 600 kilotons according
to CIA National Intelligence Estimates
quoted by Peter Samuel.'” Samuel’s
statements make it clear that these
yield estimates are based on non-seis-
mological criteria. Samuel says that if
one uses the official value of the m,

bias, presumably 0.2, then no Soviet
tests prior to 1976 have had yields in
the 300-600-kt range. He concludes
that either the methods of determining
yields from seismic data are incorrect
or the yields of Soviet warheads given
by the National Intelligence Estimates
are wrong.

Let us assume that the Soviets tested
these warheads at full yield. Figure 2a
shows there to have been five explo-
sions prior to 1976 in the m,, range 6.4-
6.5, all of them at Novaya Zemlya and
of very similar yield. Use of an as-
sumed m, bias of 0.2 leads to the
conclusion that there was little testing
in the range 300-600 kt, but that there
were five tests in the range 600-800 kt,
a yield range with no known purpose
for Soviet warheads. Using an m,, bias
of 0.35, however, one finds the set of
five explosions to have calculated
yields of 400-500 kt, while a bias of 0.4
gives yields of 300400 kt for these
explosions. This adjustment of calcu-
lated yields by use of the seismological-
ly correct m,, bias brings the seismolo-
gical estimates and the National Intel-
ligence Estimates into full agreement.
The National Intelligence Estimates
thus give another demonstration of a P-
wave magnitude bias at Novaya Zem-
lya of 0.35-0.40 as shown in figure 3.

The impact of using the correct m,
bias to evaluate the Soviet test program
is succinctly indicated by comparing
the aggregate explosive yields of that
program obtained assuming no magni-
tude bias and using the proper biases at
Semipalatinsk and Novaya Zemlya.
Use of zero m,, bias leads to a calculated
aggregate yield of 59 megatons for all
Soviet underground tests, while use of
the proper m, biases lowers the esti-
mate to 19 megatons.

Historical comparison

Figure 7 shows histograms of the
patterns of testing by the US and USSR
over the years. The figure separates
the testing programs into four time
intervals. In the US program, the
years 1965-74 were characterized by
development of sophisticated war-
heads, with little further advance in
design in later years. One can inter-
pret the nearly uniform level of testing
between 20 and 1000 kilotons during
this period as a reflection of the devel-
opment of sophisticated secondaries.
Contrast this US pattern with that of
the USSR during the same years. With
the assumed bias of 0.45 at Semipala-
tinsk, the site of all these tests, the
Soviet testing pattern shows marked
peaking at 15-30 kilotons. This is the
expected pattern if primaries were of
those yields and if the test program
included mostly primaries, with full-
yield weapons requiring little further
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discussed in the text, yields of the largest Soviet tests since the treaty are calculated as

170 < 20 kilotons; most of these explosions thus fall in the yield bin 160-226 kt. The
histograms assume a 450-ft scale depth for US tests and a magnitude bias of 0.45 for Soviet

tests.

testing as discussed above.
Comparison of the US and Soviet
testing patterns for 1981-85 suggests
that both countries do indeed use pri-
maries with maximum yields of 10-30
kilotons. Further, inspection of the
periods 1976-80 and 1981-85 indicates
a marked change in Soviet testing;
these patterns look very much like the
US 196569 and 1976-80 patterns,
respectively, lacking the high-yield
events barred by treaty. Thus it seems
reasonable to conclude that the Soviet
testing program and stockpile designs
have been proceeding toward greater
sophistication along the lines pursued
by the US 5 to 10 years earlier.
Arguments for the greater reliability
and slower degradation of Soviet wea-
pons under a comprehensive or low-
threshold test ban treaty, based as they
are on the presumed simplicity of
Soviet warheads, may not be as solidly
based as frequently implied.?" It is also
not necessarily true that any degrada-
tion of the nuclear weapons stockpile
need occur under such treaties.”!
The multiplicity of seismological ar-
guments demonstrating a large bias in
the P-wave magnitude m, between the
Soviet test sites and the Nevada test
site—arguments extant in the seismo-
logical literature since the early
1970s—should finally be accepted as
definitive. The only remaining issue is
the exact value of the bias at any
particular point, as there is marked
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Figure 7

variation in bias even within terrain
that appears uniform by superficial
analysis.
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