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Oldest U.S. Nuclear Weapons in Planned Stockpile Are 
Seven Decades Younger than Expected Lifetimes

The age of nuclear weapons in the U.S. stockpile has been inconsistently reported. The National Nuclear 
Security Administration (NNSA), the semi-autonomous nuclear weapons agency within the Department of Energy, 
has emphasized that it maintains weapons that are 30 years or older. For example, the Lawrence Livermore National 
Laboratory (one of the three nuclear weapons design labs) declared in 2002, “stewardship is a race against time. The 
oldest nuclear weapon in the stockpile was added to the stockpile in 1970. That makes the weapon 30 years old.” 1 
More ominously, while announcing the need for a super bomb plant, NNSA said, “We know that plutonium pits have 
a limited lifetime.” Without replacing the bombs, “we could wake up and find out half our stockpile gone to waste.” 2

NNSA uses the potential effects of aging on nuclear weapons components as substantial justification for 
controversial programs, such as the Reliable Replacement Warhead3 and “Complex 2030,”4 as the agency seeks 
to restore design and production capabilities comparable to those of the Cold War.5 Nuclear weapons ages can 
be indisputably determined from a 1995 tri-lab study which gives the year for each “First Production Unit” 
and the length in years of their production runs.6 Nuclear Watch New Mexico believes these ages will be of in-
creasing significance when contrasted against recent conclusions that the lifetimes of plutonium pits, the core 
component or “triggers” of nuclear weapons, are double NNSA’s previously accepted 45-60 year estimate. 

The plutonium pit is the crucial nuclear weapons component; thus the significance of any impact of aging on 
its performance and reliability cannot be over-emphasized. NNSA has been conducting “accelerated plutoni-
um aging studies”7 for at least a decade. Given that 100’s of billions of dollars and the course of future U.S. 
nuclear weapons policies could ride on the results, we thought it prudent there should be independent peer review. 

Accordingly, Nuclear Watch New Mexico requested Senator Jeff Bingaman (D.-NM) to introduce 
legislation that required independent review by a qualified federal contractor with the necessary secu-
rity clearances. He successfully did so as an amendment to the Fiscal Year 2004 Defense Authoriza-
tion Act, and ultimately JASON was contracted to conduct that review. JASON is a group of eminent sci-
entists, among whom have been Nobel laureates and original Manhattan Project scientists, who act as 
consultants to the government. The results of their review were recently released, with its key finding:
  “Most primary types [pits surrounded by high explosives] have credible minimum lifetimes in excess   
 of 100 years as regards aging of plutonium; those with assessed minimum lifetimes of 100 years or   
 less have clear mitigation paths that are proposed and/or being implemented.” 8

The thousands of nonnuclear components in a weapon, such as arming and fuzing devices, electrome-
chanical switches, etc., can be rigorously tested. The “Complex 2030” supplemental environmental impact 
statement (EIS) now under debate is “tiered” off a 1996 programmatic EIS. The earlier PEIS declared, “high 
confidence in the safety and reliability of nonnuclear components and subsystems can be established” through 
manufacturing data and ongoing lab tests and flight tests involving complete but unarmed nuclear weapons.9 

The conventional high explosives used to initiate the nuclear explosion in plutonium pits have been shown to 
grow more stable with age in some of their key characteristics,10 and these same high explosives of similar age 
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can be tested outside of the nuclear weapons. In contrast, plutonium pits cannot be full-scale tested because that 
would result in a nuclear explosion, currently banned under an international testing moratorium. Therefore, the 
significance of predicted plutonium pit performance lifetimes cannot be overstated when it comes to nuclear 
weapons reliability.

Plutonium pit aging is now clearly less of an urgent concern than previously thought. As Rep. David Hob-
son, R-Ohio, chairman of the House Subcommittee on Water and Energy Appropriations, which over-
sees annual spending on nuclear weapons work, said, “This shows we can take a breather for a while.” 
11 There is time to ask basic questions. Does this country really need to design and build new weapons and 
the NNSA-proposed industrial-scale plutonium pit production facility—both vastly expensive enterpris-
es likely to suffer from cost overruns and the hidden costs of cleanup and environmental remediation?  

We calculate below that the average age of nuclear weapons in the planned “enduring stockpile” is currently 
less than 21 years old, with the oldest weapons still just 28 years old. Moreover, because the 2002 “Moscow 
Treaty” mandates the reduction of the U.S. operational stockpile to 2,200 weapons or fewer by 2013, weap-
ons older than the average age could and should be retired and dismantled. Therefore, the average age of U.S. 
nuclear weapons could become the oldest age, were there a national policy to that effect.12 In that case, the 
oldest U.S. nuclear weapons would have approximately three-quarters of a century before their expected 
end-of-life, if necessary to retire them at all. By 1993 no U.S. nuclear weapon had ever been retired because 
of age, out of a stockpile going back to the early 1950’s. A “Stockpile Life Study” by the Sandia National Labs 
concluded, “although nuclear weapons age, they do not wear out; they last as long as the nuclear weapons 
community (DoD and DOE) desires. In fact, we can find no example of a nuclear weapon retirement where age 
was ever a factor in the retirement decision.”13

Below are the ages of individual nuclear weapons types and the length of their production runs from the tri-
lab study. We have added the current estimated numbers of nuclear weapons, their projected numbers in 
2013, and the average age today of both those in the existing stockpile and those slated to remain in 2013. 
These future reductions are perhaps reasonable to expect. The NNSA itself states it must justify that it is not 
restarting a nuclear arms race by designing new weapons for the Reliable Replacement Warhead Program.14

* Likely includes the B61-11 earth-penetrator modified from the B61-7, deployed in 1997.

Nuclear Watch New Mexico • Age of U.S. Nuclear Weapons 

December 6, 2006 • Page 2

15                                                                       16                 17



As shown, the oldest type of nuclear weapon in the active U.S. stockpile is the W62, an intercontinental 
ballistic missile warhead. The W62’s First Production Unit (FPU) is now 36 years old. However, the Bush 
Administration’s 2002 Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) explicitly stated, “the W62 will be retired by the end 
of FY 2009.”18 The next oldest nuclear weapon is the submarine-launched W76, whose FPU is 28 years old. 
Naturally, “units” other than FPUs are younger.

In addition, the W87 has undergone, and the B61, W76 and W80 will undergo, “Life Extension Programs” 
in which they are extensively refurbished, and hence are arguably still “younger.” The exception is that the 
key components, the plutonium pits or “triggers,” are not refurbished or remanufactured. However, the 
JASON report now assures us that pits last a century or more.

With established nuclear weapons ages, future retirements, and pit performance lifetimes of 100 years, 
new-design nuclear weapons and a new industrial-scale plutonium pit production facility are simply not 
needed. More importantly, to continue with them could actually harm our national security because the 
NNSA plans to begin soon the replacement, by 2030, of the entire and already extensively tested U.S. 
stockpile with so-called Reliable Replacement Warheads. Our national security would be compromised 
should our example encourage other countries to design new weapons and produce both new and existing 
nuclear weapons, while we replace ours with untested weapons. 

Both 2004 presidential candidates agreed that nuclear weapons proliferation is our gravest national se-
curity threat. Given that, isn’t it foolhardy to spur by example other countries to undertake new designs and 
production when we don’t need them to begin with? Isn’t it added foolhardiness to spend 100’s of billions 
of dollars on new, untested weapons and an expensively revamped nuclear weapons complex when they are 
not really needed? The prudent, conservative course of action would be to maintain stockpile reliability 
through a rigorous “Stockpile Evaluation Program,” which the NNSA has so far failed to do,19 and to 
remanufacture nuclear weapons components on a strict as-needed basis while rigorously adhering to 
proven original designs. More generally, the U.S. should radically downsize its existing nuclear weapons 
stockpile to the lowest levels really needed for post-Cold War deterrence (~200 nuclear warheads?), re-
frain from new designs and production, and thereby give an encouraging example to all countries in order to 
boost our own national security.

- Jay Coghlan  
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