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Funding New Nuclear Weapons Makes Us Less Secure

Last year Congress refused to fund the Bush administration’s request for money to develop a new generation of nuclear weapons, including the Robust Nuclear Earth Penetrator (RNEP). The administration tried again this year. While the House of Representatives voted against funding the RNEP, the Senate voted to spend $4 million in 2006 for RNEPs, and an additional $4.5 million to modify the B2 bomber to carry the weapons. The issue now goes to a House-Senate conference committee. The Department of Energy has projected a 5-year cost of $484.7 million to produce a completed warhead design for these so-called mini-nukes, which despite their diminutive moniker would cause catastrophic health and environmental damage.

RNEPs, also known as “nuclear bunker busters,” would not be able to penetrate more than 3-10 meters, far less than the depth required to contain radioactive fallout. In fact, the seismic shock of an RNEP would not be able to destroy bunkers deeper than 1000 feet, where many bunkers are thought to be located. If an RNEP did not detonate immediately adjacent to any stored biological or chemical weapons, these agents would be dispersed, along with a radioactive cloud of dust and debris, over many hundreds to thousands of miles.
A simulation of an RNEP used against the Esfahan nuclear facility in Iran, using software developed for the Pentagon, has shown that 3 million people would be killed by radiation within 2 weeks of the explosion, and 35 million people in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and India, including U.S. military personnel operating in the area, would be exposed to increased levels of cancer-causing radiation.
The Bush administration’s Nuclear Posture Review explicitly calls for targeting nuclear weapons against several non-nuclear weapon state signatories to the Non-Proliferation Treaty, contrary to previous U.S. pledges not to do so. The U.S. has never forsworn first use of nuclear weapons. The U.S. currently has a vast arsenal of about 6500 strategic nuclear weapons, with yields ranging from 5 to 1200 kilotons (thousand-tons), and about 1100 shorter-range tactical nuclear weapons, with yields of up to 300 kilotons. In contrast, the largest conventional bombs are 10 ton weapons.

Development of a new type of nuclear weapon would almost certainly lead to full testing, making it highly likely that Russia, China, and other countries would resume nuclear testing as well. It could also provoke nations like North Korea to consider first use of nuclear weapons against the U.S. or its allies.
There are more effective alternatives to RNEPs, including currently available precision-guided conventional weapons which could be used to cut off a bunker’s communications, power, and air, sealing biological and chemical weapons underground until they could be secured by U.S. troops.

Physicians for Social Responsibility recommends that Congress vote against funding RNEPs. Instead of building new nuclear weapons, the U.S. should focus military spending on securing and disposing of poorly-guarded nuclear material in Russia and other former Soviet states, cleaning up the toxic and radioactive legacy of past nuclear bomb production and testing, and improving the security of America’s ports, rail lines, and nuclear and chemical plants to guard against terrorism.
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[Physicians for Social Responsibility (PSR) is a non-profit educational organization committed to the elimination of nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction, the achievement of a healthy and sustainable environment, and the reduction of violence and its causes. PSR is the US affiliate of International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War, recipient of the 1985 Nobel Peace Prize.]
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