
 

US nuclear forces, 2006!  

 
As of January 2006, the USA maintained an estimated stockpile of approximately 
5500 active or operational nuclear warheads,1 consisting of more than 5000 strategic 
and 500 non-strategic warheads. Another 215 warheads are spares. More than 
4200 inactive warheads are in reserve, for a total stockpile of about 10 000 warheads. 

Of the current US stockpile, more than 4000 warheads are expected to be retired 
for dismantlement by 2012 as a result of the 2004 Nuclear Weapons Stockpile Plan. 
Most of these warheads will come from the large reserve of inactive warheads, while 
a smaller number will come from warheads removed from operational status as a 
result of SORT implementation. This will leave a stockpile of nearly 6000 warheads. 

 Because SORT does not include verification measures, and because the START I 
Treaty expires in 2009, monitoring the development of Russian and US strategic 
nuclear forces will be increasingly difficult. Much like during the cold war, satellite 
surveillance and human intelligence will once again be the primary means with which 
the world’s two largest nuclear weapon powers monitor—and potentially misunder-
stand—each other’s nuclear force developments. 

In parallel with adjusting the nuclear forces, the US Department of Defense (DOD) 
has upgraded its nuclear strike plans to reflect new presidential guidance and a transi-
tion in war planning from the Single Integrated Operational Plan (SIOP) of the cold 
war to a set of smaller and more flexible strike plans designed to defeat today’s 
adversaries. The new central strategic war plan is known as OPLAN (Operations 
Plan) 8044. Former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Richard B. Meyers 
described some of the planning changes in congressional testimony in February 2005: 
‘[US Strategic Command] has revised our strategic deterrence and response plan that 
became effective in the fall of 2004. This revised, detailed plan provides more 
flexible options to assure allies, and dissuade, deter, and if necessary, defeat adver-
saries in a wider range of contingencies’.2 

One example of this adjustment is CONPLAN (Concept Plan) 8022, a plan for the 
quick use of nuclear, conventional, or information warfare capabilities to destroy—
pre-emptively, if necessary—‘time-urgent targets’ anywhere in the world. Defense 
Secretary Donald Rumsfeld issued an Alert Order in early 2004 that directed the 
military to put CONPLAN 8022 into effect. As a result, the pre-emption policy of the 
administration of President George W. Bush is now operational for long-range bomb-
ers, strategic submarines and presumably ICBMs. 

 

 
!  Excerpt from Shannon N. Kile, Vitaly Fedchenko and Hans M. Kristensen, ‘World nuclear forces’, 

SIPRI Yearbook 2006: Armaments, Disarmament and International Security, (Oxford University Press: 
Oxford, 2006). 

1 This estimate for operational warheads is 600 warheads above the estimate for 2005 owing to new 
information about the composition of the active and inactive stockpiles. See Kile, S. N. and Kristensen, 
H. M., ‘World nuclear forces, 2005’, SIPRI Yearbook 2005: Armaments, Disarmament and International 
Security (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2005), p. 580.  

2 Myers, R. B., General, US Air Force, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Posture Statement 
before the Senate Armed Services Committee, 17 Feb. 2005, URL <http://www.senate.gov/~armed_ 
services/statemnt/2005/February/Myers%2002-17-05.pdf>, p. 32. 



Table 1. US nuclear forces, January 2006  
 

   No. Year first Range Warheads  
Type Designation deployed deployed (km)a x yield Warheads 
 

Strategic forces 
Bombersb 
B-52H Stratofortress 85/56 1961 16 000 ALCM 5–150 kt 1 000c 
      ACM 5–150 kt 400 
B-2 Spirit 21/16 1994 11 000 Bombs 555d 
Subtotal  106/72    1 955 
ICBMse 
LGM-30G Minuteman III 
    Mk-12 50 1970 13 000 3 x 170 kt 150 
  150   1 x 170 ktf 150 
    Mk-12A 300 1979 13 000 2–3 x 335 kt 750 
Subtotal  500     1 050 
SSBNs/SLBMsg 
UGM-133A Trident II (D-5)     
    Mk-4 n.a. 1992 >7 400 6 x 100 kt 1 632 
    Mk-5 n.a. 1990 >7 400 6 x 475 kt 384 
Subtotal  336    2 016 
Strategic subtotal     5 021 
Non-strategic forces 

B61-3, -4, -10 bombs n.a. 1979 n.a. 0.3–170 kt 400h 
Tomahawk SLCM 320 1984 2 500 1 x 5–150 kt 100i 
Non-strategic subtotal     500 

Total 5 521j 
 

a Aircraft range is for illustrative purposes only; actual mission range will vary according to 
flight profile and weapon loading. 

b The first figure in the No. deployed column is the total number of B-52Hs in the inven-
tory, including those for training, test and reserve. The second figure is for PMI (primary 
mission inventory) aircraft, i.e., the number of operational aircraft assigned for nuclear and 
conventional wartime missions. 

c Another 360 ALCM warheads are in reserve. 
d Available for both the B-52H and the B-2A. 
e The Peacekeeper ICBM was retired in Sep. 2005. The planned downloading of all Min-

uteman ICBMs to a single warhead to meet the SORT-mandated force ceiling may already 
have taken place. The W62 (Mk-12) will be retired by 2009. 

f Each of the 150 Minuteman III missiles of the 90th Space Wing at F.E. Warren AFB was 
downloaded from 3 to 1 W62 warhead in 2001. 

g Two of 14 SSBNs are undergoing conversion from the C-4 missile, which was retired in 
Oct. 2005, to the D-5. Although D-5 missiles are counted under START I as carrying 8 war-
heads each, the US Navy completed a preliminary download in 2005 (to an average of 6 war-
heads per missile) and will conduct an additional download later to meet the SORT-mandated 
force ceiling in 2012. 

h Approximately 440 bombs (including inactive weapons) are deployed in Europe. 
i Another 200 W80-0s are in inactive storage. The TLAM/N is no longer deployed at sea 

but is stored on land. 



j Another 215 warheads are spares and more than 4220 warheads are kept in the inactive 
stockpile for a total stockpile of approximately 10 000 warheads. In addition, more than 
12 000 plutonium pits are stored at the Pantex Plant in Texas. 

Sources: US Department of Defense, various budget reports and press releases; US Depart-
ment of Energy, various budget reports; US Department of State, START I Treaty MOUs, 
1990 through July 2005; US Department of Defense, various documents obtained under the 
Freedom of Information Act; US Navy, personal communication; ‘NRDC Nuclear Notebook’, 
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, various issues; US Naval Institute, Proceedings, various 
issues; and Authors’ estimates. 

Land-based ballistic missiles 

On the basis of the estimate for January 2006, the US ICBM force was reduced in 
2005 by 10 missiles with the retirement of the Peacekeeper (MX) ICBM. The 
500 W87 warheads from the 50 retired Peacekeeper missiles will be modified to 
replace W62 warheads on Minuteman ICBMs beginning in financial year (FY) 2006. 
With a yield of 310 kt, the W87 is nearly twice as powerful as the W62, which will 
broaden the range of hardened targets that can be held at risk with the Minuteman 
force. The W62 will be retired by 2009. During 2005 work continued on modernizing 
the guidance and propulsion systems of the Minuteman ICBM force. 

The USA abandoned the START II Treaty in 2002 and now plans to retain a 
multiple warhead capability for its ICBM force. The number of warheads deployed 
on ICBMs will be reduced to 500 to comply with the SORT ceiling of no more than 
2200 operationally deployed strategic warheads by 2012. However, hundreds of 
additional ICBM warheads will be retained in the ‘responsive force’ reserve for 
potential uploading onto Minuteman missiles. Four Minuteman IIIs were test-
launched in 2005 from Vandenberg Air Force Base (AFB) in California; three with a 
single re-entry vehicle and one with three re-entry vehicles. One of the missiles with a 
single re-entry vehicle (from Malmstrom AFB) was a demonstration test for adapting 
the W87 warhead from the retired MX/Peacekeeper for deployment on the 
Minuteman III.3 

Work is continuing on designing a new ICBM to begin replacing Minuteman III 
missiles from 2018. The Mission Need Statement (MNS) for the new ICBM states 
that nuclear weapons will ‘continue to play a unique and indispensable role in US 
security policy’ and that a credible and effective land-based nuclear deterrent force 
‘beyond 2020’ will ‘prepare the US for an uncertain future by maintaining US quali-
tative superiority in nuclear war-fighting capabilities in the 2020–2040 time frame’.4 

Ballistic missile submarines 

The Trident I (C-4) SLBM was retired in October 2005 after 26 years of service when 
the USS Alabama offloaded the last 24 operational C-4 missiles. The Alabama, along 

 
3 The 2006 Quadrennial Defense Review decided to reduce the ICBM force by 50 missiles, to 

450 missiles, beginning in FY 2007. US Department of Defense, Office of the Secretary of Defense, 
Quadrennial Defense Review, 6 Feb. 2006, URL <http://www.defenselink.mil/qdr/report/Report2006 
0203.pdf>. 

4 US Department of the Air Force, HQ, Air Force Space Command/Data Records Management, ‘Final 
Mission Need Statement (MNS), AFSPC 001-00: Land-Based Strategic Nuclear Deterrent’, Acquisition 
Category One (ACAT I), 18 Jan. 2002, p. 2. 



with three other former C-4-equipped SSBNs, will be converted to carry the longer-
range and more accurate D-5 SLBM. The USS Alaska and USS Nevada have already 
been converted, while USS Henry M. Jackson and USS Alabama will be converted in 
2006 and 2007, respectively.  

The build-up of the SSBN force in the Pacific continued in 2005 with the transfer 
of two more boats from Kings Bay in Georgia to Bangor in Washington. The USS 
Louisiana arrived in its new homeport at Bangor in October, followed by the USS 
Maine in November. The transfers boost the Pacific SSBN fleet to nine boats, leaving 
only five SSBNs in the Atlantic, the lowest number there since ballistic missile-
equipped submarines were first deployed to sea, in 1961. The SSBNs are being trans-
ferred to increase targeting of China, although SSBNs in the Pacific also target Russia 
and North Korea. The US Navy purchased five more D-5 SLBMs in the FY 2006 
budget, and production of the missile has been extended through 2013 for a total of 
561 missiles. The development of a Life Extension (LE) programme for 108 older D-
5s will allow them to match the service life of the Trident SSBN force, which has 
been extended through 2042.  

Five D-5 missiles were flight-tested in 2005, four from two US SSBNs and one 
from a British SSBN. The first test, carried out from the USS Tennessee (SSBN-734) 
off Florida in March, involved the launch of a missile in the shortest trajectory ever 
flown by a US SLBM: 1200 nautical miles (2222 km). The re-entry vehicle was 
equipped with an ‘accuracy adjunct’, using a three-axis flap system developed by 
Lockheed Martin, which enabled manoeuvring of the re-entry vehicle to ‘GPS-like 
accuracy’ (within 10 metres). Both nuclear and conventional warhead strikes were 
simulated. 

The modernization of the W76 warhead continues with three specific efforts under 
way. One involves an LE programme that inter alia replaces the arming, firing and 
fuzing (AF&F) system on the W76/Mk4 re-entry vehicle to add a ground-burst capa-
bility that will significantly enhance the lethality of the weapon against harder targets. 
The modified warhead, which will be called the W76-1, may permit a reduction of 
the explosive yield. A second effort involves adding the ‘accuracy adjunct’ to the 
Mk4 re-entry vehicle to enhance the effectiveness of the W76-1/Mk4 and to enable 
deployment of conventional warheads on the Trident II (D-5) SLBM. The third effort 
involves a design incorporating the W76-1 on the larger Mk5 re-entry vehicle 
normally used for the W88 warhead in order to relax the design constraints required 
when using the smaller Mk4 re-entry vehicle.5 

Long-range bombers 

The size of the US bomber force remained unchanged in 2005, but the aircraft and 
their nuclear weapons continued to be upgraded. The US Air Force is replacing its 
bombers’ ultra-high frequency (UHF) and very-high frequency (VHF) radios and 
satellite communications (SATCOM) with a new communications system to receive 
beyond-line-of-sight (BLOS) voice and data. This will allow crews to review full 
mission plans en route to their targets. An Extremely High Frequency (EHF) satellite 

 
5 The 2006 Quadrennial Defense Review decided to replace nuclear warheads on 24 Trident II (D-5) 

missiles with conventional warheads for deployment in 2008. The intention is to mix conventional and 
nuclear missiles throughout the SSBN fleet—a plan which, if approved by Congress, could have a sig-
nificant impact on crisis stability if the launch of a conventionally armed D-5 SLBM were misinterpreted 
by a nuclear adversary as a pre-emptive nuclear strike. US Department of Defense (note 3). 



communication will also be added to ensure that the bombers have secure BLOS 
communications in its nuclear mission.  

The installation of the Avionics Midlife Improvement (AMI) on the B-52H, which 
is the only carrier of the air-launched cruise missile (ALCM) and the advanced cruise 
missile (ACM), began in 2005 to improve the aircraft’s navigation and nuclear 
weapon delivery capabilities. The installation work is expected to be completed in 
September 2008. The existing Air Force satellite communications (AFSATCOM) 
radio will also be replaced by EHF radio to improve communications in nuclear strike 
scenarios. 

The US Air Force is studying options for a new long-range strike aircraft to even-
tually replace the current bomber force. It is also studying options for a next-
generation nuclear cruise missile. One possibility is a multi-service enhanced cruise 
missile (ECM) with a nuclear payload and longer range to support global strike 
missions against ‘targets deep within future high threat anti-access environments’, 
according to Air Force documents. Delivery is envisioned from bombers or from vari-
ous ground- or sea-based platforms. 

 
Non-strategic nuclear weapons 
 

As of January 2006, the USA retained approximately 500 active non-strategic nuclear 
warheads. These consisted of 400 B61 gravity bombs and 100 W80-0 warheads for 
Tomahawk Land-Attack Cruise Missiles (TLAM/Ns). Another 790 non-strategic war-
heads are in inactive storage. Despite the significant number of warheads, neither the 
2001 NPR nor SORT addresses non-strategic nuclear weapons. 

The most significant change in 2005 was that all of the B61-10 bombs are now 
considered part of the inactive stockpile. Some of these weapons are still deployed in 
Europe together with B61-3/4 bombs. A total of 440 B61 non-strategic nuclear bombs 
are forward-deployed at eight airbases in six European NATO member states (Bel-
gium, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Turkey and the UK). The aircraft of non-
nuclear weapon NATO countries that are assigned nuclear strike missions with US 
nuclear weapons include Belgian and Dutch F-16 and German and Italian Tornado 
combat aircraft.6 Only 100 W80-0 warheads for the TLAM/N are active; another 200 
are in inactive storage. TLAM/Ns are earmarked for deployment on selected Los 
Angeles, Improved Los Angeles and Virginia Class nuclear-powered attack 
submarines (SSNs). The weapon is not deployed at sea under normal circumstances, 
but it can be redeployed within 30 days of a decision to do so. 
 
Nuclear warhead stockpile management and modernization 
 

The total US stockpile of roughly 10 000 warheads is organized in two categories: 
active and inactive warheads. The active category includes intact warheads with all 
components that are either deployed on operational delivery systems or are part of the 
‘responsive force’ of reserve warheads that can be deployed on operational delivery 
systems in a relatively short time. The inactive category includes warheads that are 
held in long-term storage as a reserve with their limited life components (tritium) 
removed. As SORT and the 2004 Nuclear Weapons Stockpile Plan are implemented 

 
6 On the history and status of US nuclear weapons in Europe see Kristensen, H. M., ‘US nuclear 

weapons in Europe,’ Natural Resources Defense Council, Washington, DC, 2005, URL <http://www. 
nrdc.org/nuclear/euro.contents.asp>. 



over the next six years, the ‘responsive force’ will contain roughly three times as 
many warheads as there are operationally deployed warheads. In addition to the 
10 000 active and inactive warheads, the USA keeps about 5000 plutonium cores 
(pits) in storage at the Pantex Plant in Texas as a strategic reserve. Approximately the 
same number of canned assemblies (thermonuclear secondaries) are kept at the Oak 
Ridge Y-12 Plant in Tennessee. Another 7000 pits held at Pantex make up most of 
the 34 tonnes of weapon-grade plutonium previously declared in excess of military 
needs by the administration of President Bill Clinton. All of these 12 000 pits come 
from retired warheads.  


