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Nuclear notebook

The British nuclear stockpile,
1953”2013

Robert S. Norris and Hans M. Kristensen

Abstract
Recent research has revealed new facts about the British nuclear arsenal over a 25-year period starting in 1953.
This accounting and the authorsÕ own research support an estimate that the British produced about 1,250
nuclear warheads between 1953 and 2013. From a peak of about 500 warheads in the period between 1974 and
1981, the UK arsenal has now been reduced to some 225 weapons.
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R
esearch released over the last few
years has disclosed new facts
about the size, composition, and

evolution of the British nuclear stockpile.1

In his report ÒBritish Nuclear Weapon
Stockpiles, 1953”1978,Ó arms control his-
torian John R. Walker (2011) drew upon
official declassified documents at the
National Archives at Kew, UK, to provide
an accounting of the British stockpile over
a 25-year period early in the Cold War.

While Walker notes that key pieces of
information, including numbers of war-
heads used for analysis and testing, may
be missing, until more elaboration is
forthcoming his research will stand as
the best estimate available of the types
and numbers of British nuclear war-
heads for the years he studied.2

In light of this new information, we
now estimate that the British produced

approximately 1,200 warheads of nine
types from 1953 to 2013 (see Tables 1
and 2), plus an additional 45 test devices
or test weapons,3 for a total of some 1,250.
This represents an increase from our
earlier estimate that approximately 850
warheads were built. This new figure is
equivalent to about 2 percent of the
66,500 warheads that the United States
has produced (Norris and Kristensen,
2009). During the peak years of 1974 to
1981, the British stockpile included approxi-
mately 500 warheads. The peak total yield
was approximately 150 megatons in 1967.

From the mid-1950s, the British stock-
pile grew numerically and, with the
introduction of the hydrogen bomb, in
yield as well. Those peaks are long past
as retirement of Royal Air Force (RAF)
bombers and Royal Navy aircraft from
nuclear missions leaves the Trident II
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Table 1. British nuclear warheads, 1953”2013
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Table 2. The British nuclear arsenal, 1953”2013

(continued)
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submarine-launched ballistic missile for
Vanguard nuclear submarines as the sole
nuclear weapon remaining in the British
stockpile. We estimate that there are
approximately 225 warheads in the current
stockpile (Kristensen and Norris, 2011).

The British nuclear stockpile was sup-
plemented by a US stockpile, held in

custody for British forces operating the
delivery systems (see Tables 2 and 3)
during the Cold War. These US weapons
included gravity bombs, missile war-
heads, artillery shells, and atomic demoli-
tion munitions. Some of the US weapons
were deployed in the United Kingdom,
but most were with RAF and British

Table 2. Continued

72 Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 69(4)

 by guest on November 18, 2013bos.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://bos.sagepub.com/
http://bos.sagepub.com/


Army of the Rhine units in Germany.
Among the former weapons were Thor
ballistic missiles,4 gravity bombs for US
fighter bombers at several RAF bases,5

and antisubmarine warfare depth charges
for US, Dutch, and British aircraft.6

The number of US weapons stockpiled
for British forces during the 1960s and
1970s was in the range of 300 to 400, drop-
ping to between 150 and 250 in the 1980s;
they were totally withdrawn by 1992.
There were also US warheads for US mili-
tary forces based in the United Kingdom,

but these, too, have been removed and
are not included in the tables.7

The United States no longer supplies
any warheads to British forces. In Septem-
ber 1991, President George H. W. Bush
announced that all remaining artillery
shells, Lance missile warheads, and tac-
tical naval weapons would be returned
to the United States and dismantled. On
July 2, 1992, the Pentagon announced that
all had been returned to US territory.

Meanwhile, BritainÕs unilateral initia-
tives caused its stockpile to decrease by

Table 3. US warheads for British forces, 1958”1992
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one-third, from approximately 350 to
around 225.

The British nuclear stockpile went
through stages similar to those that
most nuclear powers have traveled: ini-
tially achieving fission bombs, then
boosting them, and then creating hydro-
gen bombs, throughout the process min-
iaturizing and adapting all types of
warheads to fit a variety of missiles and
aircraft. What is unique in the British
case is the close collaboration with the
United States in research, development,
and testing of warhead designs. The Brit-
ish government is to be commended for
being transparent about a topic once
shrouded in secrecy. With the disclosure
of details about the UK nuclear stock-
pile based on declassified official docu-
ments, scholars can fill in some of the
gaps in the historical record.
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Notes

1. See Walker (2011) and the program on British
nuclear history at the Mountbatten Centre
for International Studies and the working
papers the program has published: Wynn
(1994), Arnold (2001), and Simpson (2011).

2. At any given time, a certain number of war-
heads are taken apart for analysis and
surveillance. Some are reassembled and
returned to the stockpile, while others are
disposed of because the components were
destroyed in taking them apart. A few war-
heads may be converted into Joint Test
Assemblies, from which the nuclear material
is removed and replaced with an instrumen-
tation package that transmits data when the
full delivery system is tested (e.g., during
test launches of ballistic missiles fired
from British submarines). One uncertainty

concerns a table published by the govern-
ment in the 1998 White Paper that shows
reductions in the stockpile since the peak
in the 1970s, andÑwhen compared with gov-
ernment statements in 2006 and 2010Ñ
appears to show a somewhat larger stockpile
in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s (Secretary of
State for Defence, 1998). Another uncer-
tainty in counting nuclear weapons involves
determining when a warhead is no longer
considered part of the stockpile. Is it after
it has been retired, or only later, when it is
dismantled? We do not have the figures for
the aforementioned activities.

3. This includes 21 UK atmospheric tests in
Australia and the Pacific between October
3, 1952 and September 23, 1958 and 24 joint
US”UK underground tests at the Nevada
Test Site from March 1, 1962 to November
26, 1991.

4. The formal agreement to deploy Thors in
Great Britain was signed on February 22,
1958. The Thor had a range of 1,740 miles
and carried one W49Y2 warhead with a
yield of 1.4 megatons. On June 22, 1959, the
Strategic Air Command (SAC) transferred
the first Thor squadron to the 77th RAF Stra-
tegic Missile Squadron. In addition, SAC
assigned a detachment to each Thor squad-
ron to retain custody and control and pro-
vide maintenance for re-entry vehicles and
warheads; receive and initiate US warhead
release orders; operate US Air Force com-
munication facilities; and provide training
to the RAF. Four squadrons became oper-
ational between June 1959 and April 22,
1960, when the final Thor squadron was
transferred to the RAF. On June 3, 1960, the
first Thor missile was mated to its warhead.
From June 1960 until late November 1962
there were 60 Thors deployed in Great
Britain.

5. The 48th Tactical Fighter Wing at RAF
Lakenheath and the 20th Tactical Fighter
Wing at RAF Upper Heyford were the main
bases. See Arkin and Fieldhouse (1985).

6. Naval Aviation Weapons Facilities at
Machrihanish and St. Mawgan.

7. See Kristensen (2008).
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