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Nevada Test Site, USA
Nuclear weapons test site

History
The Nevada Test Site, located about 105 km northwest 
of Las Vegas, was the largest and most important nu-
clear weapons test site in the U.S.. From 1951 until 
1992, a total of 1,021 nuclear tests were conducted on 
the 3,500 km2 site: 100 above and 921 below ground. 
These tests released an estimated 222,000 Peta-
Becquerel (Peta = quadrillion) of radioactive material 
into the atmosphere.1,2 

According to declassifi ed documents of the Federal 
Civil Defense Administration, many of the tests were 
conducted specifi cally in order to determine the ef-
fects of nuclear fallout on the American public.3 As 
scientists found radioactive strontium in deciduous 
teeth of children in the U.S. and as rates of childhood 
leukemia and other cancers increased, public pres-
sure began to grow to stop nuclear weapons testing. In 
1963, President Kennedy signed the Limited Test Ban 
Treaty, which put an end to atmospheric tests at the 
Nevada site.1,4 Underground nuclear testing continued 
until 1992, however, and accidents continued to occur 
frequently: on December 18, 1970, for example, the 
underground “Baneberry” test of a 10-kiloton bomb 
released a plume of radioactive dust, which caused 
radioactive fallout to rain down on the test site per-
sonnel for many hours. An estimated total of 247 PBq 
of radioactive material was released, including 3 PBq 
of iodine-131.5,6 The radioactive plume continued to 
deposit fallout over northeast California, northern Ne-
vada, southern Idaho and some eastern sections of 
Oregon and Washington. 

Health and environmental e� ects
In the 1950s, people living close to the test site were 
encouraged to watch the nuclear tests from their 
porches. Many of the so-called Downwinders report 
setting their alarm-clocks so that they would not miss 
the early-morning detonations. Many were given radia-
tion badges by the Atomic Energy Commission, so that 
their exposure dose could be recorded for fi eld stud-
ies on the effects of nuclear fallout.7-9 Due to prevailing 
wind currents, the inhabitants of Utah were among 
those most affected by radioactive fallout. Radioacti-
ve particles such as iodine-131 can enter the body 
through contaminated air, food or drink and can lead 
to cancer once incorporated. Children in the small 

town of St. George, Utah may have received thyroid 
doses of up to 1.2–4.4 Sievert.1,10 Subsequent epide-
miological studies have shown a signifi cant rise in the 
incidence of leukemia and thyroid cancer in the popu-
lations living downwind from the nuclear testing site.1 

According to the National Cancer Institute, the U.S. 
population was exposed to a total dose of 4,000,000 
Person-Sievert of iodine-131 through the nuclear 
weapon tests in Nevada – about 500 times the to-
tal radiation dose of Chernobyl (7,300 PSv). A study 
published in 1999 estimated that the expected cases 
of thyroid cancer due to the Nevada nuclear weap-
ons tests amount to 10,000–75,000.11 Another report, 
published in 2006, found that 1,800 radiation-related 
leukemia deaths could be expected in the U.S. as a 
result of the Nevada nuclear weapons tests.1 Despite 
these alarming fi ndings, no routine thyroid cancer 
screenings are undertaken in the affected regions. 

Outlook
Until today, the Nevada Test Site remains contaminated 
with an estimated 11,100 PBq of radioactive material in 
the soil and 4,440 PBq in groundwater.2 The U.S. has 
not yet ratifi ed the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty of 
1996. In 1990, the Radiation Exposure Compensation 
Act was passed in order to compensate Downwinders 
for diseases that could be traced back to radiation ex-
posure. Due to bureaucratic hurdles and a lack of lar-
ge-scale scientifi c research, many of the casualties of 
nuclear weapons testing are fi nding it diffi cult to actu-
ally receive compensation. The Hibakusha of Nevada 
feel left alone with the legacy of nuclear testing. 

More than 1,000 nuclear detonations at the Nevada Test 
Site between 1951 and 1992 dispersed massive amounts 
of radioactive particles across the Earth, leading to wide-
spread contamination and exposing the world’s entire 
population to dangerous radioisotopes.

1992: Protests against nuclear weapons tests at the Nevada Test Site. Nuclear warheads were detonated underground until that 
year. Photo credit: Peter Drekmeier (Mark Bult), creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0
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December 18, 1970: The underground detonation of the 10 kiloton “Baneberry” bomb caused a giant radioactive cloud, exposed 
the test site personnel to about 247 PBq of radioactive particles and caused nuclear fallout in the states of California, Idaho, Or-
geon and Washington. Photo: © U.S. Department of Energy


