
s of the end of 2009, we estimate that there are 
approximately 23,360 nuclear weapons located at some 
111 sites in 14 countries. Nearly one-half of these weapons 
are active or operationally deployed. 

By far the largest concentrations of nuclear weapons reside in 
Russia and the United States, which possess 96 percent of the total 
global inventory (91 percent if you count only operational nuclear 
weapons). (See “Estimated Global Nuclear Weapon Inventories, 
2009,” p. 87) In addition to the seven other countries with nucle-
ar weapon stockpiles (Britain, China, France, India, Israel, North 
Korea, and Pakistan), five non-nuclear NATO allies (Belgium, Ger-
many, Italy, the Netherlands, and Turkey) host about 200 U.S. nu-
clear bombs at six air bases. (For a listing of all the sites worldwide, 
see “Estimated Worldwide Locations of Nuclear Weapons, 2009,” 
p. 90; it includes sites where there is reason to believe that nuclear 
weapons are deployed or stored.1) 

The United States. At the end of the Cold War, the United 
States maintained thousands of nuclear weapons outside of its bor-
ders on land and on the high seas.2 Ever since, however, Washing-
ton has significantly consolidated its arsenal—a trend that is likely 
to continue. For example, the single remaining nuclear weapons 
storage facility in Germany is in stark contrast to the estimated 75 
distinct nuclear weapons storage facilities that were located there 
in the mid-1980s. Today, U.S. weapons are stored at a total of 21 lo-
cations in 13 states and 5 European countries.

Russia. We estimate that Russia stores nuclear weapons per-
manently at 48 domestic locations, a dramatic reduction compared 
to the roughly 500 storage facilities it used before the breakup of 



the Soviet Union in 1991. The Soviet Union’s collapse and the end 
of the Cold War triggered a withdrawal of Soviet nuclear weapons 
from forward locations in Eastern Europe, Belarus, Kazakhstan, and 
Ukraine. In all, Moscow consolidated to less than 250 sites by the 
mid-1990s, fewer than 100 sites by 1997, and about 90 sites by 1998.3 
Since then, additional consolidation has taken place because of (1) 
the declared completion of the movement of all nonstrategic war-
heads to central storage locations by 2002; (2) consolidation of war-
head production at two facilities; and (3) additional strategic force 
reductions under the Moscow Treaty.4 (Russia provides information 
about the location of deployed strategic nuclear weapons account-
able under the 1991 START treaty. The locations of other categories 
of nuclear weapons and their warheads, however, are not disclosed.)

Many sites that once stored weapons are still maintained because 
a nearby base—such as bases for Tu-22M Backfire and Su-24 Fencer 
bombers or Il-38 anti-submarine aircraft—continues to have a nu-
clear strike mission. The Russian Black Sea Fleet based in Ukraine 
also has a nuclear capability, but the weapons probably have been 
withdrawn to central storage in Russia. If the fleet relocates to Nov-
orossiysk when the lease of the Sevastopol area expires in 2017, a nu-
clear weapons storage facility might be built there as well.

Russian permanent nuclear weapon storage locations fall into three 
main categories: operational warheads at Strategic Rocket Force, air 
force, and navy bases; reserve/retired warheads at national-level stor-
age sites; and warheads at assembly/disassembly factories.5

One uncertainty when counting Russian nuclear weapons storage 

 



sites is whether the number includes overall sites or individual stor-
age facilities co-located within a site. For example, the Defense De-
partment’s Threat Reduction Program statement in 2000 indicated 
that Russia had 123 nuclear weapons storage locations where it has 
requested security assistance, apparently counting separately fenced 
areas within large national storage facilities. As a result, a large stor-
age site with eight separately fenced areas would have been counted 
as eight sites instead of one.6 Using similar counting methods, the 
National Nuclear Security Administration recently listed 73 Russian 
warhead sites, including 39 navy sites, 25 Strategic Rocket Force sites 
(on 11 bases), and nine 12th Main Directorate sites.7 Our best estimate 
is 48 permanent nuclear weapons storage sites, many of which in-
clude several individually fenced storage bunkers.

Britain and France. London and Paris have reduced the size 
of their arsenals and limited where their weapons are deployed. 
Britain only has one type of nuclear weapon, the Trident II sub-
marine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM), since nuclear-powered 
ballistic submarines located at two facilities in Scotland. Facilities 
that previously housed navy strike and depth bombs and air force 
bombs have been closed. France has retained two types of nuclear 
weapons: SLBMs at a submarine base in Bretagne and air-to-sur-
face missiles for aircraft located at three air force bases and one 
naval base.

China, Pakistan, and India. Beijing, Islamabad, and New Delhi 
are quantitatively and qualitatively increasing their arsenals and 
deploying weapons at more sites, yet the locations are difficult to 
pinpoint. Thus, we have used commercial satellite images, expert 
studies, and local news reports and articles to make the assumption 
that nuclear weapons are likely to be at, or near, wherever nuclear-
capable weapon systems are deployed. Since all three countries are 
expanding their arsenals, new bases and storage sites probably are 
under construction. 

None of China’s nuclear warheads are thought to be mated with 
their delivery vehicles. Instead, it is believed that they are kept in 
storage facilities controlled by the Central Military Commission. 
For reasons related to survivability and readiness, we assume re-
gional storage sites exist near each of the six major base units that 
operate nuclear missile brigades and that additional warheads are in 
central storage. Whether storage sites exist at the two missile sub-
marine bases is unknown, but we assume they might, for a total of 
8-14 storage sites. (It is probably closer to the lower number, which 
would include six regional sites, one central site, and two industry 
sites; some storage for submarine and bomber weapons seems plau-
sible, although co-location might occur.)

In the case of Pakistan and India, we have found no credible in-



formation that identifies where nuclear weapons are produced or 
stored. Neither country’s nuclear weapons are believed to be fully 
operational under normal circumstances. It is thought that they are 
stored in central storage locations rather than on bases with opera-
tional forces. We estimate that each country has about half a dozen 
storage sites. 

Israel and North Korea. Israel is a wild card because of the 
opacity of its nuclear weapons program. In other words, it’s difficult 
to know whether or not there are any changes in its nuclear arse-
nal. If so, they seem to be modest and probably rely on existing fa-
cilities. Either way, Israel’s nuclear weapons are not believed to be 
fully operational under normal circumstances. 

We are not aware of credible information on how North Korea 
has weaponized its nuclear weapons capability, much less where 
those weapons are stored. We also take note that a recent U.S. Air 
Force intelligence report did not list any of North Korea’s ballistic 
missiles as nuclear-capable.8 �
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