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Nuclear Weapons  
Following the end of the Cold War, the United States ended production and testing of nuclear weapons.  
During the 1990’s the nuclear weapons program changed its focus from making new nuclear weapons to 
keeping existing warheads for the indefinite future.   

Plutonium is the primary radioactive material in nuclear weapons; when bombs are detonated, the plutonium 
undergoes fission and releases enormous amounts of energy.   

Between 1944 and 1988, the United States built and operated nuclear reactors at high-security government 
facilities, producing about 100 metric tons of plutonium for the creation of nuclear weapons.  The reactors 
made plutonium by bombarding special fuel rods, containing uranium, with neutrons.  Once the maximum 
amount of plutonium was produced, workers removed the highly-radioactive spent fuel rods from the reactors.  

Workers used strong acid and chemicals to separate the plutonium from the fuel rod.  This very process  
left behind more than 100 million gallons of hazardous mixed wastes of acids and radioactive fission 
products.  Part of the legacy of nuclear weapons production is the safe management, storage and disposal  
of these wastes. 
 

Who is protecting you 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)  
EPA regulates the releases of radioactive material that travel beyond the federal facility boundaries.  Section 
112 of the Agency’s National Emission Standards for Hazardous Air Pollutants (NESHAPs) helps federal 
facilities manage airborne releases of radiation. 

U.S. Department of Energy (DOE)  
DOE’s Stockpile Stewardship Program (SSP) assesses the safety, security and reliability of existing nuclear 
warheads without the use of nuclear testing. 

The Environment, Safety and Health (ESH) office develops and manages programs that protect DOE radiation 
workers and the communities surrounding DOE facilities. 

U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) 
The Army, Navy, Air Force, Coast Guard and Marines are required to implement DoD and EPA regulations 
that prevent releases of radioactive materials from DoD facilities. 
 

What can you do to protect yourself 
Since plutonium levels in the environment are very low, they pose little risk to most people.  However, people 
who live near government weapons production facilities or testing sites may have a higher risk of exposure.  
You can contact your local facility or your state radiation office to get more information on monitoring data 
and existing safety measures. 

 

http://www.epa.gov/radtown/weapons.html


Resources 
You can explore this radiation source further through the resources at the following URL: 
http://www.epa.gov/radtown/weapons.html#resources

We provide these resources on-line rather than here so we can keep the links up-to-date.  
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