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DESTRUCTION OF CHINESE NUCLEAR WEAPONS CAPABILITIES 

The bates for direct act ion against Chineae Coaquni&t 
. 

nuclear fac ilities were explored in April 1964 in a paper 

by Rober t Johnson of the Department of State Policy Planning 

1 Council , which paper it was apparent ly decided shou ld form 

the bas ts for any subsequent consider ation of tbe subject , 2 

The paper consi ders f>ur me rhods of destruction and 

dra~ t he following conclu; lons regarding them: 

1. Overt non-nuc lear air attack (pres~bly US). 

''Relatively heavy" {not fur ;her q\:.&lified) non-nuc lear air 

at tack wc-uld be required t • do!stroy fissionable -terial 

product Le-n fact Uties to t >e degree that essentially col!l­

plete x-el·uilding would be :equired. A question is raised 

as to how effective a job .:ould be done wit b. vari ous 

alternative levels of att~ : k. 

1 "The llases for Di rec t A;t ion Aga inst Chinese ComD.IIliat 
Nuclear :Facilieiu" by Robert Johnson, dt d 14 April 1964. 

2 The pc.per purports t o r~pr~sent t he broad consensus of 
the vi ews of represent adve• of State, CIA, DOD and 
ACDA. 
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2. GR.C bombing. Thi•1 is judged noc feuible bec4use 

of inadequate GRC capabilL;:ie.s. The paper also makes the 

point that any attempc to r.>are than formally disassocute 

the US from involvement would be transparent. 

3. Covert gro\llld act~1c k with agen1: s in China. This 

is judged not feasible beeuuse of lack of asset&. 

4. Air drop of GRC sabotage teams. It is concluded 

that a 100-man team could possibly overwhelm security forces 

at a Chinese·nuclear facility and damage the facility, though 

it is noted that really thorough destruction would be diffl· 

cult. The possibility is reported to have been receiving 

serious analysis at the time of the Johnson report. 

Destruction using nuclear weapons delivered by missile, 

air, or sabotage team is nc·t discussed. 

The folloWing ocher observations are made 1n the report: 

1. There is consider<.ble uncertainty regarding the 

loc~~ion ~f critical fa.cil tics. -LSoviet cooperation might 

belp in this- my observat·on, GWA~7 

2. Soviet cooperatio: or ae·tuiescence would be improb-

able, the degree of improb;.bility depending on the circum• 

stances of the attack; i.e., whether or not ostensibly 1~ 

response to aggressiveness in Southeast Asia, etc, 
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3. Insofar as destru~tion of fissionable material 

facilities is concerned, tle effects are not likely to 

last more than four or five years. For a longer term 

effect Lt would be necessary to destroy research facilities 

and personnel. 

4. There would be substantial political costs asso-

ciated with an overt, or discovered clandestine, destruction 

effort. 

a. The political difficultles would be particu-

larly great in the absence of clear provocation aucb as 

Chinese brandishing of nuclear veapons or intervention 

in Southeast Asia. 

::.. Something of < ease for destruction could be 

made on n.::~n-proliferation !toutds. 

~- Our efforts t d·~-em.:>hasize the significance 

of a Chinase nuclear capab:li~y ~Juld increase the diffi.· 

culties i~ trying to ~ke 'es~ruction politically acceptable. 

d. Destruction wculd be more acceptable. partiou-

larly the aon-proliferatior. case ~ould be !tronger, 1£ there 

were being implemented st lhe same time other ~asurea 

affecting nuclear capabilities, such as an agreed cut•off 

in fisslo:lable caterials p1·oduc:tton. 
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The Jl>4j or cone lus ion t; f the !>&per i s t o the fo llowing 

effaet: 

''I t is evi dent .. . · :,a:· t h·• s ignific ance of a 

LChieom nuclea~7 ca:~bility is not such as 

to justify the u1 dertak;lng of ac t i ons which 

vould 1nvolve gr . at political coats or high 

military r isks. " 

This conclusion appears t o be based on t he observat ions s um-

marized above regard ing t echnical fea sibility, i mpe rmanence 

of effect, and political diff icult y, and, very importantly, 

on arguments to the effect t hat t he near and medium term 

consequences in Asia of a (hi nese nuclear capabili ty will 

be small, and that direct lhr eat to .t he US will be very 

small. 

With r espect t o this las t ar~ent the paper makes a 

major point of the relative difference that exists, and i s 

likely to exist for a long t i me, ln US and Chinese i ndust­

rial and military, and particularly nuclear strengt h. It 

1• argued t hat for China to have either an effective pre­

empt ive capability or a credible retaliatory capabi lity 

against all possib l e hosti le pcYers would r equ ire her to 
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becou;e a ..ajor industrial ;•ower ; and it is ar gue d tbac even 

t hat 'WOUld not entire ly su.'fice since Class A power status 

is a rel.stive ..atter and tlte US will cont inue t:o have much 

greater ~elat:ive strength. 

I t would seem that th .s line of argument misses a major 

feature of t:he nuc l ear age : that a rel at ively smal l inves t-
• 

. 
ment in offensive capability can make possible destruction 

of very great resources , and that it is all but laevttable 

that the time w:l.ll cou1e wh" n re lat: ive ly we ale. powers will be 

able to inflict very great and total ly unacceptable damage 

on much s t ronger ones lf t : tey acqtrl.r e nuel e.t.r capabiliti es 

modest by our and Soviet s .;andards. 3 The paper does not 

se~ to consider adequatel; that in. some r espects we will 

be far more vulnerable t h&l China for a long time; at least 

we are likely to be more concerned about , say, the loss of 

our two or t hr ee l a r gest c i t ies t han would be ChLna with 

respect to her 's . Finally, as r egards tbe Chi na- US eon-

frontation, the paper ~ppears not to weigh very heavily 

3 In the ea5e of China t hat time is likely t o be more 
than ten years off (which is unfortunatel y a s far as 
most of the estimates look) . 
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the question of the effect t~at & limited Chinese nuclear 

capabili ty might bave in i )h iJitl~ us from using nuclear 

weapons in tactical operations in Asia.4 

While the Johnson pap >r reccgni~es that a case for 

act ion against tbe Chinese nuclear c apabilities could be 

UISde in part on non• pro l if. >ra.t ion grounds , in evaluation 

of the desirability of di.r•!ct action it appears to give no 

weight wherever to the con·:ribution destruction of such 

capabilities might make ·in inhibiting other countri es 

f rom going ahead with nucl;,ar programs. 

On balance the Johnsou P_!'pe1" seems to underestimat e 

the mediu.D, and particular:.y the long term ("> 10 years), 

effects that attainmen t of nuclear capabilities by China 

might have on the US-Chiue~e confrontation; and to give 

inadequate weight to the n t,ar tenn a.nti-proliferat ion 

effects of destroying Chinese nuclear capabilities . 

4 Supporting papers argue, and somewhat convincingly 
that this factor s hould be heavily discounted, in 
part because for political reasons we probably have 
less freedom of action now to use such weapons tban 
i s perhaps commonly bel ieved . 
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In the light of reac tions t o che Ch inese nuc l ear c e~C (which 

of course occurred after tt.e paper and suppor ting documentss 

were writ ten) i t would appear that the polit ical effects of 

the attai~ent of Chinese nuclear capabilities may also 

have been underest imated. 

If i t is judged that the Johnson paper may be defic ient 

in t hese respects , further consideration of direct action 

against Ch inese nuclear fac tlities , or at least consideration 

of exploration of that poss ibilit y with the Soviet Union, 

may be warranted. 

S NlE 4-03, "Li kelihood 1. •• d .;onsequences of Proliferation 
of Nuc •ear Weapons Syst ::us, " t!td 28 June 1963, aud "A 
Chinese Communist ~luc le .:: ::etonation and ~u<:len Capa­
bility , Draft Staff St~:• ·.y, " by R.H. Johnson, Dept of 
State Policy Pl ann ing c .• uncil, dtd 17 June 1963. 
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