
052413 National Defense Industrial Association, Reserve Officers Association and Air Force 

Association Capitol Hill Breakfast Forum with Rick Fisher, Senior Fellow on Asian Military Affairs 

at the International Assessment and Strategy Center; Gordon Chang, Author of “The Coming 

Collapse of China:” and Michael Pillsbury, Defense Consultant, on “China’s Challenge: Nuclear 

and Missile Defense Perspectives.” (For additional information on NDIA/AFA/ROA seminars 

contact Peter Huessy at phuessy@afa.org).  

              MR. PETER HUESSY:  I want to thank you for being here today.  Let me give you some 

announcements.  We have added four seminars, and we’re going to probably add another two 

or three after that. 

              June 19th, Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense, Gil Klinger, who is head of space and 

intelligence, will be talking about critical space capabilities, and in particular remote sensing 

and geospatial issues.  We’ve had a change. Frank Rose has gone from the 28th of June to the 

21st.  The original event on the 21st with Secretary Ahern has been cancelled as he is retiring.  

General Kowalski has moved from the 21st to the 31st of July.  Make a note of that – 

General Kowalski.  And we are also having an additional breakfast on nuclear forensic with a 

speaker from Homeland Security.  And we’ll have a speaker on China and cyberwar.  That will 

also be scheduled.  And then, Trent Franks and Yvette Clarke, the two co-chairman and 

chairwoman of the EMP Caucus, will also be speaking later on this year.  I want to welcome out 

friends from the Russian Federation and Austria, who are here today. 

Our first speaker is Rick Fisher, who is going to give us the good news about Chinese 

ballistic missiles and nuclear weapons.  Rick, thank you for being here.  Would you all welcome 

Rick Fisher? 

(Applause). 

MR. RICK FISHER:    Peter, thank you very much for welcoming me here to your very 

important gathering.  As we start our Memorial Day weekend, it is very fitting that we gather 

here and consider these topics , which ultimately are about how to deter and how to prevent 

war. 

In order to do that, we need information.  And it’s gatherings and efforts such as Peters’ 

that ensure that our leaders have the information that they need to make critical decision.  So 

I’m very honored to contribute to that in a small way this morning.  Now, talk about 

information about China’s nuclear force posture and its buildup, well that information is very 

thin due to Chinese denial.  And the information that exists is largely controversial. 

mailto:phuessy@afa.org


Here, we have an illustration, a drawing, of what is China’s first land-based mobile 

multiple warhead ICBM, the DF-41.  It’s a drawing because the Chinese have not yet released 

the photo that likely forms the basis for the drawing.  This is, however, currently the best 

representation that we have of an ICBM that could carry up to 10 warheads. 

Numbers – in our latest Pentagon China Military Power report, it’s estimated the PLA 

has 50 to 75 land-based ICBMs and could build up to an initial level of deploying 60 submarine-

launched ballistic missiles.  However, the Department of Defense does not provide projections 

of where they’re going.  It does note that MIRV’ed ICBMs are on the way, but does not provide 

an estimate of how many – how quick the warhead buildup might be because of those new 

missiles. 

The debate that has existed over the size of China’s nuclear arsenal has usually involved 

citing a number somewhere between 200 and 400 warheads.  If you go to reputable think tanks 

that focus on these issues, that’s the sort of number that they will allow.  And this range of 

numbers reflects a lot of government publications. 

This is also based on estimates of Chinese production of highly enriched uranium and 

plutonium.  One very reputable well-funded organizational estimate is that there’s only 16 tons 

of HEU and only 1.8 tons of plutonium to supply China’s future production – current production 

of warheads.  However, in the last year another major data point has emerged into this debate, 

thanks to a Russian, retired General Viktor Yesin, former chief of staff of the Russian Strategic 

Missile Forces, and who has spent a lot of his career watching developments in China. 

He wrote perhaps the most important paper in the last decade on China’s nuclear forces 

last year.  My friends at the Potomac Foundation translated this document.  And General Yesin 

thinks that China’s HEU is actually 40 tons, plutonium up to 10 tons.  And I’ve spoken with the 

man, and he says that these are the best estimates – not his estimates – but of Russian experts. 

Based on these estimates of nuclear weapon material production, Yesin estimates that 

China could have 1,600 to 1,800 warheads, of which 800 to 900 could be deployable on a broad 

range of platforms: air, land, sea. But in addition, China may have 500, possibly even more, 

tactical nuclear warheads to use on a theater basis in Asia and elsewhere. 

Finally, in this current report, for the first time the Department of Defense is in 

agreement with something that Yesin has said in the last year, and something that Fisher has 

been saying for a number of years, that China is working on a ballistic missile defense system.  

They have conducted at least two tests that we know about.  Their anti-ballistic missile program 

is tied to their anti-satellite program, of which there have been numerous tests, one successful 

and one going into very high orbit last week or the week before. 



And then finally, something that we should touch on today is China’s proliferation of 

nuclear and missile technologies which in a sense are becoming force multipliers for China.  

North Korea either has or soon will have a nuclear-armed ICBM that can reach Anchorage.  That 

ICBM is deployable because it has a Chinese-made TEL (Transporter, Erector, Launcher), 16 

wheeled, 30 ton vehicle made in China, given to North Korea.  I am very, very sad to say that 

our administration has said nothing publicly about this enabling of a direct threat to the United 

States. 

Now for the remainder of my slides – I’ve provided a chart.  And I’ll give these slides to 

Peter.  Peter, here are just some of my estimates of possible Chinese warhead count futures.  If 

you factor in certain estimates for warheads on missiles, I come up with a possible range of 80 

warheads to over 1,200, if there is simply reasonable modernization based on trends that we 

can see, based on open sources, about where they’re going. 

And looking at specific modernization programs, there very likely is a multiple warhead 

version of their large stationary liquid-fueled ICBM, the DF-5, sometimes called the DF-5B.  By 

2005, 2006 DF-5s were replaced by an up graded version.  Maybe they’re the multiple warhead 

version, maybe they’re not.  Inquiring minds deserve to know. 

There is also the DF-31 that emerged in 1999, the first mobile solid-fueled ICBM.  

Apparently there is only one brigade of these, so that would probably be about 12 missiles, 12 

TELS plus missiles and missile reloads.  One of the issues that clouds our determining of 

numbers for China missiles, also never mentioned in the annual DoD reports on the PLA, is what 

is their reload policy? 

The Russians have a very definite reload policy.  They maintain multiple missiles to 

reload into their ICBM tubes.  It’s reasonable to assume that the Chinese would do the same.  

The Chinese have reload vehicles that follow around their short-range ballistic missiles and 

medium-range ballistic missile units. It would be consistent, logical, that they would do the 

same for ICBMs – maybe not follow them around, but store them in a hangar or in a cave to be 

reloaded. 

The DF-31A is emerging in larger numbers.  Open source reports indicate that there may 

be four brigades, 48 silos, plus reloads.  So far, we only know this to be a single warhead 

missile.  But based on analysis of this upper left picture, it’s a single warhead that likely has 

multiple decoys and could be configured for three warheads if they decide to do so. 

The most recent ICBM to come out on the scene is the DF-41, which the Pentagon 

reports still will not name, will not provide us a designator, but images have been appearing on 

the Chinese web since 2007.  According to Bill Gertz’s sources, it was tested last year. My 

estimate is that it could possibly reach initial operating capability next year – as early as 2014. 



And then there are submarine-launched ballistic missiles.  The Pentagon now says that 

there will be five SSBNs, which will work out for a total of 60 JL-2 SLBMs.  These were tested 

extensively last year and the Pentagon now says IOC is this year.  The Pentagon also says there 

will be a follow-on SSBN, the Type 096, likely based on a new nuclear attack submarine. 

And I mentioned ABM capabilities.  What we’re seeing unfold today is not China’s first 

ABM program, but its second.  The first ABM program was started by Mao in 1963.  It petered 

out in 1980 when Deng Xiaoping decided he didn’t have the money for it.  But the engineering 

talent has continued. 

In the ‘90s, a combined ABM ASAT program was started.  Tests commenced early in the 

last decade.  And my sources say a Chinese national missile defense capability could be in place 

by 2025.  However, I doubt this.  I think it will be much earlier. 

And then finally, proliferation.  China has made Pakistan a nuclear missile state with 

medium-range nuclear-armed ballistic missiles.  China is in the process of making North Korea a 

nuclear ICBM state.  On the top right, we have the new ICBM that was revealed in a parade 

April 15 last year.  Carrying the missile is a TEL made in China.  Our administration has said 

nothing about this. 

The poor Japanese official who helped leak information about this to the Asahi Shimbun  

last year, committed suicide last summer.  This is one illustration of the level of frustration 

surrounding this issue.  That missile right there in this image is possibly a mock-up.  The real 

deal may exist, it may not.  There is some dispute over whether it has been tested or not – 

maybe tested in pieces. 

But it is of a size and of a capability to potentially reach Anchorage. We have a lot of 

important things in that area of our territory.  On the bottom right we have a SAM system that I 

believe is Chinese in origin.  It’s a fourth generation SAM system so it will be quite effective.  

And these are just some of China’s egregious proliferation activities that will also impact, I 

hope, calculations of our future nuclear posture. 

 


