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anticipated underground testing. Over the years, the USSR conducted a num-
ber of tests at known testing areas, and these were relatively easy to identify.

The first Soviet underground test was detected in 1961, in an area some 40 
nautical miles south of the atmospheric nuclear test site located at Semipal-
atinsk, in Kazakhstan. Prior to this event the area in question was not a known 
test site; however, the area in which the event occurred was not an earth-
quake zone, was located close to a known test area, and contained sizable 
mountains suitable for underground testing. The intelligence community 
therefore concluded that this was indeed a probable underground test site.20

A seismic event anywhere in the vicinity of Semipalatinsk was and still is 
presumed to be a nuclear test unless shown otherwise. The same is true of 
Novaya Zemlya, where the Soviets are known to have conducted five under-
ground nuclear tests, the first in 1964. Seismic events detected at Novaya 
Zemlya always received close intelligence scrutiny because of the site’s past 
history of atmospheric testing, the relative lack of seismic activity in the area, 
and the presence of sizable mountain peaks suitable for underground testing. 
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Figure 10-8  Seismic Wave Sensing Paths
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