The Smithsonian Affiliated National Atomic Testing Museum
“Using lessons of the past to better understand the present.”

Executive Summary

Mission
•

Educating a multi-generational audience through interdisciplinary programming, engaging
exhibits and lectures as we honor the men and women who have
addressed the challenges of the nuclear age in war and peace.

•

Honoring our nation’s Cold War-era veterans.

•

Serving as a premier STEM (and standards-based) educator for
students from Southern Nevada and beyond and providing
collection-based exhibits and related learning activities for greater
public understanding and appreciation of the world in which we live.

•

Designing creative programming inseparably linked to serve a diverse public of varied ages,
backgrounds and knowledge.

•

Serving under an act of Congress, the National Atomic Testing Museum is charged by Congress
to preserve a unique aspect of our nation’s history and serve its national community.

•

Realizing and appreciating the responsibility we have earned as a recognized part of the local Las
Vegas economy, now serving as one of many key destinations which make up the viability of this
Nevada community. Operating a transparent efficient business that sustains our mission as
we serve not only as an employer, but a cultural asset for our community.

“Using Lessons of the Past
To Better Understand the Present.”
•

Preserving, documenting and teaching all
aspects related to the United States’ adoption
of nuclear deterrence—which is the credible
threat of retaliation to forestall enemy attack.

•

Addressing current issues of proliferation,
emergency
response
and
stockpile
stewardship—which monitors the reliability,
testing and maintenance of nuclear weapons
without actual test detonations.

•

Developing creative programming, exhibits
and publications dealing with geopolitical
currents involving North Korea, China, Iran
and Russia.

•

Striving to do all this by expanding our mission
in 2017 with the unveiling of the new Master
Interpretive Plan.

Core Values
1. Delivering excellent customer service and
total access.
2. Remaining innovative and responsive to
diverse audiences.
3. Providing engaging programming, exhibits and
publications.
4. Educating and welcoming all who walk through our doors.
5. Pursuing growth and responsiveness within our
community.
6. Maintaining a competitive and efficient business operation
with complete transparency.
7. Doing more with less.
8. Showing passionate and determined energy with a sense of humility.
9. Making decisions arrived at through teamwork and consensus.

Who We Are
•

We are one of Las Vegas’ premier STEM education
institutions, hosting thousands of students from
Southern Nevada and across the country for field trips
each year; our educational outreach extends to parents
and teachers as well.

•

Our Distinguished Lecture Series brings the best and
brightest in their fields. National Atomic Testing
Museum speakers present to hundreds of people from
the community, sharing their knowledge and
experience on a wide range of topics.

•

Our community is not only a local one, but also a global one—we are a recognized part of the Las
Vegas tourism economy, and are a trip highlight for tens of thousands of tourists each year.

History
•

The National Atomic Testing Museum opened its doors to the
public in 2005 after an extensive fundraising campaign supported
by U.S. Senator Harry Reid along with the Nevada Congressional
Delegation.

•

This Museum has been designated by an Act of Congress as a
National Museum to preserve a unique aspect of our nation’s
history and serve its national community.

•

We are the first Smithsonian affiliated institution in Nevada and
the first National Museum in Nevada designated by Congress.

•

The National Atomic Testing Museum represents a key part of
the history of this nation, documenting the nuclear arms race
since the dawn of the atomic age in 1945.

•

This museum is critical to our community because many of the
people who live and work in Las Vegas today are the sons or
daughters or grandchildren of the over 200,000 specialists who
came to this part of the country during the days of atomic testing.
This Museum embodies that significant living legacy.

Our Community
•

We are blessed to live in a community that serves, on average, fifty-two million national and
international visitors per year. Likewise, our Museum is fortunate to be located within an
immediate entertainment district which serves those millions of visitors. Our Strategic Plan
therefore focuses on serving a large and diverse audience that is, in part, international in character.

•

We continue to analyze our mission and have recently undergone a complete facility review as we
drafted a new Master Interpretive Plan with the design firm Andrew Merriell and Associates. The
review indicates that people who tour the National Atomic Testing Museum leave with a good
impression of the general events surrounding nuclear testing and the history of the Cold War.
Others glean some useful associated stories from our innovative use of timelines that address many
important topics of the Cold War era. Our Museum thus does well in providing a good overall
“experience.” That experience is appreciated by an extremely diverse audience. However, it is now
time to make upgrades!

•

As the new executive director of this Museum, and someone who has managed five museums in
four different areas of the country over the past thirty-three years, I am most struck by the
uniqueness of our exhibits. We are not a conventional gallery space where visitors spread out and
look at areas independently. We instead provide a viewing experience as opposed to a space to be
viewed.

•

We tell a story very much associated with a time-line of history, and walking through our Museum
is to me similar to walking through a
tunnel of time. I thus feel the unique
design and layout of our Museum is a
tremendous strength given that we are
in an area that heavily relies on serving
a diverse audience. Our audience, both
out-of-town and local visitors, expect
a certain entertainment factor as well
as an educational experience. It is vital
for us to be competitive with a whole
host of entertainment venues. We thus
actively engage our patrons to
effectively educate.

•

Our new Museum Store is our most recent renovation project and is proving an important source
of support. Our latest hit are these Einstein dolls. Albert
Einstein helped frame the groundwork of modern physics.
Science and technology is now a big part of what this
Museum is about.

More Stories to Tell
• The museum embodies a significant living legacy, as it represents the work of the more than
200,000
scientists,
engineers,
tradespeople and other professionals
who worked in Nevada during the
atomic testing years, but there are more
stories to tell.

• Hundreds of people still work on the Site
today, and thousands more work at a
network of sites across the country
continuing
their
predecessors’
advancement in science, technology and
national security.

• The Nevada National Security Site, as known today, comprises a vast network of national labs,
contractors and other professional firms to keep its mission advancing—their stories are unique,
critical, and must be told.

• The history of the Nevada Test Site is rich—many of the most brilliant minds in the nation saw
the products of their innovation realized there, and their work is as relevant today as it was nearly
70 years ago.

•

We want to make Art a more significant part of our
Museum exhibits to assist in telling the story of the
Nevada Test Site and history of the Cold War. As an
example, former Test Site worker and artist Barbara
Yoerg now has this amazing watercolor on exhibit in
our permanent collection. The work is titled: “ThreeFive-Two, Nevada Test Site.”

• Through historical and scientific context, this museum covers current issues of stockpile
stewardship, nuclear proliferation and emergency response.

• Creative programming,
exhibits and publications
address
current
geopolitical
interests
involving North Korea,
China, Iran and Russia.

•

The Site continues to be
critical to the national
security mission of the
country—history is still
being made in Nevada.

Master Plan Overview by Andrew Merriell & Associates
•

“The National Atomic Testing Museum
(NATM) has operated since 2005 with very
little change in its core exhibits. What
change there has been has sometimes
interfered with the chronological story
organization with which the museum
opened. Current exhibits do not accurately
or comprehensively interpret recent and
ongoing work at the Nevada National
Security Site (NNSS). Visitors express
confusion about the nature and need for
work at the Site, and the exhibits do not
adequately speak to this misunderstanding.

•

Twelve years push the limits of the useful life span of long-term museum exhibits. Activities
at the NNSS have evolved since 2005, as have exhibit and media technologies. It is time for
NATM to overhaul its exhibits. The Nevada Test Site Historical Foundation commissioned
this plan to chart the course for the update.

•

The exhibit story unfolds in chronological order, beginning with the development of nuclear
weapon technology in the 1940s. Because of this, the museum has had difficulty finding space
for new artifact acquisitions in their correct chronological place.

•

The first part of the core exhibit (from the 1940s to roughly 1963) holds up fairly well, but the
remainder (from 1963 to 2005) lacks the same power to hold visitor interest. Nuclear weapons
testing has drama and visual impact that more recent NNSS activities lack. Lay visitors more
easily understand the nature of testing atomic bombs than that of current simulated test
programs, called “Stockpile Stewardship.”

•

The science and technology of nuclear weapons testing is complex and difficult for a lay
audience to grasp. Much of the labeling is poorly lit and/or poorly positioned and difficult to
read.

•

After considering several alternatives, the museum decided to keep the chronological story
organization, at least up to the US decision to cease nuclear weapons testing in 1992. With some
upgrades, additions, and minor reconfiguration, the first part of the story will remain mostly
as it is. The museum will add an orientation theater
to the beginning of the sequence to provide an
overview of the story and prepare visitors
emotionally to receive the museum’s messages.
The story will unfold from the early development of
nuclear weapons and their use in the second world
war, to the establishment of the Nevada Test Site,
atmospheric testing and its effects, civil defense
programs, then to underground testing and big hole
drilling.

•

The second part of the museum’s core story will
shift to a topical story organization, which will be
simpler to keep up to date. The area will be divided
into two major themes areas, with five subtopics in
each, parallel to current programs at the NNSS.
This will be the initial focus of our exhibit
upgrades.”
Andrew Merriell & Associates

Our Future
• The new Master Plan overhauls the entire museum experience, updating and refreshing our
exhibits.

• It gives the existing atmospheric
and
underground
testing
galleries a facelift to make them
more dynamic and engaging for
visitors of all ages.

• The second half of the museum
will be overhauled to better tell
the story of the current
Department of Energy/ Nevada
National Security Site and its
many partners.

• The Master Plan also provides geopolitical context for rising nuclear powers, and educates visitors
on radiation. This allows us to show off our broad experience/knowledge as we strengthen our
position as an expert resource in these areas.

Master Plan Concept

Conclusion
•

Long-term strategic planning is thus a part of our commitment to insure a future for the
important mission we have. That will involve
expanding our mission in the new Master
Interpretive Plan to create new exhibits on the
ever-evolving work at the Nevada National
Security Site. Continual ongoing writing and
research highlighting civilian and military
contributions to the history of the former
Nevada Test Site are also critical. Those men
and women who worked and served to win the
peace of the Cold War represent “our”
veterans whom we want to honor.

•

There are so many associated stories of
people and events which can add to our
Museum’s exhibits and programming.
We are displaying more key
biographical sketches with the use of
QR
code
signage.
Currently,
temporary
exhibits
are
being
implemented exploring current issues
in nuclear proliferation. Some of these
are virtually presented on our web
page as well as in a new temporary
exhibit area. In 2017 we are exhibiting the first segments of our World of
Radiation Exposure exhibit while retaining an upgraded version of the Area 51 exhibit
based on documented timelines. These are displayed in our new dedicated 80-seat theater
space which just opened.

•

As we move this Museum into the future, I am continually struck by the passion of the
many veterans of the Test Site who continue to give this organization so much support and
guidance. Those men and women who serve on our Board and as our stake holders, as well
as our many dedicated volunteers, are our greatest asset. They allow us to go into the
future with steady determination as we value our past.

You Can Help
• $7 million is needed to complete the design/construction of the new Master Plan.
• Multitude of sponsorship and naming opportunities are available to individuals and
organizations.
Sincerely,
Michael Hall
Executive Director
Smithsonian Affiliated
National Atomic Testing Museum
755 E Flamingo Rd
Las Vegas, NV 89119
Work Phone: 702-794-5140
Cell Phone: 305-505-5405
michael.hall@natm-nv.org

