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With the collapse of the Soviet Union and the subsequent termination of the Cold War, many believed that the danger of nuclear disaster disintegrated as well. However, despite improved relations between the US and Russia, each nation currently maintains thousands of nuclear weapons on high alert, ready to be deployed in minutes. While the chance of an intentional nuclear war is unlikely, an accidental nuclear war has become a real possibility due to Russia's deteriorating nuclear infrastructure. 

  

With even a small nuclear attack tens, if not hundreds of thousands of people would die. Hundreds of thousands more would suffer injuries such as broken bones, radiation sickness, dreadful burns and other related conditions. At the same time, healthcare provision would be crippled as clinics, hospitals and other facilities were destroyed and doctors and nurses killed. The bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the effects of which would be dwarfed by the use of modern nuclear weapons, showed that there is no possible medical response to such an event. The appalling casualties and destruction that would result from a nuclear attack on the United States were first described by PSR doctors in the New England Journal of Medicine (NEJM) in 1961. Since then, this effort has been updated and repeated in the NEJM, the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) and in hospitals, medical schools and communities across the nation. 

  

Aware of the devastating health consequences of a nuclear war, many medical associations including Physicians for Social Responsibility (PSR), the American Medical Association (AMA), the American College of Physicians (ACP), the American Public Health Association (APHA), and the International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War (IPPNW), have called for the implementation of preventative measures such as taking nuclear weapons off high alert to reduce the danger of nuclear conflict. 

   

Why De-Alert? 

  

Nuclear war, unintentional or otherwise remains a genuine danger because nuclear weapons remain on a hair-trigger alert. This situation is both unnecessary and easily reversed. De-alerting, or taking weapons off high-alert status, immediately reduces nuclear dangers and reduces the risk of nuclear war 

  

De-alerting lengthens the amount of time it takes to launch a nuclear weapon from minutes to hours or even days, by establishing physical obstacles that make a fast launch impossible. The result is similar to putting a safety lock on a handgun. By giving leaders more time to determine whether or not the threat of a nuclear attack is real before retaliating, de-alerting can provide the opportunity for diplomatic efforts to unfold, thus helping prevent nuclear war. 
  

Russian Deterioration 

  

The Health Effects of a Nuclear Explosion 

  

A nuclear bomb explosion produces both a blast wave and intense thermal radiation. A blast wave causes rapid compression and decompression of the surrounding air, which can damage lung tissue and the gastrointestinal system, ultimately leading to hemorrhaging or an air embolism. The heat from a 100-kt bomb, which is eight times stronger than the 12.5-kt bomb used over Hiroshima, creates air temperatures above the boiling point of water, producing super-fires, toxic smoke, and gases. This can lead to a near 100 per cent death rate within 4.3km of the explosion. Heat from such a blast causes burns directly, through the skin’s absorption of thermal energy and indirectly through exposure to fires. 

  

Those who survive such a blast would not have access to adequate medical care. The destruction of transportation, energy and communication systems would make it impossible for victims to be moved to surviving medical facilities. Forced into crowded shelters, the survivors, whose immune systems would be weakened by the radiation would be at risk for epidemics. Fallout from just one 100-kt blast would create a radiation zone of 30-60 square kilometers. Medical personnel would not be able to treat those in affected areas because of the danger of radiation exposure. The exposed patients themselves could pose the risk of radioactive contamination for health professionals. Even limited contact with radiation affects the brain’s ability to regulate its blood supply, lowers fertility, and increases the probability of cancer. The radiation received from the contaminated area is compounded by the ingestion and inhalation of contaminated substances. The result could lead to more secondary deaths than initial deaths. Long term survivors could be left with damaged cells which may become cancerous, or damaged DNA, which can lead to genetic mutations and birth defects in future generations. 

  

Excerpted from NATO Handbook on the Medical Aspects of NBC Defensive Operations, Part 1-Nuclear. Departments of the Army, the Navy, and the Air Force. February 1, 1996. 

  

  

Dire political and economic circumstances have affected Russia's command and control systems, which monitor and control nuclear weapons. Under the former Soviet Union, the command and control system was centralized, with its main base stationed in Russia. An important part of this system is the early warning system, a series of radars and satellites that monitor nuclear launches directed at Russia. In the break up of the Soviet Union, Russia lost seven radars, which, according to a March 2000 Frontline interview with Alexander Pikayev, are being operated by independent states such as the Ukraine. [1]  This is a troubling situation since some of these nations may not have the knowledge or resources to run such radars properly. A number of technical experts have asserted that at least two out of nine Russian satellites are not in working order.  Only three of the nine large ground radars function properly, and the ground radars that do work suffer from the fact that they are not properly maintained. Consequently, Russia's failing radar system may detect incoming missiles that do not exist. In addition, the coding systems that allow crews to launch missiles are breaking down without being repaired. Even the alarms that would notify Russia of an unauthorized launch may not be functioning.[2] 

  

Russia's economic problems have created a perpetual crisis concerning declining military moral in the country-a situation so vividly illustrated by sinking of the Russian submarine Kursk in August 2000.[3] A number of soldiers in Russia frequently work for months without pay or with delayed pay.  The crews that operate the command and control systems are not being trained as well as they had in the past, and frequently they lack an adequate number of workers.[4] This situation increases the chance that Russian workers may neglect or be unable to perform their duties. Furthermore, it may also encourage workers to sell nuclear materials to other nations. 
  

Launch-on-Warning policy 

  

Due to its inability to accurately detect a missile launch, Russia keeps its nuclear weapons in a constant state of high alert, capable of being deployed within minutes. Thus, if a radar station detects incorrect information concerning a missile launch targeting Russia, and satellites cannot confirm or deny this data, Russia is likely to launch an automatic attack. An integral part of Russia's defensive posture is its “launch- on-warning” policy.  This policy entails firing one's own weapons between the time an incoming missile is detected and the time those warheads would land on their designated targets.  A missile's flight time is approximately 10 to 30 minutes in length, depending on its original location. This leaves Russian officials with only a few minutes to assess an incoming attack, to verify whether or not it is real, and to then determine its strength and country of origin.  After this step is taken, there are only a few minutes left to decide whether to retaliate and how to do so procedurally, leaving roughly a minute or two to give and implement orders.[5] For security purposes, the United States also has a launch-on-warning policy. 

  

False alerts 

              

The launch-on-warning policy is extremely dangerous, as is evident when considering the number of objects that the early warning system has incorrectly identified as missiles. Between 1977 and 1984, there were 20,784 false alarms regarding nuclear missile attacks generated by the United States’ early warning system. This figure does not include false attacks detected by Russia, whose early warning capabilities are even less reliable than the US system.[6]  

  

There have been a number of close calls in which nuclear weapons were nearly deployed as a result of a false alert. In June of 1980, a faulty computer chip caused a false detection of missiles by the United States. A counter attack was prepared until officials noticed that the pattern of numbers on the screen indicated a computer problem rather than a missile attack.  Similarly, in September 1983, a US satellite accidentally mistook the reflection of the sun for foreign missiles, and therefore signaled an incoming missile attack. Fortunately, military leadership chose not to retaliate since they decided that there were not enough missiles detected for it to be an actual attack. The most recent (and possibly most fatal) false alert occurred in 1995, when Russian systems detected what they thought was an incoming US Trident missile originating from the Norwegian Sea.[7]  The Russian military had approximately a ten-minute deadline to decide whether or not to retaliate.  They prepared for a launch. Luckily, President Boris Yeltsin, just minutes away from authorizing a launch, was informed of the mistake. The missile was in fact a scientific rocket from Norway that Russia had previously been warned about. This startling frequency of false alerts has prompted former defense secretary Robert McNamara and General George Lee Butler, the general formerly in charge of all US nuclear weapons, to call for de-alerting measures. Butler once stated, "The risk of accidental or erroneous launch would evaporate in an operational environment in which warheads and missiles were de-mated and preferably widely separated in location."[8] 

  

How to De-Alert 

              

Several simple, reversible steps to slow the launch of a nuclear weapon exist: 

  

·       Remove the on-board power source.  This section of the nuclear weapon would have to be replaced before the missile could be launched.  
·       Pin the missile motor-ignition switch open.  Twelve hours would be required before the missile could be re-alerted.  
·       Cover missile silos with 60 to 70 feet of soil.  
·       Insert a piece of wire into the hollow trigger of each nuclear warhead so that it cannot detonate unless the wire is removed. 
·       Remove warheads from their delivery systems and store them separately under multilateral monitoring. 
·       Remove the guidance system from the missile.  Land based missiles could be re-alerted after 15 hours and missiles on submarines could be re-alerted at a rate of one every three hours.  
Taking any of these steps would significantly increase the amount of time needed to launch a nuclear weapon, thereby decreasing the possibility of an accidental nuclear war resulting from either breakdowns in communications or false alerts. Removing the warheads from the missiles would allow for the greatest amount of time to elapse before a launch could occur and is therefore the best guarantee against accidental launches.  In addition, placing them under international surveillance would help ensure that each country implements de-alerting procedures. 
  

In addition to these technical steps, a de-alerting plan must also include legislative and diplomatic action. International agreements are essential with regards to verifying that each country has taken the necessary steps to de-alert their nuclear arsenals. In addition, the President of the United States should order a de-alerting plan. He or she could begin the de-alerting process and challenge other nations to follow suit, with or without a treaty. This tactic has already been put into practice successfully. In August 1991, President George Bush ordered nuclear bombers to be taken off high alert during the attempted coup and subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union. In response, President Gorbachev de-alerted the Soviet Union's nuclear weapons. While de-alerting is primarily the President's responsibility, Congress can play an important role in pressuring the President to act. Through passing a "Sense of Congress" resolution, Congress can make its stance on de-alerting clear and push the President to initiate negotiations. 

  

Once the government has decided to de-alert, a plan must be chosen.  A number of proposals have emerged which emphasize both reaffirming the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) treaty and reducing the overall total number of nuclear warheads. They also urge the US to involve Britain, France, and China, in addition to Russia, in their efforts to de-alert nuclear weapons. These plans reduce the threat of accidental nuclear war by making hasty launches difficult. They also reduce the threat of nuclear war, in general, by encouraging international cooperation and transparency.  Realistically, in the short term, de-alerting is likely to be more acceptable to international leaders than abolition, since the ability to retaliate and deter attacks is retained. 

              

National Security 

  

Deterrence 

  

One of the major arguments against de-alerting is the notion that nuclear weapons are needed for deterrence. This theory asserts that maintaining a large nuclear arsenal will prevent nations from attacking out of fear of retaliation. Therefore, during this time of heightened tensions, nuclear weapons were put on high alert in Russia and the US in order to deter the other from attacking. 

  

Today, even though the threat of attack from Russia is gone, nuclear weapons remain on high alert.  Many military experts agree that deterrence is no longer necessary.  For instance, Russian General Vladimir Dvorkin, a top advisor to the Russian Minister of Defense, states, "The situation is such that in effect, the tail of the dog is telling its head where to go.  It makes no sense to deter each other from any kind of attack."[9] US General William Odom, a Russian military expert who headed the National Security Agency under President Reagan, agrees.  He notes, "Firing off 1,000 or 500 or 2,000 nuclear warheads on a few minutes consideration has always struck me as an absurd way to go to war.  Now, because of deterrence theory and arms control notions of stability, etc., we've surrendered political choice to these nutty para-mechanistic ideas and technology…. Therefore, I think it would make a lot of sense to completely de-alert."[10] 

  

Threats 

  

During the Cold War, keeping nuclear weapons on high alert was deemed necessary due to the fact that an offensive attack could destroy all of our nuclear weapons before having a chance to retaliate.  Proponents of deterrence theory argue that the US still faces security threats that require the government to keep nuclear weapons on alert.  The Pentagon has identified six "rogue" nations (or “states of concern”) as potential threats to US national security - Iran, Iraq, North Korea, Cuba, Syria, and Libya, simultaneously identifying China as a seventh threat. They claim that each of these countries, especially North Korea and Iran, are actively pursuing the acquisition of nuclear weapons.[11] 

  

Currently, US military capabilities are far greater than any other nations' and we no longer need to be able to respond immediately to a nuclear attack.   Since the end of the Cold War, most nations have decreased military spending. Conversely, US military spending has increased to $306.3 billion in the year 2000. The combined military spending of these so-called “rogue” nations totals only $13.4 billion. In addition, the number of missiles in the US’ arsenal is greater than the nuclear weapons held by all of these other nations combined. The US has 12,070 operational and reserve warheads.  On the other hand, China has 425 warheads, while North Korea’s nuclear program has been frozen by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) since 1994. Similarly, both Iran and Libya have been adhering to the Non Proliferation Treaty, and Iraq is under constant monitoring by the UN and the IAEA.[12]  

  

Furthermore, these potential threats are unlikely to materialize. Even if these nations do develop nuclear capabilities, their militaries would not be strong enough to risk a nuclear war with the US The American military is currently prepared to fight two simultaneous wars on opposite ends of the world and to win them within two weeks without the help of our allies, despite the fact that this situation has little chance of developing. Former Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney stated, "The threats have become so remote that they are difficult to discern,"[13] while the Pentagon itself admitted that the "rogue" countries are unlikely to ever attack the US directly. Likewise, Assistant Secretary of Defense from 1981 to 1985, Lawrence Korb claims that, "we end up in an arms race with ourselves because the weapons we have are already so much better than anything else the world has."[14] 

  

Current Political Conditions 

  

In 1994, the United States and Russia agreed to de-target nuclear weapons so that they would no longer be aimed at each other. Though hailed by President Clinton as a major step towards preserving national security, the agreement was superficial. De-targeting does not reduce the risk of accidental launch and it does not add even one second to the time it takes to intentionally launch a missile. If an accidental launch did occur, the missiles would automatically be retargeted to their original destinations.  
  

Only by de-alerting will the threat of accidental nuclear war be reduced. Currently, however, there are two major obstacles to de-alerting: lack of political will and legislative barriers.  Military expansion is currently accepted as inevitable and desirable, with little debate, and political leaders have only been concerned with questions regarding how much US defense capabilities should be increased. This is due in part to President Clinton’s desire to avoid being targeted as weak on defense and partly because of lobbying efforts by influential defense contractors in Congress.[15] 

              

A potential legislative barrier to de-alerting is the National Defense Authorization Act, which distributes the defense budget into specific programs.  This Act contains language that cuts off additional funding for the Department of Defense directed towards retiring or dismantling strategic weapons.  However, it is not clear whether this would also prohibit de-alerting.  In response to this confusion, Representative Edward Markey (D-MA) introduced H.R. 177 in 1999 to "express the sense of the Congress that nuclear weapons should be taken off hair-trigger alert," and, in the process, gained the support of 95 co-sponsors.[16] 

  

Despite a lack of congressional support, many influential people advocate de-alerting.  Former CIA chief, Admiral Stansfield Turner, former head of Strategic Air Command Lee Butler, former Senator Sam Nunn (D-GA), who headed the Senate Armed Services Committee, General William Odom, a Russia expert who headed the National Security Agency under Reagan, and former missile control officers such as Bruce Blair of the Center for Defense Information all support the de-alerting of nuclear weapons.  In addition, most of the countries that signed the Non-Proliferation Treaty are in favor of taking nuclear weapons off of hair-trigger alert.[17] 

              

The devastating costs of nuclear explosions in terms of human lives lost and long-term health effects are undisputed.  Therefore, in the absence of an outright ban on nuclear weapons, nuclear de-alerting should be promoted as the best preventive measure against a health disaster. Even though US defense capabilities are superior to those of any other nation, the Pentagon continues to focus its funds on potential threats from nations that can barely feed their people, disregarding the very real possibility of an accidental nuclear war. To make real improvements in national and global health and safety, the United States and the international community should be taking steps towards de-alerting all nuclear weapons. 
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