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During April 2010, the United States hosted a summit in
Washington, D.C., devoted to the question of how to keep
nuclear weapons out of the hands of terrorists — the
largest gathering of world leaders called by an American
president since Franklin D. Roosevelt organized the 1945
meeting in San Francisco that created the United Nations.
The summit had relatively limited goals, focusing on
seeking ways to better secure existing supplies of bomb-
usable plutonium and highly enriched uranium. President
Obama called the possibility of a terrorist organization
obtaining a nuclear weapon, “the single biggest threat to
United States security, both short term, medium term and
long term,” and a threat to the world order. In his
remarks, he focused on the availability of global
stockpiles of nuclear weapons material, enough by some
estimates to build more than a 100,000 atomic bombs —
a number that does not even take into account the new
production of nuclear materials that is even now taking
place. The President’s goal was to convince world leaders
that this scenario is by no means a “no probability” one
— but a very realistic possibility. 

Although the President’s call to protect existing nuclear
material met with no contention, the tougher question of
cutting off production of new weapons-grade material
brought in the more challenging elements of proliferation,
nuclear-free zones and nuclear disarmament.
Consequently, little was accomplished at this latest summit
other than mutual agreement on the dangers of this
situation. As one expert opined, “it is not easy to overcome
secrecy, complacency, sovereignty and bureaucracy.”  

The next phase of the United States’arms control plan
is to have countries agree to a treaty that would end the
production of new bomb fuel. The United States also
aims to ensure that within four years, the essential
ingredients of nuclear weapons will be removed from
all of the world’s most vulnerable sites and effective,
lasting security measures will be instituted for all
remaining locations. This issue of The Lipman Report®

will examine the history of the nuclear regime, the
challenges inherent in the effort to secure and remove
nuclear material, the strategic efforts to discourage the
further production of nuclear weapons-grade
materials, and the very real threat of nuclear terrorism. 

Why Nuclear Weapons in the 21st Century?
On July 16, 1945, a single explosion occurred in the
New Mexico desert, a turning point in history that

would reverberate through years, decades, and perhaps
even centuries. With this one event, the “nuclear genie”
was let out of the bottle. This genie was created to end
a war — but as is always the case with genies in popular
lore, there were unintended consequences. 

The first decades of the 20th century were a period of
stunning advances in physics and chemistry. By the
1930s, new tools were probing the interior of the atomic
nucleus, and in 1938, German chemists reported an
astonishing phenomenon that they had observed while
bombarding uranium atoms with neutrons. In some
collisions, neutrons caused the nucleus to fission, or
break into pieces, emitting several additional neutrons
and a surprising amount of energy in the process. The
chemists then discovered that if enough uranium was
involved, the result could be a bomb of staggering
destructive power. While the implications of the
experiments in Germany were obvious to American
scientists, there was an urgent need to alert the
leadership of the United States to the ramifications of
potential adversaries possessing this unprecedented
technology. To maximize the impact of their warnings,
senior scientists asked Albert Einstein — who had fled
Nazi Germany and was working at the Institute of
Advanced Study in Princeton — to write to President
Franklin D. Roosevelt, explain the danger and ask him
to seriously consider the establishment of an American
nuclear program. The Manhattan Project was born, and
with it the production of the two atomic bombs that
were used — first on Hiroshima, then shortly after on
Nagasaki — to bring about Japan’s surrender and help
end the deadly war in the Pacific.  

At the close of World War II, the Soviet government
saw itself surrounded by an American-led alliance
dedicated to its containment, perhaps even its
destruction. Moscow saw little hope for survival if it
could not match the West bomb for bomb — the Soviet
Union had to have its own atomic weapon, as quickly as
possible. This task was accomplished by 1949, and the
bomb race was an integral feature of the Cold War that
followed. Some control was attempted: Treaties were
enacted to prohibit nuclear explosions in the
atmosphere, in the ocean or under the ground. The
Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty of 1970 tried to halt
the spread of nuclear weapons beyond the five nations
that admitted to having them — the United States, the
Soviet Union, Great Britain, France and China — by



Shahzad, another homegrown terrorist should capture our
urgent attention. A New Jersey native, Sharif Mobley was
a maintenance worker for five nuclear plants along the
East Coast before moving to Yemen to join al Qaeda.
Mobley undoubtedly possesses a great deal of knowledge
about perimeter security at every plant where he was
employed. Mobley is currently being held by the Yemeni
authorities in Sana’a, the capital of Yemen, awaiting
extradition to the United States for trial. Unfortunately, it
doesn’t take the highest levels of security clearance to
have enough information for a successful attack on a
nuclear plant. Al Qaeda has been interested in attacking
American nuclear plants for years, and even considered
including a nuclear plant on its September 11 target list.
A nuclear power plant is very different from a coal or gas-
burning plant. There is no quick way to shut off a reactor
— the heat inside the reactor is so intense that cooling
water must circulate through its system for days before it
is safe. If the cooling system malfunctions, even if the rest
of the plant is operating safely, the heat will literally melt
the reactor and its concrete containment shell, releasing
radioactive gases into the atmosphere — in other words,
a partial nuclear meltdown like Three Mile Island in
Pennsylvania or worse, a total catastrophe like that which
occurred in Chernobyl, Ukraine, in 1986.
Even employees who are not at the highest levels within
the organization at a nuclear facility might have the
information necessary to assist with such an attack, which
would have far-reaching effects and cause an untold
number of deaths. The critical question is — how much
of this information has Mobley passed to al Qaeda?
Prudence dictates that the security at the plants where
Mobley worked should be enhanced. Guard procedures
at these plants should be significantly altered, defenses
strengthened, security perimeters widened, and more
barriers put in place against car bombs. Similar
procedures should also be implemented at the
remainder of the nuclear plants, because the defensive
schemes at these sites are essentially all alike. 
A Failure to Imagine the Worst
Clearly, global challenges are escalating the nuclear
threat — rising extremism, mounting instability and
increasing amounts of available nuclear material. The
first but very important step toward preventing a
nuclear 9/11 is committing to the notion that it is a

very real possibility — actually believing it could
happen. Prior to September 11, 2001, who could have
imagined that terrorists would mount an attack on the
American Homeland that would kill more citizens
than Japan did at Pearl Harbor? For most Americans,
the idea of international terrorists conducting a
successful attack on the American homeland was
utterly inconceivable. As is now evident, however,
assertions about what is possible are severely limited
by our collective mental bias. In fact, the 9/11
Commission found that the United States security
establishment’s principal failure regarding 9/11 was a
“failure of imagination.”
In a similar vein, the thought that terrorists could
successfully detonate a nuclear bomb in an American
city — killing hundreds of thousands of people —
seems incomprehensible today. This essential
incredulity is rooted in three deeply ingrained
presumptions. First, that no one could seriously
intend to kill thousands of people in a single attack.
Second, that only states are capable of weapons of
mass destruction; non-state actors would not be able
to build or use nuclear weapons. Third, that
terrorists would not be able to deliver a bomb to an
American city. However, recent evidence argues
otherwise: Osama bin Laden has declared his
intention to kill four million Americans, while border
holes — trails used to illegally transport 275 tons of
drugs and three million people through United States
borders last year — offer definite opportunities for
bomb delivery. The Bipartisan Commission on the
prevention of WMD Proliferation and Terrorism
issued its report to Congress and the President in
December 2008 with the unanimous judgment that:
‘it is more likely than not that a weapon of mass
destruction will be used in a terrorist attack
somewhere in the world by the end of 2013.” We need
to shed our blinders and accept that this is not just a
possible but a likely occurrence, and be aggressive,
vigilant and immediate in our preventive efforts. The
time for urgency is now.®
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