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3ASAN !GHLANI OUTLINES JUST HOW CLOSE THE
WORLD HAS COME TO THE INADVERTENT USE OF
NUCLEAR WEAPONS IN THE LAST �� YEARS n AND
SUGGESTSSOMEIMMEDIATEMEASURESTOREDUCE
THERISKS�

.UCLEARWEAPONSHAVENOTBEENDETONATEDINCONFLICT
SINCE�����4HEREISADANGERHOWEVEROFBECOMING
TOOCOMPLACENTABOUTTHISRECORDOFNONNUCLEARUSE�
)FRISKISDEFINEDASPROBABILITY�CONSEQUENCES�THE
RISKOFNUCLEARUSEISMUCHHIGHERTHANWEHAVELONG
ASSUMED�

! RECENT #HATHAM (OUSE REPORT DOCUMENTS ��
INSTANCES BETWEEN ���� AND ���� WHERE NUCLEAR
WEAPONS WERE ALMOST INADVERTENTLY USED DUE TO
MISCALCULATION� MISCOMMUNICATION� OR TECHNICAL
ERRORS�� 7HATPREVENTEDTHEIRUSEONMANYOFTHESE
OCCASIONS WAS THE @HUMAN JUDGEMENT FACTOR� n
INTERVENTION OF INDIVIDUALS WHO� BASED ON PRUDENT
ASSESSMENTOFSITUATIONSANDAGAINSTPROTOCOL�EITHER
REFUSED TO AUTHORISE A NUCLEAR STRIKE OR RELAY
INFORMATION THATWOULD LIKELYHAVE LED TO THEUSEOF
NUCLEARWEAPONS�

$ECISIONMAKINGUNDERPRESSURE
!RECURRINGTHEMEINTHEREPORTISTHATTHOSEINVOLVED
IN @COMMAND AND CONTROL� ARE UNDER GREAT
PSYCHOLOGICAL PRESSURE WHEN MAKING DECISIONS
REGARDING NUCLEAR USE� CHIEFLY DUE TO THE SHORT
WINDOW FOR ACTION� )N ONE SUCH CASE A RESEARCH
ROCKETWASMISTAKENFORA4RIDENTMISSILEIN����AND
2USSIAN0RESIDENT"ORIS9ELTSINHADONLYMINUTES TO
DECIDEWHETHERTOLAUNCHARETALIATORYSTRIKEAGAINST
THE5NITED3TATES�(EDELAYEDHISDECISIONFORASLONG
AS POSSIBLE WHILE FOLLOWING THE ROCKET�S TRAJECTORY�
TALKING OVER THE PHONE WITH THE POSSESSOR OF THE
SECOND@NUCLEARBRIEFCASE�UNTILITBECAMECLEARTHAT
THEROCKETWOULDLANDOUTSIDEOF2USSIANTERRITORY��

)N ANOTHER EXAMPLE� IN ����� 53 .ATIONAL 3ECURITY
!DVISOR :BIGNIEW "RZEZINSKI RECEIVED A CALL FROM A
'ENERAL AT 53 3TRATEGIC #OMMAND STATING THAT THE
3OVIET5NION HAD LAUNCHED���NUCLEARMISSILES AT
THE 5NITED 3TATES� ! MINUTE BEFORE INFORMING THE
0RESIDENTTHATTHE5NITED3TATESWASUNDERATTACK�HE
RECEIVEDANOTHERPHONECALLSTATINGTHATTHEALERTWAS
CAUSEDBYAFAULTYCOMPUTERCHIP�� )TWAS"RZEZINSKI�S
DECISION TO DELAY HIS CALL TO THE 0RESIDENT WHICH
PROVEDDECISIVE�

0OLITICALCLIMATE
-ANYOFTHECASESEXAMINEDINTHE#HATHAM(OUSE
REPORT INVOLVE INCIDENTSWHICH TRANSPIREDDURING THE
#OLD 7AR� AND THE AUTHORS EXAMINE HOW POLITICAL
TENSIONSCANAFFECTNUCLEARDECISIONMAKING� )NONE
EXAMPLE� A REALISTIC BUT POORLYTIMED .!4/ TRAINING
EXERCISE IN ���� SIMULATED A NUCLEAR ATTACK AND
INADVERTENTLY PUT THE 3OVIETS ON ALERT�4HE EXERCISE
WENT AHEAD IN SPITE OF THE CONCERNS OF THE 53
.ATIONAL 3ECURITY!DVISOR� WHO HAD RECOGNISED THAT
533OVIETRELATIONSWEREESPECIALLYBADATTHETIME��

4HEREPORTFINDSTHATREGIONALCONFLICTSALSOHAVETHE
POTENTIAL TO ESCALATE QUICKLY AND TAKE ON A NUCLEAR
DIMENSION� 0REVIOUS CONFLICTS BETWEEN )NDIA AND
0AKISTAN� WHICH INTENSIFIED TO THE POINT OF NUCLEAR
THREATS�RELIEDONOUTSIDEMEDIATIONTOCALMTENSIONS�
3TATES LIKE 0AKISTAN� WHERE THE MILITARY WIELDS
SIGNIFICANTPOWER�MIGHTALSOBEMOREPRONETOATYPE
OFRISKTAKINGTHATISUNPREDICTABLE�

0RUDENTJUDGEMENTSAVESTHEDAY
(UMAN JUDGEMENT WILL ALWAYS BE AN IMPRECISE BUT
VITAL PART OF NUCLEAR COMMAND AND CONTROL� 4HE
ALTERNATIVE n THE AUTOMATION OF NUCLEAR WEAPON
LAUNCH POLICIES n IS FRAUGHT WITH ITS OWN PROFOUND
PROBLEMS� 4HE 3OVIETS HAD INTRODUCED A SEMI
AUTONOMOUS SYSTEM� @0ERIMETER�� DESIGNED TO
AUTOMATICALLY LAUNCH NUCLEARTIPPED )NTERCONTINENTAL
"ALLISTIC -ISSILES �)#"-S	 AT THE 5NITED 3TATES IF IT
DETECTEDALAUNCH�� 4HELOGICBEHIND0ERIMETERWAS
THATINORDERFORASTATE�SNUCLEARWEAPONSTODETER�
THESTATENEEDSTOCONVINCEOTHERSTHAT ITCANINFLICT
@UNACCEPTABLEDAMAGE�EVENIFDEVASTATEDINAFIRST
STRIKE�

4OO #LOSE FOR #OMFORT RAISES A DEEPLY DISTURBING
PARADOX ABOUT NUCLEAR WEAPONS� 7HILE PRUDENT
JUDGEMENT HAS SAVED THE DAY IN SOME INSTANCES�
MISCALCULATION AND MISPERCEPTION HAVE BROUGHT US
CLOSETOINADVERTENTNUCLEARUSEINOTHERS�4HEHUMAN
FACTOR IS THEREFORE A DOUBLEEDGED SWORD� )T IS NOT
SIMPLYTHECASETHATONLYTECHNICALERRORSCANLEADTO
INADVERTENTUSE�ACCURATEDATASTILLREQUIRESDECODING
AND INTERPRETATION BY FALLIBLE HUMAN BEINGS SO THAT
WRONGCONCLUSIONSARENOTDRAWN�

2ECOMMENDATIONS
7ITH THE CURRENT ABSENCE OF A COMPLETE BAN ON
NUCLEARWEAPONS�THEREPORTOFFERSANUMBEROFNEAR

TERMPOLICYOPTIONSTHATCOULDPOTENTIALLYREDUCETHE
RISKS OF INADVERTENT NUCLEAR USE� 4HESE INCLUDE
ADOPTING MEASURES THAT BUY TIME� SUCH AS TAKING
THOUSANDSOFNUCLEARWEAPONSOFF@HAIRTRIGGER�ALERT�
AND RETARGETING NUCLEAR WEAPONS TO THE OCEAN�
2ECOMMENDATIONSALSOINCLUDEINCREASEDTRUSTAND
CONFIDENCEBUILDING MEASURES� A WIDER SET OF
DECISIONMAKERS INVOLVED IN NUCLEAR COMMAND AND
CONTROL� AND EDUCATING MILITARIES ABOUT THE
HUMANITARIAN IMPACTSSHOULDNUCLEARWEAPONSEVER
BEUSEDAGAIN�

/NE CONCERN EMERGING FROM THE REPORT IS LACK OF
TRANSPARENCY� .UCLEAR WEAPONS POSSESSORS ARE
ANXIOUS ABOUT REVEALING DETAILS ABOUT THEIR NUCLEAR
LAUNCH POLICIES� AND WANT TO AVOID EMBARRASSMENT
OVER INSTANCESWHERE THEYMAYHAVECOMECLOSE TO
LAUNCHING NUCLEAR WEAPONS DUE TO NEGLIGENCE OR
MISCALCULATION�4HEREARELIKELYTOBEOTHERINSTANCES
WHERE THEWORLDHASCOMECLOSE TONUCLEARWARBY
ACCIDENT�CHOICE�ORSLOPPYPRACTISESTHATWESIMPLY
DO NOT KNOW ABOUT DUE TO SECRECY�4HIS POSES THE
QUESTION� FOR HOW LONG CAN THE WORLD DEPEND ON
PEOPLEMAKINGTHERIGHTCALLS�
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