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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
SUGGESTS฀SOME฀IMMEDIATE฀MEASURES฀TO฀REDUCE
THE฀RISKS�

.UCLEAR฀WEAPONS฀HAVE฀NOT฀BEEN฀DETONATED฀IN฀CONFLICT
SINCE฀�����฀4HERE฀IS฀A฀DANGER฀HOWEVER฀OF฀BECOMING
TOO฀COMPLACENT฀ABOUT฀THIS฀RECORD฀OF฀NON
NUCLEAR฀USE�
)F฀RISK฀IS฀DEFINED฀AS฀PROBABILITY฀�฀CONSEQUENCES�฀THE
RISK฀OF฀NUCLEAR฀USE฀IS฀MUCH฀HIGHER฀THAN฀WE฀HAVE฀LONG
ASSUMED�฀

!฀ RECENT฀ #HATHAM฀ (OUSE฀ REPORT฀ DOCUMENTS฀ ��
INSTANCES฀ BETWEEN฀ ����฀ AND฀ ����฀ WHERE฀ NUCLEAR
WEAPONS฀ WERE฀ ALMOST฀ INADVERTENTLY฀ USED฀ DUE฀ TO
MISCALCULATION�฀ MISCOMMUNICATION�฀ OR฀ TECHNICAL
ERRORS�� 7HAT฀PREVENTED฀THEIR฀USE฀ON฀MANY฀OF฀THESE
OCCASIONS฀ WAS฀ THE฀ @HUMAN฀ JUDGEMENT฀ FACTOR�฀ n
INTERVENTION฀ OF฀ INDIVIDUALS฀ WHO�฀ BASED฀ ON฀ PRUDENT
ASSESSMENT฀OF฀SITUATIONS฀AND฀AGAINST฀PROTOCOL�฀EITHER
REFUSED฀ TO฀ AUTHORISE฀ A฀ NUCLEAR฀ STRIKE฀ OR฀ RELAY
INFORMATION฀ THAT฀WOULD฀ LIKELY฀HAVE฀ LED฀ TO฀ THE฀USE฀OF
NUCLEAR฀WEAPONS�฀

$ECISION
MAKING฀UNDER฀PRESSURE
!฀RECURRING฀THEME฀IN฀THE฀REPORT฀IS฀THAT฀THOSE฀INVOLVED
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
ROCKET฀WAS฀MISTAKEN฀FOR฀A฀4RIDENT฀MISSILE฀IN฀����฀AND
2USSIAN฀0RESIDENT฀"ORIS฀9ELTSIN฀HAD฀ONLY฀MINUTES฀ TO
DECIDE฀WHETHER฀TO฀LAUNCH฀A฀RETALIATORY฀STRIKE฀AGAINST
THE฀5NITED฀3TATES�฀(E฀DELAYED฀HIS฀DECISION฀FOR฀AS฀LONG
AS฀ POSSIBLE฀ WHILE฀ FOLLOWING฀ THE฀ ROCKET�S฀ TRAJECTORY�
TALKING฀ OVER฀ THE฀ PHONE฀ WITH฀ THE฀ POSSESSOR฀ OF฀ THE
SECOND฀@NUCLEAR฀BRIEFCASE�฀UNTIL฀IT฀BECAME฀CLEAR฀THAT
THE฀ROCKET฀WOULD฀LAND฀OUTSIDE฀OF฀2USSIAN฀TERRITORY��

)N฀ ANOTHER฀ EXAMPLE�฀ IN฀ �����฀ 53฀ .ATIONAL฀ 3ECURITY
!DVISOR฀ :BIGNIEW฀ "RZEZINSKI฀ RECEIVED฀ A฀ CALL฀ FROM฀ A
'ENERAL฀ AT฀ 53฀ 3TRATEGIC฀ #OMMAND฀ STATING฀ THAT฀ THE
3OVIET฀5NION฀ HAD฀ LAUNCHED฀���฀NUCLEAR฀MISSILES฀ AT
THE฀ 5NITED฀ 3TATES�฀ !฀ MINUTE฀ BEFORE฀ INFORMING฀ THE
0RESIDENT฀THAT฀THE฀5NITED฀3TATES฀WAS฀UNDER฀ATTACK�฀HE
RECEIVED฀ANOTHER฀PHONE฀CALL฀STATING฀THAT฀THE฀ALERT฀WAS
CAUSED฀BY฀A฀FAULTY฀COMPUTER฀CHIP�� )T฀WAS฀"RZEZINSKI�S
DECISION฀ TO฀ DELAY฀ HIS฀ CALL฀ TO฀ THE฀ 0RESIDENT฀ WHICH
PROVED฀DECISIVE�

0OLITICAL฀CLIMATE
-ANY฀OF฀THE฀CASES฀EXAMINED฀IN฀THE฀#HATHAM฀(OUSE
REPORT฀ INVOLVE฀ INCIDENTS฀WHICH฀ TRANSPIRED฀DURING฀ THE
#OLD฀ 7AR�฀ AND฀ THE฀ AUTHORS฀ EXAMINE฀ HOW฀ POLITICAL
TENSIONS฀CAN฀AFFECT฀NUCLEAR฀DECISION฀MAKING�฀ )N฀ONE
EXAMPLE�฀ A฀ REALISTIC฀ BUT฀ POORLY
TIMED฀ .!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
53
3OVIET฀RELATIONS฀WERE฀ESPECIALLY฀BAD฀AT฀THE฀TIME��

4HE฀REPORT฀FINDS฀THAT฀REGIONAL฀CONFLICTS฀ALSO฀HAVE฀THE
POTENTIAL฀ TO฀ ESCALATE฀ QUICKLY฀ AND฀ TAKE฀ ON฀ A฀ NUCLEAR
DIMENSION�฀ 0REVIOUS฀ CONFLICTS฀ BETWEEN฀ )NDIA฀ AND
0AKISTAN�฀ WHICH฀ INTENSIFIED฀ TO฀ THE฀ POINT฀ OF฀ NUCLEAR
THREATS�฀RELIED฀ON฀OUTSIDE฀MEDIATION฀TO฀CALM฀TENSIONS�
3TATES฀ LIKE฀ 0AKISTAN�฀ WHERE฀ THE฀ MILITARY฀ WIELDS
SIGNIFICANT฀POWER�฀MIGHT฀ALSO฀BE฀MORE฀PRONE฀TO฀A฀TYPE
OF฀RISK
TAKING฀THAT฀IS฀UNPREDICTABLE�฀

0RUDENT฀JUDGEMENT฀SAVES฀THE฀DAY฀
(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฀ NUCLEAR
TIPPED฀ )NTERCONTINENTAL
"ALLISTIC฀ -ISSILES฀ �)#"-S	฀ AT฀ THE฀ 5NITED฀ 3TATES฀ IF฀ IT
DETECTED฀A฀LAUNCH�� 4HE฀LOGIC฀BEHIND฀0ERIMETER฀WAS
THAT฀IN฀ORDER฀FOR฀A฀STATE�S฀NUCLEAR฀WEAPONS฀TO฀DETER�
THE฀STATE฀NEEDS฀TO฀CONVINCE฀OTHERS฀THAT฀ IT฀CAN฀INFLICT
@UNACCEPTABLE฀DAMAGE�฀EVEN฀IF฀DEVASTATED฀IN฀A฀FIRST

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
CLOSE฀TO฀INADVERTENT฀NUCLEAR฀USE฀IN฀OTHERS�฀4HE฀HUMAN
FACTOR฀ IS฀ THEREFORE฀ A฀ DOUBLE
EDGED฀ SWORD�฀ )T฀ IS฀ NOT
SIMPLY฀THE฀CASE฀THAT฀ONLY฀TECHNICAL฀ERRORS฀CAN฀LEAD฀TO
INADVERTENT฀USE�฀ACCURATE฀DATA฀STILL฀REQUIRES฀DECODING
AND฀ INTERPRETATION฀ BY฀ FALLIBLE฀ HUMAN฀ BEINGS฀ SO฀ THAT
WRONG฀CONCLUSIONS฀ARE฀NOT฀DRAWN�฀

2ECOMMENDATIONS
7ITH฀ THE฀ CURRENT฀ ABSENCE฀ OF฀ A฀ COMPLETE฀ BAN฀ ON
NUCLEAR฀WEAPONS�฀THE฀REPORT฀OFFERS฀A฀NUMBER฀OF฀NEAR


TERM฀POLICY฀OPTIONS฀THAT฀COULD฀POTENTIALLY฀REDUCE฀THE
RISKS฀ OF฀ INADVERTENT฀ NUCLEAR฀ USE�฀ 4HESE฀ INCLUDE
ADOPTING฀ MEASURES฀ THAT฀ BUY฀ TIME�฀ SUCH฀ AS฀ TAKING
THOUSANDS฀OF฀NUCLEAR฀WEAPONS฀OFF฀@HAIR฀TRIGGER�฀ALERT�
AND฀ RETARGETING฀ NUCLEAR฀ WEAPONS฀ TO฀ THE฀ OCEAN�
2ECOMMENDATIONS฀ALSO฀INCLUDE฀INCREASED฀TRUST
฀AND
CONFIDENCE
BUILDING฀ MEASURES�฀ A฀ WIDER฀ SET฀ OF
DECISION
MAKERS฀ INVOLVED฀ IN฀ NUCLEAR฀ COMMAND฀ AND
CONTROL�฀ AND฀ EDUCATING฀ MILITARIES฀ ABOUT฀ THE
HUMANITARIAN฀ IMPACTS฀SHOULD฀NUCLEAR฀WEAPONS฀EVER
BE฀USED฀AGAIN�฀

/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฀ INSTANCES฀WHERE฀ THEY฀MAY฀HAVE฀COME฀CLOSE฀ TO
LAUNCHING฀ NUCLEAR฀ WEAPONS฀ DUE฀ TO฀ NEGLIGENCE฀ OR
MISCALCULATION�฀4HERE฀ARE฀LIKELY฀TO฀BE฀OTHER฀INSTANCES
WHERE฀ THE฀WORLD฀HAS฀COME฀CLOSE฀ TO฀NUCLEAR฀WAR฀BY
ACCIDENT�฀CHOICE�฀OR฀SLOPPY฀PRACTISES฀THAT฀WE฀SIMPLY
DO฀ NOT฀ KNOW฀ ABOUT฀ DUE฀ TO฀ SECRECY�฀4HIS฀ POSES฀ THE
QUESTION�฀ FOR฀ HOW฀ LONG฀ CAN฀ THE฀ WORLD฀ DEPEND฀ ON
PEOPLE฀MAKING฀THE฀RIGHT฀CALLS�฀

3ASAN฀!GHLANI฀IS฀A฀RESEARCH฀ASSISTANT฀IN฀THE
)NTERNATIONAL฀3ECURITY฀$EPARTMENT฀OF฀#HATHAM

(OUSE�฀A฀5+฀THINK
TANK฀FOCUSED฀ON
INTERNATIONAL฀AFFAIRS�฀(E฀IS฀A฀CO
AUTHOR฀OF฀THE

REPORT฀4OO฀#LOSE฀FOR฀#OMFORT�

2EFERENCES
�� ,EWIS฀0�฀7ILLIAMS฀(�฀0ELOPIDAS฀"�฀!GHLANI฀3฀�����	�฀4OO฀#LOSE

FOR฀#OMFORT�฀#ASES฀OF฀.EAR฀.UCLEAR฀5SE฀AND฀/PTIONS฀FOR฀0OLICY�

#HATHAM฀(OUSE฀2EPORT�

WWW�CHATHAMHOUSE�ORG�PUBLICATIONS�PAPERS�VIEW�������

�� 0P���
��฀OF฀NOTE฀��

�� 0P���
��฀OF฀NOTE฀��

�� 0P���
��฀OF฀NOTE฀��

�� 3EE�฀(OFFMAN฀$฀�����	�฀4HE฀$EAD฀(AND�฀2EAGAN�฀'ORBACHEV

AND฀THE฀5NTOLD฀3TORY฀OF฀THE฀#OLD฀7AR฀!RMS฀2ACE�฀)CON฀"OOKS�

4OO฀CLOSE฀FOR฀COMFORT�
#ASES฀OF฀NEAR฀NUCLEAR฀USE฀AND฀OPTIONS฀FOR฀POLICY


