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The State of Russia's Nuclear Assets

Despite the democratic reforms underway in Russia, there are ample reasons for concern over the fate of her nuclear forces. Accidental Launch, Terrorism/Organized Crime and Russia's Continued Military Capability are all real threats to U.S. security.

ACCIDENTAL LAUNCH: While the risk of accidental launch is low at any given time, the consequences of such an accident would be unimaginable.

Very few people realize that there has actually been an accidental launch of a nuclear missile. The June 1990 Armed Forces Journal reported the incident, which occurred in the Soviet Union during maintenance. Had the rocket not misfired, it could have continued on to its target (most likely the U.S.) with horrible consequences.

Such potential problems did not end with the Cold War. On January 25, 1995, Boris Yeltsin began activating his "football" used to launch Russian missiles at the U.S. - after his Defense officials mistook the launch of a Norwegian meteorological rocket for an attack on Russia. Happily, he learned of the mistake in time.

Current missile defense systems are worthless against an ICBM bound for us. Only an effective BMD system can save lives and prevent the environmental destruction and possible escalation that could result from scenarios such as these.

TERRORISM/ORGANIZED CRIME: Attempts by terrorist and organized crime groups to obtain nuclear material are well-known. FBI Director Louis Freeh, former Director of Central Intelligence R. James Woolsey and even President Yeltsin have stated that one or more nuclear weapons could be stolen and sold by the Russian mafia. Woolsey testified in 1994 that they "have the resources to bribe or threaten nuclear weapons handlers or employees at facilities with weapons grade uranium and plutonium." In fact, there have been several confirmed cases of nuclear smuggling. In at least four instances, highly enriched uranium has been shipped outside of Russia. On three other occasions, the materiel was intercepted in Russia. On February 13, 1997, Agence France Press reported Kazakhstani security agents seized 2.2 pounds of uranium bound for the black market.

There is no reason to believe that these attempts will stop. Since the consequences of even one successful operation are so great, there can be no justification for lacking a credible defense against missile attack from a rogue state or terrorist organization.

RUSSIA'S CONTINUED MILITARY CAPABILITY: While President Yeltsin is trying to bring about economic reform, conditions in Russia continue to deteriorate and could foster a military coup. Former Communist officials are blocking any progress toward a free market by establishing new monopolies and making their fortunes at the expense of the reforms. The February 24, 1997, National Review quoted Andrei Illarionov, former adviser to Prime Victor Chernomyrdin, as saying "It's Russia's government, not its economy, that has been privatized." While consumer industries are flourishing, the military-industrial complex has been left out, forcing its executives to align with the Russian nationalists and neo-imperialists who want Russia to re-emerge as a great military power.

Russia's military situation is a "catastrophe", according to Russia's Council for Foreign and Defense Policy, which went so far as to say that "(w)ithin the next three years, the army, if it is not reformed, will disappear as such…or there could be a military coup, which could grow into dictatorship or civil war." Control over nuclear assets is coming into doubt. To wit, at a shipyard in the far north, workers haven't been paid for many months and are beginning to rebel. They have struck and even held a nuclear-powered submarine hostage in protest! Missiles are becoming less and less secure every day - and, while they might not be pointed at the U.S. right now, many can be retargeted in minutes.

Russia's crisis management system has also been compromised. In an almost farcical example, as a test, Defense Minister Rodionov tried to call Prime Minister Chernomyrdin on the "hotline" reserved for use in a time of war. To their surprise, the line was busy. As it turned out, a couple of "charwomen or snackbarmaids" had been occupying the line! Incredible! This important tool for consultations during nuclear emergencies was accessible to personnel in no way connected to nuclear policy.

Despite the shoddy condition of the Russian military, the government is proceeding with the construction of a costly "mammoth underground military complex in the Ural Mountains" (New York Times, April 6, 1996). This project shows the government's desire to appease the high ranking military leaders most likely to lead a coup. Detected by U.S. national technical means, it could be anything from a nuclear command post to a secret weapons production plant. The Times quoted an American official as saying "(t)he complex is as big as the Washington area inside the beltway."

Russia has also just acquired from Silicon Graphics, in apparent violation of an executive order, four supercomputers to be used to simulate nuclear blasts and their effects. The head of the Ministry of Atomic Energy alluded to the deal on January 14, 1997, and Silicon Graphics confirmed the sale, stating that they were told the computers were to be used for "modeling of earth-water pollution caused by extension of radioactive substance." With the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty in effect, computer simulation will be the principal means to assure the viability of nuclear weapons.

CONCLUSION:

Despite Yeltsin's attempts at reform, several threats to U.S. security persist:

Accidental Launch: Not hypothetical - and the U.S. is currently defenseless against even a single ballistic missile.

Terrorism/Organized Crime: Disasters waiting to happen.

Russia's Continued Military Capability: While there is high-level spending to appease senior officers, the average soldier is destitute - a coup could be just around the corner with a possible return to the hostility of the Cold War.
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