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More Bearish News from Russia

Instead of better news from Russia concerning our safety from nuclear missile threats, it keeps on getting worse. Two recent developments illustrate the concern: the recent probable low-yield nuclear test explosion in the Far North of Russia and the contentions by Boris Yeltsin’s former National Security Advisor, General Aleksandr Lebed, that up to 100 suitcase-sized Russian nuclear weapons are missing and may be for sale. The Russian government denies both of these claims, but past experience and the continuing conditions of Russian personnel and programs (key personnel haven’t been payed for months—and yet the Russians are building a new underground military complex larger than the area inside the Washington, DC Beltway) leave us with at best a sense of severe uneasiness over the present situation.

 Testing…?!

 On August 16, Western seismic analysts detected a "seismic event" near a nuclear test facility in the far northern part of Russia. Russian officials claim that it was a small earthquake, and many Western apologists for Russia’s misbehavior are lining up with them. But others feel that it was a low-yield nuclear explosion to test the continued viability of the Russian ballistic missile forces.

 If true, this would be an embarrassment as the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) is submitted to the Senate for its advice and consent. It would be in violation of the voluntary moratorium on nuclear testing and contrary to the CTBT. It would not, however, be unprecedented. Russia has frequently violated treaties, including the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty—with its illegal radar system at Krasnoyarsk, among other things.

 With the continuing erosion of Russia’s conventional forces, Moscow is placing more emphasis on protection through nuclear intimidation. Moscow has every motivation to continue to test the reliability of its missile arsenal; it’s almost all it has left.

 Missing Mini-Nukes?

 The theft and attempted marketing of nuclear materials has been going on since the breakup of the Soviet Union. In a previous Brief, we mentioned the arrest of a group of smugglers attempting to sell plutonium which they had acquired. Even senior officers have to take second jobs to pay their bills. Suicides, including one in which a General took his own life, are rampant in the armed forces, and the situation does not look like it will improve anytime soon. One of the concerns raised is that soldiers might be selling everything they can get their hands on in order to pay their bills, or even to become rich. The involvement of terrorists and nations unfriendly to American interests in attempting to obtain nuclear materiel has been well-documented elsewhere. Now, our worst fears may be coming true. Perhaps the will of terrorist groups and nations to gain control of plutonium is coinciding with their ability to acquire it.

While Russia has wisely emphasized security over its nuclear assets, the economic situation in Russia is so bad and there is so much uncertainty surrounding its struggle toward a democratic existence that it is impossible to dismiss these stories out of hand.

On the September 8, 1997 edition of 60 Minutes, perhaps you saw the segment featuring General Aleksandr Lebed’s chilling contention that there were up 100 suitcase-sized nuclear weapons unaccounted for and loose in the former Soviet Union. Each weapon, according to Boris Yeltsin’s former National Security Advisor, could kill as many as 100,000 people if detonated. Russian government officials have scoffed at this report, but that is to be expected—if for no other reason than to maintain calm. There is enough credibility to Lebed’s story that 60 Minutes quoted former Clinton CIA Director James Woolsey as saying that it could not be dismissed out of hand. The potential terror and devastation from even one of those "Samsonite Satans" warrants our strict attention and immediate action.

These mini-nukes could very well be for sale. Recent press accounts have disclosed Russian sales of key ballistic missile technology to Iran and Iraq—and these rogue states clearly also want nuclear weapons.

 Conclusion

What would we do if an anti-America actor succeeded in gaining control of and launching a nuclear weapon at us or our allies?

 If a short- or medium-range missile were launched toward our overseas troops or our allies, could our Aegis Cruisers track it and shoot it down? No. Could they, in just a few short years, do so with a relatively simple, inexpensive upgrade? Yes. If our sea-based defense couldn’t reach the missile, could we use our Patriot missile defenses to bring it down? Maybe. Even if the Patriot were 100% effective, it is a "point defense," i.e. it must be pre-positioned in order to be of use. Also, a point defense is vulnerable anyway: by the time the missile is intercepted, it is already on its way down toward the target. Thus, if the missile were hit but the warhead remained intact, it would only be deflected to another part of the target area. That would be irrelevant to a terrorist; it’s the psychological impact, not the specific damage, he’s after. Both Russia and China are selling missile technology to nuclear aspirants (such as Iran) and are assisting these same states and others with their indigenous programs. These weapons already threaten U.S. interests abroad, and will threaten America itself one day soon.

The solution? A common sense, multi-layered global ballistic missile defense system. First, our Aegis Cruisers should be upgraded immediately (within the next 3-4 years) to track and intercept missiles as early in their flight as possible. Second, an effective space-based system, to bring down missiles while they are in their "boost" phase and still over the shooter’s territory, should be deployed as soon as possible. Finally, effective ground-based "point" defenses should be deployed.

 With the ever-decreasing control of the Russian government over its nuclear missiles, discussed above, the alleged rationality of Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD) is now without any credibility, if it ever enjoyed any.
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