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The American strategist Herman Kahn often challenged friends to “think the 
unthinkable,” to imagine how a nuclear attack on the United States might be initiated.  
Today, however, there is widespread agreement that, “The combination of terrorism and 
nuclear weapons poses the gravest threat to national security.”1  Simply by changing the 
likely means of delivery, from missile to man, the implausible has finally become 
uncomfortably plausible.   
 
This assertion received a bipartisan endorsement during the fall 2004 presidential 
debates, when both President Bush and Senator Kerry agreed about the primacy of the 
“nuclear terrorism” threat.  Vice President Cheney subsequently sketched out what he 
dubbed the ultimate catastrophe, a nuclear detonation in one or more U.S. cities.     
 
If Herman Kahn were alive today, he might well ask the question posed by Professor 
Amitai Etzioni, a one-time Israeli commando and currently University Professor at the 
George Washington University: namely, can we do a better job of preventing nuclear 
terrorism by establishing clear priorities and thinking soberly about the current policy 
choices being made?   
 
On April 1, 2005, the Director of Studies of the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies, with generous support from George Washington University’s Institute for 
Communitarian Policy Studies, assembled a panel of half a dozen experts, including 
Professor Etzioni, for a public forum about priorities for preventing nuclear terrorism.2
 
To provoke debate and thinking, Professor Etzioni posed some potential tradeoffs.  For 
instance, should we place greater emphasis on the former issue rather than the latter of 
each item below? 
 

• Nuclear de-proliferation versus chemical and biological weapon threat reduction; 
• Securing nuclear weapons and materials versus hardening the American 

homeland; 
• Securing ready-made nuclear bombs versus securing highly enriched uranium, 

plutonium, and spent fuel; 

                                                 
1 Amitai Etzioni, Preempting Nuclear Terrorism in a New Global Order (London: The Foreign Policy 
Centre, 2004), p.1. 
2 I am indebted to Devin Stewart of CSIS and Emily Pryor of George Washington University for their 
effort in putting together an outstanding public forum.  I moderated a panel that included Amitai Etzioni, 
University Professor, George Washington University; Robert Einhorn, Senior Adviser, CSIS; Edward 
Luttwak, Senior Fellow, CSIS; Graham Allison, Professor of Government, Harvard University; Laura 
Holgate, Vice President, Nuclear Threat Initiative; and George Perkovich, Vice President for Studies, 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. 



• Focusing on failing states (potentially Russia and Pakistan) versus rogue states 
(such as Iran and North Korea); 

• Removing fissile material (as was done in Libya) versus upgrading the 
inspections of nuclear sites (as is being attempted in Iran);  

• Extending the Proliferation Security Initiative (designed to interdict shipments of 
nuclear weapons and materials) versus the strengthening the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty? 

 
In many ways these questions pose stark choices where none may exist.  In any event, 
even among the likeminded it is difficult to achieve a quick consensus on a finite list of 
essential steps.  Yet these provocative juxtapositions served as an excellent springboard 
for the public debate, yielding several important themes.   
 
1.  Abandon the Phrase “WMD Terrorism” 
 
All six panelists agree on the urgency of tackling the threat of nuclear terrorism.  
Strategist Edward Luttwak assails the phrase “WMD terrorism” because it conflates the 
less lethal risk of chemical and even biological weapons with the urgent threat of nuclear 
weapons.  Moreover, Luttwak implies that the amorphous phrase “WMD terrorism” 
perpetuates sloppy thinking, inhibiting decision makers from taking seriously the priority 
of nuclear de-proliferation or narrowing the priority even further to readymade nuclear 
weapons.   
 
As noted in the title of Graham Allison’s recent book, Nuclear Terrorism: The Ultimate 
Preventable Catastrophe, many would argue that it is easier to hold onto existing nuclear 
stockpiles than it is to prevent a biological threat more likely to grow out of unknown 
civilian laboratories.3  Without diminishing the threat of biological agents, Laura Holgate 
of the Nuclear Threat Initiative notes that they are probably more amenable to fashioning 
effective early responses relative to a nuclear detonation.  There is also a synergy 
between being better prepared to cope with a biological attack and the transnational threat 
posed by the spread of infectious diseases in an era of globalization.    
 
2. Do Putin and Musharraf Take the Primacy of Nuclear Terrorism as Axiomatic? 
 
The urgency of preventing the nuclear terror threat is not taken as axiomatic by officials 
outside the United States.  A gap in the threat perception can undermine prevention, 
especially if those who question the threat are leaders of potentially volatile nuclear 
states.  
 
If the recent Bratislava statement by Russian President Putin and U.S. President Bush 
signifies a genuine agreement about the threat, then there is reason to hope that there will 
be accelerated efforts to reduce the nuclear terror threat.   
                                                 
3 The CSIS Homeland Security Program, led by David Heyman and Gerald Epstein, and individual experts 
such as Amy Smithson and Richard Danzig of the CSIS International Security Program are on the forefront 
of thinking about what can be done to reduce the threat of biological attack. 
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Conversely, concerted action will be difficult if President Musharraf continues to dismiss 
concerns about the disposition and safety of Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal.  As Professor 
Allison notes, there have been two recent and nearly successful assassination attempts on 
Musharraf; why should we assume that Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal is better protected than 
the president’s life? 
 
3. We Are More Serious About Protecting the Gold in Fort Knox Than We are About 

Securing Access to Nuclear Weapons and Materials  
 

The limited objective of preventing nuclear terrorism, even if further narrowed to focus 
on the “supply” side of access to weapons and materials, still entails numerous, complex, 
and integrated steps.  Indeed, the myriad requirements for concerted effort at prevention 
may well explain why government actions to date fall far short of what will have to be 
done in future to forestall the preventable catastrophe of nuclear terrorism.   
 
Graham Allison outlines dozens of steps that fall under three basic policy objectives that 
have to be pursued simultaneously and which he calls the “three no’s”:  
 

• No loose nuclear weapons or materials; 
• No new nascent nuclear programs; and 
• No new nuclear states.   
 

If the United States is to help lead the international community toward these goals, then it 
will have to forge an “alliance against nuclear terrorism” that helps to enlist not just 
Europe and Japan but also countries like India and Pakistan.  Stopping loose nukes will 
require putting far more resources and effort into locking down and cleaning out existing 
nuclear stockpiles.  Allison calls for a Fort Knox “gold standard” that would allow all 
nuclear materials to be more centrally controlled internationally and based on far more 
rigorous and professional standards. 
 
Precluding the development of new nuclear programs, according to Allison, will require a 
grand bargain with Iran in which the Europeans, Russians, Americans and Israelis all 
contribute.  The U.S. share would have to include the “carrot” of security assurances for 
Iran, whereas Allison sees the Israelis providing the “stick” in the form of a credible 
military threat to destroy Iran’s nuclear program in the absence of a negotiated 
settlement.     
 
No new nuclear states means stopping North Korea before it is allowed to become a 
declared nuclear power, which would not only help spark a nuclear arms race in 
Northeast Asia but would make the threat of North Korean nuclear transfers off the 
Korean Peninsula far more of a threat.   
 
In both Iran and North Korea, many question whether there a credible military threat can 
be mustered.  If their programs are covert, disbursed and deep underground, finding the 
right military targets can be uncertain at best; the lessons from estimates of Iraq’s 
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weapons of mass destruction programs will hardly improve the certitude of intelligence 
analysts or decision makers.       
 
4. Debating Priorities is Essential, But Some Tradeoffs—Such as Focusing on Failing 
Rather than Rogue States--Are Inadvisable 

 
Although it seldom happens on a systematic basis, it is useful to debate a variety of 
strategies for preventing nuclear terrorism.  Professor Etzioni, for instance, believes that 
limiting access to nuclear weapons is far more cost-effective than hardening the 
American homeland (in which every target hardened highlights another that is not) or 
preempting terrorists (something that can spur the recruitment of new terrorists).   
 
However, casting tradeoffs as either-or propositions can be misleading and unnecessary.  
Laura Holgate stresses that acts of political need not drain scarce funds, and there are 
many roles to be played by a variety of governments and international actors.  Moreover, 
if nuclear terrorism is to be avoided, there is no alternative to pursuing difficult objectives 
in parallel, including: (1) securing all nuclear material in any form, anywhere and moving 
it to a secure place; (2) making progress in eliminating all excess weapons-grade fissile 
material; (3) limiting or phasing out the nuclear capacity of countries; and (4) eradicating 
stockpiles of nuclear material. 
 
Robert Einhorn took exception to two tradeoffs highlighted by Professor Etzioni.  The 
first called for reversing the priority devoted to rogue states such as Iran and North Korea 
because they can be deterred, and instead focusing on failing nuclear powers such as 
Pakistan and Russia where terrorists may be breeding and gain access to nuclear 
weapons. 
 
But why choose anything less than working on both issues, asks Einhorn.  
Deemphasizing rogue states would underestimate the serious risk posed by North Korea 
or Iran becoming established nuclear powers: they would be in a position to sell highly 
enriched uranium or plutonium (North Korea has already crossed this line by helping 
Libya obtain hexafluoride); Asian proliferation would be catalyzed by a North Korean 
permanent bomb; and North Korea is also a failing state—what would happen to the 
nuclear arsenal after it finally collapses?  In addition, argues Einhorn, putting greater 
emphasis on Russia and Pakistan may overestimate what we can achieve, despite our best 
efforts, with these two nuclear powers.  Even while we place a high priority on securing 
their nuclear programs, we should have no illusions that this will be achievable.   
 
A second tradeoff involves a radical shift in strategy from controlled maintenance of 
nuclear programs to radical de-proliferation, actively going after nuclear weapons and 
fissile material that remains in insecure countries and securing them or blending down 
HEU and ensuring there is no vulnerable weapons-grade fissile material.  But this is a bit 
of a false dilemma, because U.S. policy has always opposed untrustworthy regimes 
making or possessing fissile material.  The Proliferation Security Initiative of active 
interdiction is a routinized and enlarged international effort of an earlier practice in U.S. 
policy.  And the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty has its own flaws and loopholes, such 
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as not precluding the spread of fissile material production capabilities and allowing 
permissive withdrawal of its signatories, creates the legitimacy that enables us to build 
support for tougher de-proliferation steps. 
 
North Korea is both a rogue and a failing state, further defying an easy classification to 
the dilemmas of nuclear deproliferation. 
 
5. Can We Really Afford to Focus Exclusively on the “Supply” Side of Nuclear 

Materials to the Exclusion of the “Demand” Side of the Terrorists? 
 
George Perkovich made the case for addressing key conflicts that help bolster support for 
terrorists and increase the transaction costs of American actions in the international arena.  
Pushing forward on the Palestinian-Israeli dispute, for instance, can alter the environment 
in which the United States is seeking to tamp down terrorism.  Similarly, if the United 
States could muster the courage to take on Pakistan’s security and intelligence services, 
especially the ISI, then perhaps this would go a long way to ending the simmering 
flashpoint of Kashmir or support for radical Islamists in and around Pakistan. 
 
Perkovich implies that political policies can reduce the problem set of counterterrorism.  
Consider how many young men from Muslim societies opted to go to Afghanistan under 
the Taliban or to Iraq today to fight a jihad.  Putting in place policies to make that choice 
less attractive could prevent the recruitment and training of many skilled insurgents and 
terrorists from developing.  In addition, an exclusive focus on military approaches to 
attacking terrorists and those who harbor them is a losing proposition, as many agree that 
the Iraq war effort may well have created more terrorists than existed prior to the war. 
 
Finally, others implore the government not to neglect the crucial questions about why 
certain individuals and groups might resort to nuclear terrorism.  Without such a focus, 
the United States unnecessarily limits its search for the right set of policy prescriptions.   
 
Countering this interest in the demand side of nuclear terrorism, Edward Luttwak warns 
against the open-ended and idealistic objectives of settling every conflict, ending all 
poverty, and establishing universal democracy.  It should be obvious, according to 
Luttwak, which approach has a more realistic alignment of ends and means and is 
therefore more likely to be successful in the near term.   
 
6. The United States Must Close the Gap between the Recognition of the Threat and 
the Actions Needed to Thwart It   
 
Among those steps still to be taken are replicating this public forum amongst key officials 
in both the executive and legislative branches of government.  Three steps seem most 
obvious: 
 

• A well led interagency process that forces experts on nonproliferation, terrorism, 
and nonstate actors to create a shared understanding of priorities on both the 
supply and demand side of nuclear terrorism.  Simply adding a new bureaucratic 
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structure such as a nonproliferation center will not help if this first task is not 
pursued. 

 
• The urgent need for developing an operational policy.  Frameworks and rhetoric 

and diplomacy will not suffice in preventing nuclear terrorism.  Instead, the 
United States Government, working with others, must have a detailed, rigorous 
operational policy, and a method of tracking the progress or lack of progress in 
pursuing it. 

 
• Getting serious about the resources necessary to prevent nuclear terrorism.  Only 

some of this involves funding.  Other elements involve the quality and standards 
demanded of the US intelligence community and other personnel, or the need to 
spend political capital on the part of key US officials. 
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