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Introduction by Jane Wales:  “Robert McNamara, former Secretary of Defense and the father of 
deterrence, as we now know it, is the man who shaped arms control, strategic arms control policy, 
for a prolonged period of time we have in fact rested on the framework that he developed, and he 
will be speaking to us tonight.  Robert McNamara was the young president of the Ford Motor 
Company when President-Elect John F Kennedy asked him to be his Secretary of Defense and, 
after a little bit of hesitation, Mr McNamara accepted the post.  He was in office during a pivotal 
period in our history; it was a learning time, it was the height of the Cold War.  As I mentioned, he 
helped to formulate nuclear strategy, he helped in fact invent arms control as we currently know 
it, he laid the basis for the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty and he, of course, played a key role as one 
of the managers of the Cuban Missile Crisis.”   

[05.04] ”At the risk of appearing both simplistic and provocative, I want to say that, if I were asked to 
characterize the current US and NATO nuclear weapons policies and procedures, I would say they were 
immoral, illegal, militarily unnecessary, very, very dangerous in terms of the risk of accidental or inadvertent 
use of these nuclear weapons and destructive of the non-proliferation regime that has served us so well for 
over fifty years.  And in the remaining 25 minutes or so, of my introductory remarks, I’ll try to substantiate 
those charges.   

[05.48]  “As we talk, we in the US have deployed about 6,000 strategic nuclear warheads and Russia has 
about the same force.  On average, each of our US warheads has a destructive power twenty times that of the 
Hiroshima bomb.  And of the 6,000 warheads deployed, 2,000 are deployed on what’s called a ‘hair-trigger 
alert’; they are ready to be launched on 15-minute warning.  Now the US has never endorsed what is known 
as a policy of No-First-Use.  We didn’t do so during my seven years as Secretary and it hasn’t been done 
since.  And, therefore, we have been, and we are today, prepared to initiate the use of nuclear weapons by the 
decision of one man, and it is the decision of only one man, the President, against either a nuclear or a non-
nuclear opponent, whether we believe it’s in our interests to do so, and in a moment I will try to emphasize to 
you that it will be only the decision of one man.  There will very likely be no time for others to participate in 
such a decision.  And yet that decision puts at risk, literally puts at risk, the survival of nations, including our 
own.   

[07.08] “For decades, the US nuclear forces have been sufficiently strong to absorb a first strike and then inflict 
unacceptable damage on our opponents, the launchers of the strike.  But we have also maintained a capability 
to launch on warning, to reduce the number of our weapons that would be destroyed by an opponent’s first 
strike.  Our force can be launched while the opponent’s warheads are in flight.  But to do that, no more than 15 
minutes can be allowed to receive the warning, determine whether it’s valid, consider the alternative 
responses, determine one to recommend to the President, get in touch with the President and recommend it to 
him, allow him time to decide whether to pursue that course or another, and then transmit the instructions to 
the launch sites.  Fifteen minutes.  And to make that possible, the Commander of the US strategic forces has 
carried with him a secure telephone, no matter where he went, 24 hours a day, anywhere in the world, 365 
days a year.  The telephone of the commander whose headquarters have been, and still are, I think, in 
Omaha, Nebraska, was linked to the underground command post of the North American Defense Command in 
Colorado, and to the President, wherever the President happened to be, 24 hours a day, anywhere in the 
world, 365 days a year.  The President always has at his hand what is known as ‘the football’; that’s the 
briefcase carried for him by a US military officer.  It carries the codes, the electronic codes.  No warhead that 
we have can be launched, no strategic warhead that we have can be armed, without the insertion of an 
electronic code.  These are what are called the ‘permissive action links’ that we introduced in the middle-60s to 
ensure that we have control over the arming of the warheads. 

[09.04] “So the commander’s orders have been to answer that telephone that he carries with him 24 hours a 
day, anywhere in the world, 365 days a year, to answer that telephone by the end of the third ring.  And if it 
rings, and if he’s informed that a nuclear attack of enemy ballistic missiles appears underway, he’s allowed two 
or three minutes to determine whether the warning is valid.  And while I was Secretary, in seven years we had 
many, many false warnings and I notice, a few months ago, the Russians had a false warning of warheads 
coming from Sweden.  Thank God it turned out to be false.  But this is common.  There are a hundred different 
ways in which the warning can turn out to be false.  And he’s allowed two or three minutes to decide whether 
that warning is valid.   



[09.54] “And then he’s given about 10 minutes to determine how we should respond and to recommend, to 
locate the President, to recommend to him how to respond and permit the President to discuss the situation.  
This is 10 minutes to determine what to recommend, to locate the President, allow the President to decide 
what to do and to discuss the situation with whomever the President wishes, presumably the Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs and the Secretary of Defense.   

[10.30] “And then, within that same time period, to transmit the President’s decision to the Commander of the 
strategic forces who would pass it along to the launch sites.  Now, the President’s options, in this limited period 
of time, would be essentially two.  He could decide to ride out the attack.  We have enough warheads so that 
we can absorb the incoming strike, this was true during the Cold War, it’s true today, the only force today that 
would cause us any difficulty in absorbing a strike would be Russia’s force.  But we can fail to respond on 
warning, absorb the incoming strike, survive with sufficient weapons to be sure that we can destroy enough of 
the Soviet, or Russian forces I should say, to inflict what we call ‘unacceptable damage’ on them.  And they 
know that.   And it’s very, very important in this equation of deterrence that this be known by both sides.  And 
they do know it.  And we have to maintain a capability to do that, that’s why this procedure is set up. 

[11.34] “Now the President would have, as I say, essentially two options: one is to withhold, which is certainly 
what I would recommend.  Digressing a moment, I remember sitting down with both Presidents, Kennedy and 
Johnson, in very, very highly secret situations and saying to each of them in sequence, over a period of years, 
under no circumstances should you ever, ever, ever initiate the launch.  To hell with this launch on warning 
stuff.  You can absorb the strike, and you don’t have to, and maybe it’s a false warning and maybe you can 
avoid nuclear war by absorbing it.  The worst that can happen to you is you lose a few more of these weapons.  
And he said, ‘Well, how should I respond if the military recommend this?’ The commander [unintelligible].  And 
I said, ‘Well, look.  Suppose General LeMay calls you and says, “Mr President, we have…” (LeMay was Chief 
of the Air Staff at the time.  He, by the way, you may think some of the words I’ll say now and later about the 
Missile Crisis are critical of LeMay, I don’t mean them that way.  He was … I served along side of him, under 
him and over him, at various times during World War II and later.  He was without question the ablest combat 
commander I’ve met of any service; army, navy, marine corps, air force.  Anyhow, Kennedy says, ‘Well, 
supposing LeMay says: “Mr President”, calls him on the telephone: “Mr President, we have information that the 
first warheads of the attack have landed in South Carolina.  Request authority to implement Strategic Option 
number 1, which would be all-out response.  Kennedy says, “How should I reply?”  I said, “Mr President, you 
just tell LeMay ‘Thank you for calling, get your cap, pick up McNamara, come over and we’ll talk about it.’   
LeMay would say ‘You’re out of your mind, Mr President.  By the time I get there, there won’t be any White 
House.  And Kennedy said, “Well, that may be possible but you have been persuading me, and Bob has 
recommended, that we keep that damn airplane up there, overhead, 24 hours a day, ready to respond, with a 
military officer ready to respond so if all of us are killed we can still attack, and the Soviets know that’s there.  
That’s part of the deterrent.  So there’s no need for LeMay to do this.  So get off your tail and get over here 
and that’s what we’ll do.  And furthermore, General, I’ll tell you what we are going to do when you get here.  
We are going to get in that other airplane that you maintained for me to fly anywhere in the world any time, and 
we’re going to fly down to South Carolina, you and Bob and me, and we’re going to fly over that place.  We’re 
going to see exactly what happened and then we’re still not going to do a damn thing until I get in touch with 
Khrushchev (he was the then Soviet leader) and we’re going to ask him what in the hell he thought he was 
doing and what’s he going to do next.  LeMay said, “Mr President, you’re out of your mind.”   Now the reason 
LeMay said that was, and the reason he is thought to be Dr Strangelove, is he believed, and not without some 
reason, he believed that we were going to have to fight a nuclear war with the Soviet Union without any 
question.  And the best time to fight it was when we had the greatest advantage.  My belief was we ought to try 
to avoid it and the best way to avoid it was not to have any on automatic response.  So this is a long 
digression, but I make it because this whole situation we’re in today is so bizarre that it’s beyond belief.  And 
as a matter of fact the average American doesn’t know it.  What I told you about that procedure isn’t well 
known.  I wasn’t sure the procedure was still in effect; it’s the procedure that was in effect while I was 
Secretary whatever that was, 40 years ago, but I called the person who day knows as much as anybody 
knows about the procedures; very, very tightly-held, and he said, “Yes, it is.”  So that’s the situation we’re in 
today.  It’s very, very dangerous.  And the American public should know that.  We’ll talk a little more about that 
later.   

[15.30] “Now I tried, while I was Secretary, to make some changes in the procedure.  Well, I made a few: we 
introduced these ‘permissive action links’ to make it impossible for the warhead to be armed, much less 
launched, but armed without the input from the President.  And we added options to the war plans that the 



President had to choose from, if he were going to launch.  I wish we could have done more, but we were in the 
midst of the Cold War and our options were limited. 

[16.05]  “Now we and our allies faced a strong Soviet-Warsaw Pact conventional threat and many of the allies 
felt that a nuclear first use policy was necessary for the sake of deterrence in Europe. I'm not at all sure that 
was true, but that was a common belief . What is shocking is that today, over a decade after the end of the 
Cold War, the basic US nuclear policy has not changed to take fully into account the reduction of the Soviet 
threat, and to make US or other states' nuclear use far less likely in the future. At a minimum, as I will mention 
again a little later, we should follow the recommendation of General Lee Butler who for years was the 
Commander of the Strategic Air Command, who has stated unequivocally that we ought to get rid of this 
launch on warning policy, remove all the strategic nuclear weapons from hair trigger alert. That's the minimum 
we ought to do and, as you will see, I think we should go far beyond that. We haven't even begun to move in 
either directions.  

[17.15] “ Now, before moving further I should take a moment to remind you of the very destructive power of 
these weapons. I have often said, not facetiously, that I believe that every leader, political leader of a nuclear 
power, should be forced to be present at a nuclear detonation. It would introduce an understanding of reality 
into the decision making process. An example of the power of the nuclear weapons, now in US inventories and 
Russian inventories, was made by a group that won the Nobel Peace Prize, the International Physicians for 
the Prevention of Nuclear War, and that group states, that for example, at ground zero, the point of detonation, 
the effects of a 1-megaton explosion, and we have many, many, dozens as a matter of fact, of 1-megaton 
bombs or missiles in our inventory as do Russia. The detonation of a 1-megaton weapon would create a crater 
300 feet deep, 1200 feet in diameter.  Within one second, the atmosphere would ignite into a fireball more than 
half a mile in diameter and the surface of that fireball would radiate nearly 3 times the light and heat of a 
comparable area of the surface of the sun. And all life below that fireball would be extinguished in seconds.  
Within 1 to 3 miles, within a radius of 1 to 3 miles of detonation point, the flash and heat from such an 
explosion would radiate outward at the speed of light which would cause instantaneous severe burns.  A blast 
wave of compressed air would, follow reaching a distance of about 3 miles in 12 seconds, and from the blast 
wave alone most buildings would collapse, factories and residential buildings, and debris carried by the winds 
would have reached 250 miles an hour, would inflict lethal injuries throughout the area.  At least 50 per cent of 
the people within that radius would die immediately, prior to any injuries from radiation or developing 
firestorms.  We just don't know, we don't recall, we never are confronted with the dangers, and we have 6,000 
of these things deployed, 2,000 on hair-trigger alert, and the Russians have the same, and we are the target of 
the Russians and Russia is the target of ours. Now we say we don't target Russia.  Well, in a sense we don't. 
The new war plans since the Cold War are somewhat different from the old. But the weapons can be 
retargeted in less than 60 seconds, so who else we are going to shoot these 6,000 at?  That's absurd.  And we 
should remember that our knowledge of the effects of nuclear weapons is not entirely hypothetical. The 
nuclear weapons with roughly one-seventieth of the power of that 1-megaton bomb I was just describing, were 
used by the US against Japan in August of 1945.  The atomic bomb that was dropped on Hiroshima killed 
nearly 140,000 people immediately and about 200,000 people overall died from radiation effects and burns 
and so on.  And later, a similar-sized bomb was dropped on Nagasaki, and the description of the effect of that 
bomb dropped on Nagasaki is horrifying. The mayor of Nagasaki at the time testified before the International 
Court of Justice about what it did. If you are any doubt about what the effects of these weapons is, for God's 
sake read his testimony.  I have it; I wont take your time to do it.   

[21.15] Now why did so many civilians had to die? Because the civilians made up nearly 100 percent of the 
victims of Hiroshima-Nagasaki were, what's called, co-located with bases of Japanese military-industrial 
capability.  And thus their annihilation, while not precisely the objective of our targeting of the bombs, was an 
inevitable result of the choice of those targets.  It's worth noting in this regard that at one point during the Cold 
War it is said that the US had tens, tens of nuclear warheads targeted on Moscow alone, each one of which 
could have done what I described a moment ago. Now why did we have so many on Moscow?  Not to kill the 
people there, although that was an obvious end result, but they were targeted because of the command and 
control facilities and the military targets that were located there.  And therefore the statement that our nuclear 
forces, this is a common statement often made, our nuclear forces do not target population per se is totally 
misleading in the sense that so-called collateral damage in large nuclear strikes would include tens of millions 
of innocent civilians dead.   

[22.38]  Now what's the military purpose of nuclear weapons?  What's the military utility of nuclear weapons?  
You are not going to believe what I'm about to say so, let's start with the assumption you don't believe it and 



you put questions to me during the Q & Answer period and I will try answer your doubts. During the 40 years 
that I have been working on these issues, in the 40 years that I have worked on issues related to US and 
NATO nuclear strategy and war plans, I have never seen a piece of paper that outlined a plan for the US 
initiating the use of our weapons with benefits to the US.  Never have I seen a piece of paper, and I don't 
believe any of you have ever seen a piece of paper, or ever will see a piece of paper, that outlines how we 
could initiate a nuclear strike with benefits to the US.  Now I have made that statement on many, many 
occasions.  I remember one or two audiences that included the defense ministers and senior NATO military 
officials, it's never been refuted.  I remember one meeting in Norway, a meeting of defense ministers chaired 
by the Norwegian defense minister, and attended by the retired SAC Europe – Supreme Allied Commander of 
Europe – an extremely bright, able US officer, and I made that statement in front of them, neither one of them 
refuted it. There isn't any way in which we can initiate the use of nuclear weapons against any opponent with 
benefits to ourselves.  To do it against a nuclear opponent is suicidal, and we have faced that issue of suicide 
in the Cuban Missile Crisis, and when we faced it I will tell you what President Kennedy said, if you are 
interested; to initiate it against a non-nuclear opponent is militarily unnecessary, morally repugnant, and 
politically indefensible.  

[24.30]  In 1983, I published an article in foreign affairs. I wanted to read you the last paragraphs. Having spent 
7 years as Secretary of Defense dealing with the problems unleashed by the initial nuclear chain reaction 40 
years ago, I don’t believe we can avoid serious and unacceptable risk of nuclear war until we recognize and 
until we base all our military plans, defense budgets, weapons deployments, arms negotiations, on this 
recognition, that nuclear weapons serve no military purpose whatsoever. They are totally useless except only 
to deter one's opponent from using them. At that time in long private conversations as I mentioned earlier with 
Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, I recommended, without qualification, that they never initiate under any 
circumstances the use of nuclear weapons, and I believe they accepted my recommendations.  Now that was 
my belief when I wrote the article in 1983; it's my belief today.   

[25.28] Now do we pay a price other than in financial terms, which doesn't bother me particularly, I am very 
disturbed about our fiscal deficit, I am very disturbed about the size of our military budget, but I believe that a 
President's first responsibility is the security of the nation.  I believe we can afford whatever is necessary to 
ensure that security. I don't believe we need a military budget of 400 odd billion which is our budget today to 
achieve that purpose.  That's a different issue.  In any event, my point is I'm not opposed to nuclear weapons 
because of the financial price. That's not the point. There is another price we pay, and that's the risk, to me an 
unacceptable risk, of the use of the weapons either through accidents or result of misjudgment and 
miscalculation in times of crisis. You cannot understand unless you have been there, unless you have been 
through it, how human beings are affected by crises at the same time that they possess nuclear weapons.  It is 
an extra ordinarily dangerous combination and I will have more than a word to say on that in a moment.  

[26.35] Now senior Russian officials today, both political and military, have stated that due to lack of financial 
resources, the Russian nuclear arsenal is increasingly at risk of accidents, theft, serious malfunction in its 
command and control systems, and I believe those statements. The command and control systems are very, 
very complex. They require extensive maintenance, management, all which cost money, and I'm absolutely 
positive that the Russians are right when they say they are not spending the money and their command and 
control systems therefore are not fully reliable.  But we are the target of the weapons that are controlled by 
those unreliable command and control systems.   

[27.22] As for the risk of inadvertent use of the weapons under crisis, the Cuban missile crisis demonstrated, 
as I implied, that the US and the Soviet Union, and indeed much of the rest of the world, came within a hair’s 
breadth of nuclear disaster in October 1962, about 40, 43 years ago as a result of misinformation and 
misjudgment. The crisis came to head on Saturday, October 27, 1962.  At that time the quarantine, which 
President Kennedy had initiated a few days earlier, I think it was Wednesday of that week, if I remember 
correctly, appeared to be a failure.  It had been introduced in order to force Khrushchev, the Soviet leader, to 
remove the missiles that we had photographs of, on the soil of Cuba, remove them from Cuba, hoping that 
would reduce risk of nuclear attack to the US.  And, at that time, we are talking about Saturday afternoon, 
October 27, 1962, the CIA stated they didn't believe that the warheads for those missiles we had photographs 
of, the warheads, they believed had not yet arrived.  They thought the first batch was due on a ship named the 
Pultava within 2 or 3 days, and therefore at 4 p.m. on that day, Saturday October 27, ‘62, the Joint Chiefs 
recommended that we attack Cuba with a huge air attack about, 1080 sorties in the first day’s air attack, larger 
than any single day’s strike on Kosovo, and that we follow that with a land and sea invasion using a 180,000 
troops that had been mobilized with the necessary shipping and were held ready to launch in South East US 



ports.  Had Khrushchev not publicly, on the day after Sunday, October 28, 1962, announced publicly that he 
was going to remove the missiles, and by the way at the time he announced he was so uncertain, he was so 
fearful that war would start, so uncertain whether he could get his announcement through, it took normally 
about 6 hours from the time he decided something to write it, to translate into English, to encode it and send it, 
encoded, to the Russian ambassador in Washington, and the Russian ambassador deliver it to the White 
House, about 6 hours.  Khrushchev was afraid we would start the war in the mean time, so as he was writing 
the message stating he was going to withdraw the missiles, he sent an officer to the public radio transmitter in 
the heart of Moscow, and he said ‘Hold that transmitter open, I have got a message.’  We learned of his 
decision in a sense to end the war over the public radio transmitter.  That's how close he thought we were to 
nuclear war at that time.  

[30.23]  Now, I'm going to skip a part here but I just want to tell you we didn't know for 29 years, until January 
1992, that at 4.30 in the afternoon of Saturday, October 27 1962, when the CIA said they believed there were 
no nuclear warheads on the soil of Cuba, and when the Chiefs said therefore “Mr. President, if you think we 
are going to have to attack to force those missiles out of Cuba, we have got to do it before those warheads 
arrive, in 2 or 3 days.”  We didn't know for 29 years that at that specific moment of time, 4:30 p.m. Saturday 
afternoon October, there were a 170 nuclear warheads on the soil of Cuba, about roughly 90 for the missiles 
targeted on the US East Coast, putting at risk about 90 million Americans, and about 80 available for use for 
tactical weapons, available for use against an invasion force.  And we were still learning, as recently as 2002-
2003, we are still learning about that.  I attended a meeting, it might have been in 2004, I think it was 2003 in 
Cuba, at which there were present two sets of people: one if any of you saw "Thirteen Days", I think it was in 
that movie, you saw the US navy on the quarantine line forcing a Soviet submarine to surface.  We used a 
depth charge to force it to the surface because on the quarantine line we had US destroyers, The Kennedy, 
Joseph Kennedy, named after the President's brother and others, and these Soviet subs were looking around, 
and we were fearful they would launch and try to attack the US navy vessels so we forced this sub to the 
surface.  We didn't learn until, what year it was, until 2003 or 2004 that that sub was one of four of a brigade 
that had sailed from the Soviet Union to the quarantine line. Each one of the four submarines carried at least 
one torpedo that was nuclear-armed and the commanders of those subs had capability and authority to launch 
when they thought it desirable.  And we didn't learn until the years rolled later that those subs were often out of 
contact with their headquarters, and this I can understand, we have had and presumably still have same 
problem with Polaris submarines, because of sea conditions, atmospheric conditions and others, they are 
sometimes out of communication with their commanders and those submarines were sailing around the world 
tracking US ships for 4 days after Khrushchev announced the end of the war, (the withdrawal of the missiles) 
because they were not in contact with them.  And we didn't learn until a year later, by this time, I don't know 
what it was, 2004 or 2005 at another meeting in Cuba, when I spoke to the commander of the shore batteries, 
the Soviet shore batteries in Cuba.  They are held there to attack a US invasion force.  We didn't learn even 
then that he had shells for those shore batteries that had nuclear warheads.  And this, I want to stress to you, 
you can't eliminate this lack of information, lack of accuracy, in all of our discussion of intelligence problems, 
which we were having, the 9/11 report, all these other discussion we have in the papers everyday are all very 
important.  We do need to improve our intelligence. No question about that.  But intelligence is never perfect 
and you got understand that.  I see Tom Blossom here who ran Bank of America as well of The World Bank for 
many years. Sort of nodding his head. I was about to say to Tom, this is common to business decision making.  
The facts, what we think are facts, they're not always perfect. And you'll need to build in your decision making, 
and God knows you'll need to build it to your military decision making, particularly any decisions related to the 
use of nuclear weapons, an error factor -- you may be in error.  And we sure as hell were in error on October 
22nd 1962 when we did not believe that the Soviets and Cuba had a nuclear capability. They did have.  If we'd 
gone ahead based on our erroneous intelligence, our erroneous judgment, it wasn't the fault of the intelligence 
people, they are never perfect.  It's the responsibility of the decision makers to build in an error factor.  
Intelligence people are not likely to do it.  Hopefully they should.  I noticed today that, a very interesting 
sentence in one of the articles today in the New York Times saying that "Well, intelligence estimates in the 
future should introduce an error factor."  They should say we have 90 percent capability, or 90 percent 
confidence, or 40 percent confidence in this estimate, and I think that's well.  But whatever it is when you're 
dealing with nuclear force you better introduce or recognize you don't have all the facts, and take account of 
that, because if you make a mistake you're going to destroy nations, including our own.  

[35.51] And let me quickly go to what I think is the lesson of the Cuban Missile Crisis.  We haven't learned it, 
and it became apparent to me at one point, if it hadn't been before, when we received this information about 
the Soviets having 170 nuclear warheads on the soil and the CIA thought there were none.  At a meeting 



chaired by Castro in Cuba and our information was given by a ranking Soviet Commander, General Gribkov, 
who had been Commander of the Warsaw Pack Forces, the highest command post the Soviets had.  And 
when we heard it I couldn't believe it.  Castro and I had a controversy because I wasn't sure I'd understood.  
Gribkov was speaking in Russian and there were translators, I thought maybe the translators had got it wrong 
so I said to Castro “You’ve got to stop the meeting, I've got a Soviet specialist here with the State Department I 
want him to translate for me.  We're gonna take Gribkov aside, and make damn sure I understand it.  Castro 
thought I was trying to exclude him from the discussion; he got quite angry with me.  Finally, I turned to him 
and said “Look, I’ve got three questions for you, Mr. Castro.  First, did you know that the nuclear warheads 
were in Cuba?  Secondly, if you did,  would you have recommended to Khrushchev that he use those in the 
face of an invasion. And thirdly, if you had recommended that and an invasion had taken place, how did you 
think the U.S. would respond?  And what might have been the implications for your nation, for the world?”   
And Castro said this, and these are his words, "Now we started from the assumption if there was an invasion 
of Cuba, nuclear war would erupt, we were certain of that.  We'd be forced to pay the price, we'd disappear. 
Would I be ready to use the weapons? Yes, I would have agreed to use the weapons." Now later I learned on 
that Thursday, before the Saturday I spoke of, Castro had indeed had sent a cable to Khrushchev stating that, 
if there were an invasion, Castro wanted Khrushchev to initiate the use of the warheads. "If Mr. McNamara and 
Mr. Kennedy had been in our place and their country had been invaded, or about to occupied, I believe they 
would have used nuclear weapons."  

[38.15] Now I hope Kennedy and I would not have made as Castro suggested we would. His decision applied 
to his country would have destroyed Cuba. And had we responded in a similar way the damage to our lives 
and our countries would have been disastrous. But human beings are fallible.  We know we all make mistakes. 
Just look at that situation in Iraq a day or two ago when the car taking the Italian journalists and the, in fact, 
CIA counterpart was fired upon and the ranking CIA Italian intelligence officer was killed.  Human being are 
fallible, we know we all make mistakes. In our daily lives, mistakes are costly. But, we try to learn from them.  
Conventional wisdom is "don't make the same mistake twice."  Well, maybe we make it two or three times, but 
we don't make it four or five. (Laughter) And let me tell you, we do make it two or three and when you examine 
what happened in Afghanistan, we killed the wedding party.  In Afghanistan, and I think it was Afghanistan 
again, we the U.S. fired on Canadian soldiers. This is, it's impossible in wartime to avoid this. We have the 
ablest military in the world, there's no question in my mind about it.  But, human beings have limited 
capabilities to deal with unknown variables.  And military operations are much more complex than civilian 
operations. There are more variables and less known about how they respond to variances and forces related 
to those variables.  You're going to make mistakes.  You'd better write that down. And then try to make as few 
as possible. But in conventional war mistakes kill thousands, tens of thousands. They don't destroy nations.  In 
nuclear war, you make one mistake under certain circumstances; you're going to destroy nations.  And, that's 
the lesson of the Cuban missile crisis.   

[40.25]  The answer is, we ultimately have to get rid of these weapons, or reduce them to such a degree that 
there is no risk of destruction of nations.  I'll talk a little more about that at the end. That sounds, pie in the sky 
- totally unwise, radical, not worth listening to. That's the answer.  If you don't believe it, think about it.  And if 
you do believe it, ask how it's going to be done.  We're not on the way to doing that.  As long as we're not on 
the way to doing that, we're on the way to a nuclear catastrophe.  And I'll have a little more to say about that in 
a few minutes.  

[41.05] Now there's a very, very interesting and important set of moral and legal considerations in connection 
with all of this. I'm going to skip over that in time to permit us to get into it. But, there's a Catholic, and I'm not a 
Catholic there's a Catholic Bishops Report.  A U.S. Catholic Bishops Report done in the mid to late eighties, 
directed by a man named Bryne Hehir.  Some of you who may have been from Harvard I am, I was a faculty 
there for time. Harvard's a Protestant, essentially a Protestant institution. They got into a hell of a mess a few 
years ago. There was no way out of it other than to turn to a Catholic to become head of their Divinity School.  
And the man they chose was Bryne Hehir, who was this man who directed the report for the Catholic Bishops. 
It's a superb report, I urge you all to look at it some time.  

[41.50] Now let me turn very briefly to President Bush's Nuclear Force Policy.  The administration published 
their policy [since February '62] in the form of a Nuclear Policy Review that had been mandated by Congress.  
And it established the broad outline of U.S. nuclear strategy and nuclear force levels for the next ten years and 
beyond. The review has received very little attention in the media and that's unfortunate because it increases 
the emphasis that'll place in the future on, uh, strategic offensive nuclear weapons. And it deserves very close, 
uh, public scrutiny. In addition to projecting the deployment of large numbers of strategic nuclear weapons, not 



as large as we currently have, but still in the thousands.  Far into the future, the administration is planning an 
extensive, an expensive series of programmes to sustain and modernize the existing nuclear force.  Designing 
and developing new nuclear weapons, including what’s known as a ‘bunker buster’, and new tactical mini-
nukes, and to begin studies as well on a whole new series of delivery vehicles, new production facilities for 
fissile materials would be built to support the expanded forces and the plans provide for integrating a national 

ballistic missile defence into the force.  So we intend, quite obviously, to keep these huge nuclear forces, 
not as large as our current 6,000, but certainly over the thousands into use for decades ahead.  

[43.30] Now one implication of that decision deserves special comment, and that's the effect on our 
non-proliferation regime. As I said, the administration proposals for offensive nuclear forces and its 
plans for missile defense are clear indications of our determination to pursue current policies 
indefinitely. But, good faith participation, as a matter of fact, it's not just a stated requirement that good 
faith participation in international negotiations of nuclear disarmament is a requirement for the 
Nonproliferation Treaty, it's a legal obligation. Article six of the Nonproliferation Treaty requires that 
the five declared nuclear powers: China, Britain, France, U.S. and Russia, engage in bona fide 
negotiations to eliminate nuclear weapons. We're not about to do that. I don't believe that any U.S. 
President, Secretary of Defense, Joint Chairman, Joint Chiefs, ever intended to do it.  But, that's the 
law.  It's in the Nonproliferation Treaty.  We took that treaty to the Senate, the Senate ratified, that's 
the law.  We have no intention of doing that.  The other powers that signed the treaty, they thought 
that they made a deal.  The non-nuclear powers thought they made a deal.  The nuclear powers will 
over time give up nuclear weapons.  We, the non-nuclear powers agree not to acquire them. We're 
not about to carry out that deal.  We never intended to, we're not doing it.  It's going to be a major 
issue when this treaty comes up for renewal sometime, I think it's later this year.  Now, as the treaty 
begins to break down, and it is breaking down: the North Korean and the Iranian problems today are 
the most serious, in my opinion, the two most serious foreign problems that we have.  More serious 
than Israel, Palestine, whatever.  But, as the treaty breaks down, almost surely, substantial 
proliferation of nuclear weapons will follow.   

[45.30]  Many of you may have read some months ago, the then Deputy Minister of Defence of Japan 
stated publicly Japan should go nuclear.  He never in the world would have made that, he was fired by 
the way, but he never in the world would have made that statement had he not thought it would 
resonate among some people he thought were important in Japan and he was right.  I know the 
potential nuclear weapons designers in Japan.  Their nuclear physicists are extremely able people. 
Japan has access to fissile materials.  They have these designers.  I am absolutely positive that 
Japan has the capabilities to go nuclear very quickly.  They're not the only ones.  I'm equally certain 
that if Japan goes nuclear, and if the situation expands elsewhere in the world, Taiwan will go nuclear. 
Almost surely many countries in the Middle East would: Egypt, Saudi Arabia, maybe Syria.  It would 
become a far more dangerous world.  It's bad today, but it's not as nearly as bad as it could be, as it 
will be if we don't do something about it.   

[46.39]  Now, neither the administration, the Congress, nor the American people, nor the publics of 
other nations have debated the alternatives to the present policy that we're following and the other 
nuclear powers are following.  That should be your objective; it's mine.  To ensure that we move our 
peoples, our congress, toward debate.  Before closing, I omitted one point I want to make.  I'm not by 
any means an expert on proliferation.  But there are some experts.  One of them is Bill Perry, the 
former Secretary of Defense, a scientist. The current Director of Stanford's Security Program.  An 
extremely thoughtful individual.  Not given to snap judgments.  Not given to exaggeration.  He spoke 
at the U.S. Academy of Sciences in August last year.  And I think I can quote his own words. He said, 
“There's a greater than 50 percent probability of a nuclear detonation on U.S. soil within the decade.” 
Now that's something to think about. I haven't had time to meet with him and talk to him since then.  I 
don't know on what he based it and I don't know what he would recommend we do to prevent it.  But, 
I'm damn sure that among the actions, certainly for a long range program, would be those that I've 
suggested.  You should think about it.  He said by the way, that same time that, “I believe we could 



reduce our nuclear forces to a thousand warheads and then to hundreds”.  So, in effect, is eliminating 
or nearly eliminating the nuclear forces and reducing them below the point where any one nation 
would have the potential of destroying other nations.  That's where we should go.  That's what we 
should move to. You should try to influence the groups you’re familiar with, associated with, to try to 
do that, particularly academia, particularly the Congress.  Thank you very much.   

Q&A summary 

Q: How low can we go in levels of weaponry and still maintain a stable deterrence? 

A: Well the answer is easy.  Number one, I don’t think we need them at all.  So we can go as low as 
you wish to, or as the military authorities wish to.  I think, you’re not in a position perhaps to decide 
that, but if you were meeting a military expert and numerous of the military leaders are extremely 
able people, and the military, as we were discussing before this meeting, has broadened its 
understanding of the world, their universe.  They are exposed to all kinds of educational 
opportunities.  They are very bright and able.  And I think they would say that we don’t need them.  
We have conventional forces today that can deter and destroy whatever opponents we have.  We 
don’t need the nuclear weapons for that purpose.  If we do need nuclear weapons for that purpose, 
because maybe some opponent won’t recognize the strength of our conventional forces, a handful 
of nuclear weapons, literally, and certainly no more than a hundred or a few hundred, as the 
National Academy, Bill Perry, I and have said.  The objective, I say, should be the elimination of 
nuclear weapons or near elimination.  I would like to get the total down below the number that 
carries a high probability of such an exchange that it would destroy nations and that means maybe 
50 or 75 or something like that.  And don’t forget we’ve got three other declared nuclear powers:  
Russia, China, Britain and France – four other declared nuclear powers, and we’ve got three 
undeclared nuclear powers: Pakistan, India and Israel, and you’ve got to take care of all of these.  

Q: China, being a long-time nuclear power, has what level of nuclear weapons 

A:  This is a very good question, Jane, and I’m glad you raised it.  You talk about deterrence, how 
many do we need?  Do any of you feel we were not deterred from an attack on China by their 
nuclear weapons that they had acquired, I forget, it was while I was Secretary, some time back in 
the mid- to late-60s, and that they have had ever since.  We were deterred.  I don’t think they ever 
had, and I’m not entirely sure of this, but I don’t think they had more than 25 ballistic missiles 
equipped with nuclear warheads that could fire and land on our country.  We were deterred by 25. 
What President or Secretary of Defense wouldn’t be deterred by 25?  I was in the room, it was on 
Sunday October 21st 1962, in the midst of this Cuban Missile Crisis, and it was in the Oval Room of 
the White House, the most beautiful room in the family quarters of the White House, gorgeous 
room, had Cezanne paintings on the wall and everything, and Kennedy brought in some of the 
senior military and civilian experts, including three or four outsiders – Dean Acheson, for example – 
and he went around the room and asked what we should do, attack or quarantine or whatever.  
And I think that vote was about 9 to 8 in favour of attack, and then he turned to General Sweeney, 
who was the designated Commander for the air attack on Cuba.  Sweeney was the commander of 
US Air Force tactical fighter command, and he had been designated as commander of the air 
attack for Cuba.  So he said, “General, can you guarantee that if I authorize this attack, which 
apparently the majority in the room think we should undertake, can you guarantee to get all the 
weapons and the warheads?”  And Sweeney said, I could have kissed him, he said, “Mr President, 
we have the finest air force in the world.  Nobody can equal us.  We can do better than any air 
force in the world, without any question.  We have planned for this, we have trained for this attack.  
But, can I guarantee you there won’t be one, two or five left?  No.”  Now what would you have done 
as President?  One, two or five nuclear warheads on New York or the East Coast or Washington?  
You’re deterred.  We were deterred by the 20 Chinese missiles and warheads for, whatever it had 
been, forty years.  I don’t think China has much more than that today.  I suspect the way we are 



going, and particularly if proliferation breaks out, and Japan gets them and Taiwan may get them, 
and so on, I suspect China will build some more.  But 25 served their purpose for all that time.  
Now, who was right?  They or we, when we had, well, we’ve had 25,000 but we’ve had 6,000-
12,000 strategic warheads during that period.   

Q:  Some argue that the pursuit of defensive weaponry, of a nuclear shield, would in fact force the 
Chinese to increase their offensive weaponry.  There are others that argue that national missile 
defence would render nuclear weapons irrelevant and would allow us to eliminate them.  So what 
is your position on national missile defence?  Should we increase or reduce our expenditure on 
these programmes? 

A:  Well, I’ll take forever on this, but I’ll try to limit it.  In I guess it was 1967, we finally persuaded 
Kosygin, the then head of the Soviet Union, to meet with President Johnson at a place called 
Glassboro, New Jersey.  And we were sitting around an oval table and the purpose was to try to 
persuade the Soviet Union to stop the development of national missile defence.  We had 
photographs of their missile defence deployments around Moscow, and we assumed, I think 
incorrectly, but we assumed that they wouldn’t just defend Moscow, they would defend all of 
Russia.  In any event, we were meeting with Kosygin in Glassboro New Jersey for the purpose of 
persuading him to stop it.  And the President worked him over for an hour or so and wasn’t getting 
anywhere and he finally said, “Bob, you tell him.”  So I said, “Well, Mr Prime Minister, you have got 
to understand that, if you go ahead with national missile defence, our proper response…” (it’s not 
the response Congress would have, they had already passed a law saying, if the Soviets went 
ahead with missile defence, we should go ahead).  I said, “Look, that’s absurd.  If you go ahead 
with missile defence, our response should not be missile defence, we have got to maintain 
deterrence.  The way to maintain deterrence is not to put up defence; the way to maintain 
deterrence is to … if we had the right offensive force to maintain deterrence before you put up that 
fence, then our proper action to maintain deterrence is to increase that force to get through your 
fence, or over your fence.  So our response is going to be offence.  We are going to build more 
offence.  That’s not good for you, it’s not good for us.”  He had a thick neck and the blood rose up 
in his neck and into his head and he pounded the table and he said, “Offence is immoral; defence 
is moral.”  This is the God’s truth.  Now, you know, it was a total misunderstanding.  And, by the 
way, they changed their opinion and I think at that point we were intellectually ahead of them, but 
in some subsequent years they became intellectually ahead of us on this issue: not so much on 
missile defence but of deterrence.  But a basic point, apart from the one I am making, that the 
response of one party’s missile defence, the response to that should be offence.  Basically, missile 
defence is ineffective under almost any circumstance and there is, on the record, from both military 
officers and civilian experts, statements of how an offensive nuclear power can overcome the 
missile defence of an opponent.  It is relatively easy, it’s relatively low cost, it’s much cheaper to 
increase your ability to penetrate that missile defence.  It’s much cheaper to do that than it is to 
build offensive forces [I think he means defensive forces].  You can introduce decoys that, because 
you’re passing through vacuums, cannot be distinguished from the incoming missile defence 
warheads.  There’s a whole record of information of how to do that.  Dick Garwin, who was one of 
the foremost civilian experts in his field of nuclear weapons and missile defence in the world, has 
put on the public record, over and over and over again, as well as in private communications to the 
Defense Department, ways to overcome and defeat missile defence.  It is not effective.  Now, if 
you’re saying, “Well, does that mean that a missile defence would not be able to prevent North 
Korea from launching one, two or five of them on Japan?”  Maybe.  Although I think, my own belief 
is, that if North Korea is smart enough, as I know they are, to develop a nuclear bomb, they can 
very easily develop what they need to penetrate a Japanese or US missile defence.  So it’s 
ineffective and it’s going to lead to expansion of offense. 

Q:  As you look at the stand-off [with North Korea] what options do you see for us and how do you 
assess our efforts to date?  And I’m going to link it to another question: do you think that the North 



is pursuing nuclear weapons because it perceives it to be in its security interests or is it pursuing 
nuclear weapons to gain bargaining leverage? 

A:  Well, the answer is I don’t know.  And in one sense it doesn’t much matter.   If they are pursuing a 
nuclear weapon, that’s what ought to worry us.  And I would, I’m not an expert on this by any 
means, I’m not privy to classified information today, but I’ll guarantee you, I think the probability is 
at least 90 per cent, that they are pursuing a nuclear weapon.  And that should worry us.  And I 
was interested the other day when someone was talking to President Bush about Iran, raising 
some of the same questions, and he was saying, “Well, we’ve got to do certain things.  We’ll 
probably have to talk to them.”  And someone said, “Well, does that mean that you are prepared to, 
or you’re not prepared to invade Iran?”  And he said, “Well, no option is taken off the table,” 
implying that, certainly for negotiating purpose, and maybe otherwise, we’d be prepared to invade 
Iran if necessary to prevent them acquiring nuclear weapons.  Now, in the case of North Korea, 
there isn’t any such option on the table, military option.  No way that we can attack North Korea.  
As capable as we are, and assuming we have the knowledge of where these nuclear facilities are, 
and I think we know enough about it to at least be able to destroy, or have knowledge enough to 
destroy many of the nuclear facilities.  But there’s no way we can do that without unacceptable 
response from North Korea.  They have thousands, literally thousands, of artillery pieces, the 
equivalent of the University of California, trained on San Francisco, trained on Seoul, South Korea, 
and trained on US forces that are in the area between the DMZ, on the other side of which they 
have their nuclear artillery, and the US force location.  We would lose thousands of US military 
personnel and South Korea would, in a sense, be destroyed if we attack.  So there’s no military 
option on the table with North Korea.  Now they know that.  I don’t think some of us do.  I’m not 
sure all of our advisors do.  But there’s no military option.  I’m not even certain we’ve given up on 
military options, but I can tell you, if we haven’t, we should.  Because I don’t want hundreds and 
thousands of artillery tubes at the … University of California, Berkeley, trained on San Francisco to 
launch.  That’s the situation we’re in in North Korea.  Now what to do?  I think we’ve got to 
negotiate.  At one point they said they wanted a non-aggression pact.  Well, the argument against 
that is that we’re being forced to do it.  Hell, whether we are forced to or not, we never intended to 
carry out aggression against North Korea, why don’t we tell them so?  That’s what settled the 
Cuban Missile Crisis.  We finally gave Khrushchev a guarantee that we would not engage in 
aggression against Cuba, which was supposedly binding on the Kennedy administration and all 
subsequent US administrations.  There’s a little side note on that, that at the last moment there 
was a qualification on the guarantee which really nullified it but forget that.  The fact is that we 
intended to give them a guarantee and he understood it as a guarantee and it ended the crisis.  
And I think, by the way, that security guarantees are almost a necessary element of the approach 
to limiting proliferation.  If you want to get Israel to give up nuclear weapons, there’s no way of 
doing it, it might be difficult to do even if you do what I’m about to suggest, but there’s absolutely 
no way of doing that without giving Israel a security guarantee against not only nuclear attack but 
conventional attack, because many of its potential opponents have said at times in the past that 
they intended to use their conventional forces to eliminate Israel.  That was what Nasser said at 
the time of the Six-Day War that I participated in when I was Secretary, in June of 1967.  It was a 
stated objective of Nasser to eliminate Israel from the face of the Earth.  Well, the tables were 
turned and Israel pre-empted and knocked the hell out of Egypt, but if you were in Israel’s position, 
you wouldn’t give up your nuclear weapon today unless you had a security guarantee, and even 
then you want to be damn sure you can rely on it, and they have had some reason to think perhaps 
they couldn’t.  But I mention this because I don’t think we are ever going to solve this North Korea 
problem without some form of security guarantee, and it’s going to have to be more than just the 
US, because they won’t just accept ours’.  There are going to have to be others.  And I would 
suggest that, ultimately, something similar is going to have to be done with India and Pakistan.   

Q: Several questioners ask about terrorists with nuclear weapons, and ask whether the same theories 



of deterrence can apply.  One notes that, in The Fog of War, you say that your first principle is that 
you should have empathy toward your enemy, in essence understand them.  How would you 
suggest we have empathy with terrorists? 

A:  Well, that’s a good question and the first point I want to make is that empathy, as I use it, is not 
synonymous with sympathy.  I am not suggesting we should be sympathetic to terrorists.  But I am 
suggesting, and it’s very difficult in respect of terrorists, that we should try to understand why they 
are doing what they are doing.  And there is no question in my mind that, number one, you can’t 
begin to understand another person’s actions unless you begin to understand their psychology, 
their history, their culture.  And I can tell you that I, for one, don’t understand Muslims and I doubt 
that many of you understand them as deeply as we should, and I don’t think that our leaders 
understand Muslims.  And I’m not excusing the terrorists, please don’t misunderstand me, but I 
know that we weren’t empathetic with the North Vietnamese and they weren’t empathetic with us.  I 
arranged for some meetings in Hanoi, similar to the one that Jane attended in Cuba on the Missile 
Crisis, to try to understand why the North Vietnamese did what they did during the Vietnam War, 
and we misunderstood them and they totally misunderstood us.  And that caused that conflict to 
carry on for years, years beyond when it might have been ended.  And I don’t think that excuses 
either one of us, please don’t misunderstand me, I’m just trying to say that’s what happened.  Now, 
on the terrorists, I think we have got to understand what’s motivating them and I don’t pretend to 
know all I should know, because I am not an expert.  I haven’t studied the Muslim political, cultural, 
religious, economic, social situation as much as I should have, and I just don’t know everything 
there is to know.  But I do know that one of the factors affecting them is our alleged support of 
Israel against Muslim nations and this is a very, very, very serious problem and I don’t think we 
have done nearly enough to address it.  I was talking with some of you before the meeting on that 
and there are many, many reasons why we haven’t.  I have been in favour of supporting Israel, 
protecting Israel, for forty years, in many, many respects including going to war to help save them.  
But I doubt that many of you know, we have security treaties with South Korea, with Japan, you 
name it, across the world.  We have never had a security treaty with Israel and there are two 
reasons for it.  One, at times they haven’t wanted it because they felt if we had it, we would twist 
them by the tail and so they were reluctant to move forward.  The second reason is, we have never 
been sure we could get such a treaty through the Senate.  Now you may doubt that, but at a 
particular moment in time, in June 1967 when Nasser said he was going to eliminate Israel from 
the face of the Earth, and when they were getting ready to do that, and Johnson and I thought that 
… Russia, by the way, was then supporting Egypt, this was over the High Dam and other reasons, 
and I and Johnson felt that if Egypt started wiping Israel off the face of the Earth, that we might 
have to go in to support Israel, and if we went in the Soviets might come in, and we would have to 
have Congressional authority to do all that.  So Johson said, “Well, let’s talk to the Congress.”  So 
Dean Rusk and I went up and met with the Congress: Jack Javis, the Republican Senator from 
New York, and Muskey arranged to bring senior Democrat and Republican senators together and 
Rusk and I went up and met with them and explained the situation to them and said, now if Egypt 
starts wiping Israel off the face of the Earth and they call us in and we come in and then Russia 
comes in, then would you support our intervention in increasing our forces?  And, basically, they 
said No.  Now I’m not suggesting that we couldn’t have persuaded them under the circumstances 
to change their minds but it’s not an easy situation.  The fact is there is no security treaty with 
Israel today, and we’re not going to get Israel to ever give up nuclear weapons without some kind 
of a guarantee, I’m positive of that.  Even if we guaranteed, or said we would, they might not do it, 
or question our guarantee.  But if we are going to move in that direction we have got to think about 
these things.  We haven’t.  And that applies particularly to North Korea.  There’s no way out of the 
North Korean situation without diplomacy, negotiations. 

Q: We have several questioners asking whether Al Qaeda, in your view, is likely to have gained 
access to nuclear weapons material?  What would be the source?  Would it be North Korea?  



Would it be the former Soviet Union?  What would be the effect of the use of a dirty bomb, not a 
full-blown nuclear weapon, but a conventional weapon with radiological material? 

A:  Well a dirty bomb is undesirable, but it’s quite different than a nuclear warhead or nuclear bomb.  
Either one would be highly undesirable.  I think it’s almost certain, in my mind, and it must have 
been a basis for Bill Perry’s statement, that the so-called terrorists, opponents, will ultimately 
acquire access to either fissile materials and/or nuclear weapons.  I’m sure that was in his mind 
when he made the statement he did [>50% of nuclear detonation on US soil within a decade].  I 
was on a panel a month or two after Bill Perry made that statement, I was on a panel in Aspen, 
Colorado, with Sam Nunn who, as I think I mentioned earlier, along with Senator Bill Lugar, formed 
the Nunn-Lugar law which gave the administration power to buy, in effect, or to help Russia with 
financial support for eliminating fissile materials.  And Sam Nunn said that they are now lacking 
finance and I said “How much more do you need?” and he said, “We need a billion dollars a year 
more.”  Now that money was spent to destroy fissile materials and/or destroy the facilities for 
creating them, and for monitoring the storage and the transfer among storage sites.  And a billion 
dollars a year more.  As I mentioned, our defence budget was on the order of $400 billion.  At the 
margin, I can’t think of any better use of a billion dollars of that $400 billion than to address this 
issue of proliferation, particularly production, storage, control of fissile materials across the world.  
That is not now underway.  Graham Allison’s book ‘Nuclear Terrorism,’ which comes up with an 
estimate very similar to Bill Perry’s, goes through a whole series of discussions of where these 
fissile materials are located, what the control is, what the potential is for terrorists acquiring access 
to them and the potential is very, very high.  I have no doubt that terrorists today have some 
access or will get it.  Just look at what happened with Khan of Pakistan.  Look what happened with 
Libya.  There is no question in my mind but what terrorists have or will acquire access to fissile 
materials and nuclear weapons.   

Q:  Is there a bright spot in all this with Libya rolling back its nuclear weapons programme, South 
Africa doing the same, Brazil and Argentina doing the same?  Do we have any sense of what 
inspires a country to reverse that kind of decision?   

A:  Yes, I think there is a bright spot and you pointed out South Africa and the other countries have 
given up, but I should mention the case of South Africa.  I’m not entirely sure, my mind is a little 
uncertain on this, but I think I’m correct.  I knew the US official that went to South Africa, who was 
shown the South African facilities and I believe he said that, excluding the cost of fissile materials 
which they had access to, they spent on the order of $50 million and they used 150 men to build 8 
nuclear weapons.  Now that’s not beyond the ability of terrorists, once they have access.  Now I 
don’t want to underestimate the difficulties of building a nuclear weapon, but you may remember 
there was a very famous report put out, I think it was by a Princeton undergraduate at the end of 
World War II, the Smith Report I think it was called, that discussed how to build a nuclear weapon.  
This was an undergraduate.  Now, don’t misunderstand me.  The machining, it’s difficult.  But the 
knowledge of how to do it is very widespread.  Once terrorists have access to fissile materials 
there is no question in my mind that they can build it.  That’s what is going to happen, I absolutely 
guarantee it, unless we do more than we are doing to prevent their access to those weapons.   
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