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PRAISE FOR THE BUTTON



“Every citizen should read this book—a clear account of our history with nuclear weapons, the continuing risks of their use through human error or cyberattacks, and the authors’ recommended steps to create a safer future. It’s an assault on the complacency of ‘nobody would be crazy enough to unleash these’ thinking.”


—President Bill Clinton


“Nuclear weapons pose an urgent, existential threat to mankind. In The Button, William J. Perry and Tom Z. Collina describe the grave but largely forgotten danger we now face—and how we can greatly reduce it. Perry has more than half a century of experience dealing with nuclear issues at the highest levels of government. Collina is one of our most brilliant and incisive nuclear weapon experts. Together they have devised a number of simple ways to replace the current madness with common sense. Today a nuclear catastrophe could occur instantaneously, at any moment, without any warning, with a lasting impact too terrible for words. That’s why The Button is one of the most important books of 2020.”


—Eric Schlosser, Pulitzer Prize finalist and author of Command and Control


“Bill Perry, one of the wisest and most effective secretaries of defense ever to serve, has coauthored with Tom Collina another provocative, must-read book. The Button: The New Nuclear Arms Race and Presidential Power from Truman to Trump brings to life the nuclear dangers and dilemmas of the present day and makes a compelling case for several pragmatic changes to US nuclear weapons policy that would meaningfully reduce the risk of nuclear miscalculation. Whether you consider yourself a hawk or a dove, an expert or an interested citizen, The Button is required reading for anyone who wants to ensure we avoid nuclear war in an era of great power competition.”


—Michèle Flournoy, former US Undersecretary of Defense for Policy


“At a time when the power to destroy our world rests in the hands of men like Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin, The Button is a powerful and urgent reminder that the risk of nuclear war is far too great. More than that, it offers a smart, comprehensive, well-argued case for what we can do to pursue a safer and more peaceful world.”


—Ben Rhodes, Deputy National Security Advisor to President Obama


“The risk of accidental nuclear war is increasing, and through The Button Perry and Collina give an insightful account of the dangers of nuclear weapons, how fragile the current nuclear launch system is, and most important—what you can do about it. This book will make you realize that no one person should have the sole authority to end the world and there is an urgent need to move to prohibit and eliminate nuclear weapons.”


—Beatrice Fihn, recipient of the 2017 Nobel Peace Prize


“No one knows how to prevent nuclear war better than Bill Perry. He had a front row seat to the arms race and the wisdom to back away from the brink. In this must-read book, Perry and Collina tap into a powerful insight—that we have been focused on the wrong nuclear threat. They chart a new and compelling course to keep us safe from blundering into atomic destruction.”


—Wendy Sherman, former Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs


“Bill Perry and Tom Collina give some clear thinking about the dangers of nuclear weapons and how to reduce these dangers. This deserves top attention at capitals around the world.”


—George Shultz, former US Secretary of State


“Former secretary of defense Bill Perry, the strategist behind most of the US military advantage today, and nuclear policy expert Tom Collina have defined the growing nuclear risks that could determine whether our nation—and indeed the world—survives. In our cyber world with nine nuclear weapons states, the risk of blunder, mistake, or false warnings greatly exceed the risk of a premeditated nuclear attack. Our strategies reflect old thinking, leaving us exposed to grave and unnecessary dangers. The Button is a must-read book for leaders and citizens and underscores the urgent need for new thinking and wise, rational leadership on the most important issues facing the world.”


—Sam Nunn, former US Senator


“American nuclear policy is broken. We are drifting toward catastrophe with a new arms race, new weapons, and new war-fighting doctrines pulled from the darkest days of the Cold War. In The Button, two top experts, William Perry and Tom Collina, detail the problems and lay out exactly the dramatic shift we need to pull us back from the brink. There is no more important issue than preventing nuclear war, and no more important time than now. If you read only one national security book this year, read this one.”


—Joe Cirincione, former president of the Ploughshares Fund


“The Button is about presidents and their apocalyptic power; about the stark danger America faces from its nuclear overkill. In chilling detail, Perry and Collina recount the several instances when Russia and the United States almost fired on one another—by mistake. In mere minutes, the president of the United States—on his own—can launch thousands of nuclear missiles solely because of warning messages from a computer. This book is a wake-up call: timely and profoundly important.”


—Jerry Brown, former Governor, California
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PREFACE


“YOUR SHOT, MR. PRESIDENT”1
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It’s a cool fall day on the golf course, a stiff breeze moving puffy white clouds through the sky. The afternoon sun angles through the trees, putting everything in sharp, clear contrast. The world in high definition. The president of the United States is considering his next shot. His ball lies in the rough, about a hundred yards from the green, and so deep in the weeds that he can barely see it. He doesn’t have time for this, yet he is badly in need of distraction. His domestic political problems are boiling over, something to do with tax evasion years ago, and Congress is moving to start impeachment hearings. If that weren’t bad enough, Russia is moving a menacing military force to its border with Belarus, where a pro-Western government is talking about joining NATO. The Russian president said that morning that Belarus would turn to the West “over my dead body” and reminded Washington that when Ukraine played this game in 2014, “it came to a bad end.”


Just a month before what he hoped would be his reelection day, the US president is determined to do three things: distract public attention from Congress’s impeachment shenanigans, save Belarus and make Democrats look weak for having “lost” Ukraine, and, above all, look “presidential.”


“Your shot, Mr. President.”


The president peers into the weeds, trying to imagine how to get his ball onto the green. A cell phone ring breaks his trance. His national security advisor answers, stiffens, and rattles off a series of words. “NSA Ellen Banks. Charlie. Delta. Three. Three. Niner. Seven.”


“What’s going on?” the president demands, annoyed that his game is being interrupted.


“Early warning satellites detected multiple Russian launches,” Banks says, her voice with an edge the president has not heard before. “Two hundred missiles in flight.”


“What?! There must be a mistake. The Russians can’t be that crazy. Nuclear war over Belarus?”


“New intel says Russian troops are pouring over the border toward Minsk. Shots fired.”


“Mr. President, I have STRATCOM on the line. Putting on speaker.”


“Mr. President, this is General Bradley. I am sorry to bother you, but my screens now show four hundred Russian ICBMs heading for the US mainland, striking in about ten minutes.”


“My God. Do we have confirmation? Could it be a false alarm?”


“London and Alaska already confirmed. No indications of false alarm.”


“Could it be a computer hack?”


“Not possible. Every indication is that we are under attack, sir.”


“Mr. President, I recommend scrambling our strategic bombers immediately and initiating launch procedures. And let’s get on the chopper to get you to a safe location.”


“Do it,” the president says as he rushes onto the helicopter. “Major, open the football.”


A chill goes down the president’s spine as he says these words for the first time. Since the moment he took the oath of office almost four years ago, a senior military aide has followed the president everywhere he goes carrying the “football,” a briefcase that contains a secure phone, identification codes, nuclear attack options, and anything else the president might need to launch a nuclear strike.


“Okay, team, game time. What are my options?”


“Major attack option three takes out all of Russia’s military installations and limits civilian casualties,” the national security advisor says. “But it may not neutralize the entire military.”


“Mr. President, I strongly advise major attack option one. Full counterstrike,” implores the defense secretary. “Anything less invites a second wave, killing even more Americans.”


“Mr. President, I concur,” says the national security advisor. “And we are running out of time. If you don’t launch before the Russian missiles hit, they could take out our silos, severely limiting our response. We would lose an entire leg of the triad.”


The science advisor speaks up: “Hold on. There has to be a better option than responding in kind to an all-out attack. The Russian attack alone will bring on nuclear winter, killing almost everyone on the planet, including the Russians. Why pile on? And don’t forget, this could still be a false alarm. They have happened before, just like this. Do you want to go down in history as the president who started World War Three by mistake?”


“She’s right, Mr. President,” says Banks. “As much as I hate to say it, it would be better to wait for the Russian missiles to land, so at least we know it’s a real attack. That way we know what we are dealing with. And if it is a real attack, we could still retaliate with our submarines at sea.”


“Come on, get a grip, people! Nuclear winter?” the defense secretary barks dismissively. “It’s just a theory. Science fiction. We have been gaming and planning for this moment for decades. By the book. There’s only one way to fulfill your constitutional obligations, Mr. President. It’s major attack option one.”


The president looks up. “Does anyone disagree with that?”


The only sound is the whump-whump-whump of the chopper blades.


“Mr. President,” the national security advisor speaks urgently. “Incoming missiles will land in about four minutes. But we also have new information. Not all of our radars are seeing the attack. There is disagreement among some of our sensors.”


“It’s a false alarm,” says the science advisor. “We must not respond until we are sure.”


“If you don’t launch now it will be too late.”


“I was elected to lead. I will not sit by and do nothing in the face of nuclear attack,” the president huffs. “I order major attack option one. Get the War Room on the line.”


“General Nelson here, Mr. President. Ready to authenticate the nuclear launch codes on your call.”


The national security advisor interrupts. “Wait! Mr. President, we just received an urgent telex on the hot line from Moscow. They have seen our SAC bomber crews scrambling. They are concerned and are reassuring you that there is no nuclear attack underway.”


“Normally I would not trust that,” says the science advisor, “but please realize that we have received no confirmation from human intel that missiles are in the air. All indications are from computer networks that we know are fallible. This doesn’t feel right. We can’t launch a nuclear attack unless we’re sure.”


The defense secretary’s tone shifts. “I just got a text from my Russian counterpart, General Yukov. He says there’s no attack. I am skeptical, but I trust this man.”


“Two minutes to impact, Mr. President.”


The president waves his arms. “You’re all going soft. Moscow’s sending troops into Belarus. They’re investing billions in new nukes. What more do you need to know? They’re lying about the attack—any fool can see that! Why do we have these weapons if we’re not willing to use them? I’ve already decided to launch, and I don’t need anyone’s approval to do it. Not Congress, not the Pentagon, not anyone. Let’s go. General Nelson, you still on the line?”


“Yes, sir.”


“I want major attack option one, now!”


“Okay, Mr. President, are you ready to authenticate? Delta, Zulu, Six, Echo, Foxtrot, Five.”


The national security advisor hands the president a small card, known as the “biscuit.”


“Zulu. Echo. Six. Two. Five. Eight. Repeat. Zulu. Echo. Six. Two. Five. Eight.”


“Copy, Mr. President. Godspeed, sir.”


“Let the birds fly,” the president declares.


His orders confirmed, General Nelson sends encrypted messages from the National Military Command Center in the Pentagon to all ICBM (intercontinental ballistic missile) launch control stations, Trident submarines at sea, and strategic bomber bases. Within one minute, four-hundred US ICBMs lift off from their silos, and within ten minutes submarine-launched missiles join the fray—almost a thousand warheads in all. Once launched, these weapons cannot be recalled.


And then—nothing. Just nothing. No explosions, no mushroom clouds, just the din of the chopper blades. After five endless minutes, it becomes clear that there is no incoming Russian attack. The president and his staff begin to process the awful implications.


“What happened?” the president yells.


“STRATCOM reports it was a false alarm.”


“Then call off the attack!”


“Mr. President, the missiles have already been launched.”


“Then call them back!”


“That’s not possible, sir.”


“What do you mean? Can’t we blow them up or something?”


“I’m afraid not, sir. We decided long ago that a remote self-destruct mechanism could be hacked by the enemy to destroy our weapons. Better safe than sorry.”


“Well, can we alert the Russians, so they know this was all a mistake, no hard feelings? Maybe they can shoot them down?”


“We can try, sir, but I’m not sure they’ll believe us, given the investment we’ve made in building new weapons. And their missile defense system only protects Moscow and, anyway, we regard it as ineffective.”


“So, what can we do now?”


“Tell the Russians it’s a false alarm. Hope for the best. And get ready for their response.”


About ten minutes later, the watch officer on duty in Russia sees the indications of a massive attack. Obviously, the Americans did not believe their message of reassurance. The watch officer alerts his supervisor, who alerts her supervisor, who alerts the Russian president, who just received an urgent message from the US president that, despite what he may be seeing and hearing, there is no US attack underway. “Nice try,” says the Russian president.


There was no Russian launch, but now there will be. The Russian president orders a massive counterstrike, one thousand warheads in all. Within thirty minutes, it’s all over.


The damage is devastating. All major cities in both countries are obliterated, and many tens of millions are dead instantly from the blasts and the radiation. They are the lucky ones. Hundreds of millions are seriously wounded. But there are no hospitals left to go to, no doctors to treat the survivors. Civil society collapses; mass chaos ensues. And, as it turns out, the American science advisor was right about nuclear winter. Smoke and soot from burning cities soon encircle the globe, blocking sunlight from reaching the earth for years.


No sunlight, no warmth . . . no food. Nearly all humans—seven billion people—starve within a few years. Even the southern hemisphere, which avoided direct nuclear attack, will not survive nuclear famine.


Nations that did not possess the bomb knew that a nuclear war, even one that did not target them directly, would drag them down with it. These nations had been agitating for decades—through the United Nations and other fora—for nuclear disarmament. Finally, in 2017, the UN passed a treaty to ban the possession and use of nuclear weapons. But none of the states with nuclear weapons signed it. Even the United States, which at the time actively supported the elimination of nuclear weapons, did not support the ban treaty. The previous US administration said it was not the right approach.


The initial Russian nuclear “attack” was indeed a false alarm. An unknown adversary had hacked into the computers at US Strategic Command and manipulated the system to show a massive missile launch.


The US president’s helicopter never made it to a secure location. En route, a Russian warhead detonated close to the chopper and engulfed it in flames. The president’s last act was to pick up his cell phone and tweet that Russia had just started a nuclear war, and that he had no choice but to retaliate. There was no cell service.
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Authors’ note: Everything in this fictional account could happen and is consistent with US policies. For example:


1.Under current US policy, the president has the authority to launch nuclear weapons first and is not limited to retaliation; to launch nuclear weapons under warning of attack, rather than wait for evidence of attack; and to launch nuclear weapons on his or her sole order.


2.US nuclear weapons are kept on high alert and, in the case of land-based missiles, can be launched within minutes.


3.Once launched, nuclear-armed ballistic missiles cannot be recalled.


4.Both the United States and Russia are investing trillions of dollars in new nuclear weapons.


5.False alarms have happened multiple times and can happen again. For example, in 1980, a false alarm was reported to the national security advisor and was almost reported up to President Jimmy Carter as a real attack but was luckily identified in time.


6.Recent Pentagon reports have found that, as a result of cyberattacks, the president could be faced with false warnings of attack or lose the ability to control nuclear weapons.
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The threat of nuclear annihilation feels distant to many people, but many aspects of the scenario we just described have happened and could in fact happen today. The president possesses sole authority to launch America’s arsenal of nuclear weapons. With this book, we illuminate the profound history of this dangerous policy and the insights necessary to pressure our government to institute responsible changes to avoid the tragic consequences of nuclear weapons.


We, Tom Collina and Bill Perry, come to this topic from starkly different backgrounds. I (Tom) have followed Bill Perry and his work since his years in the Clinton administration, but it was his 2015 memoir, My Journey at the Nuclear Brink, that brought us together. Bill began a high-profile effort to educate the public on the continuing dangers of nuclear war, a drum I’ve been beating for thirty years—but from outside of government. Bill Perry is the ultimate insider, holding a front-row seat to the history of nuclear weaponry. His career in the military first began as a young occupying soldier in Japan right after World War II, where he came to understand the devastation wrought by atomic bombs. He worked as a technical consultant to the CIA during the Cuban Missile Crisis, and in senior Pentagon posts for President Carter during the Cold War, ultimately serving as secretary of defense under President Bill Clinton. As former California governor Jerry Brown has said: “I know of no person who understands the science and politics of modern weaponry better than William J. Perry.”


What makes Bill unique is that he has come full circle. During the Cold War, he supported doomsday nuclear weapons like the MX missile, the B-2 bomber, and the air-launched cruise missile. But even then, he was also a strong supporter of United States–Russian arms control treaties like the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) and the nuclear test ban. This gives him tremendous credibility when he argues against the new nuclear weapons being proposed by President Donald Trump. Today, members of Congress who want to craft a progressive nuclear policy seek out his wise counsel because he has been there—he walked up to the nuclear brink, looked into the abyss, and had the wisdom to turn away.


As Bill wrote in 2016: “Russia and the United States have already been through one nuclear arms race. We spent trillions of dollars and took incredible risks in a misguided quest for security. I had a front-row seat to this. Once was enough. This time, we must show wisdom and restraint. Indeed, Washington and Moscow both stand to benefit by scaling back new programs before it is too late. There is only one way to win an arms race: Refuse to run.”


The key issue Bill and I came together on was the risk of stumbling into nuclear war. We both realized, from our separate vantage points, that the threat of Russia intentionally launching a nuclear attack against the United States was vanishingly small. Smaller, indeed, than the risk that we might start a nuclear war by mistake. And once you make that mental shift—that the real threat is blundering into war—you come to see existing nuclear policy as very, very dangerous. The key facts—that the president can order nuclear war on his own authority, that US weapons can be used first, that US weapons are on hair-trigger alert and ready for use, that weapons are susceptible to cyberattack, and that we have hundreds of vulnerable land-based missiles—all increase the danger of catastrophe by accident.


Yet the military establishment does not see this danger. It thinks we should keep our Cold War nuclear policies and double down on them by investing $2 trillion to rebuild the same system and policies that we had during the Cold War—even though that system increases the danger of the primary threat: stumbling into nuclear war.


Today’s military leaders have learned the wrong lessons from the Cold War and are keeping the most dangerous aspects of US nuclear policy when they no longer need to. Add to the equation an impulsive President Trump with his finger on the button and you have a combustible mix. I am thrilled and honored to be taking on this crucial issue with Bill. He is the quintessential nuclear expert of his time. His extraordinary life experiences, wisdom, and character put him in a league by himself.


Bill here. While my conflicts have been with presidents and Pentagon offices, Tom’s battles are often fought on the steps of Congress for everyone to see. Tom realized early on that engaging the public in critical debates, even about subjects as complex as nuclear proliferation, is key to our efforts in changing policy. As director of policy at Ploughshares Fund and for other nongovernmental groups, Tom has worked outside of government for thirty years to promote reductions in nuclear arsenals, stop their spread to other countries, and limit nuclear risks. After decades of work, I have come to believe that when the public understands nuclear danger, only then will they demand changes in nuclear policy. I value Tom’s long experience engaging the public in these complicated issues and his deep, practical knowledge of the political landscape. Our previous collaborations have produced effective and insightful work and built a mutual trust. I am honored to coauthor this book with him and to share strategies for building a saner, safer world. While I am in the sunset of my work on nuclear danger, Tom is part of the next generation of leaders so badly needed to carry this work forward. Together, we have a comprehensive view of the dangers posed by nuclear weapons, the forces that keep the nuclear establishment alive, and how to overcome those forces so the United States might chart a different course.


But how did a former defense secretary who helped create nuclear weaponry and a rabble-rousing policy wonk get on the same page?


Our paths did not cross even remotely until the early years of the Clinton administration, when we were both working to stop US nuclear testing and create a global ban. Bill was deputy and then secretary of defense, and Tom was director of the Global Security Program at the Union of Concerned Scientists. After years of effort both inside and outside of government, we each in our own ways helped make it possible for President Clinton to sign the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) in 1996.


Bill left government soon thereafter and settled in as a go-to person for the media and members of Congress to get up to speed on the latest nuclear dangers. Bill started traveling from Palo Alto, California, to Washington, DC, regularly, and Tom began to help Bill (and his daughter and project associate Robin Perry) organize briefings for reporters, congressional staff, and one-on-one meetings with senators and representatives.


Soon, we started joint writing projects. Bill wrote an essay for a 2016 Ploughshares Fund report, Ten Big Nuclear Ideas for the Next President, calling for phasing out US land-based ballistic missiles—a radical idea for a former secretary of defense then or now. After the 2016 election, we coauthored op-eds in opposition to President Trump’s proposal for new “low-yield” nuclear warheads. In 2018, we both sensed rising public concern about President Trump’s sole authority to launch nuclear weapons. So, we decided to write this book, a history of the nuclear button, based on the insights of the people most experienced with this dangerous remnant from the Cold War.


In addition to our own voices, we have included those of many nuclear experts in The Button. These include witnesses and makers of nuclear history, such as former president Bill Clinton, former defense secretary Jim Mattis, 2017 Nobel Peace Prize winner Beatrice Fihn, and current chairman of the House Armed Services Committee, representative Adam Smith. We are grateful for the time and insights these and other experts have contributed to our effort.


It can be a challenge to write a book with two authors on different coasts, so the reader may notice as the narrative shifts from Tom’s voice to Bill’s, and back again. We wanted to include personal stories and anecdotes, so at times we shift from “we” to “I” to make it clear who is telling the story. However, our point of view is singular based on our combined one hundred years of experience with nuclear weapons. There is no more important story to tell, and no better time to tell it.
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THE WRONG THREAT
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CHAPTER 1


[image: ]


THE PRESIDENT’S WEAPONS


I can go back into my office and pick up the telephone and in 25 minutes 70 million people will be dead.


—PRESIDENT RICHARD NIXON1


Some believe that President Donald Trump, given his temperament, should be the last person entrusted with the authority to launch nuclear weapons. He is, in fact, the only one who is.


On January 20, 2017, President Trump got the keys to the US nuclear arsenal, the deadliest killing machine ever created. The president said it was “a very sobering moment, yes. It’s very, very scary, in a sense.”2 While that statement might sound reassuring, he also said, on a separate occasion, “If we have nuclear weapons, why can’t we use them?”3


As long as President Trump is in the White House, he will have the same frightening power as all presidents since Harry Truman, whose two terms ran from 1945 to 1953. Within minutes, with just one phone call, President Trump could unleash up to a thousand nuclear weapons, each one many times more powerful than the Hiroshima bomb. It would be the end of civilization. Short of mutiny, no one can stop him. Once launched, the missiles cannot be recalled. For President Trump, starting nuclear war is about as easy as sending a tweet.


“Having some understanding of the levers that a president can exercise, I worry about, frankly, the access to the nuclear codes,” former director of National Intelligence James Clapper said in 2017. If “in a fit of pique [Trump] decides to do something about Kim Jong-un, there’s actually very little to stop him. The whole system is built to ensure rapid response if necessary. So there’s very little in the way of controls over exercising a nuclear option, which is pretty damn scary.”4


We see this as a profoundly dangerous situation, yet the American public is largely unaware of this reality. Only about 25 percent of the public knows that the president has sole nuclear authority.5 Many more (about 44 percent) think the president must get congressional approval; others think there must be consultation with the defense secretary (20 percent) or the Joint Chiefs of Staff (12 percent). In fact, while the president can choose to consult with advisors, he is not required to do so.


Putting this much military power in the hands of one person goes against everything for which the American Constitution stands. As historian Michael Beschloss writes in Presidents of War, “The Founders created a Constitution that gave Congress the sole power to declare war, and divided the responsibility to wage war between the executive and legislative branches. As Congressman Abraham Lincoln wrote to his friend William Herndon in 1848, the early Americans resolved that ‘no one man [italics Lincoln’s] should hold the power’ to take the nation to war.”6


America’s Founders tried to constrain presidential power, but they could not have anticipated the discovery of the nuclear bomb and how it would change the nature of the presidency. Today, the Founders would be shocked to learn that the president alone has the authority to launch nuclear weapons that could destroy the human race.


“There is nothing stopping a nuclear war except for Donald Trump’s brain,” said Ben Rhodes, who served as deputy national security advisor to President Barack Obama. “That should be concerning to people. There should at least be some check, some process, some chain of command, some congressional notification, some form of break in which people can stop and consider even for just a brief period of time: Do we really want to do this? Especially [with] first use. I don’t know how anybody can sit here and think that it’s rational that a person with the manner of Donald Trump—and we could elect someone like that again—has completely, with their own discretion, the capacity to destroy life on earth.”7


We spoke with President Bill Clinton for this book, a former possessor of the nuclear button who is now open to rethinking it. He told us, “If we could construct a constitutional deliberative process [where], before the president can do this, you must hear from one, or two, or three people or agencies that guarantee perspective, experience, and raw knowledge, and reminding the president of why nobody’s dropped a nuclear weapon in a very long time, I think that would be a good thing.”8


During his presidency, when advisors pushed Clinton to take immediate military action to avoid looking “weak,” his response was, “Can I kill them tomorrow? Because if I can, we’re not weak. I certainly can’t bring them back to life tomorrow. So, what do you say we try one more day to work this out? . . . If you drop a nuclear weapon, God forbid ever, most of the casualties will be completely innocent collateral damage.”


“The main thing,” Clinton said about creating time for consultation, “is it gives everybody a chance to take a deep breath and make darn sure they want to risk the whole future of humanity on this roll of the dice.”


There are many control systems in place to prevent nuclear weapons from being launched unintentionally or by an unauthorized person. But currently there is no way to prevent a determined president from starting a nuclear war. We strongly believe that the risks of having nuclear weapons ready to launch within minutes, on the president’s sole authority, outweigh any perceived benefits. This system is unconstitutional, dangerous, outdated, and unnecessary.



IT’S NOT ALL ABOUT TRUMP



President Trump’s temperament has brought attention to the awesome power that he holds, but he is not the first president to raise concerns about sole authority—and he is unlikely to be the last. As President Richard Nixon famously boasted at the height of the Watergate scandal in 1974, “I can go back into my office and pick up the telephone and in 25 minutes 70 million people will be dead.”


Former defense secretary James Schlesinger feared that President Nixon, who seemed depressed and was drinking heavily at the end of his presidency, might go off the deep end. Senator Alan Cranston phoned Schlesinger, warning about “the need for keeping a berserk president from plunging us into a holocaust.” Schlesinger told military commanders that if the president ordered a nuclear launch, they should check with him or Secretary of State Henry Kissinger first. But for all of Schlesinger’s very real concerns, there was not much he could do. There was no guarantee that the commanders would have honored his request, which had no legal basis.9


In addition to Nixon, President John F. Kennedy made heavy use of pain medications, which could have clouded his thinking at a time of crisis.10 And President Ronald Reagan, who was formally diagnosed with Alzheimer’s five years after leaving office, was reported to have started showing signs of the disease while still in the White House.11 Some presidents may appear or claim to be rational decision makers, but in fact they are not. They are all too human.


A US president can launch nuclear weapons unilaterally, at any time, without any provocation. Given the fallible nature of humans, certainly including presidents, this is a grave concern. But we worry even more about what a president might do in a crisis situation, where emotions run high and decision time is short.


Take, for example, the false alarm scenario described in the preface. No president should have to decide the fate of the world in just minutes based on incomplete information. Yet current US policy—the option to shoot first, with weapons on high alert, under pressure to launch on warning of attack or lose weapons on the ground—could force the president into a dangerous corner. In the words of Gen. George Lee Butler, who commanded US nuclear forces at the end of the Cold War, American nuclear policy is “structured to drive the president invariably toward a decision to launch under attack.”12


And there are other ways presidents can stumble into nuclear war. In summer 2017, President Trump and North Korea leader Kim Jong-un were locked in a tense political standoff over the North’s nuclear weapons. That August, President Trump threatened Pyongyang: “North Korea best not make any more threats to the United States. They will be met with fire and fury like the world has never seen.” It is hard to interpret this any other way than as a nuclear threat.


In October 2017, while in Puerto Rico, Trump reportedly pointed to the “nuclear football”—the briefcase used to authorize a nuclear attack—and claimed he could use it on Kim whenever he wanted to. “This is what I have for Kim,” Trump said.13


Then, in early January 2018, Kim Jong-un said his nuclear launch button was “always on my table.” In response, President Trump tweeted: “Will someone from his depleted and food starved regime please inform him that I too have a Nuclear Button, but it is a much bigger & more powerful one than his, and my Button works!”14


Soon thereafter, on January 13, the Hawaii Emergency Management Agency broadcast an official message: “Ballistic missile threat inbound to Hawaii. Seek immediate shelter. This is not a drill.” Hawaiians waited in terror nearly forty minutes for a nuclear attack that never came. It was a false alarm—the alert was sent as the result of human error—but given the provocative rhetoric on both sides, the attack was all too easy to believe.


This incident only underscores how vulnerable we are to a technical or human error in our warning system, especially if the false alarm comes at a time of heightened political stress. And what could be more stressful than two unpredictable nuclear-armed leaders boasting about their nuclear buttons?


RISING PUBLIC CONCERN


Soon after Trump’s tweet about the size of his nuclear button, a Washington Post–ABC News poll found that over half of Americans were concerned that President Trump might launch a nuclear attack without justification. According to the Post, “Overall, 38 percent of Americans trust Trump to handle the authority to order nuclear attacks on other countries, while 60 percent do not. Among those who distrust Trump, almost 9 in 10 are very or somewhat concerned the president might launch an attack.”15


Once informed about sole authority, nearly 80 percent of Americans are concerned about President Trump having this unchecked power. Among this group, over 70 percent support limiting the president’s nuclear authority, which they see as putting too much power in the hands of a single, fallible person.16


Congress is taking note as well. In November 2017, after Trump’s comments about “fire and fury,” the US Senate Foreign Relations Committee held its first hearing in forty-one years on the president’s authority to launch nuclear weapons. As Senator Chris Murphy (D-CT), put it, Americans are concerned that President Trump “is so unstable, is so volatile” that he might order a nuclear strike that is “wildly out of step” with our national security interests. “Let’s just recognize the exceptional nature of this moment in the discussion that we’re having today,” he said.17


In a rare bipartisan moment, then Senate Foreign Relations Committee chair Bob Corker (R-TN) and then ranking member Ben Cardin (D-MD) agreed that the president has the ability to launch US nuclear weapons on his own authority. “The president has the sole authority to give that order, whether we are responding to a nuclear attack or not,” said Corker. “Once that order is given and verified, there is no way to revoke it.”18 Senator Cardin said, “Based on my understanding of the nuclear command-and-control protocol, there are no checks—no checks—on the [p]resident’s authority. The system as it is set up today provides the [p]resident with the sole and ultimate authority to use nuclear weapons.”19


For a brief moment, it seemed that this bipartisan, high-profile attention to unchecked presidential power might motivate Congress to limit this authority. But defenders of the nuclear establishment, a $50-billion-a-year industry employing tens of thousands of people, had no interest in changing the current system to make it conform to the Constitution. So, they sought to manage public anxiety by suggesting that the US system to control the bomb would somehow not allow a president to launch nuclear weapons unless it was truly justified. Gen. C. Robert Kehler, a former head of Strategic Command, sought to reassure the Senate that “the military does not blindly follow orders” and that illegal orders would not be carried out.


However, a president’s order to launch would be legal, even if it were profoundly unwise. Military officers are trained to follow orders, not to question them. Those officers who are tempted to question a presidential order of this kind might remember Harold Hering. In 1973, Hering was training to be an Air Force nuclear missile launch officer. He asked his instructors: “How can I be certain that any launch order I receive comes from a sane president?” Rather than provide an answer to Hering’s question, the Air Force simply fired him.20


A presidential nuclear order is lawful and must be obeyed as long as it comes from the president as commander in chief, acting to protect and defend the nation against an actual or imminent attack. Dr. Peter Feaver from Duke University noted that in the world of military officers, “there is a presumption that the [nuclear launch] orders are legal.”


Congressman Ted Lieu (D-CA), who sits on the Foreign Affairs Committee, served in the Air Force, where he met a nuclear missile launch officer. In an interview with us, he recalled that “talking to him, it was very clear that when the order came down, he was launching. There’s no way he could tell if it was an illegal order . . . they’re trained to simply launch when it happens.” That experience convinced him that “just one person could decide essentially the fate of the world for a lot of people. And I always thought that we need to fix that structural problem.”21


So, let us set the record straight: under current policy, there is no realistic way to stop a determined president from going nuclear. President Trump—like all presidents in the atomic age—has the sole authority to unleash nuclear Armageddon on the world, potentially ending civilization as we know it. Within minutes, the president could unleash the equivalent of more than ten thousand Hiroshima bombs.


One might think that the process of running for president of the United States would weed out individuals who are unfit for this awesome responsibility. As Gen. Maxwell D. Taylor, a former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, wrote, “As to those dangers arising from an irrational American president, the only protection is not to elect one.”22


But what if we do? What if the ultimate control mechanism—the election process—fails us? The potential consequences are too great to just throw up our hands and hope for the best. In the spirit of the American Constitution, we need some real checks and balances on presidential power, regardless of whom we elect.


LIMITING SOLE AUTHORITY


Congress should be involved with—and even control—the decision to use nuclear weapons in cases other than retaliation. After all, the US Constitution gives Congress, not the president, the power to declare war. The first use of nuclear weapons is the ultimate declaration of war.


Some might say that the Founders could not have foreseen the bomb and thus we cannot guess at what their intentions might have been. Even so, they clearly sought to avoid placing so much authority in one person. As Dr. Kennette Benedict, former director of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, argues, such power completely contradicts the constitutional checks and balances that the Founders created. “We have no voice in the most significant decision the United States government can make—whether to destroy another society with weapons of mass destruction.”23


When President Dwight Eisenhower was considering the use of the bomb in the 1950s, he acknowledged that unilateral action would be unconstitutional. “If congressional authorization were not obtained, there would be logical grounds for impeachment. Whatever we do must be done in a constitutional manner,” the president said.24 But since then, Congress’s role in declaring war has been undermined considerably.


But now members of Congress are reasserting their constitutional authority. A longtime champion of reducing nuclear risks, Senator Ed Markey (D-MA) has partnered with Representative Ted Lieu to introduce legislation that would prohibit the president from initiating the first use of nuclear weapons without the approval of Congress. According to recent polling, two-thirds of Americans, including 60 percent of Republicans, support limiting presidential sole authority in this way.25


“Trump’s brand is to be unpredictable and rash, which is exactly what you don’t want the person who possesses the nuclear football to be,” said Representative Lieu. And as Senator Markey said, “Neither President Trump, nor any other president, should be allowed to use nuclear weapons except in response to a nuclear attack. By restricting the first use of nuclear weapons, this legislation enshrines that simple principle into law.”26 Even if this legislation doesn’t pass, Senator Markey and Representative Lieu’s efforts are alerting the public to the dangers of sole authority.


Despite the lack of confidence in President Trump that these efforts reflect, at least among Democrats, some had drawn unwarranted reassurance from the thought that there were “adults” in the administration, such as Secretary of Defense James Mattis, who would temper Trump’s temperament. Senator Mark R. Warner (D-VA) called Mattis “an island of stability amid the chaos of the Trump administration.”27 Then senator Jeff Flake (R-AZ) told the Washington Post that “having Mattis there gave all of us a great deal more comfort than we have now.”28


Mattis, who resigned from the Pentagon in late December 2018, reportedly told Strategic Command staff to tell him of any event that might lead to a nuclear alert being sent to the president, and “not to put on a pot of coffee without letting him know.”29 But just as Schlesinger had no formal control over Nixon, Mattis had none over Trump, even when he was the secretary of defense.


As concerns about Trump’s nuclear authority grew, proposals to prohibit the first use of the bomb started to attract wider attention. Prohibiting first use (and leaving the option open for retaliation) would not end sole authority completely, but it would significantly limit the president’s power to start a nuclear war.


In a November 2018 speech at American University, Senator Elizabeth Warren (D-MA) called for a “no first use” nuclear weapons policy. “To reduce the chances of a miscalculation or an accident, and to maintain our moral and diplomatic leadership in the world, we must be clear that deterrence is the sole purpose of our arsenal,” Warren said.30


Soon thereafter, Senator Warren and Representative Adam Smith (D-WA), chairman of the House Armed Services Committee, proposed a bill that would establish in law that the United States would not use nuclear weapons first. “Our current nuclear strategy is not just outdated—it is dangerous,” they said in a joint statement. The lawmakers said their bill would codify what most Americans already believe: that the United States should never initiate a nuclear war.31


The country is waking up to the frightening reality that when it comes to nuclear weapons, presidents have almost complete autonomy with essentially no institutional checks and balances. This authority was neither enshrined in the Constitution nor legislated by Congress.32 It was not given but taken for themselves by the first presidents of the nuclear age. Today, the authority to use the bomb is a key part of presidential power and prestige. It has become an executive privilege like no other. And like any privilege, it can be taken away.


HOW WE GOT HERE


The original rationale for presidential control over the use of nuclear weapons had nothing to do with the need to use them quickly, and everything to do with never using them again.


Back in 1945, at the dawn of the nuclear age, the United States had a monopoly on the bomb. No one else had one. After the US nuclear attacks on Japan, there was no risk that Japan would have a nuclear response. And for the next decade, until the first Soviet nuclear test in 1949 and long-range missile launch in 1957, there was no risk that the United States would be hit with a nuclear attack before it could respond. As a result, the driving concern for President Truman was not to ensure that the weapons could be launched quickly. Truman’s priority was to guard against overzealous generals.


The conventional wisdom is that President Truman was in complete control of the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In fact, Truman did not know when the bombs would be used (it depended on the weather) and may not have known that a second bomb would be dropped at all. According to historian Alex Wellerstein, “Truman was a president out of the loop, shouldering political burdens imposed by a military operating with its own priorities and agenda, with little civilian oversight into their day-to-day operations.”33


After the atomic bombings, however, Truman realized that this was too important to delegate to the military. When Gen. Leslie Groves wrote to Gen. George Marshall that a third bomb could be ready for use in about a week, Gen. Marshall quickly replied that the bomb “is not to be released over Japan without express authority from the President.”34 The third bomb was never used, and presidential sole authority was born. From then on, nuclear weapons would be known as “the president’s weapons.”


Truman told Secretary of Defense James Forrestal that he did not want “to have some dashing lieutenant colonel decide when would be the proper time to drop one.”35 Henry Wallace, secretary of commerce, wrote in his diary that Truman thought the idea of killing “another 100,000 people was too horrible.”36


Congress soon asserted civilian control of atomic weapons by passing the Atomic Energy Act in 1946. In Truman’s words, “since a free society places the civil authority above the military power, the control of atomic energy properly belongs in civilian hands.”37 Unlike all other weapons of war, the Act gave control over nuclear weapons research and production to the president and civilian bureaucracy—and not to the military. But it did not discuss authority for using the bomb.


By late 1945, just months after using the bomb, Truman was seeking international control of atomic energy: “I have sought to eliminate atomic weapons as instruments of war, by seeking through the United Nations to put the control of the dangerous aspects of atomic energy beyond the reach of any individual nation.” The world today would be very different if Truman had succeeded in this effort, but he did not. Truman’s proposal was undermined by growing United States–Soviet distrust and was ultimately blocked by the Soviet Union’s plan to make a bomb of its own (see chapter 9).


In July 1948, in a meeting with his advisors, Truman made his rationale for keeping the bomb to himself quite clear:


I don’t think we ought to use this thing unless we absolutely have to. It is a terrible thing to order the use of something that is so terribly destructive, destructive beyond anything we have ever had. You have got to understand that this isn’t a military weapon. It is used to wipe out women and children and unarmed people, and not for military uses. So we have got to treat it differently from rifles and cannons and ordinary things like that.38


The United States did not have a formal policy on who controlled nuclear use until September 1948, when the National Security Council declared, “The decision as to the employment of atomic weapons in the event of war is to be made by the Chief Executive when he considers such decision to be required.”39


During the 1948–49 Berlin Blockade—one of the Cold War’s first major crisis points—President Truman refused to shift control of the nuclear stockpile, then about fifty weapons, from the civilian Atomic Energy Commission to the Pentagon. He also refused to delegate his authority to use the weapons. At the same time, Truman declared that he would defend Berlin and “this Government is prepared to use any means that may be necessary.”40


During the Korean War (1950–53), there was a public power struggle between Truman and Gen. Douglas MacArthur over control of nuclear weapons. To clarify things, the White House released a statement saying that “only the President can authorize the use of the atom bomb, and no such authorization has been given.” This policy was carried over into the Eisenhower administration.


Today this authority is widely recognized. A 2013 Pentagon report states that “consistent with decades-long practice, the President, as Commander in Chief of the US Armed Forces, has the sole authority to order the employment of US nuclear forces.”41


Sole authority is now generally accepted, but that does not mean it was inevitable or that it makes sense. As President Kennedy wrote in a 1962 classified memo, “From the point of view of logic there was no reason why the President of the United States should have the decision on whether to use nuclear weapons. History had given him this power.”42



EROSION OF CIVILIAN CONTROL



In the early years, the line between civilian and military control was clear and bright, right down to the weapons themselves. Back then, a bomb’s nuclear components (plutonium and highly enriched uranium) were kept separate from its other nonnuclear parts. The Atomic Energy Commission (now absorbed into the Department of Energy), a civilian agency created by the Atomic Energy Act, controlled the nuclear parts, and the military got the rest. Only the president had the authority to transfer the nuclear parts to the military and then order their use—a two-step process.


But over time, the bright line began to blur. As atomic bombs grew in number and complexity, it became impractical to manually insert nuclear parts into bombs just before use. The introduction of ballistic missiles in the 1950s, first in ground-based silos and then on submarines, and the advent of thermonuclear warheads made keeping the nuclear components apart impossible. Nuclear warheads now had to be lighter and smaller, and once they were loaded onto the missiles they could not be easily accessed from outside. No more tinker toy bombs.


And once the Soviets had nuclear warheads on long-range missiles by the 1960s, everything began to change. The United States now had to worry, at least in theory, about “preemption.” What if an atomic bomb exploded on Washington, DC, and killed the president and all those in the administration who might be next in line? Such a “decapitating strike” could theoretically make a US retaliation impossible.


After the Cold War, neither President Clinton nor Russian President Boris Yeltsin believed the other would launch a nuclear strike. Our two countries were working together, almost as allies: We cooperated in the dismantlement of eight thousand nuclear weapons, half in the former Soviet Union. I (Bill), as Clinton’s defense secretary, personally oversaw the dismantlement of more than two thousand nuclear weapons in Ukraine and brought a Russian defense minister to Whiteman Air Base, where we destroyed a Titan ICBM silo. But, as we will see, this cooperative relationship would not last.


Eventually the bureaucratic struggle for nuclear control settled into the compromise we have today: the military requests the nuclear weapons from Congress, which authorizes civilians at the Department of Energy (more specifically, the National Nuclear Security Administration, NNSA) to build the warheads. The military then takes possession of the weapons, deploys them, and the president has sole authority to order their use.


THE FOOTBALL


Truth be told, there is no “nuclear button.” It is a metaphor that helps us understand the ease and speed of a presidential order to launch. Indeed, actually having a button at the ready for the president to press would raise all kinds of troubling possibilities, such as pressing it by mistake. Or spilling a soda on it. The closest thing we have to a nuclear button is actually a briefcase known as the “football,” formally called the president’s emergency response satchel.


President Kennedy had concerns about what would happen if he were away from the White House when he received information that might lead him to launch an immediate nuclear strike. Would emergency communications systems allow him to issue a launch order from anywhere in the world? If he called the War Room in the Pentagon to order such a strike, what would he say? And how would the duty officer verify the authenticity of the president? In response to Kennedy’s questions, the Joint Chiefs of Staff designed the nuclear football.43 In 1962, Kennedy helped formalize presidential sole authority when he decreed that the football would follow him at all times.44


The football, or satchel, is carried by a military assistant who is available to the president 24-7-365, and it contains a menu of nuclear strike options, a card with authentication codes, and a secure phone. These codes allow the president to issue orders to the National Military Command Center (NMCC) in the Pentagon. The codes are printed on a special card, called the “biscuit,” that is supposed to be in the president’s possession. (Presidents Carter and Clinton both lost their cards on two occasions.)


The military aides to the president, representing each of the services, alternate shifts by his side and sleep nearby, such as in the basement of the White House. They must always be within minutes of their boss, including riding in the same elevator. These tireless aides are often seen in the background of photos of the president, carrying the always present football (see pages 145–148).


If the president is dead, incapacitated, or otherwise unavailable, launch authority devolves first to the vice president. This process was put to the test on November 22, 1963. Army warrant officer Ira Gearhart, carrying the emergency satchel, was in the back of the president’s motorcade in Dallas when Kennedy was shot. The Pentagon was alarmed at first due to uncertainty about Gearhart’s whereabouts, but he was on Air Force One when Lyndon Johnson took the oath of office.45


During the attempted assassination of President Reagan in March 1981, the military aide carrying the football was separated from the president and did not accompany him to George Washington University Hospital. In preparation for surgery, Reagan’s street clothes were removed and the biscuit was later found abandoned in a hospital plastic bag.46


If the vice president is also unreachable, launch authority moves down the chain of succession to the Speaker of the House, the President Pro Tempore of the Senate, the Secretary of State, the Secretary of the Treasury, and the Secretary of Defense. These are followed by the remaining members of the cabinet, in the order in which their departments were created.47 It is notable that the Defense Secretary is sixth in line.


If you have ever watched a State of the Union address or presidential inauguration, you may have noticed that one member of the president’s cabinet is always missing. This “designated survivor” stays at a separate location, presumably watching the speech on TV, in case there is an attack that incapacitates everyone else. This official is accompanied by a military aide with a nuclear football. During President Clinton’s second inauguration, I (Bill) was the designated survivor—my family attended the inauguration along with the rest of the president’s cabinet on the Washington Mall while I stayed at an undisclosed location. Fortunately, I never had to exercise any nuclear emergency protocols.


Since the end of the Cold War, both US and Russian leaders have questioned the need for the president to be followed by the football at all times. In October 1991, just after the failed coup against Soviet president Gorbachev, during which he lost control of his football (known in Russian as the chemodanchik, literally “small suitcase”), President George H. W. Bush wrote a note to his national security advisor, Brent Scowcroft. He asked, referring to the emergency satchel, “Does Mil Aide need to carry that black case now every little place I go?”48 As Bush recalled, “With the Cold War over, I did not think it was necessary for the ‘football’ to go everywhere with me.”49 Scowcroft and others convinced him that it was still necessary.


According to recently declassified documents, President Clinton and Russian president Boris Yeltsin discussed their footballs on two occasions in 1994 and 1997. Surprising Clinton, Yeltsin suggested getting “rid of the nuclear footballs” so that aides no longer had to “drag” them around. Yeltsin saw the US football and the Russian equivalent as obsolete, saying, “If I need to communicate with the nuclear forces, I can pick up any number of telephone lines to do so.”50


At first, Clinton responded jokingly, “What would my military aide do?” Seeing Yeltsin was serious, Clinton said, “When I took this job, I understood the symbolic importance that the football has in terms of civilian control of the military’s decisions. It has nothing to do with you. It is a double-check that only a civilian, elected leader can make this decision.”


Clinton’s response is fascinating. He was saying that the football was not about a nuclear attack against Russia, but merely a symbol of civilian control. Not a threat, but a reassurance. This would appear to reflect Clinton’s view that nuclear war with Russia was a remote possibility.


Yeltsin brought up his proposal at a second meeting in 1997 in Helsinki, after describing how, during heart surgery, he transferred the Russian football to Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin. Yeltsin asked, “What if we were to give up having to have our finger next to the button all the time? We have plenty of other ways of keeping in touch with each other. They always know where to find us, so perhaps we could agree that it is not necessary for us to carry the chemodanchik.”


Clinton replied, “Well, I’ll have to think about this. All we carry, of course, are the codes and the secure phone.” Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott said that it was better for presidents “to have these devices with you at all times rather than to have the function assigned to a computer somewhere or to anyone else.”


It is not clear, however, that Yeltsin was suggesting that these functions be transferred to others. Instead, he might have been proposing that the option for quick launch be discontinued. This could have been an important opportunity to back away from the nuclear brink. But Clinton was not receptive.


THE OPTIONS


The president’s options for nuclear strikes are elaborated at length in a “black book” contained in the football. These are also summarized in a one-page cartoon-like menu, thanks to President Jimmy Carter, who found the long version too complicated to comprehend within the few minutes allowed.


What are the nuclear strike options available to the president? At any time, US nuclear forces can deliver hundreds of warheads to targets around the globe. With a few days of preparation, that number would grow to more than one thousand. In either case, the US arsenal could decimate an adversary’s nuclear forces, war-supporting industries, and key command posts with top political and military leadership.51


Once the president issues orders, the well-oiled military machine takes over. The orders travel down the chain of command until they reach launch officers in missile silos and on submarines, who have trained for this moment. Only a coordinated, widespread mutiny could stop this process from reaching its grim end. The whole process would take just minutes.


The president can order the use of nuclear weapons without the input or consent of senior advisors, such as the secretaries of Defense or State, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, or the vice president. Unless the president has given prior approval for advisors to be notified, none would need to be involved with the decision.52



THE NEED FOR SPEED



It is now firmly established that the US civilian leadership controls the use of nuclear weapons, and the military does not. This is a good thing. But this begs another question. Why just the president? Why not involve other civilian leaders, like members of Congress?


One answer is the cold, hard logic of a nuclear attack. A Russian nuclear missile strike would reach the United States in thirty minutes or less, and there may simply be no time to consult with Congress, a subset of Congress, or even the president’s closest advisors. The president can be encouraged to consult as much as possible, but given current policy it would seem impractical to require consultation.


We have lived under this theoretical threat of immediate destruction—an atomic Pearl Harbor—since the 1960s. But, as we shall see, it is not necessary for deterrence that a US response to a nuclear attack be immediate. And if we want to avoid blundering into nuclear war, the more decision time we can give a president, the better.


In addition to presidential sole authority, the perceived need to launch US nuclear forces before a Russian attack arrives drives a host of other dangerous policies. Primary among them is the US policy to be able and ready to launch ICBMs before they can be destroyed in their silos. The fixed locations of US ICBMs are well known, and today, as a result of improvements in the accuracy of Russian ICBMs, the US ICBMs are highly vulnerable. By comparison, US submarines at sea would not be destroyed by a Russian strike (since their locations are secret), nor would US strategic bombers if they were sent aloft at the first sign of a crisis. Submarines at sea can cruise for weeks or months after an attack, and bombers can stay airborne for hours and be recalled before they launch their weapons.


For US ICBMs to survive a first strike from Russia, they must be launched before the attack arrives. Thus, they must be on alert and ready for launch 24-7. Not only that, but there must also be a warning system in place that can detect the Russian launch with high confidence so that the US ICBMs can be launched on the basis of that warning.


This is where the trouble begins. The president has four ways to launch nuclear weapons: an unprovoked first strike (no international crisis), a preemptive first strike (during a crisis when it may be feared the other side is about to strike), a launch on warning of attack (missiles are reportedly headed our way), or a retaliatory attack (after an attack has landed). To preempt a possible nuclear attack, there must be highly reliable intelligence that the adversary is about to launch—but has not yet done so. To launch ICBMs on warning of attack means that the attack, if real, has not yet landed. Therefore, if US ICBMs are launched and the reported attack turns out to be a false alarm, the United States would just have started a nuclear war by mistake (as described in the opening scenario). The weapons cannot be recalled, and it is unlikely that Russian leaders could be convinced not to retaliate on the basis that it was all a big mix-up. In other words, the end of civilization would be at hand.


The United States developed the ability to launch on warning in the early 1970s, under the Nixon administration.53 President Carter’s Presidential Directive 59 stated: “While it will remain our policy not to rely on launching nuclear weapons on warning that an attack has begun, appropriate pre-planning, especially for ICBMs that are vulnerable to a preemptive attack, will be undertaken to provide the President an option of so launching.” Similarly, under President Reagan, the policy was that “the United States does not rely on its capability for launch on warning or launch under attack to ensure credibility of our deterrent. At the same time, our ability to carry out such options complicates Soviet assessments of war outcomes and enhances deterrence.”54


This wonky policy prose hides a deeply ingrained preference among nuclear war planners for launching US nuclear weapons first—either preemptively or on warning of attack—rather than after an attack. As far back as Gen. Curtis LeMay and the Strategic Air Command, nuclear warfighters intended to gain warning of an attack and “beat him to the draw” by launching a preemptive strike.55


From a war planner’s point of view, a first strike is a straightforward affair: carry out the preprogrammed war plan. But retaliation after an attack is a planner’s nightmare. All or most ICBMs would be destroyed. Communications would be at best unreliable, and coordination of forces next to impossible. Since no one has ever been able to practice communications during a nuclear war, thankfully, no one really knows what would happen.


“However demanding our no-notice exercises, they could never realistically replicate the equally problematic circumstances of an actual nuclear attack,” said former STRATCOM commander Gen. George Lee Butler, “during which men and machines would be tested under the most demanding and terrifying conditions imaginable.”56


But from a president’s point of view, launch on warning raises the possibility of starting nuclear war—by mistake. President Kennedy’s defense secretary Robert McNamara called launch on warning “insane,” arguing that “there’s no military requirement for it.”57


What makes this situation so dangerous is that we know that the US early warning system is fallible. The United States has had at least three false alarms, and Russia at least two. We also know that presidents are fallible. Humans are prone to mistakes, and their machines can fail. (More on this last point in chapter 3.)


It is no wonder that all presidents in the nuclear age have recoiled at the thought of using the bomb a third time. The more powerful the weapons have become, the less useful as weapons they are.


“As the weapons began to rain down, the final truth would be laid bare,” Gen. Butler wrote about what a real nuclear war would be like. “There would be no winners in this merciless exchange; once deterrence failed there would be nothing left to fight for, only retribution to be exacted. Now the only certainty was that, in the face of utter desolation, the living would surely envy the dead.”58


It is interesting to note that two recent US presidents, George W. Bush and Barack Obama, both talked during their campaigns about the risks of false alarms and the need to take nuclear weapons off high alert. Bush declared that “the United States should remove as many weapons as possible from high-alert, hair-trigger status,” and argued that the capability for a “quick launch within minutes of warning” was an “unnecessary vestige of cold-war confrontation.” Bush added that “keeping so many weapons on high alert may create unacceptable risks of accidental or unauthorized launch.”59 Obama promised to take Minuteman missiles off alert, warning that policies like launch on warning “increase the risk of catastrophic accidents or miscalculation.”


Unfortunately, when these leaders had the authority and opportunity to significantly change these policies, they did not. US Minuteman missiles, armed with nuclear warheads, sit in their silos today, ready to launch in minutes, at the direction of the commander in chief.
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