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Nuclear terrorism is not a post-9/11 or even post–cold
war phenomenon. In fact, this review of declassified
intelligence estimates spanning the past five decades
reveals that the prospect of a clandestine nuclear attack
on the United States—be it from the Soviet Union,
China, or al Qaeda—has been a regular concern for
U.S. officials since the advent of nuclear weapons.
Although the estimates themselves have been a mixed
bag of quiet successes and failures, this article’s key
findings suggest that the threat of nuclear terrorism is
very real and that the U.S. government remains ill pre-
pared to counter that treat.

Keywords: intelligence community; nuclear weapons;
intelligence estimates; terrorism

This article represents the first comprehen-
sive analysis of publicly available intelli-

gence assessments regarding the threat of
nuclear terrorism to the United States. It draws
primarily on declassified Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA) National Intelligence Estimates
(NIEs) but also on unclassified CIA analyses,
intelligence estimates leaked to the media, the
findings of relevant government agencies and
commissions, and statements made by senior
intelligence and political officials. Since nuclear
terrorism lies at the nexus of three arenas
that the U.S. government treats with supreme
secrecy—intelligence, nuclear weapons, and
terrorism—this discussion will necessarily
remain unfinished until all of the relevant
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information is declassified. Nevertheless, given the past, present, and future
threat posed by nuclear terrorism, it is essential to understand the collective
judgments of the U.S. Intelligence Community (IC) on the subject—not only
during the past five years, but over the past fifty.

I proceed in five sections. I begin with a discussion of the purpose, production,
and inherent limitations of community-wide intelligence estimates. Turning to
the evidence, I first review intelligence estimates on the possibility of Soviet or
Chinese clandestine nuclear attacks on the United States, the first manifestation
of nuclear terrorism during the 1950s and 1960s. Next, I explore the era of mod-
ern international terrorism that emerged in the late 1960s, along with concerns
about U.S. civilian nuclear safeguards and unsecured American nuclear storage
depots abroad. I then address the breakup of the Soviet Union, including the
subsequent insecurity of its nuclear arsenal and the arrival of the international
jihadist groups with nuclear ambitions, most notably al Qaeda. Finally, I analyze
the key themes that stand out upon examining more than a half-century of declas-
sified intelligence estimates of the nuclear terror threat. A careful review of the
available evidence reveals four key findings: (1) nuclear weapons or materials can
be stolen or diverted with relative ease; (2) terrorist groups are obsessed with
obtaining a nuclear weapon; (3) a bomb could be smuggled into America without
detection; and (4) the U.S. government has been, and remains, insufficiently pre-
pared to counter these threats.

What Are Intelligence Estimates?

Intelligence estimates are analytical products developed by the IC to establish
both the state of knowledge of an important issue and clear gaps in understand-
ing.1 Government agencies, businesses, and large organizations produce versions
of intelligence estimates to better comprehend their operating environments and
to develop long-range action plans. Because competitors and adversaries contin-
uously hide their true intentions through denial and deception, intelligence esti-
mates naturally suffer from a lack of information. In the U.S. government, the
crown jewel of intelligence estimates is the NIE. According to the CIA,

A National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) is the most authoritative written judgment con-
cerning a national security issue prepared by the Director of Central Intelligence.
Unlike “current intelligence” products, which describe the present, most NIEs forecast
future developments and many address their implications for the United States. NIEs
cover a wide range of issues—from military to technological to economic to political
trends. NIEs are addressed to the highest level of policymakers—up to and including
the President. They are often drafted in response to a specific request from a policy-
maker. Estimates are designed not just to provide information but to help policymakers
think through issues.2

The process of writing an NIE begins either when the director of national
intelligence (DNI) chooses to produce one, or when the executive branch, the
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Joint Chiefs of Staff, or, more rarely, Congress, requests one. Once the request is
approved, Terms of Reference are drafted to outline “issues and key questions to
be covered in the Estimate.”3 Next, a national intelligence officer in the National
Intelligence Council (NIC), or an outside expert, drafts the Estimate based on all
of the available information on the subject. The author then distributes it for
approval to the fifteen intelligence agencies that comprise the wider IC, which
are allowed to include dissenting opinions in footnotes on key issues of disagree-
ment. The NIE is then forwarded to the National Intelligence Board—a group
chaired by the DNI and composed of senior IC officials—for its prompt approval.
Finally, the NIE is disseminated as a classified document to policy makers under
the signature of the DNI.4

[T]he Iraq Estimate was an action-forcing
document written to influence a congressional
vote to approve the Iraq war, [whereas most
National Intelligence Estimates] are stand-

alone products that inform the ongoing process
of national security policy making.

The NIE arrived with infamy onto the national scene after an October 2002
Estimate, “Iraq’s Continuing Programs for Weapons of Mass Destruction,” con-
cluded that Iraq had chemical and biological weapons and would have a nuclear
weapon within eight years’ time. Charles Duelfer, director of the CIA’s Iraq
Survey Group, later acknowledged that in estimating Saddam Hussein’s weapons
of mass destruction (WMD) programs, “we were almost all wrong.”5 According
to the various bodies that investigated the October 2002 NIE, the ninety-three-
page estimate of Iraq’s WMD capabilities suffered from an assortment of intelli-
gence tradecraft errors. The Senate Select Committee on Intelligence found it
was compiled hurriedly and approved in twenty days, whereas the IC ideally
prefers three months. The CIA’s after-action assessment noted that “[the NIE]
was the product of three separate drafters, each responsible for independent sec-
tions, drawing from a mixed bag of analytic product.” The Commission on the
Intelligence Capabilities of the United States regarding Weapons of Mass
Destruction listed as “a central flaw of the NIE” that it took “defensible assump-
tions (of Saddam Hussein’s prior behavior) and swathed them in the mystique of
intelligence, providing secret information that seemed to support them but was
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in fact nearly worthless, if not misleading.”6 A key difference between this flawed
NIE and those presented below is that the Iraq Estimate was an action-forcing
document written to influence a congressional vote to approve the Iraq war,
while most NIEs are stand-alone products that inform the ongoing process of
national security policy making.

1950s and 1960s:
The Clandestine Problem

The United States lost its short-lived nuclear monopoly when, on August 29,
1949, the Soviet Union conducted its first successful atomic test at Semipalatinsk,
Kazakhstan.7 In its first NIE after the Soviet test, the CIA warned that “the con-
tinental US will be for the first time liable to devastating attack.”8 Before the
advent of the first Soviet intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) in 1957 and
nuclear-armed submarines in 1960, bombers were judged to be Moscow’s most
likely means of nuclear attack on the United States. Nevertheless, a November
1950 NIE warned that “the Soviet Union has the capability for clandestine
atomic explosions in ports and in selected inland areas.”9

In 1951, the CIA updated that estimate and produced its first complete analy-
sis of the issue with an NIE titled “Soviet Capabilities for Clandestine Attack
against the U.S. with Weapons of Mass Destruction and the Vulnerability of the
U.S. to Such Attack.”10 This fascinating document demonstrates that, within two
years of Soviet acquisition, the CIA had mapped out many of the pathways that
a state—or nonstate—actor could use to discretely deliver a bomb into the
United States to this day. This NIE found that the Soviet Union, from the least
to greatest probability, could

• “Smuggle an atomic bomb through customs as a commercial shipment.”
• Conduct a “clandestine attack with civilian aircraft of a type used by US or foreign

transoceanic airlines.”
• “(Utilize) a merchant ship for delivering an atomic weapon into a key US harbor.”
• “[Smuggle] . . . an atomic bomb, especially if disassembled, from a Soviet port into an

isolated section of the US.”

This final method was deemed the most likely means of a Soviet clandestine
atomic attack on the United States. “The USSR,” the NIE concluded, “will have
no scruples about employing any weapon or tactic which promises success in
terms of over-all Soviet objectives.” Given this assessment, one would hope that
the U.S. government would have been sufficiently alarmed to act on such an
analysis. Unfortunately, the Estimate included a troubling assessment as relevant
today as it was fifty-five years ago:

No coordinated over-all plan has yet been complete for the detection and prevention of
the smuggling of atomic weapons into the US at secluded points. Until such a plan is
complete and put into effective operation, the US will remain vulnerable to this threat.
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Throughout the 1950s, the CIA periodically updated its estimate of the clan-
destine threat to reflect how such an attack corresponded with the Soviet Union’s
growing strategic capabilities for striking the United States. One such NIE, writ-
ten in 1955, explores the possibility of “Clandestine Introduction of Nuclear
Weapons under Diplomatic Immunity.”11 This Estimate noted that weapons
ranging “from one kiloton to one megaton in yield . . . could be designed to
break down into components weighing from a few pounds up to 25 pounds in the
case of small-yield weapons and up to approximately 200 pounds in the case of
large yield weapons.” By using the shield of diplomatic immunity, it was envi-
sioned that Moscow could place nuclear weapons at Soviet diplomatic establish-
ments, such as at its Washington embassy, or in its United Nations delegation
offices in New York City. According to the Estimate, “In this way [the Soviet
Union] could virtually insure successful attack on two major targets without using
a large number of personnel and without incurring the risks involved in trans-
porting nuclear weapons to areas which do not enjoy diplomatic immunity.” The
NIE ultimately estimated that “the chances are now slightly better than even that
the USSR would not undertake” an attack using diplomatic immunity. In an
interesting dissenting footnote, the assistant director of the FBI contended—and
the director of naval intelligence concurred—that “it is impossible to predict
whether the USSR would or would not attempt to utilize the diplomatic pouch
to clandestinely introduce nuclear weapons into the US.”12 Given that, to this day,
there are no limitations to the size of a diplomatic pouch, there was no technical
constraint precluding the FBI’s concerns.13

The Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962 rekindled interest in protecting the United
States from a clandestine nuclear attack. In the collective cold war memory, the
crisis is remembered as an “eyeball to eyeball” confrontation between
Khrushchev and Kennedy in which the Soviets blinked first.14 This triumphalist
attitude, however, should have been tempered by the fact that, despite persistent
intelligence collection on Cuba and Soviet freight shipping to the island, Moscow
succeeded in covertly dispatching approximately 130 nuclear warheads—with an
explosive power of more than fifty megatons—ninety miles from the U.S coast-
line.15 An NIE approved six months prior to the Soviet shipment concluded erro-
neously that it was “unlikely that the [Soviet] Bloc will provide Cuba with
strategic weapon systems.”16 After Moscow and Washington negotiated an end to
the crisis, 98 tactical nuclear warheads remained in Cuba, unbeknownst to the
United States.17 Fidel Castro requested that the warheads stay on the island to
deter an American invasion, but Moscow refused, and on Christmas Day, the
remaining Soviet nuclear arsenal was removed from Cuba.18

After the Cuban Missile Crisis, President John F. Kennedy became concerned
that nuclear weapons or other WMD could be smuggled into the United States.19

The CIA thus reexamined the threat of clandestine nuclear attacks, and a March
1963 NIE reconfirmed that such an attempt would be easy. “Nuclear weapons
yielding up to 300 [kilotons],” the NIE stated, “could be brought into the United
States by a variety of means such as by ground or air transport across land borders
or at points along U.S. seacoasts.”20 Even in the ballistic missile age, clandestine
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attacks retained the comparative advantage of “extreme accuracy or the desire to
deny warning time.” But, given the “growing number and dispersal of US deliv-
ery vehicles,” and subsequent “limited advantages of this course of action,” it was
ultimately deemed unlikely that the Soviets would introduce nuclear weapons
clandestinely.”

In January 1968, the Joint Chiefs of Staff requested that the 1963 NIE be
updated to reflect the proliferation of nuclear weapons capabilities, and more
specifically the threat from China, which tested its first bomb in October 1964.21

From its allies, this NIE confidently concluded that “we can foresee no changes
in the world situation so radical as to motivate the UK, France, or any of the other
potential nuclear powers to attempt to clandestinely introduce nuclear weapons
into the US.” From China, however, the Estimate noted that, “because the
Chinese have no other means of attacking the US with nuclear weapons, they
might consider a clandestine emplacement effort with the object of deterring the
US from attack on Communist China.” Beijing was believed to have faced greater
difficulties in smuggling a bomb than Moscow. First, “Chinese weapons are prob-
ably fairly large and would probably require more detailed assembly and check
out after being brought in than would Soviet designs”; and second, “There are no
Chinese Communist diplomatic establishments in the US, Canada, or Mexico.
The absence of such bases precludes the use of diplomatic pouches for the clan-
destine introduction of nuclear weapons or their components.” Although Beijing
could have overcome these disadvantages, it was deemed unlikely they would do
so because a detonated smuggled bomb would not deter the U.S. from launch-
ing a devastating nuclear attack on China.22

[Early National Intelligence Estimates] make
clear that a clandestine nuclear attack from
Russia or China was alarmingly achievable

and a constant possibility.

These early NIEs make clear that a clandestine nuclear attack from Russia or
China was alarmingly achievable and a constant possibility. The CIA, however,
never considered such an attack by either country to be likely, and to date no
available evidence shows that Moscow or Beijing ever considered such an attack
during the cold war. The NIEs envisioned that a smuggled bomb would be det-
onated only after either state decided to commence a general war with the
United States and only as a subsidiary component of an all-out attack. None of
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the declassified NIEs ever concluded that an all-out war with China or the Soviet
Union was likely in the foreseeable future during the time period in which they
were published.

Interestingly, although the CIA quickly dismissed the clandestine threat from
Great Britain or France, no NIEs mention how—or even if—the U.S. govern-
ment could attribute the source of the fissile material used in a bomb through
forensic attribution if no state claimed responsibility. A 1970 NIE even found it
“conceivable that the Chinese Communists might seek to introduce into the US
a nuclear device with the intention of detonating it under certain circumstances
. . . in hope that it would lead US authorities to conclude that the action had
been perpetrated by the Soviets” or, alternatively, “introduce into the US a
nuclear device so constructed as to appear to be of Soviet origin, and intended
not to be detonated but to be discovered by US authorities.”23

Modern Terrorism

International terrorism was only a distant concern to the U.S. national security
community prior to the late 1960s. Reflecting on his time in the Pentagon, for-
mer secretary of defense Robert McNamara later noted, “I don’t think we used
the term terrorist.”24 Influenced by the tactics of the Vietcong in the Vietnam
War, government documents termed acts of terrorism as conducted by “insur-
gents,” “guerillas,” “extremists,” or “dissident groups.” In March 1967, the
JASONs—a group of some forty scientists who conducted secret research pro-
jects for the Pentagon—studied the likely consequences of the American use of
tactical nuclear weapons (TNWs) in Vietnam.25 Under the leadership of physicist
Freeman Dyson, the JASON study found that the U.S. military would see few
battlefield advantages from using TNWs because the Vietcong moved in small
groups under the cover of the jungle and could quickly rebuild damaged trans-
portation routes. Crossing the nuclear threshold in Southeast Asia, however,
could lead the Soviets or Chinese to provide the Vietcong TNWs—in the form of
atomic demolition devices, nuclear mortars, or recoilless rifles—which would
have had devastating effects on the Saigon airport, densely populated U.S. bases,
and Army and Air Force logistics facilities. Furthermore, if the Vietcong attacks
succeeded, “insurgent groups everywhere in the world would take note and
would try by all available means to acquire TNWs by themselves. . . . It is there-
fore of tremendous long-range importance to avoid setting a precedent for the
use of TNW by guerilla forces.”26

International terrorism in its modern connotation exploded onto the world
stage when the Palestinian Liberation Organization conducted a series of airline
highjackings, embassy attacks, and the massacre of eleven Israeli athletes at
the 1972 Munich Olympics. In the wake of Munich, the CIA’s Directorate of
Intelligence created its first analytical team to systematically collect data on sig-
nificant terrorist events and terror groups, and published the results in Weekly
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Situation Reports.27 It was not until April 1976 that the CIA produced its first
comprehensive analysis of international terrorism, “International and Transnational
Terrorism: Diagnosis and Prognosis.”28 The study concluded that “there has been
a marked and enduring upsurge in transnational terrorism since 1967.” The
emergent phenomenon was characterized by five factors: (1) “a substantial
increase in the number of terrorist groups,” (2) “a trend toward greater interna-
tional contact and cooperation among terrorist groups,” (3) “a trend toward bolder
and more dramatic actions,” (4) “the general popularity of American targets,” and
(5) “significant regional differences in the intensity and nature of such violence.”
Exacerbating these factors was “the diffusion of terrorist-adaptable technological
know-how,” which led the CIA to estimate that

the prospect of nuclear-armed terrorists can, in fact, no longer be dismissed. But
because of the major problems that would be involved in the acquisition, storage, trans-
port, and employment of a nuclear device, a more likely scenario—at least in the short
term—would be a terrorist seizure of a nuclear weapons storage facility or a nuclear
power plant to exploit the publicity and the bargaining power in the attendant threat of
radiological pollution.29

Since the late 1960s, officials in the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) had
been scrutinizing the relative insecurity of nuclear reactor facilities in the United
States. In 1965, six bombs’ worth of highly enriched uranium (HEU) from the
Nuclear Materials and Equipment Corporation in Apollo, Pennsylvania, were
found to have gone missing.30 In 1966, twenty low-enriched uranium (LEU) fuel
canisters were stolen—and later recovered—from the Bradwell Nuclear Power
Station in Essex, England.31 Spurred by these incidences of nuclear loss or theft,
the AEC directed seven outside nuclear industry experts, lawyers, and accoun-
tants to study the issue of U.S. nuclear safeguards. In March 1967, the panel
recommended that the AEC require nuclear power operators to improve and
upgrade existing safeguards—specifically, physical protection, accounting, and
oversight—to prevent the diversion of nuclear material.32 The panel also warned,
for the first time in a U.S. government publication, that “safeguards programs
should also be designed in recognition of the problem of the terrorist or criminal
groups clandestinely acquiring nuclear weapons or materials useful therein.”33

Though the AEC succeeded in implementing some of the panel’s recommen-
dations, a “perfect storm”—a combination of more lethal terrorist attacks, nuclear
terror hoaxes, and a constellation of dedicated physicists and academics warning
about the relative ease of stealing fissile material and making a crude nuclear
device—led the U.S. government to further study the issue.34 In 1974, the AEC
directed five independent experts to evaluate the safeguards in place in America’s
civilian nuclear facilities.35 Led by technology consultant David Rosenbaum, the
Special Safeguards Study warned that the U.S. system was “entirely out of propor-
tion to the danger to the public” because of the contemporary nature of terrorism:

Terrorists groups have increased their professional skills, intelligence networks, finances,
and levels of armaments throughout the world. International terrorist organizations,
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particularly those of the Arabs, probably have the ability to infiltrate highly trained
teams of 10 to 15 men into this country without detection. . . . Because of the wide-
spread dissemination of instructions for processing special nuclear materials and for
making simple nuclear weapons, acquisition of special nuclear material remains the only
substantial problem facing groups which desire to have such weapons.36

Senator Abraham Ribicoff, causing an uproar over the issue, leaked a draft copy
of the Special Safeguards Study to the press. According to the AEC, “due to the
amount of public attention being given to the safeguards area and the resulting
flood of information in the media, and the increase of terrorism,” the federal
agency subsequently revised its rules, adopting most of the recommendations
that emanated from the Study.37

During the 1970s, the U.S. government also became worried about the secu-
rity of its nuclear weapons arsenal, which was deployed in twenty-seven countries
and territories during the cold war.38 Spurred by the gang-bombing of the Fifth
Army Corps Headquarters in Frankfurt, Germany, in 1972, and the assassination
of the CIA station chief in Athens, Greece, in 1975, concern arose about the
potential nuclear terror threat from Western European terrorist groups. Terrorist
groups and nuclear-peace activists surveyed some of the more than one hundred
isolated depots where U.S nuclear weapons were maintained and published
detailed handbooks of the warhead transportation and safeguards procedures.39

In 1978, a leaked CIA estimate identified the more than six thousand war-
heads stored in NATO nuclear depots in Western Europe as “the most vulnera-
ble and therefore most likely targets for future terrorist activity.”40 One year
earlier, the Pentagon’s Studies, Analysis and Gaming Agency conducted a week-
long hypothetical exercise with thirty-five members of the national security com-
munity to consider how they would react if terrorists obtained a bomb and used
it to blackmail the United States.41 Although the exercise results were never
declassified, participants reported that the seized weapon ended up in the hands
of an unpredictable third-world leader.42

A December 1975 CIA report, “Managing Nuclear Proliferation: The Politics
of Limited Choice,” echoed the concerns of the Pentagon exercise.

If a terrorist group does acquire nuclear explosives, it can rely upon unconventional
delivery methods which would be inappropriate for any but the most desperate or irra-
tional state. Any form of transport—airplane, boat, truck, or train—could conceivably be
employed. Unlike a state, terrorists with a mobile base of operations need not be con-
cerned with the threat of counter-attack, hence they are not subject to the deterrence of
defense systems that constrains states.43

On a positive note, the study observed that there were “sufficient systemic con-
straints against nuclearly-armed [sic] terrorists that non-state actors seem more
likely to be an aberration than a characteristic of nuclear proliferation.” Among
these constraints: a nuclear terrorist group would have to be “well-established and
well-financed,” the bomb might be too large for nonmissile or nonplane delivery,
and the group would be “the most sensitive to adverse public reactions.”44
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Loose Nukes and the Jihadist Terror Threat

When the Soviet Union disbanded on December 25, 1991, the IC was deeply
troubled about the Red Army’s command and control of its nuclear arsenal.45 The
Soviet arsenal, consisting of more than thirty thousand nuclear warheads, was
dispersed throughout eleven time zones in Russia, in all fifteen former Soviet
republics, as well as in East Germany, Hungary, Poland, Bulgaria, and
Czechoslovakia.46 A June 1991 NIE, titled “Implications of Alternative Soviet
Futures,” warned that the worst-case scenario would be a fragmentation of the
Soviet Union in which Moscow lost any effective central control over its former
republics. According to the NIE,

This scenario is potentially the most dangerous for the West because of the chaos and
unpredictability of events. Although the USSR would disappear as a cohesive military
power, the prospects of nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction falling into the
hands of some republics, mutinous troops, or radical groups would pose a new set of
risks. . . . There would also be a greater chance for nuclear materials and expertise
finding their way to foreign states seeking to develop nuclear weapons.47

Another NIE on the topic, written three months later, warned of the potential
threats from fragmentation in more stark terms: “The disappearance of reliable
central control over nuclear weapons in some republics, as well as uncertainty
over their disposition, would increase the prospect of nuclear weapons falling
into terrorist hands.”48

A June 1991 NIE, titled “Implications of
Alternative Soviet Futures,” warned that the

worst-case scenario would be a fragmentation of
the Soviet Union in which Moscow lost any

effective central control over its former republics.

As far as is known, the dissolution of the Soviet Union did not lead to the
worst-case scenario—loose nukes in the hands of terrorists. But the loss of a
nuclear warhead or fissile material from the 221 nuclear facilities in the former
Soviet Union remained, in the words of FBI Director Louis Freeh, “the greatest
long-term threat to the security of the United States.”49 In late 1994, the DCI’s
Joint Atomic Energy Intelligence Committee (JAEIC, pronounced “Jake”)—an
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interagency group that meets bimonthly to discuss items related to nuclear
intelligence—conducted a comprehensive examination that came to the chilling
conclusion that “none of these facilities in Russia or other newly independent
states had adequate safeguards or security measures by international standards
for weapons-useable materials.”50 Although there are no known instances in
which nuclear material leaked from Russia into terrorist hands, the CIA’s
National Intelligence Council later concluded that “weapons-grade and weapons-
usable nuclear materials have been stolen from some Russian institutes. We
assess that undetected smuggling has occurred.” Although the report goes on to
say that “we do not know the extent or magnitude of such thefts,” it then lists four
specific instances of smuggling between 1992 and 1999.51

Despite the U.S. Cooperative Threat Reduction program, which has advanced
the goal of dismantling and securing the former Soviet nuclear arsenal since
1991, a September 1996 leaked CIA report demonstrated how persistent and
challenging the problem of protecting Russia’s nuclear weapons remained. The
top secret report, “Prospects for Unsanctioned Use of Russian Nuclear
Weapons,” warned that “the Russian nuclear command and control system is
being subjected to stresses it was not designed to withstand as a result of wrench-
ing social change, economic hardship, and malaise within the armed forces.” The
report further noted that Russia’s twenty-thousand-plus tactical nuclear weapons
“appear to be the weapons most at risk”—a daunting assertion considering that
some of these could have been carried by one person, weighing as little as sixty-
five pounds.52 Finally, the report shattered the false sense of security that Russia’s
weapons would ultimately be protected from unauthorized use by permissive
action links, stating that “all technical [security] measures can be circumvented—
probably within weeks or days depending on the weapons involved.”53

Along with the threat of loose nuclear material, the decline of the Soviet
Union assisted in creating the second significant modern nuclear terror threat. In
February 1989, Moscow withdrew the last Red Army soldiers from Afghanistan,
in effect conceding victory to the Islamic mujahideen. The Arab and Afghan
jihadis, under the leadership of Osama Bin Laden and others, renamed their suc-
cessful resistance organization al Qaeda. As early as 1993, U.S. intelligence offi-
cials learned of Bin Laden’s efforts to acquire nuclear materials or warheads from
former Soviet republics.54 These attempts failed as al Qaeda brokers were conned
into buying low-grade reactor fuel and radioactive waste.55 In 1993, Jamal
al-Fadl, a senior al Qaeda operative, purchased a three-foot cylinder of weapons-
grade uranium for $1.5 million from a former Sudanese military officer.56

According to Michael Scheuer, former chief of the Bin Laden Unit in the CIA’s
Counterterrorism Center (CTC), by mid- to late 1996, the “Bin Laden unit
acquired detailed information about the careful, professional manner in which
al-Qaeda was seeking to acquire nuclear weapons . . . there could be no doubt
after this date that al-Qaeda was in deadly earnest in seeking nuclear weapons.”57

In 1993, the Pentagon’s Office on Special Operations and Low Intensity Conflict
convened a panel of forty-one retired intelligence analysts and counterterrorist
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experts to brainstorm about the evolution of international terrorism. Their still-
classified report, Terror 2000: The Future Face of Terrorism, was a departure
from other government-sponsored studies that catalogued the post–cold war ter-
rorist groups and warned of their capabilities and intentions. The Terror 2000
report predicted that terrorists would use chemical or biological agents on a
major subway system; conduct multiple, simultaneous attacks to strain govern-
ment response capabilities; strike a major financial center in the United States;
and hijack civilian airliners to strike American landmarks. The report noted that
“horrified civilians will get to watch every step in a terrorist plot. CNN and other
networks will certainly air the footage.”58 This prescient report also concluded
that

easy access to biological, chemical and nuclear technologies will bring many new play-
ers to the game of mass destruction. They may not even be limited to states and tradi-
tional terrorist groups. Organized crime, fanatical single-issue groups and even
individuals all will be able to acquire weapons once limited to regional and world pow-
ers. . . . [A WMD attack on the U.S] is increasingly probable, perhaps within the next
five years.59

The Terror 2000 report was reprinted and circulated within the Pentagon, Justice
Department, and Federal Emergency Management Agency. A sanitized version
was also prepared in book form for public consumption. The federal government,
however, never released the report in declassified form because of concerns that
it would inspire terrorists, that the scenarios were too far-fetched, and, in the
words of report’s manager, that it was “a little too scary for the times.”60

September 11, 2001, demonstrated that the United States was both a host to,
and victim of, attacks that former DCI George Tenet aptly described as “profes-
sionally conceived and executed.”61 Two facets of 9/11 caused the IC to reevalu-
ate the threat of nuclear terrorism. First, the use of conventional means—civilian
airliners—led the December 2001 NIE to conclude that “the Intelligence
Community judges that US territory is more likely to be attacked with WMD
using nonmissile means—most likely from terrorists—than by missiles, primarily
because nonmissile delivery means are less costly, easier to acquire, and more
reliable and accurate.”62 It had been the opinion of the IC for decades that the
political prestige and deterrence strength of missiles made them the weapon of
choice for WMD attacks on the United States.63

Second, the avalanche of media and government investigations into 9/11, and
documents recovered from al Qaeda safe houses in Afghanistan, revealed that
Osama bin Laden meant it when he declared in 1998 that obtaining a weapon of
mass destruction was “a religious duty.” A biannual CIA report to Congress on
the “Acquisition of Technology Relating to Weapons of Mass Destruction and
Advanced Conventional Munitions” said of the documents, “We have uncovered
rudimentary diagrams of nuclear weapons inside a suspected al Qa’ida safehouse
in Kabul. These diagrams, while crude, describe essential components—uranium
and high explosives—common to nuclear weapons.”64 The fall of the Taliban also
revealed that Bin Laden had met with scientists from the Pakistani nuclear
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weapons program on several occasions before 9/11, leading the CIA’s Weapons
Intelligence, Nonproliferation, and Arms Control unit to determine that al Qaeda
“probably had access to nuclear expertise and facilities and that there was a real
possibility of the group developing a crude nuclear device.”65 The Commission on
the Intelligence Capabilities of the United States regarding Weapons of Mass
Destruction later revealed that “[intelligence] analysts were largely unaware of the
extent of al-Qa’ida’s weapons of mass destruction research and development.”66

In the past few years, the IC has focused on the threat of nuclear terrorism to
an unprecedented extent. The NIC’s 2020 Project report, Mapping the Global
Future, aptly summarizes the IC’s current consensus opinion on the subject:

With advances in the design of simplified nuclear weapons, terrorists will continue to
seek to acquire fissile material in order to construct a nuclear weapon. Concurrently,
they can be expected to continue to purchase or steal a weapon, particularly in Russia
or Pakistan. Given the possibility that terrorists could acquire nuclear weapons, the use
of such weapons by extremists before 2020 cannot be ruled out.67

Conclusion

American intelligence estimates about the development of nuclear weapons
by other states and their intentions for their use have been a mixed bag of quiet
successes and notable failures. Knowing the capabilities and intentions of non-
state groups interested in obtaining nuclear weapons is undoubtedly a much
more difficult proposition. Nevertheless, in reviewing the history of known intel-
ligence estimates of the threat of nuclear terrorism, several important themes
emerge: the proliferation of interest among of nonstate actors to obtaining a
bomb, the acknowledged ease with which terrorists could assemble a crude
nuclear device, the ease with which any malicious actor could smuggle it into the
United States, and the continued surprise of the U.S. government that this threat
has persisted over a half century. The intelligence estimates presented above
demonstrate beyond any doubt that the United States has been sufficiently
warned about the very real possibility of a nuclear terror attack. If a terrorists’
bomb were detonated on American soil tomorrow, given the sustained strategic
warning that the IC has provided to policy makers, it would be a “bolt from the
blue” only to the indifferent, but not the unaware.
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