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The "Dirty Bomb" Scenario

Talk of radioactive bombs and the safety of nuclear power facilities

has raised fears of nuclear terrorism. Just how realistic is it?
BYTONY KARON
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Osama Bin Laden has made no secret of his ambition to join the
nuclear club — he has even proclaimed it a "religious duty" for
Muslim states to acquire nuclear, chemical and biological weapons
to attack the West. But intelligence officials believe that the best he
has managed to achieve, thus far, is a limited membership of that
club, in the form of radioactive material that could be dispersed
using conventional explosives — the so-called "dirty bomb."

Speculation over a possible al Qaeda
nuclear threat has mounted since the
Times of London last Friday reported
that Western intelligence officials

believe bin Laden's organization has

acquired nuclear materials, allegedly
from Pakistan. Although the Pakistani
radioactive isotopes in order to

government pooh-poohed the reports :

.. . R spew out that nuclear material and
and lIlSlStS ltS nuclear program 1S 1n Safe contaminate a wide area. The
hands. it had earlier placed two of its military usefulness of such devices

? . N . have always been in dispute. In fact,
best-known former nuclear scientists in the TNT in such a bomb may still be
"protective custody." One had been an more dangerous than the nuclear
outspoken supporter of the Taliban.

TIME Pentagon correspondent
Mark Thompson explains:

"Dirty nukes are what you may
choose to build if you're unable to
create a real nuclear bomb, i.e. one
whose explosion is based on a
nuclear reaction. A dirty bomb is a
conventional explosive salted with

material. Its destructive power
would really depend on the size of
the conventional bomb, and the
volume and nature of the nuclear
material.

Concerns over Pakistan's nukes aren't
limited to the possibility of small
amounts of nuclear waste finding its
way into the hands of Al Qaeda. Know-
how remains an essential component of
any nuclear weapons program, and
Western intelligence services are plainly
concerned over the possibility of bin
Laden's network attracting sympathetic individuals from among
Pakistan's nuclear scientists. Both Pakistan and the U.S. deny a
report in this week's New Yorker magazine suggesting that
American and Israeli commandos are already training for a
scenario in which General Musharraf's government is overthrown
by pro-Taliban elements and Pakistan's nuclear warheads have to
be kept out of the hands of his successors.

"The assumption has been that
forces who would build a dirty nuke
would do so because it's far, far
easier than to build a nuclear bomb.
It's unlikely to kill 10,000 people, but
any bomb that killed people and set
off Geiger counters would terrify a
whole city. It's ultimately a pure
terror weapon."
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While it may be far from inconceivable

that bin Laden's network may have the

capability to create a dirty bomb, operating a nuclear program
would be a Herculean challenge for an organization whose survival
depends on its relative invisibility. Even fully-functioning states
such as Pakistan have needed decades of research and the
assistance of nuclear-capable allies to develop their bomb
programs, and they haven't had to hide the extensive scientific and
industrial infrastructure required to build nuclear weapons. And
given that a dirty bomb's function is primarily to spread terror
through contamination, terrorists may be inclined to view
chemical and biological weapons as a more attractive investment.

But just as the September 11 terrorists created fearsome weapons
out of America's own civilian transport system, their successors
may seek to do the same with the U.S. civilian energy
infrastructure. The International Atomic Energy Agency warned
this week that "we have been alerted to the potential of terrorists
targeting nuclear facilities or using radioactive sources to incite
panic, contaminate property, and even cause injury or death
among civilian populations," and called for massive new
investment in the security of the world's nuclear energy facilities.
Indeed, the first order of business in defending against an Al
Qaeda nuclear threat may simply involve rendering America's
atomic energy plants safe from attack.
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