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Nunn Discusses Security Threats, Remedies
Former Senator Sam Nunn warned of the dangers facing the United States and the world and laid out a plan to reduce the threats in a Council session October 22. 

Nunn is now serving as co-chairman of the Nuclear Threat Initiative, a foundation dedicated to nuclear disarmament, in addition to his position as distinguished professor in the Sam Nunn School of International Affairs at Georgia Tech and chairman of the board of the Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington. He spoke to a capacity audience at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel in McLean, Virginia. 

Recent events have made us aware of our vulnerability, Nunn noted, but said it is important to keep things in perspective. He noted that the United States has faced many challenges and dangers before and he is confident that the nation will again be able to meet the trials. 

"Keeping our eyes on the right goals and challenges is awfully important," he said. "For many years I have believed that keeping weapons of mass destruction out of the hands of those who would not hesitate to use them to kill millions of people is still our most important national security challenge…." 

Nunn said there are three key challenges facing our nation and the world: 

(1) The persistent and growing gap between the developed and the developing world that "continues to inflict humiliation and breed resentment and spark conflict in many dangerous parts of the world." He noted the uneven integration of the developing countries into the global economy, rapid population growth, inadequate public health systems and a shortage of jobs and educational opportunities in those countries. Religious extremism greatly compounds the problem, he said. 

(2) A number of seemingly intractable conflicts that continue to fester around the globe, such as Israel and Palestine and the dispute between India and Pakistan over Kashmir. Both have global importance and create deep grievances that terrorists are eager to exploit. 

(3) Nuclear, biological and chemical weapons, materials and know-how are becoming more widely available to both rogue states and terrorists. 

The dangers didn't begin on September 11, Nunn said. That was not just a tragic warning shot, but a wake-up call which spurs us to take the right steps to protect our country and our future. The likeliest use of weapons would be in terrorists' hands, and we are in a race with them. The U.S. needs a strategy to control weapons and materials on a global basis. 

"We are living in a era of great technology and great possibility, but there is a dark side," he said "It now takes fewer and fewer people to cause greater and greater destruction." 

He explained that the most effective way to prevent nuclear terror is to prevent terrorists from getting weapons in the first place. We need a global effort to achieve this and have entered into a relationship of trust with Russia that would not have been thought possible during the Cold War. He said he and Sen. Richard Lugar are calling for a global coalition against catastrophic weapons led by the two countries. 

"We must built a firebreak against any accidental discharge of nuclear weapons," he emphasized, "not nearly as likely as during the Cold War, but still possible." 

Nunn also called for "an Apollo-scale program" to strengthen public health systems and prepare them against biological warfare, including global standards for handling and use of dangerous pathological materials. The private sector as well as government must be extensively involved in this, he said, with millions of lives dependent on prompt diagnosis and response to a biological attack. 

"The good news on the biological terrorism front is that we've done a lot in the last 12 months," Nunn said. "We will continue to make improvement, but it's a long-term process." 

We must complete the destruction of U.S. and Russian chemical weapons as well, Nunn said. He told how NTI is working to accomplish these goals, including $5 million in aid to move nuclear weapons material from Yugoslavia and investment in time and money to encourage a global coalition the prevent the spread of weapons. 

A vital part of the program must be education of our citizens and those of other countries to demand government action, he added. 

"Today I believe we are far safer than we have been in 40 years," he said. "The U.S. and Russia are getting along. The danger of all-out war is very remote but there is an increased danger of terrorist attacks by nuclear, biological or chemical weapons, which we can reduce. We face major challenges but a historic opportunity. I submit to you that we must seize that opportunity now." 

In a question period following his address, Nunn was asked whether he thinks the government has been making a tactical rather than strategic response to terrorists. He replied that the Administration's actions in the past three months were in three parts. In the first 3 ½ months it did a superb job in responding to September 11. Then it went into a "unilateral stage," doing a lot of things that were misunderstood internationally. President Bush turned this around with his speech to the United Nations, but was undermined by others in the Administration. In the last two or three weeks, Nunn said, the Administration is "getting back on track." He said we must address the challenges through a multinational effort and should work through the UN. 

Nunn praised the President for making it clear that we are not against Islam, "but against extreme and violent people." He said it is the proper strategy to separate most Muslims from extremists, and that otherwise we will win the battle but lose the war. 

"I would like to see Jews, Muslims and Christians walking out of the White House after meetings," he said. 

Nunn said he recently participated in a terrorist war game, and that produced the realization that our nation needs a 20-year strategy "to make sure we don't undermine our own economy and end up doing the terrorists' work for them." 

In response to another question, he said that we must insist on much stricter inspections in Iraq. He said the UN has to stand up for this itself, or it will be very damaged. He said the U.S. should have stared out saying it wanted enforcement of UN orders, instead of emphasizing a regime change. 

Nunn said the nation needs a much clearer nuclear strategy, explaining that it is hard to ask other nations to give up nuclear weapons when we don't have our own clear plan. 

Asked what the difference is between a terrorist and a freedom fighter, Nunn said his definition of a terrorist is one who deliberately targets innocent civilians. He said that dealing with the underlying causes of terrorism is very important and again emphasized the need to separate fundamental extremists from the great majority of Muslims. He said the best minds of our country "must begin a meaningful search for reconciliation." 
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