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he end of the Cold War
has brought new infor-
mationand new perspec-

tives on the era’s nuclear tensions.
Specialists examining how both
sides tried to avoid the accidental
or unauthorized discharge of
nuclear weapons have madesome
troubling discoveries. Their find-
ings may hold important lessons
for the post—Cold War world.

That U.S. nuclear weapons are
under civilian control is widely
taken for granted. In fact, says
Feaver, a political scientist at Duke
University, varying degrees of de
facto control of nuclear weapons
have been given to military com-
manders at various times since
World War II.

Some delegation of control was
unavoidable, Feaver says. “When
theU.S.[nuclear]arsenal wassmall,
civilians were able to use physical
conirol to maintain absolute con-
trol over.” The military had the
bombers but the civilian Atomic
Energy Commission kept the
bombsinitspossession. Onlyupon
- the president’s order would the
weapons be turned over. “As the
arsenal grew, this procedure be-
came more unwieldy and less reli-
able, particularly againstasurprise
attack, and so [during the 1950s]
physical control gradually shifted
to the military.”

But “assertive” civilian control
ofthedecisiontousenuclearweap-
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ons also eroded during the 1950s,
Feaver says. President Dwight D.
Eisenhower granted to the com-
manderof theNorth American Air
Defense Command the authority
to use the nuclear weapons under
his command, and Eisenhower
may have delegated the same
power to the commander of the
Strategic Air Command and to the
supreme allied commander in Eu-
rope. The pictureis murky because
much relevant material remains
classified. However, the Kennedy
administration may have reversed
those Eisenhower decisions. All
nuclear weapons based in Europe
were at least ordered fitted with
locks to prevent detonation with-
outacode. Noreliable information
has emerged on delegation of au-
thority sincethe 1960s, Feaversays.

Wherever the control has re-
sided, Sagan, a political scientist at
Stanford, makes it clear that over
the decades there have been some
“close calls” with nuclear weap-
ons. During the 1962 Cuban mis-
sile crisis, for example, a sentry
patrolling the perimeter of a mili-
tary base near Duluth, Minnesota,
thought he saw someone climbing
the base fence, fired some shots,
and sounded the sabotage alarm.
Armed guards rushed into the
night, and similar alarms sounded
at airfields throughout the region.
At Volk Field in Wisconsin, how-
ever, the wrong alarm was set off:

It signaled that nuclear war had
begun. Pilots rushed to their
nuclear-armed F-106A interceptors
andheaded downtherunway. For-
tunately, thebasecommander con-
tacted Duluth and learned that the
suspected Soviet saboteur had
turmed out to be a bear. An officer
sped his car, lights flashing, onto
therunwayand stopped the planes
before they took off.

Most specialists, says Blair, a
Brookings Institution researcher
who once served as a U.S. missile-
launch officer, have thought that it
was only the United States that
instituted nuclear alerts (as it did
during theCuban missile crisis, the
Paris summit meeting in 1960, and
the Arab-Israeli conflict in 1973).
Theresearchers believed that there
was “a deep-seated Soviet reluc-
tance to increase the combat readi-
nessofnuclear forces.” Infact, Blair
says, “the historical record
is. .. replete with episodes of So-
viet nuclear alerts.”

The Soviets went “to extraordi-
nary lengths to ensure tight central
control [ofInutlearweapons,” Blair
pointsout. “Their safeguards were
more stringent than those of any
other nuclear power, including
the United States.” Thoseelaborate
safeguards included dividing the
military command-and-control
structure in two, with a technical
wing charged with keeping the
nuclear forces up to snuff and an-



other responsible for combat op-
erations; keeping nuclear war-
heads away from their delivery
units; and using locking devices
to impede unauthorized use of
nuclear weapons. Nuclear author-
ity was confined to the top Soviet
leaders; there is virtually no evi-
dence that any of that authority
was ever delegated to military
commanders.

This “extreme centralization”
strengthened theSoviet capacity to
avoid the accidental or illicit firing
of a nuclear weapon, Blair notes.
However, it also increased the

command system’s vulnerability.
In a crisis, protection of the lead-
ership had to be the top prior-
ity—and the means of achieving
ithad tobe “launchonwarning,”
with all its risk of inadvertent
nuclear war.

That is the same strategic “pos-
ture,” Blair contends, that the
United States (despite official deni-
als) was driven toward by the vul-
nerability of its command appara-
tus,eventhoughitwaslesscentral-
ized. [The New York Times (De-
cember 6, 1993) reports that U.S.
and Russian officials are discuss-

“Baby Boomers in Retirement: An Early Perspective.”
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etirement looms in the
minds of many “baby
boomers”—those Amer-
icans born between 1946 and
1964—as a troubling prospect.
Among their fears: the collapse
of Social Security,inadequate per-
sonal savings, and slow income
growth. Whileadmitting that itis
too early to say for sure, the Con-
gressional Budget Office (CBO)
concludes from census and
household survey data that the
boomersshould relaxabit. Interms
of real income and wealth, it ap-
pears that most of them will
be better off in retirement
than their parents have been.
That is good news, because
the older generation has been
doing quitewell, thankstostrong
growthinreal wages during their
peak earning years; expanded
Social Security benefits; higher
rates of private-pension cover-
age; the increase in housing val-
ues during the 1970s and ‘80s;
and Medicare benefits. Nowa-
days, relatively few of those over

65 need to work.

It may come as a surprise to the
boomers, but they are currently
doing better financially than their
parents did as young adults, says
the CBO. Median household in-
come (inconstantdollars) forthose
aged 25 to 34 jumped from $22,300
in 1959 to $30,000 three decades
later. That is a 35 percent increase.
Income rose 53 percent for those
aged 35 to 44, from $25,100 to
$38,400. Also up is the ratio of
household wealth to income.

As long as real wages con-
tinue to grow at least modestly
over the next 20 to 40 years, the
CBO says, boomers will have
higherearningsbeforeretirement
than their parents had. That will
increasetheir Social Security ben-
efitsand their ability tosave. Pen-
sioncoveragewillextend tomore
people, and benefits (which are
likely to be an important source
of retirement income, particularty
for upper-income boomers) will
also be higher. And today’s le-
gion of working women will be

ing a plan to ease the “hair trig-
ger” problem by “de-targeting”
nuclear missiles, aiming them
only at the open seas. Blair told
the Times that he favors stronger
measures, suchasremoving war-
heads from missiles.]

Awareness of command sys-
tems’ vulnerability creates danger-
ous instability. That will be as true
in the future as it was in the past,
Blair says, which “lends further
importance to the prevention of
nuclear proliferation.” The Cold
War is over, but the dangers of the
nuclear age are not.

eligible for their own Social Secu-
rity and pension benefits.

For most boomers, income
from private wealth—which pro-
vides one-fourth of the income of
65-and-olderhouseholdstoday—
will be crucial to a comfortable
lifeinretirement. Boomerstodate
may be saving too little, but they
still have working years left in
which they can correct that. In
addition, the boomers stand to
inherit substantial wealth.

The prospect of retirement is
not uniformly bright. The poorly
educated, unmarried women
with children, and boomers who
do not own their own homes
may have to struggle. (Nearly
one-third of lateboomersaged 30
to 34 in 1991 were not home-
owners.) Moreover, all boomers
face the possibility that, because
of longer life expectancy, grow-
ing medical-care costs, and the
increased costs of educating their
children, they may need more
money in retirement than their
parents did.
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