
By Ralph Hutchison

The morning after the Trump Administration’s draft 
Nuclear Posture Review was leaked to the public via 
the Huffington Post, Hawaiians across the islands 
stared in horror at their cell phones:

Emergency Alert
BALLISTIC MISSILE THREAT

INBOUND TO HAWAII.
SEEK IMMEDIATE SHELTER.

THIS IS NOT A DRILL.

It took 38 minutes for the state of Hawai‘i to issue 
the “False Alarm” message. Later, talking to CNN, 
Hawai‘i Governor David Ige said, “Like everyone 
else, I woke up to the message.” He meant literally, 
as the alert went out at 8:00 a.m.

But the question is, did the message, in fact, wake 
people up? Those minutes of terror and tears in 
Hawai‘i are a grim reminder that we all, every one 
of us, live on the edge of the end of life for us and 
everyone we love. That’s lesson one—the nuclear 
threat is real, it promises death to entire populations, 
it could happen at any second, and it gives you 20 to 
30 minutes, at most, to say your good-byes.

The second lesson is no less frightening. The message 
was a result of human error. In this case, the error was 
in the public alert system—there are literally dozens 
and dozens of ways human errors could lead to an 
actual nuclear weapons disaster. Accidents, miscalcula-
tions and false alarms have nearly done so many times.

For the same reasons we don’t generally contem-
plate the ever-present nuclear threat, we also don’t 
know about the many near-misses: times in the 
last 30 years when one country or another almost 
launched nuclear war due to human error, communi-
cation glitches, or other flaws in the system.

No False Alarm
Panic In Hawai‘i and the Nuclear Posture Review

Be Very Afraid
Three Days After Hawai‘i, Japan Issues Similar False Alarm

plan to modernize its nuclear weapons, infrastruc-
ture, and delivery systems.

There is a clear and direct correlation between the 
false alarm in Hawai‘i and the release of the Nuclear 
Posture Review. The NPR does not just describe the 
world we live in; it forms that world. In this case, the 
Trump Administration continues to escalate biparti-
san efforts to expand US nuclear weapons capacity.

There is a clear and compelling relationship between 
the NPR and the risk we all bear every day, a threat 
most choose not to think about, the denial of which 
makes it no less real. An intercontinental ballistic mis-
sile launched from Russia or a Russian sub will reach 
its target in 30 minutes or less. That’s the maximum 
notice we might have. A thermonuclear war will de-
stroy not only cities and military bases, but will initi-
ate a nuclear winter rendering the earth uninhabitable.
We don’t have to load that terrible, existential risk 
onto the shoulders of our children and grandchil-
dren. We can insist that Congress and the Admin-
istration work together to craft a Nuclear Posture 
Review that reduces the nuclear threat that pursues 
complete disarmament in good faith, an obligation 
the government assumed in 1969 that prepares for 
the entry into force of the Treaty on the Prohibition 
of Nuclear Weapons.

Another world is possible. Hawai‘i reminds me that 
it is necessary.

The Nuclear Posture Review should be far more 
terrifying to us than the Hawaiian false alarm. The 
NPR is not a false alarm. It is a real and present 
danger. It escalates the risk for all of us and dooms 
future generations to live under the shadow of a 
mushroom cloud—one we have created ourselves.
—Ralph Hutchison is Coordinator of the Oak Ridge 
Environmental Peace Coalition in Tennessee and drew 
out attention to the original spelling of Hawai‘i includ-
ing the ‘okina.

As with most major news organizations, National 
Public Radio failed to provide any analysis regard-
ing what North Korea could hope to gain by attack-
ing Japan or the US.

Japan’s false alarm, which the broadcaster blamed 
on a “switching error,” was corrected in less than 
10 minutes, and evidently did not cause the sort of 

panic and chaos that was seen across Hawai‘i. “This 
happened because equipment to send a news flash 
onto the internet had been incorrectly operated. We 
are deeply sorry,” NHK announced on its 9:00 p.m. 
news program, Reuters reported.

The Reuters report of Japan’s false notice of a North 
Korean attack continued in this vein, noting: “The 
mistake took place at a tense time in the region fol-
lowing North Korea’s largest nuclear test to date in 
September and its claim in November that it had suc-
cessfully tested a new type of intercontinental ballis-
tic missile that could reach the entire US mainland.”

During shooting wars in Vietnam, Iraq and Afghani-
stan, and throughout the Cold War, the US public 
has often learned after-the-fact that well-publicized 

Three days after the Jan. 13 false alarm in Hawai‘i, 
Japan’s public TV broadcaster NHK issued its own 
false alarm Jan. 16 around 7 p.m., warning falsely 
that North Korea had launched a missile at Japan.

The shocking message was received by Japanese 
smart phone and NHK TV website users. Like in 
Hawai’i, Japanese viewers were terrified to read, ac-
cording to a translation from Reuters: 

“NORTH KOREA APPEARS TO 
HAVE LAUNCHED A MISSILE.
THE GOVERNMENT URGES 
PEOPLE TO TAKE SHELTER 

INSIDE BUILDINGS
OR UNDERGROUND.”

Unlike Hawai‘i’s error, which threw 
the state’s population of 1.4 million 
into a panic, NHK’s fake news was 
broadcast nationwide across Japan, 
a country of 127 million people.

In Arsenals of Folly, author Richard 
Rhodes documents how US gov-
ernment “officials frequently and 
deliberately inflated their estimates 
of military threats facing the United 
States, beginning with … exaggerat-
ed Soviet military capabilities.” A review in the Feb. 
7, 2008 New York Review of Books said, “The exag-
geration of foreign threats, however pernicious, is a 
tactic,” and quotes Rhodes’ study: “Threat inflation 
was crucial to maintaining the defense budgets… 
Fear was part of the program …”

Proving the success of the steady drum beat of anti-
North Korea messaging from the White House, State 
Dept. and the Pentagon, National Public Radio (NPR) 
reported that, “Both Hawai’i and Japan have been in-
creasingly concerned about North Korea’s continued 
weapons testing. As NPR’s Scott Neuman reported, 
North Korea ‘routinely conducts test launches of its 
ballistic missiles over Japanese territory.’ Last month, 
Hawai’i began monthly tests of its nuclear attack 
warning system, the first since the Cold War.”

threats or provocations were unreal, notably the fa-
mously false Gulf of Tonkin incident in 1964 which 
led to the US invasion of Vietnam, and the US’s 
fake reports of Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction 
that led to the 2003 invasion.

Likewise, in 1988, wire services reported that, “The 
Soviet Union is highly unlikely to launch a sudden 
military attack on NATO forces in Europe, despite 
Western military leaders’ fear about a Pearl Harbor-
type strike, a congressional study said.” Dozens of 
news accounts in 2001 reported that an internal CIA 
review from 1989 found “every major assessment 
from 1974 to 1986 ‘substantially’ overestimated” 
the Soviet threat. On Oct. 1, 1991 the Associated 
Press reported that, “American taxpayers may have 
wasted tens of billions of dollars arming to confront 
a Soviet empire that was in a state of decline…”

The New York Review of Books also noted that in 
1998 the US Commission to Assess the Ballistic 
Missile Threat to the United States “warned that 
Iran and North Korea could hit the US with mis-
siles within five years.” Twenty years later, neither 
country can do so.

In 2004, a Star Tribune headline noted “No Iraq 
links to Al-Qaida: 9/11 panel’s report contradicts a 
US justification for going to war,” while Iraq’s lack 
of WMD voided the other justification, leading to 
several more “tens of billions” of tax dollars wasted.

As recently as 2015, Dick Meyer reporting for 
Newsday chronicled how the threat of terror “is 
massively exaggerated in both the public and official 
mind.” 

This is crucial, as Rhodes pointed out in Arsenals 
of Folly, especially with the latest military budget 
jumping $80 billion over last year’s to $686 billion.

—CNN, Jan. 17; and New York Times, National Pub-
lic Radio, and Reuters, Jan. 16, 2018; Newsday via 
Scripps Washington Bureau, Sept. 11, 2015. —JL

And then there is a third lesson that goes to the deep 
denial and ignorance our current nuclear policy 
depends on. Following the false alarm, a Senator ap-
peared on TV to remind people that if there is ever 
a real attack, “we should shelter in place.” In reality, 
it matters little what you do if there is an H-bomb 
attack. If it makes you feel better to shelter in place, 
go for it. Just be aware that if the bomb detonates 
within a few miles of you, the place you shelter in 
will likely be vaporized, and a millisecond later, you 
will, too. It sounds horrible, but with any luck, you 
won’t ever know it. 

I say “with any luck,” because, as has been said 
before, possibly by Soviet leader Nikita Khrush-
chev, in the case of nuclear war, the survivors will 
envy the dead. This is not exaggeration or hyperbole 
because firestorms, radiation, disease and famine in-
evitably follow any “nuclear exchange” as the NPR 
antiseptically calls it.

The irony writ large is this. The Nuclear Posture 
Review prepared for Donald Trump is the document 
that broadcasts our official nuclear weapons policy 
and outlines plans for the US nuclear weapons com-
plex, our stockpile, and our delivery systems. The 
new NPR warns Congress that billions of dollars 
will be required to upgrade nuclear weapons, build 
newly designed nuclear weapons, and construct new 
nuclear bomb plants—in short the NPR adopts a 
threatening and belligerent posture, one that increas-
es the risk of that ballistic missile attack for every 
one of us.

The NPR is striking in its capacity to completely 
ignore the impact of US nuclear policy on the be-
havior of other countries, allies and enemies alike. 
The document cites activities in North Korea, China 
and Russia as though they have made decisions in 
isolation; it ignores the fact that virtually every one 
of their actions is a reaction to the US’s $1.7 trillion 


