ONEWORLD OUTLOOK
The Bomb Next Door: Are Nuclear Reactors Future Weapons?

As tensions mount over Iran’s nuclear program and the possibility of military conflict looms, a
troubling new front in modern warfare is emerging: the vulnerability of nuclear power plants
as military targets. While diplomats scramble for solutions in Oman, analysts are beginning to
ask difficult questions about what might happen if negotiations fail — and whether facilities
like Iran’s Bushehr reactor could become a flashpoint in a broader conflict.

More recently, amid the recent India-Pakistan escalation, rumours circulated on social media
that India had targeted Pakistan’s nuclear site in Kirana Hills, though there are no confirmed
reports, and both Indian officials and the International Atomic Energy Agency have denied
any such incident.

Historically, striking a civilian nuclear facility has been seen as taboo — an act likely to
unleash catastrophic radiological fallout and invite international condemnation. But new war
game scenarios suggest this may no longer be a reliable assumption.

Recent simulations conducted by the Nonproliferation Policy Education Center (NPEC)
challenge the prevailing wisdom. Far from being untouchable, nuclear power reactors are
increasingly viewed as strategically significant — and dangerously vulnerable.

War Game One: The Eastern European Inferno

Set in 2037, the first simulation unfolds in Eastern Europe, where Russia invades Ukraine
once again. This time, Moscow escalates by launching direct attacks on Ukraine’s nuclear
power infrastructure — a dramatic move that causes widespread radiological contamination.
Fallout spreads beyond Ukraine’s borders, drifting into NATO countries and raising fears of a
nuclear escalation.

The international response is fractured. While Poland and Ukraine label the strikes as war
crimes, the United States remains silent, wary of escalating tensions with Russia. As
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diplomatic unity crumbles, Ukraine retaliates alone, targeting a Russian strategic air base.

The simulation paints a stark picture: when nuclear plants become fair game, the
repercussions extend well beyond the blast zone. They can sow chaos, provoke disunity
among allies, and dangerously blur the line between conventional and nuclear warfare.

War Game Two: Fallout in East Asia

A second simulation, set in East Asia in 2026, envisions China preparing for a military move
on Taiwan. To distract U.S. and allied forces, North Korea — nudged by Beijing —
orchestrates an attack on South Korea’s Kori nuclear facility. But rather than using missiles,
the attack is carried out via commercial drones, launched by pro-North sympathizers within
the South.

The strike triggers a catastrophic radiological release, sending millions fleeing in both Korea
and Japan. Fallout clouds drift across the Sea of Japan, turning cities into danger zones and
upending regional stability.

The U.S. responds swiftly, striking North Korean targets without consulting its allies. The
unilateral action alienates Seoul and Tokyo, both of whom question the origin of the attack

and decline to assist in countering China’s aggression.

Once again, nuclear facilities become the pivot point for military, political, and humanitarian
crises.

The Implications for Iran

The Bushehr reactor in Iran is often excluded from strike lists due to the fear of regional
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fallout. Yet if a military campaign against Iran escalates — particularly if it retaliates with
missile attacks, as it has in the past — that restraint could evaporate. Israel, faced with the
possibility of future plutonium production at Bushehr, might see it as a necessary target.

These are not far-fetched scenarios. They are rooted in strategic calculations already being
gamed out by analysts and military planners. The message is clear: nuclear power plants,
once symbols of peaceful energy, are now being reevaluated as high-value military assets.

A Call for Clarity — and Leadership

Despite these emerging risks, no government — not Washington, not Kyiv, not Seoul or Tokyo
— has taken the lead in openly addressing the military vulnerabilities of nuclear reactors.
This silence, experts warn, is a critical oversight.

The time has come for the United States and its allies to confront this uncomfortable reality.
What protections are in place for nuclear facilities in potential war zones? Are passive
defenses like reinforced containment domes enough? Should active military defenses be
considered? And is it wise to continue building more reactors in volatile regions like the
Middle East?

There is also a growing call for institutional leadership. One proposal is to task the National

Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA) with reassessing its $2.3 billion annual budget for
nonproliferation and threat reduction to better address these emerging threats.

No Longer Off-Limits

In an age of hybrid warfare and drone strikes, nuclear power plants can no longer be treated
as untouchable infrastructure. They are targets of consequence — capable of triggering
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military escalations, refugee crises, and strategic disarray.
The future of war may not just be fought on battlefields and cyberspace, but in the shadow of

cooling towers and containment domes. If world leaders fail to prepare, the next major
conflict could begin — or end — with a mushroom cloud that didn’'t come from a bomb.
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