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Nuclear Plants in War: It Could Be Awful
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(Perhaps) It Won’t Be as Bad as We Think
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They’re safer 
than many say, 

even in war.



In Any Case, We Will Prevail
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There are military reasons to 
hit reactors and we know how 

to do this.In a total war, 
radiation leaks will just 
be “background” noise.

Striking nuclear plants 
is unlikely except, 

perhaps, in total wars.



All these expectations discourage serious 
national planning even as the possibility of 
strikes against nuclear plants increases from:
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• Russia (Ukraine)
• China (Taiwan)
• North Korea (South Korea)
• Israel (Iran)

• Metcalf Sniper Attack (2013)
• Moore County Substation Attack 

(2022)
• Pierce County Washington (2022)
• Clackamas Oregon (2022)
• Baltimore Plot (2023)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metcalf_sniper_attack
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/04/us/power-outages-north-carolina.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/27/us/power-substation-attack-washington-state.html
https://www.centraloregondaily.com/news/regional/another-oregon-power-substation-attacked/article_73c928d0-c1c4-5223-9b49-3f4ba09af2c7.html
https://www.utilitydive.com/news/neo-nazi-prison-attack-baltimore-substations/739642/


NPEC decided to test the conventional 
wisdom with two war games.

5Korean Game Ukraine Game

https://npecstrategygames.org/december-2022-reactors-in-war/
https://npecstrategygames.org/strategic-distraction-pyongyang-targets-south-koreas-reactors-2/


European Reactors in War: 2037
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Russian troops 
attack 

Zaporizhzhia 
Nuclear Power 

Plant.

Engles 
Russian 

Strategic 
Nuclear Air 

Base.

Cernavodă 
Nuclear 
Power Plant in 
Romania.

Planned Polish 
Nuclear Power 
Plant.



Strategic Distraction: Pyongyang’s Proxies 
Target South Korean Reactors
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Relocation areas for 
a hypothetical spent 

fuel pool fire of the 
Kori Unit-3.

Relocation zones 
for a  Kori Unit 3 
loss of coolant 

accident. 



What the Games Suggest: 
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Radiation screening in Japan.

• Incentives to strike reactors make them attractive targets.
• We’re unprepared.



Added Proliferation Headaches:
Fast Reactors & HALEU
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Prototype Fast Breeder Reactor.



What Should be Done?
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1. Public Discussion: More forums/panels highlighting 
reactors as military targets.

2. War Games: Both classified and public, involving think 
tanks, U.S., and allies.

3. Technical Studies:
• On current/proposed plant vulnerabilities.
• On proliferation risks of SMRs, especially fast reactors 

and HALEU.

4. Security Assessments:
• Evaluate costs/benefits of passive and active 

defenses.
• Reconsider exports of bomb-adjacent technologies.



What Should be Done?
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5. Create a Civil Infrastructure Defense (CID) initiative, 
which would include nuclear plants.

• Sanitize CUI and Critical Energy/Electric 
Infrastructure Information to enable public 
dissemination 

6. Make NNSA redefine cooperative threat reduction by 
repurposing these efforts to a Nuclear Security Initiative 
(NSI) to undertake all the above.

7. The Defense Department should develop strategies to 
deter attacks against U.S. and allied electrical supply 
systems by putting hostile countries' electrical supply 
systems at risk. The strategies should emphasize 
temporary disablement. 



Additional Reading
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Questions?

NPEC Website – www.npolicy.org
NPEC War Game Website – www.npecstrategygames.org 

Henry Sokolski – henry@npolicy.org
571-277-1815
NPEC, Executive Director

Caitlyn Collett – caitlyn@npolicy.org 
NPEC, Deputy Director
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