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ABSTRACT

This paper reviews the history of the Septenber 22, 1979
double flash recorded by the VELA satellite and concl udes
that the flash was an Israeli nuclear test assisted by
South Africa. The paper also relates a personal experience
of the author in 1981 while working in the U S. Senate that
reinforces the concl usion. The paper calls for the
decl assification and rel ease of documents that could renove
any lingering uncertainty regarding the event.

| ntroducti on: The VELA Satellite

In the wake of the 1963 Partial Test Ban Treaty, the United
States launched a series of satellites under the nane
Vel al. (Vela is a constellation in the southern hemni sphere
sonetinmes called “the sails” because of its configuration).
The Vela satellites were designed to nonitor conpliance
with the treaty by detecting clandestine nuclear tests
either in space or in the atnosphere. The first such
satellite was | aunched in 1963 and the last in 1969. They
operated by neasuring X-rays, neutrons, and gamma rays,
and, in the case of the nore advanced units, em ssions of

I ight using two photodi ode sensors called bhangneters (a
name derived fromthe Indian word for cannabis). These
satellites had a nomnal |ife of seven years after which

t he burden of detection was to be shifted to a new series
of satellites under the Defense Support Program (DSP) with
infra-red detectors designed to detect mssile |aunches as
wel | as nuclear tests. The Vela satellites, however, kept



operating |long past the end of their nom nal design life;
one of them designated Vela 6911, detected an event on
Sept enber 22, 1979 that has becone a subject of intense

i nterest ever since.

The Mysterious Flash

What Vel a 6911 detected was a |ight pattern that had the
characteristic “doubl e hunp” shape associated with a nucl ear
expl osion.? As a function of tinme, the observed |ight
pattern of a nuclear test rises to an initial peak of
lumnosity with a subsequent decline due to the firebal
bei ng obscured by the shock wave (a thin layer of highly
conpressed air). As the shock wave cools it becones |ess
opaque and the fireball is then increasingly visible, with
lum nosity rising to a second peak before declining
monot oni cal ly.® (See Appendi x, Figures 1 and 2).

Ordinarily, both bhangnmeters on the satellite would have
recorded exactly the same signal with an anplitude or phase
di fference depending on the spatial orientation of the
satellite with respect to the point of origin of the blast.
However, one of the bhangneters, possibly because of a

mal function, did not reproduce precisely the record of the
other.* This has been a key elenent in the argument of the
increasingly small community of interested parties who
believe that no test took place.

In any case, the U S. governnent acted quickly and began
searching for data from sources other than the Vel a that
could corroborate the event as a nuclear test. This

i ncluded data fromthe bhangneters on the DSP satellites,
and fromthe |l onospheric Cbservatory at Areci bo which m ght
detect an ionospheric wave resulting froman atnospheric
test. Aircraft were dispatched to try to obtain evidence of
radi oactive debris in the atnosphere in the vicinity of
what was cal cul ated to be the site of the event. In
addition, the Naval Research Laboratory (NRL), which had

pl ayed an inportant part in establishing a nuclear test
detection systemearly in the cold war era, prepared to
anal yze any data that woul d be coll ected by Naval ships

di spatched to try to collect radiological evidence in the
ocean; NRL's task included collecting and anal yzi ng hydro-
acoustic and ocean wave data that m ght al so provide

evi dence of a nuclear test.®



The results of these efforts were mxed, i.e., the DSP
satellites recorded no flash® and no radioactive debris was
found, but a researcher at Areci bo recorded an ionospheric
wave traveling in an anomal ous direction that could have
been the result of a nuclear test.’ The Naval Research
Laboratory analysis of its hydro acoustic and wave data
took time to prepare and in the end convinced its
scientific director that a nuclear test had taken place.®
However the data and analysis are still classified.® The

| ack of an imredi ate and definitive corroboration that a
nucl ear event had taken place |led to ranmpant specul ation
about the event. The initial assessnent of the National
Security Council (NSC) in Cctober 1979 was that the
intelligence community had “hi gh confidence” that the event
was a nuclear test.!® A later NSC report altered this

concl usion to one of “a position of agnosticisnf.

A Problemfor the Carter Adm nistration: Who Did It?

In the meantime, the Carter Adm nistration had to think
about the political ramfications of a test if indeed one
had taken place. One problemwas that a clandestine test
not definitively |abeled as such neant that the systemfor
detection could be clained to be insufficiently reliable,
calling into question the ability to detect any Sovi et
cheating on the Partial Test Ban Treaty, and therefore
underm ning the value of the SALT Il treaty that had been
signed in June 1979 and was awaiting a Senate vote on
ratification. Carter had nmade nonproliferation and

di sarmanment a key el enent of his presidency and was
expected to run for reelection in 1980 touting his
successes in that arena. A Soviet clandestine test was
unlikely, but if the “nysterious flash” was not a Sovi et
test, who el se would have and coul d have done it?

Initial speculation centered on South Africa'? because of

t he cal cul at ed geographic | ocation of the event and the
know edge that South Africa was devel opi ng nucl ear weapons.
In addition, a Washi ngton Post story revealed that U S.
intelligence had tracked a secret South African alert of
some of its naval forces a few days prior to the Vela event
and an associ ated novenent of sone of its ships in the
calculated vicinity and the ostensible tine of the event.®®
A January 1980 intelligence report sent to the Arns Contr ol
and Di sarmanment Agency said South Africa was the nost
likely perpetrator. But the South African program was
actually insufficiently advanced at that point to conduct a



smal | clandestine test, a conclusion that was verified
|ater by the International Atom c Energy Agency, anong
ot hers.

Attention then turned to Israel and presented the Carter
Adm ni stration with additional political concerns. The Canp
Davi d Accords agreenent between Israel and Egypt had been
brokered earlier that year by President Carter and was al so
going to be an inportant elenment of Carter’s reelection
canpai gn. Assistant Secretary of State Hodding Carter
described the State Departnent attitude as one of “sheer
pani c” upon recei pt of the news of the Vela incident and
that |srael mght be involved.' The State Departnent had
taken a hard line toward Paki stan in 1977 and 1979, cutting
off economc and mlitary assistance as a result of
Paki st an’s nucl ear enrichnment and reprocessing inports which
had viol ated the Sym ngton and d enn anendnents to the
Forei gn Assi stance Act even though Paki stan was still years
away fromthe ability to test a nuclear device. Under the
ci rcunstances the U S. governnent would be hard pressed to
ignore an evident Israeli test, especially since Israel had
signed the Limted Test Ban Treaty. To do so woul d have
negati ve repercussions in the Arab world and possibly bl unt
progress toward peace in the Mddle East, but to take any
punitive action against Israel would upset the Jew sh
Diaspora in the U S., an inportant constituency for Carter
and the Denocratic Party.

The Rui na Panel

To relieve the political pressure created by the Vel a
event, the Carter Adm nistration seized upon the

di screpancy between the VELA bhangneters and specul ation
that the meters could have recorded a conbi nati on of

nat ural phenonena (e.g., lightning plus a neteor strike)
that mght mmc a nuclear test to parry the grow ng
opinion in intelligence circles that the Vela event was a
nucl ear test.

The White House asked Frank Press, the president’s science
advisor and Director of the Ofice of Science and

Technol ogy Policy to convene a panel of scientific experts
to review the avail abl e data and determ ne whet her the
“doubl e flash” was the result of a nuclear test, a natura
phenonenol ogi cal event, or a satellite malfunction. An MT
el ectrical engineering professor and |ong-tinme consul tant
to the governnment on defense matters naned Jack Rui na was



made chai rman of the panel which included scientific

um naries Luis Alvarez, Richard Garwi n, Wl fgang Panof sky,
Richard Mull er, Alan Peterson, WIIiam Donn, Riccardo

G acconi, and F. WIlliam Sarl es.

The panel was specifically tasked to ignore all political
gquestions concerning the event such as who mght be in a
position to conduct such a test if it was nuclear.® CBS
News reported that the adm nistration withheld intelligence
data fromthe Ruina panel show ng that |srael and South
Africa were cooperating on the devel opnment of m ssiles that
coul d carry nucl ear warheads.” This guaranteed that |srael
woul d not be nentioned in the report if the conclusion was
that a nucl ear test had occurred.

Thus, while the Carter Adm nistration did not create false
intelligence data to reach a desired conclusion, it hoped
to create an alternative explanation of the data at hand
that could enable it to ignore or counter the concl usion of
nost of the governnent’s intelligence anal ysts.

One possibility was the effect of sunlight glinting off the
debris of a mcroneteoroid that had struck the Vel a
satellite. Studies had been perfornmed by M ssion Research
Corporation (MRC) and Sandi a National Laboratory suggesting
several neteoroid shape and trajectory nodels that could
expl ain the wavef orm observed by the Vel a bhangneters. In
addition, there was consi derable data from an experinment on
t he spacecraft Pioneer 10 that m ght shed I|ight on what
kind of optical signals mght be detected from neteoroid
collisions. SR International was tasked in Decenber 1979
W th assessing the probability that the Vel a signal was
caused by a sunlight-neteoroid interaction, and exan ned
both the Pioneer 10 data and whether the circunstances
postulated in the MRC and Sandi a nodel s woul d actually cone
about, taking account of the nunmber of sensor observations
over the life of the bhangnmeters. The SRl report concl uded
that the Pioneer 10 data contained insufficient information
to make a definitive judgnment about the Vela signal’s
origin, but that the aforenentioned nodels would require
nore than one neteorite strike with a particul ar set of
characteristics to result in the Vela signal of Septenber
22, 1979, and that the probability of this happeni ng was of
the order of one in one hundred billion.® Their cal cul ation
was reviewed and affirmed in the context of other data in a
1980 DI A st udy. *°



The Rui na Panel’s Report

The Rui na panel’s report was classified and officially
presented on May 23, 1980. An uncl assified version was
rel eased on September 23, 1980. %

The report focused on the differences in the neasurenents
obt ai ned by the two bhangneters and concl uded that the

si gnal was probably not that of a nuclear explosion, though
it could have been. The panel offered an alternative

expl anation of the signal, suggesting the possibility that
it could have cone fromsunlight glinting off the debris of
a mcroneteoroid that had struck the Vela satellite. As

al ready indi cated above, the probability of a

m cronet eoroi d causi ng the bhangnmeter signals of Septenber
22, 1979 was estimated as one in 100 billion. A personal
expl anation of the Ruina panel’s concl usi on was provi ded by
Luis Alvarez in his 1987 nenoir,?! in which he states that
he asked DIA to provide a selection of the Vela records
that indicated events that were nucl ear expl osions, or were
unclear as to their origin but had some signal
characteristics associated with a nucl ear expl osive event.
The latter were called “zoo animal s” or “zoo-events” in
reference to the “zoo-ons” that physicists |ike Alvarez
cal l ed the unexpl ai nabl e tracks in a bubble chanber
experinment. In his nmenoir, Alvarez seens to claimthat only
one bhangneter recorded the Septenber 22 “flash” and on that
basis suggests that the flash was a “zoo-event”. But the
panel’s report and other accounts of the flash refer to
differences in the two bhangnmeters recorded intensities
rather than a conplete non-detection. And in a private
conversation | once had with Ri chard Garwi n, he spoke
nmerely of “phase differences” between the recorded signals
of the bhangneters, not a failure to detect. Mre recently,
the light signals seen by Vela 6911 on Septenber 22, 1979
have becone publicly avail abl e (see Appendi x, Figure 3)
showi ng detection by both bhangnmeters. What Al varez was
probably referring to was not the bhangnmeters but a third
optical sensor that was used normally to |ocate the
geographic origin of an event but was no | onger operating
on Vela 6911. A paper by Carey Sublette®® in the Nucl ear
Weapon Archive |lays out other flaws in Alvarez’'s defense of
t he Rui na panel’s report which had concluded that the Vel a



signal nore likely represented a “zoo-event” than a nucl ear
expl osi on.

The NRL Report

It is interesting to conpare the U S. governnent’s treatnent
of the Ruina panel’s report with other classified docunents
t hat suggested nore definitively that the Vela event was a
nucl ear test. In the late fall of 1981 | interviewed Al an
Berman, the former scientific director of the Naval
Research Laboratory, who had retired from NRL and was then
the Director of the marine Laboratory of the University of
Mam . | had known Berman for nore than a decade as a
result of nmy part-tine consulting and research position at
NRL. Berman was unani nously viewed at the naval |aboratory
as a superb scientist and adm ni strator who woul d never
color a scientific data-based concl usi on because of
political or ideological considerations. My interview with
hi mt ook place about 18 nonths after a 300-page NRL report
had been conpleted in the sumer of 1980 |aying out the

| aboratory’s anal ysis of the hydro acoustic and ot her data
collected followi ng the Vela event. According to one
account, the report concluded that the event was nost
likely a nuclear test and was acconpani ed by a | arge
underwat er signal resenbling signals given by previous
nucl ear expl osi ons conducted by France in the Pacific in
the 1970s. %

Berman had said that pul ses of underwater sound detected by
Navy sensors at two |ocations follow ng the blast were the
strongest corroborative evidence that a nucl ear expl osion
had taken place. Regarding that evidence, he said further
that “It’s strong enough to make the case in its own
right.”?* The Navy sensors showed that the explosion’s signal
was reflected off the Antarctic shelf and the reflection
was al so detected, allowing a calculated estimate of the
event’s location, in the vicinity of Prince Edward and
Marion | sl ands.

The White House ignored the NRL report and referenced only
t he Rui na panel’s report whenever publicly queried. Bernman

had vociferously objected when the Rui na panel’s report was
rel eased prior to the conpletion of the NRL report, and he
was still furious when | interviewed himin his office. On
two other occasions in late 1980, follow ng the delivery of
the NRL report, he had contacted the Wiite House with new



information indicating additional support for the
conclusion that a nuclear test had taken place, and

of fering to undertake a broader analysis of the
information. But his offer was ignored or rebuffed.? One of
t hese contacts was by neans of a letter to John Marcum
then a senior advisor to the Wite House on Technol ogy and
arns control.? Marcumwas one of the officials hel ping the
adm ni stration deflect attention fromthe grow ng consensus
in the intelligence community that the Vela signal was

nucl ear in origin.

Furt her Evidence of a Nuclear Test: A Personal Menoir

Based on what | had |learned in a nunber of briefings, | had
nysel f reached the conclusion that the Septenber 22 event
was a nuclear test and I was not shy in offering that
opi ni on during discussions within the government on
nonproliferation issues. But | said nothing publicly. The
first news story about the Vela detection occurred on

Cct ober 25, 1979 when John Scali, then working for ABC News
broke the story of the flash after being briefed by
contacts at the Pentagon. But Scali did not claimthat the
event was a nuclear test. O hers, however, did.

One of the nobst outspoken proponents of the notion that a
nucl ear test had taken place was Maj or General GCeorge J.
Keegan, forner head of Air Force Intelligence. Keegan had
had a long mlitary career before retiring in January,
1977, and received much notoriety for claimng that the
USSR had achi eved a breakthrough in the devel opnent of

di rected energy weapons, specifically in the area of
particle beam weapons, and that this constituted a serious
shift in the balance of strategic power between the two
super powers. Al though both President Carter and Defense
Secretary Harold Brown issued public statements refuting
Keegan’s claim the admi nistration responded to politica
pressure from Congress on the issue and significantly
expanded the Anerican directed energy program Later it
becanme cl ear that Keegan had m sidentified a nuclear rocket
facility in the USSR as a particle beamfacility.? Keegan
took a significant hit to his reputation over this error,
and he becane persona-non-grata within the Carter

Adm ni stration, whose personnel began referring to his
clainms as “Keegan’s Follies”. Thus, when Keegan publicly
stated his opinion that the Vela event was a nucl ear test,
the Carter Adm nistration lost no tinme in pointing out how



wrong he was in the past on the directed energy weapons
i ssue.

This was brought honme to ne personally when, at a non-
proliferation briefing given by Carter adm nistration
personnel | was taken aside and told that if | persisted in
stating ny belief that a nuclear test had taken place on
Sept enber 22, ny reputation would take a hit and I would
suffer the sane fate as Keegan. Nonetheless, in ny role as
Staff Director of the Senate Subcomm ttee on Energy and

Nucl ear Proliferation, | continued to rmake numerous
requests to see the classified data from Vel a 6911, but
wi t hout success. | felt | was being stonewall ed.

Al this sinply reinforced ny belief that the Vel a event
was a nucl ear test and that the Ruina panel was engaged in
an exerci se designed by the Wiite House to give it the
ability to point to an alternative scenario, one which
however, had | ow probability of occurrence.

But any small doubt | mght still have harbored about the
origin of the double flash was erased by an event that took
place in the office of Senator John H denn of Ohio on
March 6, 1981. At the tine | was working as denn’s chief
advi sor on nonproliferation issues as well as ny fornal
position on the Senate subcommttee of which Senator d enn
was t he Ranki ng Menber (he |ost the chairmanshi p when the
Republ i cans took over the Senate in the wake of the 1980

el ection in which Ronal d Reagan beat Jimry Carter). | had
received a call to ny own office that norning froma well
known CBS News reporter named Robert Pierpoint. Pierpoint
said that CBS was doing a story on the “nysterious flash”,
that he had heard that | had sonme “interesting” opinions
about it, and would I be willing to say those things on
canera for possible broadcast on the CBS Eveni ng News show
anchored by Walter Cronkite? Perhaps naively, | said “OK’,
and gave Pierpoint permssion to bring a canera crew to ny
office, which he did a few hours later. Wile they were
setting up their equipnent, the phone rang and ny secretary
announced that Senator d enn was on the phone. The first
thing he said to ne after | said hello was to tell ne that
a phone call had been nmade to his office by the White House
and that (nmuch to ny astonishnment) the White House had
heard that | was going to give an on-canera interview about
t he VELA event. He asked if that was true, and | said that
not only was it true, but the canera crew was in ny office
as we spoke. Senator d enn responded by saying that the



Wi te House was very upset and that | needed to cone to his
office imrediately to discuss this. | excused nyself and
told Pierpoint | needed to talk to denn for a few m nutes.
It took about three mnutes to walk to G enn’'s office, and
when | entered his inner office, he was there with his
press secretary and erstwhil e canpai gn manager Steve

Avaki an. They | ooked grim d enn began by telling nme again
how upset the Wiite House was about the proposed interview,
and he asked nme what | intended to say. Wien | said that “I
intend to say that the ‘nmysterious flash’ was a nucl ear
test,” he responded sharply, “No! You can't say that!” And
then he reiterated how upset the White House was and how
damaging the political fallout could be if I went ahead.

A enn said the Wiite House told himthat nmy interview could
result in a serious foreign policy problemfor the United
States. Then he uttered a cryptic coment about how his
political enem es would nmake hay over this were | to cause
a problem Needless to say | was stunned by all this. | had
given interviews before on other issues, and had never

bef ore been given an order to say or not say sonething. But
| was not about to risk losing ny job, so | said | would go
back to ny office and call off the interview At this,
Avaki an junped in and, with denn's evident approval, said
“No! You have to go ahead with the interview but you can’t
say there was a nuclear test!” As | started wal ki ng out |
asked who had nade the call to Genn. They said it was John
Marcum the sanme person who Al an Berman had witten to in
an attenpt to get the Wiite House to pay attention to the
NRL report and the | aboratory’s capabilities in analyzing
any new data. Only now, Marcum was representing the Reagan
Adm nistration in trying to scuttle unwanted comments and
concl usi ons about the Vela event. Clearly, concerns about
Jimry Carter’s presidential fortunes in Septenber 1979 were
not the only reason for Wite House panic over the “flash”.
It was now a bi-partisan panic, and that neant to ne not
only that the “flash” was a nuclear test but that |srael was
the likely perpetrator.

| left Aenn’'s office with ny head sw nm ng. How was | goi ng
to do an interview on the Vela event w thout |ying and

wi t hout saying explicitly that | believed it was a nucl ear
test? | decided the least | could do was to indicate ny
disdain for the alternative scenario contained in the

report of the Ruina panel. | said that “I was surprised at
the zeal which sone people were bringing to the question of
proving that this was not a nuclear event”, and used the

10



Wi te House |l ocution that “If this was a nuclear event it
woul d present a serious political problemfor the United
States.” | concluded by saying, “I don’t think it is
possible to lay this event to rest with a report that

i ndicates that a group of people feel that the probability
of it not being a nuclear event is perhaps nore than half
and on that basis we all should forget about it and go to
sl eep”. The comment about the event being a politica
problemfor the U S. was code for the problens that woul d
be created by nam ng Israel as the culprit. | was upset
that I had to resort to verbal subterfuge to get ny point
across, but | was relieved that Pierpoint did not accuse ne
of bait-and-swtch. In fact the interview was broadcast
that night and was the | ast segnent of Walter Cronkite’s
farewel | broadcast as anchor before he personally signed
of f. But my experience that day in the denn office and the
representations nade of the panicky Wiite House phone calls
were the last bits of evidence for ne, if any were needed,
that Vela 6911 had recorded a nuclear test, and the nost
likely perpetrator was |Israel, probably with South African
support. To underscore the unique nature of ny interaction
with dennin this case, | worked for himfor another
twenty years, gave nmany interviews, and never was told
again what | could or could not say.

It was perhaps a coincidence that about three weeks after
the CBS broadcast | was finally allowed to see the Vel a
satellite data | had been seeking for nonths. | exam ned

t he graphed “flash” data along with the group of “zoo events”
referred to by Luis Alvarez. Perhaps | should not have been
surprised at that point, but notw thstanding the phase

di fferences between the bhangneters on Vela 6911, the pl ot
of the data showed the two hunps of the classic curve
associated with the light intensity froma nucl ear

expl osion. (See Figure 3). Mireover, there was not a single
“zoo animal” that cane close to the classic shape in
duration and anplitude. (See Figures 4a,b). Finding an
alternative explanation other than a nuclear test for the
“flash” of Septenber 22, 1979 required some serious
stretching of mnd by the individuals on the Ruina panel.

Furt her Evi dence Supporting the Conclusion that the “Flash”
was an |sraeli Test

In 1991, Seynmour Hersh published “The Sanson Option”, which
described the history of the Israeli nuclear weapons
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programup to that time. Hersh reported that fornmer |srael
government officials told himthat Vela 6911 recorded an
Israeli test of a lowyield nuclear artillery shell and
that the test was the third of a series carried out over
the Indian Ccean. Hersh wote that the test was preceded by
a visit to the site by two Israeli ships and that el enments
of the South African Navy were observers. He al so describes
t he pani ¢ anong Wiite House and State Departnment officials
upon learning of the Vela event. But Hersh ascribes the
panic mainly to the Carter Adm nistration’s concerns about
the fate of the SALT treaty and the political ammunition a
cl andestine test would give to Republican opponents. My own
experience showed that the Reagan Wite House was equal ly
concerned over the prospect of a confirnmed cl andestine

| sraeli nuclear test at a tinme when the U S. was ostensibly
trying to hold the line on proliferation activities in

Paki stan and Congress was considering | egislation
prohibiting mlitary assistance to Pakistan in the event of
a Paki stani nuclear test. Hersh al so quotes a number of
prom nent nmenbers of the Nuclear Intelligence Panel who had
exam ned the VELA data and concluded it was a nucl ear test,
but were ordered not to discuss it publicly. In particular,
the chairman of the panel, Donald Kerr, who had been acting
director of defense prograns at the Departnent of Energy,
told Hersh, “We had no doubt it was a bomb”. 28

On April 20, 1997, an article in the Israeli newspaper
Ha'aret z quoted South African Deputy Foreign Mnister Aziz
Pahad as confirmng that the VELA event was a nucl ear test.
The article said that |Israel had hel ped South Africa
develop its bonb designs in return for 500 tons of uranium
and ot her assistance. Although Pahad |later clained his
statenment had been taken out of context, the Ha'aretz
article was referenced in a July 11, 1997 Los Al anpbs
Laboratory newsl etter under the headline: “Blast fromthe
past: Lab scientists receive vindication”. This referred to
earlier work by the | aboratory concluding that a nucl ear
test had taken place on Septenber 22, 1979. Dave Sinons of
the Nonproliferation and Arms Control Research and

Devel opnent division said: “The whole federal |aboratory
community canme to the conclusion that the data indicated a
bonmb”, and that “we were quite thoroughly convinced of our
interpretation”. ?® Al though the power of the article has
been di m ni shed sonewhat by Pahad’'s partial retraction, the
latter did not result in any retraction by |aboratory
scientists that a nuclear test took place.
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That the Vela event was the result of a cooperative effort
by Israel and the apartheid regime of South Africa has been
clai med or suggested many tinmes®; and such effort would
have been the logical result of an arns trade relationship
between the two countries that included the transfer of
advanced mlitary technol ogy and nuclear materials. It has
been reported that at one point in 1975, Israel offered to
sell Jericho mssiles to South Africa that could carry

nucl ear war heads, and nay even have offered to sell the

war heads thensel ves. 3!

A U S. Governnent Cover-up at the Top?

As of this tinme, the conclusion that the Vela event was a
nucl ear test is shared by the Directors of the U S. nuclear
weapons | aboratories, senior officials at the Defense
Intelligence Agency, and many nenbers of the scientific
comunity.3 COhers in the intelligence conmmnity, such as
the Director of Central Intelligence's Nuclear Intelligence
Panel , many scientists and anal ysts at the Los Al anos,

Li vernore, and Sandia National Laboratories, and at SR
International, DIA Mssion Research Corporation, and the
Aer ospace Corporation subscribe to the conclusion that the
event was “nost probably” a nuclear test.3® Yet, despite this
consi der abl e body of expert opinion, the U S. governnent
under both Denocratic and Republican adm nistrations stil
has not admitted that a nuclear test took place.

In his recently published book with diary entries, forner
President Jimy Carter briefly, but revealingly, wites
about the Septenber 22, 1979 “flash”. In the entry dated on
the day of the flash, he wites that, "There was indication
of a nuclear explosion in the region of south Africa --
either South Africa, Israel using a ship at sea, or
nothing. "3 In another diary entry, dated October 26, Carter
wites, “At the foreign affairs breakfast we went over the
South African nucl ear explosion. We still don’t know who did
it.”®® It is no coincidence that this entry occurred the day
after ABC reporter John Scali reveal ed publicly the

exi stence of the VELA event. Five nonths |ater, on February
27, 1980, Carter wites, “W have a grow ng belief anong our
scientists that the Israelis did indeed conduct a nucl ear
test explosion in the ocean near the southern end of
Africa."3% That Israel is immediately mentioned in the first
entry by Carter about a possible nuclear test near South
Africa is not a surprise. The intelligence agencies were
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watching the mlitary rel ationship between |Israel and South
Africa, and Carter was specifically aware of the Israel

nucl ear weapon program and where they m ght have obtai ned
weapon materials. In a cryptic reference to the NUMEC
affair3, his diary entry of August 2, 1979 reads as
follows: "The question of lost uraniumin the 1960s that may
or may not have gone to Israel is a matter we have been

di scussing. It’'s going to be a public issue shortly when
ERDA [t he Energy Research and Devel opment Agency] nekes its
report.”®® It’s clear fromthese entries that Israel was a
prime suspect in the Vela event fromthe beginning, and the
appearance of these entries in his book strongly suggests
that Carter believes the flash was indeed an Israel

nucl ear test. But he didn’t say anything approaching that
when he was president. The public path of anmbiguity taken
by Carter as president on the Vela event has been trod by
every president since then, enabled by the refusal to

decl assify rel evant data and docunents.

Keepi ng inportant evidentiary data still secret nakes it
difficult for outside independent investigators to eval uate
critically and definitively the conclusions of the Ruina
panel and the 300 page NRL anal ysis, anobng ot her things.
One of the likely reasons that the U. S. governnent is

wi t hhol di ng the decl assification of relevant docunents is
to assist Israel to maintain its policy of opacity in

nucl ear affairs, a policy which had its origin during the
Johnson presidency and was reinforced in a bargain nmade
with the U S. during the N xon presidency.* Its abandonment
acconpani ed by the adm ssion that Israel violated the
Limted Test Ban Treaty would create some serious political
fallout for both countries. But it is hard to argue that

hel ping Israel in this way contributes to U S. national
security at a tine when the U S. demands openness in the
nucl ear activities of Iran, North Korea, Syria, and al

ot her countries who may be engaged in cl andesti ne weapon-
rel ated nucl ear activities.

Fi nal Conmment

This raises a general policy question. The Iraq war has
shown the harmthat can result fromthe politicization of
intelligence in order to support a desired policy outcone
whose support by the public would otherwi se be probl ematic.
In the case of the Vela event, U S. admnistrations on both
sides of the political fence have sought to ignore or
denote the value of legitimately collected and anal yzed
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intelligence information in order to reduce or elimnate
pressure to take an action with unpredictable or negative
political repercussions. Obfuscating or denigrating hard
intelligence data in order to avoid a political problemcan
be as dangerous to national security and denocracy as

i nventing bogus intelligence in order to snooth the way
into a war. Both tactics are designed to m slead the public
and are therefore antithetical to denobcratic governance. It
is time for the U S. governnent to open up its files on the
Vel a event and end a charade that has been going on for
over thirty years.
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APPENDI X: The |ight patterns of an early nuclear test,
det ection of Septenmber 22, 1979, and two “zoo events”

Figure 1: Light pattern for a 19kt nucl ear test
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Figure 2: Light

pattern detected by two bhangneters of a Vela satellite

for a known nucl ear test (Signals above a fixed threshold are shown)

ne

HATTS/CHian

-
-
u
3 -
4
7
|
- e
'
H
:

TINE (HSEC) ‘ v

AT IS/CHuu2) % IDux -8

19



Fi gure 3: Bhangneter
satellite on 9/22/79
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“Zoo Event”

Fi gure 4a:
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Fi gure 4b:

“Zoo Event”
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