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Foreword 

I spent my youth in the service of my country during a period in 
which the threat from the Soviet Union was regarded as a real and 
present danger. As a result I spent a part of my career learning 
about, guarding and practicing with nuclear weapons. I had hoped 
that, following the demise of the Soviet Union, it was knowledge I 
could put away for good. Unfortunately our world does not work 
that way and proliferation by foreign powers linked to terrorist 
organizations made me look for a refresher in the basics of surviving 
a nuclear attack. When I could not easily find one, I wrote this and, 
thanks to the support of Family Security Matters, and Carol Taber in 
particular, am able to distribute it to others in the hope it is never 
needed. 

Disclaimer: Nothing in this publication can guarantee your safety. 
It is designed as an aide to help you survive a disaster by providing 
general  information  which  regrettably,  by  its nature,        
cannot  provide the specific advice and actions you might need 
under your individual  circumstances 

Good luck and may you never need to use the information in this guide! 

Tim Wilson 

Update as at August 2016 

There are now a fair number of guides,  but I still think mine is one of the most practical, and 

on this topic you cannot have too much information! However I have provided a link to the 
 best of the competition at the end of this new edition. 

TGW 

© TGW 2008, 2016, 2020 



The FSM Guide to Surviving a Nuclear Attack 

Introduction 

1. The Basic Actions:
Duck & Cover 
Assess the Situation 
Actions if close to Groundzero 
Immediate Shelter 
The 7 Hour Rule 
Improving Your Shelter and Protection 
Further Decision Points 
The 48 Hour Rule 
Washing Off Dust 
Potassium Iodide 
Electro-Magnetic Pulse 
Checklist 

2. The Threats:
Close to the Explosion 
Near 
Distant 
Far Away 

3. Stay or Go?
Factors 
Staying 
Going 
Move Cross Wind 
If Time Permits 

4. Recovery
General 
Emergency Services 

Federal Agencies 
Utilities 
Supplies 

5. Terrorist intentions
Background 
Yield 
Delivery 
New York Specifics 

Annexes: 
A.Checklists
B.Useful websites



Introduction 

When Hiroshima was destroyed by an atomic bomb on 
August 6, 1945 it has been estimated that 40,000 people 
were killed immediately, a further 100,000 died in the next 2 
weeks and a further 100,000 died over the following years. 
These casualty estimates are the best I can find although 
there is considerable variation due to the lack of information 
on the city prior to its destruction. Since then the world has 
learned a great deal more about the effects of nuclear 
weapons and it is clear that, of this total of nearly a quarter 
million people, perhaps up to half of these casualties were 
avoidable and arose from ignorance of what had occurred, 
what actions to take to minimize risk and of the nature of the 
hazards involved. 

Hiroshima 

Nagasaki 

The aim of this publication is not to frighten but to inform. 
We came through the Cold War, when the threat of an all- 
out nuclear exchange forced most of the population to at 
least consider the possibility and when many people made 
various plans for that dreadful eventuality. For some years 
we thought we had put such matters behind us. With the 
collapse of the Soviet Union the threat of nuclear 
annihilation receded. Unfortunately the failures of 
international diplomacy have combined with the rise of 
international threats such as radical islamism to raise the 
possibility of such an attack to a level where, once again, we 
must at least consider what to do if it happens near us. 

It is worth remembering that you need to prepare, at least 
mentally, for any contingency. It is part of the nature of our 
lives that a major emergency will occur when we least expect 
it or are least prepared for it. You can make plans and advance 
preparations for many things,  but to paraphrase 



Robert Burns “The best laid plans of mice and men do often 
go astray”. There is always the possibility that an emergency 
will occur when you are visiting a friend, while you are out 
shopping, dropping the children at school or as you walk to 
an appointment. Despite this possibility, it is wise to prepare 
at least a basic emergency package for your home and you 
should consider others for both your car and your office. 
Surely it is some comfort to know that, in the worst case, 
you have left your family better prepared to survive? 

By reading this book, you will have made a significant first 
step to improving the chances of survival of yourself and 
your family  if  a  horrendous  nuclear  attack  were  to occur. 
Having learned a few basic facts, you will be able to make 
informed decisions about what to do both at the time and 
in the immediate aftermath, secure in the knowledge that 
these decisions have been considered in less stressful 
conditions and from a basically informed viewpoint. There 
are many, many  fine  publications  on this subject and if 
you want to  become more familiar with the subject I have 
included what I consider the most relevant links in an 
Annex at the end of this work. I encourage you to do your 
own research as the more you know, the more likely you 
are to survive. 

I sincerely hope no-one ever has to put the actions, ideas and 
thoughts in this pamphlet into use. This work is a case of 
preparing for the worst while hoping for the best. But while 
researching the possibilities of a nuclear attack by terrorists, 
it became clear to me that we cannot rely on City, State or 
Federal resources to save our lives. We will be thrown on 
our own resources and this is truly a case of prior planning 
and preparation making a life-saving difference. I knew quite 
a bit about the subject having been in a tactical nuclear 

weapons unit early in my 32 year military career (which also 
included general nuclear training) but I have also learnt a lot 
while doing this research. I have done my best to make this 
book reader-friendly and useful. May you never have to use 
the knowledge! 



Chapter One 
Basic Actions 

Duck and Cover 

“Duck and cover” was a civil defense cry in the 60’s and 
70’s. It still holds true today. In the event you see a blinding, 
brilliant flash as if all the photographers of hell and all the 
lightning of the world have gone off at once, Duck and 
Cover! Unless you are actually in the immediate vicinity, 
you should have at least several seconds from the flash until 
the blast wave arrives. This blast wave (or overpressure) will 
range  in  severity  depending  on  how  close  you  are  to 
“Ground Zero” (the actual site of detonation). Even several 
miles away, its effects will be severe: knocking down or 
damaging buildings, blowing off roofs and shattering 
windows (it may be strong enough to shatter windows up to 
10 miles or more away). Be particularly aware of the danger 
of flying glass! 

The effects of a nuclear blast on a normal house 

Duck and cover 

Duck and Cover means to duck down low and move to a 
doorway, into a subway, under a desk or counter or into a 



bathroom (usually the safest place in any vicinity). By 
ducking you minimize the effects of the blast wave (think 
tornado force winds and then some). By covering you 
reduce the chances of flying debris hitting you. This simple 
action alone may be enough to save your life! 

as air rushes back in to the vacuum created by the explosion. 
There may be some pause before this occurs, so stay covered 
for at least a minute after the initial blast effects ease before 
you move. Think of this pause as the eye of the hurricane 
passing over and be aware that this less severe, but still 
potentially deadly windrush, will come from the opposite 
direction to the initial blast, possibly knocking down 
structures already weakened in the first shock wave. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hiroshima victim outlines 
They didn’t duck and cover! 

It may feel foolish, it may get you laughed at, but it may also 
save your life. If you hear, feel or see a massive explosion 
then, it can’t be said too often, Duck and Cover! 

 
If there is nothing to hide behind, fall flat and cover your 
head, but if possible take shelter behind some solid object, 
even as small as a curbstone. Falling flat reduces your 
exposure to blast, radiation and flying debris by 90% 
compared with remaining upright. 

 

Beware the backwash! After the initial blast caused by the 
expansion of superheated gases, there may come a backwash 

Nuclear blast winds – note the suction phase 



Assess the situation and take shelter if possible 

Having survived the initial blast effects, your first priority is 
to assess your vulnerability. At this point your priority is to 
survive, so ensure you are in no further danger before taking 
any other action. If uninjured, you must not become a 
casualty! At this point, much depends on how close you are 
to ground zero. If close (within the blast zone), act as below. 
If within sight/sound of the blast, but not in the immediate 
dustcloud, move to a safe shelter (within 10 minutes). If 
further away, look at the wind direction and move to safety 
(either shelter or evacuation). 

Actions if close to Groundzero 

If injured, conduct what basic first aid you can on yourself 
(or mutually with someone else if possible), then get into 
immediate shelter. 

Your next consideration is radiation. Radiation is an 
invisible killer. The effects of radiation are cumulative, so 
your aim is to reduce your exposure as much as possible. 
Any nuclear explosion creates a vast cloud of highly 
radioactive matter and, after the immediate blast and direct 
radiation of the explosion, this is the biggest killer. If you 
are anywhere near the dustcloud, you need to protect your 
airway with an (improvised) dust mask and find 
immediate shelter. 

Duck and cover wherever you are, no matter how foolish 
you may feel, better a live fool than Dead cool 

Nuclear blast dust 



Immediate Shelter 

Shelter should ideally be in a basement or other underground 
structure which has limited and blockable airflow as your 
major concern is to avoid dust contamination. This does not 
mean you need a sealed room, only to avoid the radiation 
risks from fallout. In addition you should find or improvise a 
dust mask and wear it for at least the first 48 hours. If an 
underground refuge is not immediately available, bathrooms 
tend to be better than most other rooms for a variety of 
reasons. A bathroom within a basement is close to ideal. 
Try to get somewhere where air does not circulate from 
outside (close vents, doors and windows). Try to avoid top 
floors or places immediately below a flat roof (where dust 
will collect and produce areas of high radiation). 

Basement shelter 

In finding shelter, the main object is to place dense matter 
between you and any radiation source. Radiation from 
fallout is reduced by 90% by four (4) inches of steel, a foot 
of concrete or eighteen (18) inches of earth. Hence the ideal 

is to find a shelter below ground level. You can then 
enhance your protection by placing heavy objects such as 
concrete blocks on top of a table or desk under which you 
can pass the critical first seven (7) hours and perhaps the 
first forty-eight (48) hours before determining the local 
situation. Such places as churches, schools, tunnels and 
shops tend to have large basements as places of immediate 
shelter. Choose a place with the greatest density of matter 
and distance between you and where any fallout may settle. 

The seven (7) hour rule 

90% of the most deadly radiation dissipates in the first seven 
(7) hours, so this is the first critical period to take shelter. It
is also long enough for 90% of the dust (which will have
been carried many miles into the atmosphere) to settle. It is
therefore the most critical time to protect your lungs by
wearing a dust mask. However like everything about such a
scenario, there are other factors to consider: if you are not in
immediate danger, decide if the wind is blowing the
dustcloud toward you. If so, you may be better off moving
out of this area provided you can do so quickly and safely. If
not, then find the best shelter close by and stay there for at
least the next seven hours. If you do move, make sure you
move crosswind (wind on your side), not into the
downwind path of the radioactive fallout.

Improving your shelter and protection 

At this stage of a nuclear event, as already mentioned, 
radioactive dust is the big killer. If supplies are available, 
you may be able to improve your chances by preventing dust 
from entering your shelter. Duct tape and plastic sheeting 



(commercial or plastic bags) are very useful at this point for 
filling air gaps which lead outside. While ensuring adequate 
ventilation for breathing, prevention of dust entry is critical. 
Furthermore this is a time to remove any contamination 
from your clothing and person if you can. Once again, plastic 
bags form a viable outer skin which is easy to decontaminate 
and will reduce dust build-up on your person. Cutting a head 
and armholes can turn a garbage bag into a survival suit 
(keep the holes as small as possible). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Improvising a shelter 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Improvised protection (garbage bag) 

 

Further decision points 
 
Having survived the first seven hours you could now 
consider moving again. The chances of rescue by 
professional or volunteer organisations in the first 48 hours 
are small, especially in the area close to groundzero. 
Furthermore chances are that if such an event occurs, you 
will be at work, in your car or on public transport. You will 
have had to take up temporary shelter and will probably be 
anxious to get to your family, friends and/or home. Stop 
and think. Where will your family be? Can you move safely? 
Do not become another casualty! If necessary, wait another 
48 hours before trying self-rescue or evacuation. The only 
essential for 48 hours is clean drinking water, so find a 
source in or very nearby your shelter. Also wait as long as 
you can before leaving your shelter and return as soon as 
you can. 

 
The forty-eight (48) hour rule 

 
After 48 hours, radiation levels will have dropped by 99% 
and dust will have settled. This is the earliest time at which 
it will probably be safe to remove your (improvised) dust 
mask (or replace it with a clean, purpose made version). 
There will still be areas of high radioactivity even many 
miles from Groundzero, some of which will be life- or health-
threatening for months or even years and you should assume 
your surrounding area is dangerous until cleared by experts. 
You will be able to rely on State or Federal advice for this 
information, but it may be some days or even weeks before 
they can tell you about your specific area. You should be 
prepared to stay in your shelter for up to 2 weeks before 



assuming it is safe to travel, unless informed otherwise by 
the authorities. 

Moving around outside becomes acceptable for short periods 
after 48 hours although remain aware of the risks from dust 
contamination. This is also the time at which food becomes 
a necessity. Unless you were fortunate enough to be in a 
prepared place (such as your home or a purpose-built bomb 
shelter), you will need to move to either a safe area outside 
the risk zones or a more permanent shelter. This is also the 
time by which federal authorities may have responded 
sufficiently to be able to provide at least minimal help and 
guidance. 

Washing Off Dust 

In any event involving explosions there is dust. Radioactive 
dust is particularly deadly as it carries radioactivity into the 
throat and lungs where damage quickly becomes life critical. 
It is therefore vital to wash of any dust which might be 
radioactive as soon as possible. Finding a clean source of 
water may initially be very difficult, but running water is 
always useful, so look for rivers and streams as soon as 
practical.   

While hypothermia may also be a factor, getting warm after 
a cold water plunge may be difficult but less deadly than not 
removing radioactive dust, so immerse yourself, fully clothed 
(i.e. without getting undressed) as soon as practical. If you 
have a clean set of clothes available, abandon the dirty set 
and after thoroughly scrubbing (grass makes an acceptable 
washcloth) and rinsing everywhere, especially hair, put on 
clean clothing. If not, get undressed in the water, beat and rub 
your clothing on rocks in the running water and then get 
redressed and dry off by body (and fire if necessary) heat. 

Potassium Iodide (KI) 

One of the most deadly isotopes commonly produced by a 
nuclear explosion is an isotope of Iodine. This is easily 
absorbed by the body and tends to move to the thyroid gland 
where it causes enormous damage. Taking a single preventive 
dose of Potassium Iodide can avert most of this damage and 
KI is readily available without prescription. Care should be 
taken with the dosage, particularly for babies, youngsters and 
the elderly, as with any chemical intake and it is not 
recommended either for multiple, longterm or palliative use. 
The only sensible use of KI other than as recommended by 
your doctor after an examination is as a single dose 
immediately after a nuclear attack. 

Electro-Magnetic Pulse (EMP) effects 

A nuclear event produces a considerable EMP. This will 
knock out (destroy or damage) most electrical circuits and 
electrical items through electrical induction effects. These 
effects may “echo” for many hours after the explosion. Do 
not expect telephones, televisions, radios, air conditioners or 
even fridges to work. Even survival radios may be affected 
unless kept in a “Faraday Cage” or similar (the effect can be 
achieved for example by keeping them in a metal safe, metal 
filing cabinet or wrapping them in aluminium foil). As a 
result, you may need to rely on your own abilities to decide if 
you need to evacuate – more on this in the next chapter. 



Checklist: 
 
Duck and cover! 
Put on a dust mask, improvising if necessary 
First assessment 
Take shelter & avoid dust contamination 
7 & 48 hour rules 
Evacuate or find permanent shelter 
KI 

Chapter 2 
The Threats 

The most likely scenarios for a terrorist detonated nuclear 
bomb are for either a 20KT (equivalent to 20,000 tons of 
high explosive) or a 200KT (equivalent to 200,000 tons of 
high explosive) device. The rationale for these estimates is 
covered in more detail in Chapter 5. What follows below are 
the immediate threats at various distances from the site of 
the explosion (known as groundzero). 

 
Close to impact (in the damage area) 

 
Within a mile or two of “Groundzero”, the blast, heat and 
radiation will be utterly devastating. Thanks to modern 
building construction, this does not mean that everything 
will be flattened, but expect devastation similar to the 
immediate vicinity of the Twin Towers immediately after 
9/11 but spread over a much wider area. There will also be 
considerable residual radiation, so move away as soon as 
you safely can (bearing in mind the risks covered in Chapter 
One). Slightly further out (perhaps up to 6 miles) there will 
be both blast damage and severe fires. Within this entire 
area, there is unlikely to be time to evacuate before serious 
fallout contamination, so plan to find shelter immediately 
and stay there for at least 48 hours and perhaps up to 2 
weeks. 



Sheltering 

There will be survivors, mostly injured and many with 
radiation poisoning, but particularly those who were in the 
subway or basement levels of numerous buildings have a 
chance of surviving relatively unharmed. These are the 
people who have the most difficult choices to make. The 
following is a list of considerations for such people: 

• Protect your airway. Inhalation is the most likely and
quickest way to receive a fatal dose of radiation. You will
be in an area filled with highly radioactive dust and
should immediately improvise a facemask from any
available materials. Wear this mask continually for at
least the first 7 hours and preferably the first 48 Hours.

• You will probably have received some radiation. Judging
the amount without instrumentation is extremely difficult.
If you have no physical symptoms such as nausea, burns
or headaches, you may have been shielded from the worst
effects and your chances of survival are good provided
you can avoid post-explosion contamination.

• Even if you have received a high dose of radiation, early
medical intervention can still save your life. Your priority
should be to move to find help – follow a major route as
far from groundzero as soon as possible (taking into
account the factors covered in Chapter One). The most
likely place to find emergency aid is at a hospital or on a
major transport artery outside the immediate blast zone.

• There will be other survivors and you can benefit from
helping each other both by immediate first aid and mutual
support. A group working together has a better chance
than a lone individual. However do not risk your own life
to save others unless you are (or have been) a
professionally trained expert. This may seem harsh, but
you will be in a harsh situation where dead heroes will not
get much recognition.

There will be fires and unstable ruined structures all around 
you. Pick your route out with care and, wherever possible, 
avoid areas of possible further collapse. Do not stop for 
personal possessions (including pets), do not stop to try and 
make phone calls and do not try and use an elevator. 



Near (within immediate sight or sound of) the explosion 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fires will be widespread 

If you are trapped in debris, DO NOT PANIC! Protect your 
airway. Try and fashion a makeshift filter mask from 
material. Avoid unnecessary movement to prevent dust 
being kicked up. Do NOT shout, except as a last resort (it is 
tiring and may cause dust inhalation), signal to rescuers by 
tapping metal on metal, using a flashlight or whistle or any 
other improvised noise-maker in a regular pattern (the 
international rescue pattern of SOS (Save Our Souls) in 
Morse Code is 3 short, 3 long then 3 short again, repeated at 
regular intervals: ��� ���. 

 
People have been rescued from collapsed buildings as much 
as 3 weeks later, so do not give up hope. The full and mighty 
resources of the entire United States would be mobilized in 
such a situation, and although this would take some days to 
become effective, some would arrive within hours. It is 
reasonable to expect that emergency rescue would arrive in 
time for many people. 

If you can see or hear the explosion, probably out to at least 
20 miles from groundzero, you are in a high risk zone. 
While there may be some moderate damage including blown 
out windows around, if you are not in an area which has 
been devastated, you will have more time and options, 
although you should still Duck and Cover for at least a 
couple of minutes. Bear in mind that serious major debris 
(effectively shrapnel) will fall from the sky out to many 
miles (at least 10) and for some minutes (up to nine) from 
groundzero. Allow at least 2 minutes after the last debris has 
fallen before coming out from immediate cover to assess and 
seek better shelter. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hiroshima 

Once the immediate danger has passed, you need to do a 
rapid assessment of the situation. Your first priority is to 
avoid further danger. Following the blast effects, a massive 
dustcloud will form which will drift downwind (and spread 
out to a certain extent). You need to avoid being caught in 



the open if you might be caught in this immediate dustcloud. 
Look at the site and form your own estimate of which way 
any dust is moving. If you think it is coming your way and 
might reach your vicinity, either take shelter or move 
crosswind or upwind. You should plan to move at least 70 
miles if fleeing or to find shelter for at least 48 hours if you 
cannot move far enough, fast enough. 

You should seriously consider moving out of the area as 
soon as you think it safe to travel. Better to move away and 
return once the authorities have assured you that there is no 
residual radiation risk than to stay in hope that all will be 
well. Remember that your possessions, no matter how 
valuable, are not worth your life. 

 
Distant (out  of  immediate sight  and  sound) from  the 
explosion 

 
Outside the area of immediate damage, your concern has to 
be the fallout which, for a 200KT yield, will come down in 
what the military call a “zone of primary hazard” as much as 
35 miles away under typical moderate wind conditions (15 
mile per hour winds). You need either to seek shelter or to 
move cross- or up-wind in the shortest route out of the likely 
zone of fallout (see diagram 1). For a smaller yield of 20 
KT, this zone of primary concern would be about half this 
distance (17 miles). In high winds (40 mph), these distances 
could be doubled. The risk is still significant at double this 
distance in what the military call the “zone of secondary 
hazard”. The good news is that you will have a few minutes 
to decide what to do if you think you might be in one of 
these areas. The time of arrival of the fallout will depend on 
the wind speed and your distance from Groundzero, but at 
30 miles distance and in 15 mph winds, you should plan to 

use one hour before either taking shelter for at least the next 
48 hours or moving out of the risk area. However do not 
waste time! 

 
Fallout Zones 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Wind 
 

[………..…70 miles…….…..] 

Diagram 1 – Fallout zones 

NATO forces and nuclear disaster planners predict fallout 
via a complicated set of formulae. The simplified picture 
shown in Diagram 1 shows a typical template with 2 Zones. 
In the Primary Zone radiation will cause fatalities within 
minutes of unprotected exposure. In the Secondary Zone, 
fatalities will occur with a few hours of unprotected 
exposure. Radiation is cumulative, so ANY exposure is bad 
for your health and may be fatal. 

 
If you suspect you are in either the Primary or Secondary 
Zones, you should be prepared to stay in shelter for up to 2 
weeks (by which time Federal response teams should be able 
to tell you what to do). It is essential that you remain in your 
shelter for at least the first 48 hours, and after this time, until 
told otherwise by Federal authorities (in person, by radio, 



TV or loudhailer), you should only venture outside your 
shelter for essentials, and then only for the minimum 
possible time. Remember that radiation has a cumulative 
effect and every bit of contamination adds to your risk and 
to the risk to those with you. 

 
At these distances, another bit of good news is that EMP 
effects are unlikely to have destroyed all communication. 
However major power outages are likely and cell phones are 
unlikely to work. This is the time to use an emergency radio 
if you have one as your best chance of getting information 
on what has happened. 

Far away 
 
Even several hundred miles from the explosion, you may be 
affected by fallout within a few hours. You should turn on 
your TV and radio and listen for announcements. The 
national Emergency Alert System will be used to broadcast 
information on TV and radio, over-riding local 
programming. If you are in a risk area, you will be given 
instructions on what to do. If you have any concerns, take 
shelter for at least 48 hours. 

Chapter 3 
Stay or Go? 
Factors in making the decision whether to Stay or Go 

There will be an enormous number of factors in making the 
immediate decision of whether to stay put in immediate 
shelter or to try and travel to a safe place. In making this 
critical decision, it is vital to stay calm and only consider 
relevant facts. This may be much harder than it sounds due 
to a stress-induced rush of adrenaline, physical injury, fear 
and/or shock. In such a situation, the body releases an 
enormous amount of adrenaline into the bloodstream and 
this can produce some strange effects, the most common of 
which is the “Fight or Flight” reflex. It is common, in a 
high-stress situation to see people running aimlessly in panic 
or flailing wildly at anyone nearby. This can be a useful 
survival instinct, but it needs to be directed purposefully - a 
real case of willpower may be necessary to make rational 
decisions. You need to act quickly, yet sensibly. The 
following list of Do’s and Don’ts may help: 

Do: 
Avoid becoming a casualty 
Be aware of the dangers 
Consider your actions 
Try and help others (but not by risking your own life) 

Don’t: 
Panic 
Place yourself in unnecessary danger 
Waste time 
Worry unduly about pets, possessions or people not in your 
immediate vicinity 



 
There are a number of natural instincts which can distort 
your judgement: worrying about family, friends, pets and 
valuables; panic; falling back on habit; withdrawal to avoid 
coping. Even considering them helps you control your 
emotions which, in turn, improves your chances of survival. 
Always remember that you cannot help your family, look 
after your pet or enjoy your possessions if you die. 

 
If you are close to home, the impulse to return there may be 
very strong. Similarly if you have dropped the kids at school 
and it is close-by, you may be tempted to rush there first. 
There are strong emotions involved, but the principle of 
survival first must remain your imperative. You may be 
more comfortable at home, but you have to balance this with 
your chances of survival if you do not take immediate shelter. 
Protecting your children is a natural and extremely strong 
instinct, but you cannot protect them if you become a 
casualty. Many schools have suitable basements and capable, 
caring teachers so the children may be better off than you 
are. Better to get safely to them than to get to them only to 
become sick and a liability to them. Following 9/11 many 
schools will not release children, even to parents, in the 
event of a major disaster. However most schools do have 
basements which would provide good shelter. Remember, 
radiation is an invisible killer. Take shelter for at least the 
first 7 hours before trying to reach them. 

If you are in your car, immediately close the air vent and set 
the air to recirculate. Then head for shelter unless you are in 
a tunnel. A car only provides minimal protection against 
radiation, although it does provide a reasonable dust-free 
environment. 

Even abroad, there is always the possibility of being 
involved in a nuclear event (higher risks in Europe, the 
Middle East or Asia). 

 
Staying 

 
Having taken shelter, you need to assess the safety of your 
situation and your ability to remain as safe as possible for as 
long as necessary. Surviving 7 hours is relatively easy even 
in cramped, stuffy and uncomfortable conditions. Unless 
your situation is truly desperate, you should remain in your 
immediate shelter for at least 7 hours to allow the immediate 
radiation risk to fall to levels which will at least be below 
the immediately fatal. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Radiation burns from Hiroshima 

Longer stays in a limited shelter space require planning. 
Within 48 hours, bodily waste functions may become 
imperative and the body’s need for water is crucial. 
Unpleasant as the thought may be, better to remain under 



cover and evacuate waste into a plastic bag than to die for 
relief under more comfortable arrangements. If in a group, 
agree a communal toilet area and keep it as clean as possible 
for the benefit of all. Water from sealed plastic containers or 
from water tanks and pipes should be drinkable, but take 
care only to use water you are reasonably certain is safe to 
drink. 

For stays longer than 48 hours, food and sleep become 
necessities. You should be prepared to stay in shelter for up 
to 2 weeks. Unless you are either well-prepared or extremely 
lucky, this will take planning, fortitude and stamina. In order 
to survive this long you may have to venture out to fetch 
vital supplies. You should wait as long as possible and plan 
any such expeditions carefully to make them as quick as 
possible, taking the least possible risks. Fetch only essentials 
and take as much care as possible to avoid bringing 
contamination back into your shelter. If in company, try and 
share these risky ventures to spread any exposure among 
you. Radiation has a cumulative effect and your aim should 
be to avoid any one person receiving a higher dose than 
essential to survival of the group. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Hiroshima victim of radiation sickness 

In your shelter, you may be able to make a better estimate of 
your risk from fallout. Diagram 2 below is a much 
simplified extract from Army Field Manual 3-3-1 “Nuclear 
Contamination Avoidance” which is used by military 
planners. It is neither definitive nor precise, but does provide 
a way to estimate roughly how far the Primary and 
Secondary Fallout Zones can be expected to extend from 
groundzero. To use it, lay a straight edge between the 
estimated size (yield) of the explosion and the estimated 
wind speed, then read the distance the Primary Zone will 
extend (and double it to get the distance the Secondary Zone 
will extend) from the central Zone 1 Length column. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Diagram 2 – Fallout Zone Calculator 

Going 
 
This may seem like the obvious course of action under most 
circumstances. However the evacuation of any large city is a 
complicated, slow and dangerous procedure. The mass 
exodus of perhaps millions of citizens will overload every 
form of transport under perfect conditions. In the immediate 
aftermath of a nuclear explosion, with a badly damaged 
transport infrastructure and widespread panic, a timely 
evacuation will not happen! Imagine the worst rush-hour 
traffic jam ever, and then expect worse. For example, some 



of the finest minds are currently unable to conceive a 
workable plan for Manhattan which would be successful 
under these circumstances and this should be a factor in your 
planning. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Brooklyn Bridge Jam (with no panic!) 

Knowing where to go will be vital. It is sensible to travel 
any pre-planned evacuation route in person and to ensure 
that your family all know exactly where to go to meet up. As 
a second best, a good map will be invaluable! At least take 
the time to study a good map and discuss alternatives with 
your family. Remember that there is a reasonable chance 
that any terrorist attack will take place at the most 
inconvenient moment for you personally. Arrange 
rendezvous points at various locations well away from a 
city. If possible, arrange for points of contact known to all 
family members where you can leave messages. 

Roads will likely become blocked very quickly due to 
accidents resulting directly from the explosion (numerous 
drivers will be blinded by the initial flash) and accidents 
arising from the subsequent panic, as well as breakdowns 
and abandoned cars. Airplanes will be grounded. Trains and 
Subways are electric powered and power is likely to go out 
(in turn this will shot down gas pumps, so keep your tank full 
as much as possible). Boats and ferries will fill beyond 
capacity as they sail away (and they will probably not return 
for weeks). Motorbikes and bicycles have some potential, 
but riders will need to be wary of panicked, ruthless 
individuals and crowds. The only truly reliable transport will 
be on foot. The good news here is that, if you know which 
direction to walk in, you should only need to go 15 miles 
(straight-line distance) to be relatively safe from anywhere 
in the Primary or Secondary Zones and you may be safe at 
considerably lesser distances (plan on moving at least 7 
miles (as the crow flies) at right angles to the wind). 

Move Cross Wind 
 
On foot, your direction should always be as straight as 
possible across wind. You should line the wind on one cheek 
(this should also leave groundzero lined up with one 
shoulder – do NOT walk either towards or directly away 
from groundzero) and walk in as straight a line as 
practicable for as far as you can manage. Most normally fit 
people can manage 2 miles an hour, so in 3 hours you should 
be out of the worst danger and in 8 hours (non-stop) you will 
almost certainly be out of the immediate fallout zones. 
However you should only walk if you are certain you are not 
at risk of walking through the cloud of fallout. It will 
probably be better to shelter for at least 48 hours before 
walking if you start near (within sight or sound of) the site 
of the explosion. 



 
Unless you are exceptionally fit, you should not attempt to 
carry more than 20 pounds of baggage or supplies. Your 
laptop may seem vital, but it could also tire you enough to 
get you killed, so better to stash it in the hope of recovering 
it later (and if you were near the explosion, it may not work 
anyway). However you should consider using a shopping 
trolley, baby buggy or other small wheeled carriage to carry 
your essentials, but be prepared to abandon it if it slows you 
down due to damage or obstructions. 

 
If time permits 

 
Think of security both for yourself and your possessions. 
Lock away any valuables, or at least hide them from 
immediate view. Close windows and doors and lock them if 
possible. 

 
If you have to leave pets behind for any reason, leave them 
enough water by filling the bath and/or sinks and leaving 
toilet seats up so that they have a chance of survival. Like 
humans, many pets will survive for weeks on a small 
amount of food, provided they have water to drink. You can 
then arrange a rescue when authorities tell you it is safe to 
do so. Do NOT release your pet to fend for itself. Feral pets 
could pose a serious threat to other survivors who already 
have enough problems to face. 

Chapter 4 
Recovery 

General 

A key element in survival is the retention of hope, no matter 
how bad the catastrophe may seem. Although a successful 
nuclear attack on one (or even several) of America’s major 
cities would be a devastating blow, it would not be fatal to 
our society. The United States of America is a big country in 
all meanings of the word big. With a population of around 
300 million people, covering an area of nearly 4 million 
square miles and with more than 250 cities with populations 
of over 100,000, the destruction of the United States of 
America is beyond the capability of any terrorist. 

 
Emergency Services 

 
Fire, police and medical services in the immediate vicinity 
of an attack would be disabled and overwhelmed in the 
immediate aftermath of a nuclear attack. However almost 
the entire population would mobilize to provide support and 
within hours a great deal of help would be on the way. 
Despite the scale of such a disaster, the USA has the 
resources to cope and, while some victims would have to 
wait for days or even weeks, help would arrive. 

 
The voluntary services such as the Red Cross would also 
mobilize, along with considerable international aid. It would 
be a challenge to the entire nation, and one to which 
America would rise. The sprit of America would not be 



crushed by such a blow but rather, as in the aftermath of 
9/11, would be united by such a tragedy. 

 
Federal Agencies 

 
The Military and other federal agencies would brought in 
with speed to assist all emergency services. In particular, 
law enforcement might be reinforced to prevent looting and 
disorder. 

 
Furthermore there would be a cooperative effort to track 
down those responsible and bring them to justice. There can 
be no doubt that those responsible would be found and held 
accountable for such an inhuman, monstrous act. 

 
Unprecedented security measures would be needed to ensure 
that any concurrent or follow-up attacks were detected and 
prevented. This would require the closure of all ports, 
airports and perhaps inter-State travel for some time, 
perhaps up to a few weeks. The economic effects would be 
massive, but necessary. 

 
Utilities 

 
Water, electricity, gas, banks and all like industries would be 
badly affected within the region of an attack. However 
outside the zone of immediate devastation and 
contamination, life could return to normal relatively quickly. 

 
Supplies 

 
Supplies of basic necessities such as gasoline, water and 
food would all be disrupted and across the country there 

would be localized shortages. Again due to the size of the 
nation, these would return to near normal within a few weeks. 
Be prepared to cope with a lack of luxuries and to make 
do without some brands of staples for a while. 



Chapter 5 
Terrorist Intentions 

Background 

Experts estimate that there are some 300,000  Kilograms (Kg) 
of Plutonium and 2,000 tons of Highly Enriched Uranium 
(HEU, otherwise known as Weapons Grade Uranium) in 
existence on Planet Earth. It only takes a few Kg of either 
(plus a great deal of other complicated technology) to make 
an atomic weapon. Terrorists are known to have tried and be 
trying to obtain either a complete device or the materials to 
make one. Their methods include purchase, bribery and 
theft, with or without the use of violence, of either a 
complete device or the components to make one 
themselves. They are probably also working to persuade 
rogue regimes such as North Korea or Iran to gift them the 
means to achieve their aims. 

 
While Plutonium and HEU are strictly controlled by 
responsible governments, such nations as North Korea 
(which has an atomic capability) and Iran (which is 
working towards an atomic capability) do not have 
governments which can, in nuclear terms, be described as 
responsible. There are also considerable concerns about the 
physical security of other nuclear nations including the 
United States, France and Great Britain but most notably 
Russia, Pakistan, China and India. Many other countries 
manufacture or hold fissile (bomb capable) materials as a 
by-product of their nuclear power industries. The standards 
of security of such materials varies widely from country to 
country. 

 
Of these Russia, which arose from the confusion of the 
collapse of the Soviet Union who held enormous stocks of 
nuclear weapon and fissionable materials, causes the most 
concern as there can be no real certainty that all of the 
weapons of the Soviet era were properly accounted for. 
Various fictional claims that rogue elements and corrupt 
high officials could access small nuclear devices all have 
some basis in reality. 

 
Furthermore the possibility of theft of a device remains 
despite even the most stringent security precautions. This 
would seem more of a threat in less stable regimes such as 
Russia, where corruption is commonplace, and Pakistan with 
its political instability. The risks of theft from countries such 
as Iran and North Korea are impossible to assess. 

 
Of equal concern is the possibility of terrorists building their 
own device from stolen components. The theft of Plutonium 
and/or HEU is perhaps more likely than of a complete device. 
Reports of such thefts and problems in accounting for all 
such materials world-wide indicate that there is a 
substantive possibility of terrorists obtaining enough 
radioactive material to make the building of a device a real 
threat. Unfortunately the technology required to build a 
simple device is no longer a well-kept secret in this modern 
technological age. 

 
Yield 

 
The yield (or explosive power) of a terrorist nuclear device 
depends on its source. Various estimates exist, but experts 
seem to agree that the most likely yields for such devices 



would be up to 200KT for a complete device from a nuclear 
nation or 20KT if they manufacture the device themselves 
from stolen components. 

A 200KT device would destroy almost everything within 
about a mile of groundzero and severely damage buildings 
as far as 3 miles out with some damage spreading as much 
as 20 miles. A 20KT device would have a similar destructive 
effect to about half these distances. Fallout would certainly 
have serious effects within 5 miles and, depending on 
weather conditions, would almost certainly affect hundreds 
of square miles up to hundreds of miles distant from 
groundzero. 

There is a useful simulator which allows the user to select 
the major city and size of device and presents a graphic 
display of the areas likely to be affected on the internet. It is 
at http://meyerweb.com/eric/tools/gmap/hydesim.html?inpyield=20 
An example for New York is shown in Diagram 3 below. 

Delivery 

There are many ways in which the terrorists could get a 
nuclear device into our major cities. If they were to succeed 
in defeating our defenses, then the most likely scenario would 
involve a bomb detonated on the ground. Such groundburst 
devices are not as immediately destructive as a device 
detonated in the air above the city, but do result in more 
fallout. This is the assumed scenario for all of the 
suggestions in this publication although there is no 
significant divergence of actions to take in the event of an 
airburst weapon. 

New York Specifics 

As a rough guide, if New York City has been attacked and 
you are on Manhattan, shelter is probably the best option. 
Flight is riskier due to the limited exit points from the island, 
your proximity to the explosion and the short time before 
fallout covers your area. 

Depending on wind direction, an explosion in midtown or 
downtown Manhattan will seriously affect parts of New 
Jersey, Brooklyn, The Bronx, Staten Island and/or Queens 
within minutes. While these areas may avoid total 
devastation, radioactive fallout will affect some or most parts 
in a very serious, but possibly mostly invisible, way. Any 
visible dustcloud will be contaminated, but fatal radiation 
levels will occur from dust particles which may be so fine as 
to be invisible to the naked eye. 

Diagram 3 – 200KT in Manhattan 



Annex A 
Suggested checklists 

Emergency Checklist 

1) Duck and cover
2) Assess the situation:

a. Are you wounded – if so, seek first aid or
emergency medical treatment.

b. Are there others near you who you can help
safely?

3) Find shelter or evacuate
4) Decide how long to stay in shelter (7 hours, 48 hours or

longer) or where to go
5) Before evacuating, consider essential supplies, family

members, valuables and pets.
6) Get out of the area as soon as it is safe to do so (7 and

48 hour rules or when told by the authorities

Emergency Go-Bag: 
Dust masks & hats 
Bottled Water 
Chocolate or similar high-energy food 
Garbage bags (at least 3 large, strong ones) 
Cash (bills and quarters for vending machines), credit cards 
Spare clothing (socks, underwear and weather protective) 
Moist towlettes 
Torch (and batteries) and candles (plus matches) 
Pocket knife & whistle 
Emergency radio 
First aid kit 
Tin cup 
String 

Emergency supplies – home, car or office 
Dust masks 
Bottled water 
Tinned food (and tin opener) 
Knife, fork and spoon and disposable plates 
Candles and matches 
Gloves and hats 
Garbage bags 
Anti-bacterial soap 
Warm, clean clothing 
Emergency radio 
First aid kit 
Emergency blanket 
Tube tent (for dust reduction)



Shelter list for prolonged stay (2 weeks) 
Dust masks 
2400 Cal Food Ration per person per day for 14 days 
Bottled/packed Water for at least 2 pints per person per day 
and preferably 1 gallon per person per day 
Solar Blankets for each person 
Tube Tent – great as an additional dust filter and warm 
sleeping accommodation 
2 pairs of Work Gloves 
Water purification tablets 
Toilet Liners 
Strong garbage bags 
Wet Naps or moist towlettes (in place of toilet paper) 
Waterproof Matches 
AM/FM Solar/windup Radio 
12 Hour Light Sticks 
First Aid Kit 
Candles 
Latex Gloves (pairs) 
Scissors 
Toilet Chemicals 
15” Pry Bar 
Flashlight , windup or ‘D’ Cell & Code Red Batteries 
Duct Tape and Caution Tape 
Large, heavy-duty plastic sheets 
Port-a-Potties 
Cards, books, paper, pencils, puzzles and games (children 
will need to be entertained) 

Annex B 
Useful website links and references 

Federal Emergency Management Agency: 
www.ready.gov 

New York: 
www.nyc.gov/html/oem/html/hazards/hazards.shtml 

Los Angeles:  
http://emergency.lacity.org 

Washington DC:
https://serve.dc.gov/page/emergency-preparedness-serve 

Boston: 
www.cityofboston.gov/emergency/pdfs/ReadyBoston.pdf 

San Francisco:  
http://sfdem.org/get-prepared 

Seattle: 
www.seattle.gov/emergency/ 

Philadelphia:
https://alpha.phila.gov/departments/oem/ 

Authors note: It is interesting to compare the preparedness of 
FEMA and the cities listed above. It becomes obvious that 
some are more prepared than others and that they could learn 
from each other. 



Army Field Manual 3-3-1 “Nuclear Contamination 
Avoidance” 
www.globalsecurity.org/wmd/library/policy/army/fm/3-3-1_2/index.html 

Nuclear bomb city template 
http://meyerweb.com/eric/tools/gmap/hydesim.html?inpyield=20 

Potassium Iodide 
www.ki4u.com/ 

Advice on an imminent attack 
www.ki4u.com/guide.htm 

Emergency preparedness supplies: www.homefrontemergency.com
a n d  www.lifesecure.com/ and https://www.quakekare.com/emergency-
preparedness/home-preparedness

Authors note: the above list of supplier sites for emergency 
supplies does not offer an endorsement of these particular 
sites. They are offered only as an example of some of the 
resources available through the internet. 

Federal advice on emergency kit: 
https://www.ready.gov/kit 

General information: 

Citizen guide: 
www.pueblo.gsa.gov/cic_text/family/disaster-guide/nuclear.htm 
Authors note: An interesting site provided through the 
Federal General Service Administration. One has to wonder 
why Pueblo, Colorado gets this as local information? 

Survivalist information: 
www.survival-center.com/nuclear/nuclearwar1.html 

Threat assessments:  
www.isis-online.org/publications/terrorism/threat.pdf  and 
www.nci.org/nci-nt.htm#theft        

 American Red Cross emergency kit suggestions: 
https://www.redcross.org/get-help/how-to-prepare-for-emergencies/survival-kit-supplies.html 

American Civil Defense Society: 
https://tacda.org 


