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While federal officials have been scrambling to install enough radiation detectors to screen all cargo for 
dangerous nuclear materials, they have apparently left a glaring hole in this thin and spotty line of defense. Even 
when detectors signal the presence of a radioactive substance, border guards may be fooled into waving a 
shipment through based on fraudulent paperwork and glib talk by the drivers.

That disturbing lesson comes from a report issued this week by the Government Accountability Office, an 
investigative arm of Congress. Undercover testers put small amounts of cesium-137, a highly radioactive 
material, in the trunks of two vehicles and drove across the borders from Mexico and Canada at sites that had big 
stationary detectors.
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The good news is that the detectors signaled the presence of radioactivity and that inspectors then questioned the 
undercover testers and subjected their vehicles to further inspection with hand-held devices. The bad news is that 
they allowed the shipments through anyway, apparently on the basis of counterfeit Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission documents, copied from the Internet, and fake shipping documents from a fictitious company.

The G.A.O. says the smuggled cesium was enough to make two "dirty bombs," which could contaminate an area 
and render it unusable for a long period. The N.R.C., on the other hand, says the amounts were far too small to 
worry about. Either way, it is disturbing that the guards let the shipments through. It is not clear whether the 
guards have gotten complacent in the wake of repeated false alarms triggered by natural radiation from bananas, 
ceramic tiles, fertilizer and other products, or were simply tricked by the phony documents. Red-faced officials 
insist that they will give border agents new tools to verify such documents shortly. The N.R.C. clearly needs to 
tighten its rules governing the purchase and security of small quantities of radioactive materials. 

A dirty bomb uses ordinary explosives to disperse radioactive materials and contaminate the environment. An 
even greater, if less likely, threat would be posed by a real nuclear weapon or the fissile material to make one. 
Unfortunately, bomb-grade uranium is much harder to detect than cesium, and radioactive materials shielded by 
lead are much harder to detect than containers of cesium in cardboard boxes in vehicle trunks. The nation is far 
short of its goal to have radiation detectors at every portal. If border guards miss shipments of bombs or fissile 
material, the result could be catastrophic. 

Next Article in Opinion (6 of 8) >

Related Articles

●     Testers Slip Radioactive Materials Over Borders (March 28, 2006) 

●      Agency Seeks Broad Standard For 'Dirty Bomb' Exposure (November 8, 2005) 

●      Judge Says U.S. Terror Suspect Can't Be Held as an Enemy Combatant (March 1, 2005) 

●     Pending U.S. Advice on 'Dirty Bomb' Exposure Is Under Fire (December 8, 2004)

Related Searches

●     Radiation

●     Bombs and Explosives

●     Government Accountability Office

●     Nuclear Regulatory Commission

Inside NYTimes.com

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/03/29/opinion/29wed3.html?_r=1&th&emc=th&oref=slogin (2 of 4)3/29/2006 1:33:54 AM

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/03/29/opinion/29wed4.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/03/28/politics/28radiation.html?fta=y
http://select.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?res=F00E16FF3E5A0C7B8CDDA80994DD404482&fta=y&incamp=archive:article_related
http://select.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?res=F00E16FF3E5A0C7B8CDDA80994DD404482&fta=y&incamp=archive:article_related
http://select.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?res=F00A1FFF39590C728CDDAA0894DD404482&fta=y&incamp=archive:article_related
http://select.nytimes.com/gst/abstract.html?res=F00A1FFF39590C728CDDAA0894DD404482&fta=y&incamp=archive:article_related
http://www.nytimes.com/2004/12/08/politics/08nuke.html?fta=y
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=des&v1=RADIATION&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=RADIATION&rt=1%2Cdes%2Corg%2Cper%2Cgeo
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=des&v1=BOMBS+AND+EXPLOSIVES&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=BOMBS+AND+EXPLOSIVES&rt=1%2Cdes%2Corg%2Cper%2Cgeo
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=org&v1=GOVERNMENT+ACCOUNTABILITY+OFFICE&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=GOVERNMENT+ACCOUNTABILITY+OFFICE&rt=1%2Cdes%2Corg%2Cper%2Cgeo
http://query.nytimes.com/search/query?ppds=org&v1=NUCLEAR+REGULATORY+COMMISSION&fdq=19960101&td=sysdate&sort=newest&ac=NUCLEAR+REGULATORY+COMMISSION&rt=1%2Cdes%2Corg%2Cper%2Cgeo

	nytimes.com
	Fake ID's at the Border Crossings - New York Times


	KMHOCIJDNNELBBOPAEMJFBOOEDGGMOFD: 
	form1: 
	x: 
	f1: full
	f2: 
	f3: [nyt]

	f4: 

	form2: 
	x: 
	f1: 1
	f2: http%3a%2f%2fwww%2enytimes%2ecom%2f2006%2f03%2f29%2fopinion%2f29wed3%2ehtml
	f3: Fake%20ID%26%2339%3bs%20at%20the%20Border%20Crossings
	f4: If%20border%20guards%20miss%20shipments%20of%20bombs%20or%20dangerous%20nuclear%20materials%2c%20the%20result%20could%20be%20catastrophic%2e
	f5: 1125003074714
	f6: 20060329
	f7: 
	f8: Editorial
	f9: The%20New%20York%20Times
	f10: Opinion
	f11: opinion
	f12: 
	f13: www%2enytimes%2ecom%2fop%5fed
	f14: radiation%3bbombs%2band%2bexplosives%3bgovernment%2baccountability%2boffice%3bnuclear%2bregulatory%2bcommission%3bsuggested%255fopinion%3beditorial%3b
	f15: jhDDvnSBCtKK5d8fdjc2xg


	form3: 
	x: 
	f1: http://www.nytimes.com/2006/03/29/opinion/29wed3.html
	f2: Fake ID's at the Border Crossings
	f3: Radiation
	f4: des
	f5: Bombs and Explosives
	f6: des
	f7: Government Accountability Office
	f8: nyt_org_all
	f9: Nuclear Regulatory Commission
	f10: nyt_org_all
	f11: call
	f12: 1





