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Editor’s note: Frank von Hippel has written

a response to this column in the comments

below. Click here to read his rebuttal.

I am a former U.N. weapons inspector. I

started my work with the United Nations in

September 1991, and between that date and

my resignation in August 1998, I

participated in over 30 inspections, 14 as

chief inspector. The United Nations Special

Commission, or UNSCOM, was the

organization mandated by the Security

Council with the implementation of its

resolutions requiring Iraq to be disarmed of

its weapons-of-mass-destruction

capabilities. While UNSCOM oversaw the

areas of chemical and biological weapons,

and ballistic missiles, it shared the nuclear

file with the International Atomic Energy
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Agency, or IAEA. As such, UNSCOM, through

a small cell of nuclear experts on loan from

the various national weapons laboratories,

would coordinate with the nuclear

safeguards inspectors from the IAEA,

organized into an “Action Team” dedicated

to the Iraq nuclear disarmament problem.

UNSCOM maintained political control of

the process, insofar as its executive

chairman was the only one authorized to

approve a given inspection mission. At first,

the IAEA and UNSCOM shared the technical

oversight of the inspection process, but soon

this was transferred completely to the

IAEA’s Action Team, and UNSCOM’s nuclear

staff assumed more of an advisory and

liaison function.

In August 1992 I began cooperating closely

with IAEA’s Action Team, traveling to

Vienna, where the IAEA maintained its

headquarters. The IAEA had in its

possession a huge cache of documents

seized from Iraq during a series of

inspections in the summer of 1991 and,

together with other U.N. inspectors, I was

able to gain access to these documents for

the purpose of extracting any information

which might relate to UNSCOM’s non-

nuclear mission. These documents proved to
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be very valuable in that regard, and a strong

working relationship was developed. Over

the coming years I frequently traveled to

Vienna, where I came to know the members

of the IAEA Action Team as friends and

dedicated professionals. Whether poring

over documents, examining bits and pieces

of equipment (the IAEA kept a sample of an

Iraqi nuclear centrifuge in its office) or

ruminating about the difficult political

situation that was Iraq over wine and

cheese on a Friday afternoon, I became

familiar with the core team of experts who

composed the IAEA Action Team.

I bring up this history because during the

entire time of my intense, somewhat

intimate cooperation with the IAEA Action

Team, one name that never entered into the

mix was David Albright. Albright is the

president of the Institute for Science and

International Security (ISIS, an institute

which he himself founded), and has for some

time now dominated the news as the “go-to”

guy for the U.S. mainstream media when

they need “expert opinion” on news

pertaining to nuclear issues. Most recently,

Albright could be seen commenting on a

report he authored, released by ISIS on June

16, in which he discusses the alleged

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/7455249.stm%20
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existence of a computer owned by Swiss-

based businessmen who were involved in

the A.Q. Khan nuclear black market ring.

According to Albright, this computer

contained sensitive design drawings of a

small, sophisticated nuclear warhead which,

he speculates, could fit on a missile delivery

system such as that possessed by Iran.

I have no objection to an academically based

think tank capable of producing sound

analysis about the myriad nuclear-based

threats the world faces today. But David

Albright has a track record of making half-

baked analyses derived from questionable

sources seem mainstream. He breathes false

legitimacy into these factually challenged

stories by cloaking himself in a résumé

which is disingenuous in the extreme.

Eventually, one must begin to question the

motives of Albright and ISIS. No self-

respecting think tank would allow itself to

be used in such an egregious manner. The

fact that ISIS is a creation of Albright

himself, and as such operates as a mirror

image of its founder and president, only

underscores the concerns raised when an

individual lacking in any demonstrable

foundation of expertise has installed himself

into the mainstream media in a manner

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/7455249.stm%20
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that corrupts the public discourse and

debate by propagating factually incorrect,

illogical and misleading information.

In his résumé Albright prominently

advertises himself as a “former U.N.

weapons inspector.” Indeed, this is the first

thing that is mentioned when he describes

himself to the public. Witness an Op-Ed

piece in The Washington Post which he

jointly authored with Jacqueline Shire in

January 2008, wherein he is described as

such: “David Albright, a former U.N.

weapons inspector, is president of the

Institute for Science and International

Security.” His erstwhile U.N. credentials

appear before his actual job title. Now, this

is not uncommon. I do the same thing when

describing myself, noting that I was a

former U.N. weapons inspector in Iraq from

1991 to 1998. I feel comfortable doing this,

because it’s true and because my résumé is

relevant to my writing. In his official ISIS

biography, Albright details his “U.N.

inspector” experience as such: “Albright

cooperated actively with the IAEA Action

Team from 1992 until 1997, focusing on

analyses of Iraqi documents and past

procurement activities. In June 1996, he was

the first non-governmental inspector of the

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/01/23/AR2008012303282.html%20
http://www.isis-online.org/about/staff/dalbright.html%20
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Iraqi nuclear program. On this inspection

mission, Albright questioned members of

Iraq’s former uranium enrichment

programs about their statements in Iraq’s

draft Full, Final, and Complete Declaration.”

Now, as I have explained previously, I

cooperated actively between 1992 and 1998

with the IAEA Action team, covering the

same ground that David Albright claims to

have. I do not doubt his assertion that he

was in contact with the IAEA during the

period claimed; I just doubt the use of the

word actively to describe this cooperation.

Maybe Albright was part of a top-secret

“shadow” inspection activity that I was

unaware of. I strongly doubt this. In 1992,

when Albright states he began his “active

cooperation” with the IAEA, he was serving

as a “Senior Staff Scientist” with the

Federation of American Scientists. That

same year Albright, in collaboration with

Frans Berkhout of Sussex University and

William Walker of the University of St.

Andrews, published “World Inventory of

Plutonium and Highly Enriched Uranium,”

1992 (SIPRI and Oxford University Press).

From March 1991 until July 1992, Albright,

together with Mark Hibbs, wrote a series of

seven articles on the Iraqi nuclear weapons

http://www.isis-online.org/publications/sipri/newsrelease.html
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programs for the Bulletin of the Atomic

Scientists. The final three articles of this

series, entitled “Iraq’s Bomb: Blueprints and

Artifacts,” “Iraq: It’s all over at Al Atheer”

and “Iraq’s shop-till-you-drop nuclear

program,” were in part based upon

information provided to Albright and Hibbs

by the IAEA in response to questions posed

by the two authors. So far as I can tell, this

is the true nature of David Albright’s “active

cooperation.” Far from being a subject-

matter expert brought in by the IAEA to

review Iraqi documents, Albright was simply

an outsider with questions.In the

November/December 1995 issue of the

Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, Albright

wrote an article, co-authored with Robert

Kelley, titled “Has Iraq come clean at last?” I

know Bob Kelley. In August 1992, it was

Kelley, then deputy to Action Team leader

Maurizio Zifferero, who helped me and

other UNSCOM inspectors gain access to

the Iraqi documents under IAEA control.

Kelley was, and is, a great safeguards

inspector, and among his many

accomplishments is his leading role in

directing the IAEA’s investigation into South

Africa’s unilaterally dismantled nuclear

weapons program in the mid-1990s. Bob

Kelley had served as David Albright’s “in” at

http://www.thebulletin.org/%20
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the IAEA since 1992, when he started

providing Albright with access to some of

the IAEA’s information on Iraq’s nuclear

program. The decision to jointly author an

article on Iraq was a big step toward

legitimizing what had been, up until that

time, an informal relationship.

The joint article with Kelley gave Albright a

legitimacy within the IAEA, to the extent

that there were no objections when Kelley

recommended inviting Albright to

participate in a surge of inspections. It was

during the aftermath of the defection of

Saddam Hussein’s son-in-law, Hussein

Kamal, in August 1995, and the subsequent

turning over of a massive quantity of

previously hidden documents, including

those pertaining to nuclear issues. These

activities served as the framework around

which Albright and Kelley wrote their

article. The June 1996 inspection Albright

participated in was his one and only foray

into Iraq as a weapons inspector. He was

not a chief inspector, nor a deputy chief

inspector, nor an operations officer. He was

a minor member of the team, Bob Kelley’s

bag boy, who for the most part was there to

observe. In a round-table discussion with

Iraqi nuclear scientists, attended by all of
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the inspectors, Albright was able to ask a

few questions, not from the standpoint of an

IAEA expert, but more as an informed

tourist.

I was in Iraq at the time, spearheading the

very controversial UNSCOM 150 inspection,

which found our team barred from entering

several sensitive sites in and around

Baghdad. On the few occasions when I was

able to spend some down time at the U.N.

headquarters on Canal Street, I would catch

up with the status of the other inspections

taking place in Iraq at the same time,

including the one Albright was attached to.

From all accounts, his lone stint as an

inspector was at best unremarkable. He was

a dilettante in every sense of the word, a

Walter Mitty-like character in a world of

genuine U.N. inspectors. There was

recognition among most involved that

bringing an outsider such as David Albright

into the inspection process was a mistake.

Not only did he lack any experience in the

nuclear weapons field (being an outsider

with only secondhand insight into limited

aspects of the Iraqi program), he had no

credibility with the Iraqi nuclear scientists,

and his questions, void of any connectivity

with the considerable record of interaction
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between the IAEA and Iraq, were not taken

seriously by either side. Albright left Iraq in

June 1996, and was never again invited

back.

This is the reality of the relationship

between Albright and the IAEA, and the

singular event in his life which he uses as

the justification for prominently promoting

himself as a “former U.N. inspector.” While

not outright fraud, Albright’s self-promoted

relationship with the IAEA, and his status as

a “former U.N. inspector,” is at best

disingenuous, all the more so since he

exploits this misleading biographical data in

his ongoing effort to insert himself into the

public eye as a nuclear weapons expert, a

title not supported by anything in his life

experience.

I can’t say for certain when Albright became

“Doctor” Albright. A self-described

“physicist,” he allows the term to linger, as

he does the title “former U.N. inspector,” in

order to create the impression that he

possesses a certain gravitas. David Albright

holds a master of science degree in physics

from Indiana University and a master of

science in mathematics from Wright State

University. I imagine that this résumé

permits him to assign himself the title
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physicist, but not in the Robert

Oppenheimer/Edward Teller sense of the

word. Whatever physics work Albright may

or may not have done in his life, one thing is

certain: He has never worked as a nuclear

physicist on any program dedicated to the

design and/or manufacture of nuclear

weapons. He has never designed nuclear

weapons and never conducted

mathematical calculations in support of

testing nuclear weapons, nor has he ever

worked in a facility or with an organization

dedicated to either.

At best, Albright is an observer of things

nuclear. But to associate his sub-par

physics pedigree with genuine nuclear

weapons-related work is, like his self-

promotion as a “former U.N. weapons

inspector,” disingenuous in the extreme. His

lack of any advanced educational training

as a nuclear physicist, combined with his

dearth of practical experience with things

nuclear, is further exacerbated by his

astounding assumption of the title Doctor.

In 2007 Albright received an honorary

doctorate of humane letters from Wright

State University. This honorary award is a

recognition that should never be belittled,

but it in no way elevates Albright to the
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status of one who has undergone the formal

educational training and has actually

earned a doctorate, especially in the

demanding field of nuclear physics. While I

cannot find any evidence of Albright

promoting his honorary title in a manner

that indicates direct fraud on his part (i.e.,

falsely claiming to be a Ph.D. in physics),

there are far too many instances where he

is referred to by those who interview him as

being both “Dr. Albright” and a “physicist”

that the uninformed reader might be misled

into believing that the two were somehow

connected.

Albright has spent the past decade building

a solid reputation as an analyst of nuclear

issues. One only need look at the impressive

work he and ISIS have done on the issue of

North Korea to understand the potential he

brings to the table as an outside observer on

nuclear matters. Informed interest,

combined with sustained access to critical

personalities on both sides of an issue,

makes for insights and opinions that

contribute in a positive manner to the

overall public discourse. No one who is

interested in facilitating informed debate,

discussion and dialogue about issues such

as those facing us in North Korea, Iran and
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elsewhere can deny the value Albright

brings to the table. That his insight into

these matters should be shared with

members of the media is likewise something

that should be encouraged. But an analyst

must be viewed in the proper perspective,

and this begins by correctly defining who

and what one is. David Albright is not a

former U.N. weapons inspector, but rather

an accidental tourist. To call oneself a

weapons inspector suggests that one

participated in the totality of the inspection

process, and as such can converse readily,

based on firsthand experience, about the

total spectrum of issues that entails.

Albright, based on his flimsy résumé in this

regard, is not capable of such, and therefore

should stop referring to himself in this

manner, and encourage the media to do the

same. Likewise, all reference to Albright as

“Dr. Albright” should be eliminated, as

should any reference which places the

words physicist and nuclear in proximity.

Let his work be judged on its own merit, and

not camouflaged behind misleading

perceptions created through false

advertising.

In that he never has designed or worked in a

nuclear reactor, never has designed or
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worked on nuclear weapons, in fact never

has done anything of a practical, hands-on

nature in the nuclear field, to call Albright

an expert is a disservice to the term and,

again, misleading in the extreme. It is not a

sin to merely be informed, or to possess a

specialty. But informed specialists are a

dime a dozen. There is a reason mainstream

media do not turn to bloggers when seeking

out expert opinion. And yet, when they turn

to “Dr. Albright, former U.N. weapons

inspector,” they are getting little more than

a well-funded, well-connected blogger. If

one takes a closer look at the ISIS Report

published by Albright on June 16 and widely

quoted in the press since then, one will

realize that there simply isn’t any substance

to the allegations. Albright’s sole source

seems to be a single, unnamed IAEA official,

bringing to mind Bob Kelley and his role in

facilitating Albright’s “access” to the IAEA in

the 1990s. The remainder of the report

comprises information already available to

the general public, or sheer speculation.

This is, of course, the problem when

someone who is not an expert on a given

subject attempts to portray himself as just

that. Lacking in the foundation of knowledge

and experience which generally is expected
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of a genuine expert, the false “expert”

commits error after error, not only of the

factual sort but also in judgment. Had

Albright in fact been a true nuclear expert,

especially one fortified with firsthand

experience as a former U.N. weapons

inspector, he would not have had any

association with Khidir Hamza, the

disgraced Iraqi defector who claimed to

have firsthand knowledge of Saddam

Hussein’s nuclear program. A true nuclear

expert would have recognized the technical

impossibilities and inconsistencies in

Hamza’s fabrications. And a genuine former

U.N. weapons inspector would have known

that Hamza had been fingered as a fraud by

the IAEA and UNSCOM. David Albright

instead employed Hamza as an analyst with

ISIS from 1997 until 1999.

Albright likewise facilitated the story of

former Iraqi nuclear scientist Mahdi Obeidi

being told to the world. As a “former U.N.

weapons inspector,” Albright had a passing

knowledge of Obeidi; the Iraqi was among

the scientists that the IAEA team Albright

served on questioned in June 1996 (Albright

himself claims to have personally

questioned Obeidi). Albright helped sell

Obeidi’s story about buried uranium

http://www.cooperativeresearch.org/entity.jsp?entity=khidir_hamza%20
http://www.cooperativeresearch.org/entity.jsp?entity=mahdi_obeidi%20
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centrifuge parts to the media, even though a

true nuclear expert would have known that

what Obeidi claims to have hidden

possessed absolutely no value in the field of

nuclear enrichment, and any former U.N.

weapons inspector worth his or her salt

would have recognized the inconsistencies

and improbabilities in the Obeidi story.

David Albright has a history of being used by

those who seek to gain media attention for

their respective claims. In addition to the

Hamza and Obeidi fiascos, Albright and his

organization, ISIS, have served as the

conduit for other agencies gaining publicity

about the alleged Iranian nuclear weapons

program, the alleged Syrian nuclear reactor,

and most recently the alleged Swiss

computer containing sensitive nuclear

design information. On each occasion,

Albright is fed sensitive information from a

third party, and then packages it in a

manner that is consumable by the media.

The media, engrossed with Albright’s

misleading résumé (“former U.N. weapons

inspector,” “Doctor,” “physicist” and

“nuclear expert”), give Albright a full

hearing, during which time the particulars

the third-party source wanted made public

are broadcast or printed for all the world to



26.09.17 14:39The Nuclear Expert Who Never Was

Page 18 of 27https://www.truthdig.com/articles/the-nuclear-expert-who-never-was/

see. More often than not, it turns out that

the core of the story pushed by Albright is, in

fact, wrong.

While Iran did indeed possess uranium

enrichment capability at Natanz and a

heavy water plant (under construction) at

Arak (as reported by Albright thanks to

information provided by the Iranian

opposition group MEK, most probably with

the help of Israeli intelligence), Albright’s

wild speculation about weapons-grade

plutonium and highly enriched uranium

proved to be wrong. There was indeed a

building in Syria that was bombed by Israel.

But Albright’s expert opinion, derived from

his interpretation of photographs, consists

of nothing more than simplistic observation

(“The tall building in the image may house a

reactor under construction and the pump

station along the river may have been

intended to supply cooling water to the

reactor”) combined with unfocused

questions that assumed much, but were in

fact based on little (“How far along was the

reactor construction project when it was

bombed? What was the extent of nuclear

assistance from North Korea? Which

reactor components did Syria obtain from

North Korea or elsewhere, and where are
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they now?”). And, most recently, we have

Albright commenting about the contents of

a computer he hasn’t even laid eyes on,

though he feels confident enough to raise

the specter of global nuclear catastrophe

(“How will authorities learn if Iran, North

Korea, or even terrorists bought these

designs?” Albright asks when referring to

the contents of the Swiss computer).

Nowhere in his résumé does Albright cite

any formal training as a photographic

interpreter; in any case, one would have to

have an intimate knowledge of nuclear

facilities in order to know what one was

looking at when examining an aerial image.

A genuine nuclear weapons expert would

have been able to discern the technical

faults in the logic of the stories being

peddled by Albright. And a genuine former

U.N. weapons inspector, well versed in

preparing airtight investigations based

upon verified intelligence information,

would have balked at the shabby nature of

the evidence provided. Again, because

Albright is neither, he and ISIS play the role

of patsy, the middleman peddling

misinformation to a media too lazy to

conduct their own due diligence before

running with a story.
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Albright, operating under the guise of his

creation, ISIS, has a track record of

inserting hype and speculation about

matters of great sensitivity in a manner

which skews the debate toward the worst-

case scenario. Over time Albright often

moderates his position, but the original

sensationalism still remains, serving the

purpose of imprinting a negative image in

the psyche of public opinion. This must stop.

It is high time the mainstream media began

dealing with David Albright for what he is (a

third-rate reporter and analyst), and what

he isn’t (a former U.N. weapons inspector,

doctor, nuclear physicist or nuclear expert).

It is time for David Albright, the accidental

inspector, to exit stage right. Issues

pertaining to nuclear weapons and their

potential proliferation are simply too

serious to be handled by amateurs and

dilettantes.

Scott Ritter was a U.N. weapons inspector

in Iraq from 1991 to 1998.
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JUN 26, 2008

Precisely on schedule, the usual
assortment of right-wing operatives is
preparing its expected assault on the
presumptive Democratic presidential
nominee. While this unwholesome phase
of the election cycle is known universally
as "Swift-boating" -- named after the
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defamatory media blitz against John Kerry
four years ago -- the style and some of the
personnel date back at least two decades.
So does the winking charade of separation
between the official Republican
presidential campaign and the dirty
business conducted on its behalf.

The only notable difference this year is
that neither the money nor the message
has crystallized yet behind any
"independent" effort to destroy the
candidacy of Barack Obama. Whether such
a campaign against him can be mounted
effectively remains to be seen, but it will
not fail for lack of trying.

Back in 2004, the Swift boat group's attack
on Kerry commenced in earnest with the
August publication of "Unfit for
Command," a book purporting to prove
that the Democratic nominee's
decorations for courage as a Navy officer
in Vietnam were undeserved and that he
had fabricated his sterling military record.
Those sensational charges won immense
publicity for the authors and were soon
augmented by a wave of national
advertising, with millions in seed money
provided by a group of wealthy Bush
supporters based in Texas. Of course the
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fingerprints of Karl Rove, then the
president's top political strategist, were all
over that ugly episode.

This August will mark the publication of
the first book-length screed against
Obama, courtesy of Regnery Publishing,
the house responsible for the scurrilous
smearing of Kerry between hard covers. At
work on the Obama tome is David
Freddoso, a young writer from the stable
of the National Review, whose byline has
also appeared in the ultra-right-wing
magazine Human Events and who was
reportedly trained by Robert Novak, the
conservative "prince of darkness." His
straightforward title is "The Case Against
Barack Obama."

Competing with Freddoso's book for talk
radio promotion and cable airtime will be a
similar product by Jerome Corsi, one of
the authors of "Unfit for Command," who
has migrated from Regnery to a Simon &
Schuster imprint. With somewhat labored
cleverness, his book will be titled "The
Obama Nation," and is likely to posit,
among many other implausible claims, that
the Illinois senator is under the influence
of the defunct Communist Party USA.
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Aside from such far-fetched theorizing,
which excites only the hard-core fringe,
what canards will the anti-Obama
campaign exploit? Several themes have
undergone testing in recent days, with
mixed results.

Evangelical leader James Dobson has
suggested that Obama is deliberately
distorting the meaning of the Bible, which
is an unsubtle method of questioning the
Democratic candidate's Christian
commitment and raising fears (again) that
he is really a Muslim. "I think he's
deliberately distorting the traditional
understanding of the Bible to fit his own
worldview, his own confused theology,"
said Dobson on his popular radio
broadcast, adding that Obama "is dragging
biblical understanding through the gutter."
Describing Obama's interpretation of the
Constitution, he used the word fruitcake, a
term that must be very familiar to him.

Meanwhile, Floyd Brown, a right-wing
huckster and unabashed promoter of
racial fear dating back to the notorious
Willie Horton ad of 1988, is back pushing
the Muslim theme against Obama. This,
too, is an obvious attempt to inflame
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anxieties over race and ethnicity. For too
many Americans, Muslim wrongly means
foreign and nonwhite.

And this week the world heard again from
Rove, who raised the old "elitist" trope
against Obama, much as the Republicans
used envy and resentment against Kerry
for his wealth and status. "Even if you
never met him, you know this guy,"
sneered Rove during a breakfast at the
Capitol Hill Club. "He's the guy at the
country club with the beautiful date,
holding a martini and a cigarette that
stands against the wall and makes snide
comments about everyone who passes by."
Insecure and pathetic as that makes Rove
sound, he surely knows how to provoke
envy and resentment among voters,
especially white males. That was one of the
most important messages used by the
Republicans against Kerry in 2004, such as
in the famous windsurfing ad.

So perhaps Obama will be portrayed as a
Muslim Marxist who hangs out at the
country club, sipping cocktails and
sneering at the common folk. The true
message in that kind of crude,
contradictory propaganda is utter
contempt for the target audience -- in



26.09.17 14:39The Nuclear Expert Who Never Was

Page 26 of 27https://www.truthdig.com/articles/the-nuclear-expert-who-never-was/

other words, for you.

Joe Conason writes for the New York

Observer.

© 2008 Creators Syndicate Inc.
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