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M I N I S T R Y OF D E F E N C E 

M A I N B U I L D I N G W H I T E H A L L L O N D O N S W 1 

Telephone 218 6169 

I understand that the Prime M i n i s t e r would l i k e to 

have a re p o r t on the a c c i d e n t a l US a l e r t , which r e c e i v e d 

press a t t e n t i o n over the weekend. The f a c t s are as f o l l o w s . 


On F r i d a y 9th October at 1608 hours the US alarm 

i n d i c a t o r s i n the operations centres of the MOD, BMEWS F y l i n g d a l e s , 

HQRAF S t r i k e Command and C i n C F l e e t Northwood r e g i s t e r e d an 

adyanced a l e r t s t a t e . There was no i n d i c a t i o n from the 

F y l i n g d a l e s radars of any t h r e a t to the UK, and indeed w i t h i n 

seconds the information" was shown to be suspect. W i t h i n a 

minute of receipE"~of tHe~"original US n o t i f i c a t i o n the North 

American A i r Defence (NORADj Command had i n d i c a t e d that the 

warning was a f a l s e alarm. 


The reason f o r the e r r o r was explained i n a US Department 

of Defense statement issued on 9th November, as f o l l o w s . 

"At 1050 am (Eastern Seaboard Time) on 9th November 1979 a 

t e s t tape was loaded on the North American A i r Defence (NORAD) 

command computer as part of a computer t e s t . The tape simulated 

a m i s s i l e a t t a c k against North America. Through p o s s i b l e 

mechanical malfunction the tape was t r a n s m i t t e d to a number 

of other commands and agencies. The e r r o r was c o r r e c t e d 

w i t h i n s i x minutes. The i n c i d e n t i s under i n v e s t i g a t i o n . " 


The Pentagon have al s o explained to us that as a r e s u l t 

of the e r r o r ten f i g h t e r - i n t e r c e p t o r a i r c r a f t had been 

scrambled from t h e i r bases: two F-106s from Oregon, two F-106s 

from Michigan, and s i x F-11 Is" from B r i t i s h Columbia, TTanada. 


/ The .. . 


M O'D B Alexander Esq 

No 10 Downing Street 
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The a i r c r a f t had been s w i f t l y r e c a l l e d . To the knowledge 

of the Pentagon no forces i n Europe had been i n v o l v e d . 

Our own f o r c e s ' r e a c t i o n was confined to a precautionary 

d e c l a r a t i o n of "c o c k p i t r e a d i n e s s " to the Phantom a i r c r a f t 

on ten minute standby, although the f a u l t was diagnosed 

before the crews a c t u a l l y entered the c o c k p i t s . 


BMEWS F y l i n g d a l e s issued a statement on Saturday to 

the "News of the World" saying that "the event had happened 

and that F y l i n g d a l e s had r e c e i v e d an a l e r t s i g n a l from the 

e a r l y warning network but that the UK screens were c l e a r . 

Checks were made and showed up a f a u l t w i t h i n 30 seconds." 

The MOD duty press o f f i c e r r e f l e c t e d t h i s l i n e i n response 

to e n q u i r i e s and the press o f f i c e at 10 Downing S t r e e t was 

informed. Further d e t a i l e d i n f o r m a t i o n on the i n c i d e n t must 

await the outcome of the US i n v e s t i g a t i o n . 


I am copying t h i s l e t t e r to Paul Lever i n the Foreign 

Secretary's O f f i c e and to M a r t i n V i l e . 
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10 D O W N I N G S T R E E T 



V W O N F O 0 5 7 / 1 0 


CO F C 0 ( D E S K B Y 1 0 1 7 0 0 Z ) 


0 0 M O D U K ( R E S I D E N T C L E R K ) 


RR U K D E L N A T O 

G R S 2 2 0 


U N C L A S S I F I E D 


FM WA SH I N G T O N 1 0 ! 6 3 0 Z NOV 7 9 


D E S K B Y F C 0 1 0 1 7 0 0 Z 


TO I M M E D I A T E F O R E I G N A N D C O M M O N W E A L T H O F F I C E 


T E L E G R A M N U M B E R 3 6 6 0 O F 1 0 N O V E M B E R 1 9 7 9 


I N F O I M M E D I A T E M O D U K ( R E S I D E N T C L E R K ) , R O U T I N E U K D E L N A T O , 


Y C U R T E L N O 1 6 1 6 ; U S S T R A T E G I C A L E R T . 


1. L A S T N I G H T T H E D E P A R T M E N T O F D E F E N C E I S S U E D T H E F O L L O W I N G 


S T A T E M E N T I 


Q U O T E A T 1 0 . 5 0 AM E S T O N 9 N O V E M B E R 1 9 7 9 A T E S T T A P E WAS L O A D E D 


ON T H E N O R T H A M E R I C A N A I R D E F E N C E ( N O R A D ) C O M M A N D C O M P U T E R A S P A R T 


O F A C O M P U T E R T E S T . T H E T A P E S I M U L A T E D A M I S S I L E A T T A C K A G A I N S T 


N O R T H A M E R I C A . T H R O U G H P O S S I B L E M E C H A N I C A L M A L F U N C T I O N T H E T A P E 


WAS T R A N S M I T T E D TO A N U M B E R O F O T H E R C O M M A N D S A N D A G E N C I E S . T H E 


E R R O R	 WAS C O R R E C T E D W I T H I N 6 M I N U T E S . T H E I N C I D E N T I S U N D E R I N V E S T ­


I G A T I O N U N Q U O T E . 


2. T H E P E N T A G O N E X P L A I N E D T O U S T O D A Y T H A T A S A R E S U L T O F T H E E R R O R 

T E N F I G H T E R - I N T E R C E P T O R A I R C R A F T H A D B E E N S C R A M B L E D F R O M T H E I R 

B A S E S 1 ? F - 1 0 6 ' * S F R O M O R E G O N , 2 F - 1 0 6 » S F R O M M I C H I G A N , A N D 6 F - l l l ' S 

FROM B R I T I S H C O L U M B I A , C A N A D A . T H E A I R C R A F T H A D B E E N S W I F T L Y R E C A L L E D 

T O T H E K N O W L E D G E O F T H E P E N T A G O N , NO F O R C E S I N E U R O P E H A D B E E N 


I N V O L V E D , 


3. T H E R E l f> A M I N O R R E F E R E N C E TO T H E I N C I D E N T I N T O D A Y ' S P R E S S , 



3. THERE IS A MINOR REFERENCE TO THE INC IDENT IN T O D A Y ' S PRCSS, * 
MOT (R! " : " s ^ 

!30T) N O T I F I E D OF THE F A L S E A L E R T . 

4. FOR FURTHER INFORMATION IF REQU IRED , YOU COULD CONTACT THE 

PENTAGON (COL ZENK 2 3 2 / 6 9 7 - 5 1 3 1 ) OR l iORAD IN COLORADO D IRECT ( C O L 

O ' B R I E N 3 0 3 / 3 9 8 - 5 3 3 3 ) 

ROBINSON 

NNNN 

CRU 
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13 November 1979 


Tue Prime Minister has seen your l e t t e r to 
EC of 12 November about the accidental US 
a l e r t . The Prime Minister has asked how wo 
were able to discern so r a p i d l y that the US 
alarm indicators had b e e n activated by i n f o r ­
mation that was suspect. I should be grat e f u l 
i f you could l e t rae have a note on t h i s . 

MICHAEL ALEXANDER 


D.T. Piper, Esq., 

Ministry of Defence. 
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M I N I S T R Y OF D E F E N C E 

M A I N B U I L D I N G W H I T E H A L L L O N D O N S W 1 

Telephone 0 1  2 1  8 6169 

16th November 1979 
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MO 12/2/4 (PQ 0472C) 


Thank you f o r your l e t t e r of lSyNovember asking f o r a note 

on how i t was p o s s i b l e to d i s c e r n so r a p i d l y t h a t the US alarm 

i n d i c a t o r s were a c t i v a t e d i n e r r o r . 


The B a l l i s t i c M i s s i l e E a r l y Warning S t a t i o n (BMEWS) at 

RAF F y l i n g d a l e s i s i n constant v o i c e contact w i t h the North 

American A i r Defence (NORAD) Command. When an alarm i s 

r e g i s t e r e d by the automatic system, a checking process i s 

immediately i n s t i g a t e d by h i g h l y t r a i n e d NORAD and BMEWS 

personnel i n t o the i n t e g r i t y of t h e i r systems and NORAD are 

a l s o able to check a g a i n s t i n f o r m a t i o n a v a i l a b l e to them from 

other e a r l y warning systems. An emergency does not f o r m a l l y 

e x i s t u n t i l these s t a f f s confirm that t h e i r checking has 

revealed no f a u l t s , and that they b e l i e v e the in f o r m a t i o n to 

be c o r r e c t " 


In t h i s case RAF F y l i n g d a l e s found no c o r r o b o r a t i v e 

i n f o r m a t i o n on t h e i r own d i s p l a y s of the supposed m i s s i l e 

a t t a c k , and they knew a l s o that NORAD had j u s t been engaged 

i n an e x e r c i s e i n v o l v i n g frequent d i s p l a y changes (the system 

i s c o n s t a n t l y being tested i n t h i s way). The in f o r m a t i o n was, 

t h e r e f o r e , considered suspect but F y l i n g d a l e s continued t h e i r 

i n t e g r i t y checks. Almost immediately NORAD confirmed that 

the t r a n s m i s s i o n was the r e s u l t of an e r r o r i n the computer: 

NORAD was r e c e i v i n g no in f o r m a t i o n from any of the three BMEWS 

the other two are i n Alaska and Greenland - that would confirm 

warning, nor had any other US warning system i n d i c a t e d a danger 

I t was, t h e r e f o r e , c l e a r that the alarm was f a l s e and that the 

e r r o r was w i t h i n the system.
 r t 


Michael Alexander Esq 
 SECRET 10 Downing S t r e e t 
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