Key dates in N-arms development 
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WASHINGTON, April 12: Nuclear bombs are the most destructive weapons ever invented, capable of eliminating all life on the planet. 

Here are key dates in their development: 

— 1942: The United States, which has entered World War II following the Japanese attack on its naval base at Pearl Harbor, launches a secret plan to develop a nuclear bomb. 

— August 1945: Having successfully exploded a device in the desert of New Mexico, the US drops two atomic bombs on Japan, one on the city of Hiroshima and the second on Nagasaki. 

The attacks kill an estimated total of 210,000 people, many immediately and others over the years due to the long-term effects of radioactive fall-out. 

— 1949: The Soviet Union, by then engaged in the Cold War with the West, explodes its first bomb. 

— 1952: The US military explodes the first thermonuclear, or hydrogen, bomb in a test on the Pacific island of Eniwetok. Atmospheric nuclear tests become common, to be replaced by underground ones after they are banned in 1963. 

— 1950s and 60s: The United States and the Soviet Union, plus Britain, China and France, build up massive nuclear arsenals. 

However nuclear arms are paradoxically seen as an insurance against their own use, since they are so potent that any power foolish enough to use them is certain to be destroyed in its turn. This is aptly summed up in the acronym MAD: “mutual assured destruction”. 

— October 1962: the world seems close to a nuclear conflict when it is revealed that the Soviet Union has stationed missiles on America’s doorstep, in Cuba. After a US blockade of the island, the Soviets back down. 

— 1968: The United Nations adopts the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), which comes into force in 1970. It allows signatories to peacefully develop nuclear energy, but bans new countries from obtaining nuclear arms and commits those which already officially have them to disarming. 

The states which officially hold such weapons are the five permanent members of the UN Security Council: Britain, China, France, the Soviet Union and the United States. 

— 1990s: Although the collapse of the Soviet Union brings the Cold War to an end, Russia inherits the former superpower’s weapons, and holds them to this day. 

— 1998-2006: New nuclear-armed powers emerge, in the form of Pakistan and India, which have not signed the NPT. 

North Korea claims to possess its own weapon, and Western nations accuse Iran of seeking to do the same. 

— 2005: Iran, an NPT signatory which insists its nuclear program is solely for civilian use, resumes uranium enrichment. The United States and other western powers accuse it of seeking a weapon. 

— October 2006: North Korea explodes the first of two low-yield nuclear devices. Although it has signed the NPT, the country threatens on several occasions to pull out. 

— December 2006: Israeli leader Ehud Olmert makes an unguarded open reference to his own country possessing nuclear arms. 

— a statement widely believed outside the country, but which other Israeli officials refuse to confirm. Israel has not signed the NPT.

