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Disinformation narrative: Moscow’s false claim that Ukraine was planning to detonate a dirty bomb on its own territory
and blame Russia gained mainstream media attention following its full-scale invasion of Ukraine. This rhetoric began
generating substantial alarm several months later in October 2022, when Westem officials (Europe, the US and allied
countries) believed it might serve as cover for a false-flag operation or pretext for tactical nuclear weapons use.

Response: The initial response from Ukraine and its allies to Russia’s dirty bomb narrative relied primarily on fact-checking
to refute and debunk claims about dirty bomb manufacturing in Ukraine. After it became apparent that these claims could
be used as a pretext to escalation, backchannel diplomacy and threats of retaliation were also employed to dissuade
Russian escalatory action.

Implications: Moscow’s dirty bomb narrative underscores how false narratives can manipulate public opinion and obscure
intentions. Moving forward, combating such disinformation, especially in fast-evolving crises, may need to rely more heavily
on advanced technologies like Al-driven analytics and real-time verification to rapidly counter false narratives.

A dirty bomb (i.e. radiological dispersal device) uses conventional

explosives to spread radioactive material - causing contamination,
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Sporadic appearance of dirty
Unlike nuclear weapons, which require highly enriched uranium or weapons-grade bomb narrative in Russian
o . . o . language media/social media.
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< » Their detonation would be millions of times less powerful than a nuclear weapon © 23October 2022
& explosion as it does not create a nuclear fission chain reaction.3 Surge in Russian state media
- ) o reporting about a potential dirty
< » The area contaminated would be dependent on the explosive yield and amount of bomb ‘provocation’.
g radioactive material released — but would likely extend only a few hundred metres. , ,
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but victims could be harmed over time by the exposure to radioactive material. UK and US counterparts.
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France, UK and US leaders

have led these devices to be characterised as “weapons of mass disruption” rather than reject Russia's dirty bomb
“weapons of mass destruction (WMDs).™ narrative.
( 5 US officials express fears that
Since at least 2015, Russian actors have propagated the dirty bomb narrative to Russia’s claims may be used
8  advance domestic and geopolitical interests - as part of its broader disinformation as a pretext for tactical nuclear
(@) . . . . . weapons use in Ukraine.
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success in the Global South compared with \Western audiences.® in a radioactive environment.
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Russia’s dirty bomb narrative (see timeline) peaked sharply in intensity and outreach in © Russia's UN ambassador

October 2022, causing Westem officials to became concermned that the sudden writes to the UN Secretary
increase in messaging might serve as cover for a false-flag operation or pretext for Sgg&rgi' rf;fg‘:;g'j;:mems
tactical nuclear weapons use.? '
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At the time, Moscow was experiencing significant battlefield setbacks and Western President Biden wams that
Ml intelligence agencies had intercepted communications from senior Russian military tactical nuclear weapons use
2l leaders discussing the circumstances in which Moscow might use tactical nuclear wold be a *serious mistake”
'G weapons against Ukraine.® Considering these broader developments, Moscow was © 26 October 2022
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ongoing efforts to debunk Moscow’s dirty bomb narrative, with strategies such as President Putin repeats dirty
. . . . . bomb allegations.
reverse image searching and feasibility analysis by experts. The International
L Atomic Energy Agency, which undertook verification activities and conducted © The US defence secretary
2 research within Ukraine, also categorically rejecting Moscow’s claims. ! wams of significant retaliation if
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@ dissuade Moscow from employing a dirty bomb or nuclear weapon. China’s leader, ~ @ 28 October 2022 ,
o Xi Jinoina. likel d President Puti inst Usi | India al Moscow's dirty bomb wamings
i Jinping, likely warned President Putin against using nuclear weapons. India also abruptly end.
issued a public statement condemning nuclear weapon use by any state.'?
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* Threats of retaliation: These were privately conveyed to Russia by French, UK Circulation of dirty bomb
and US officials. Westem leaders reportedly warned that a tactical nuclear weapons narrative retumns to baseline
strike would not go unpunished and that they may respond by conventionally frequency.

striking Russian forces.'3

Moscow’s dirty bomb narrative highlights how false or misleading information can be

% used to exploit global radiological and nuclear fears, shape public opinion, obscure
n intentions and sow confusion.' Western debunking efforts likely played a role in
3 calming public anxiety and challenging Russia’s accusations. However, combating
(ZJ future disinformation, especially during rapidly evolving crises, may need to increasingly
(@8 leverage advanced technologies such as Al-driven analytics and real-time data Scan QR code for references.
© verification to identify and counter misleading narratives before they gain momentum.
Page 2 of 2
‘x OPEN NUCLEAR & qpvymdctrdisinfo.com N i
?6‘ N ET\/\/ O R K X @GPctrDisinfo 2 @GPctrDisinfo Canada

&2 GPWMD.CounterDisinfo@gmail.com

a programme of One Earth Future


https://gpwmdcounterdisinfo.com/
https://x.com/GPctrDisinfo?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1852306272999080013%7Ctwgr%5Edb91b2c46310b580e3580af5737fa17a5287838f%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fgpwmdcounterdisinfo.com%2F
https://www.youtube.com/@GPctrDisinfo

	Slide 1
	Slide 2

