Airlines and insurers rethink nuclear incident response to keep flights running
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Airlines are exploring new protocols to ensure operational continuity in the event of a nuclear conflict, aiming to prevent disruption for passengers eagerly anticipating their travels. Traditionally, in the aftermath of a nuclear detonation, a blanket policy mandated the grounding of all civil aircraft globally—a response rooted in Cold War-era assumptions about total warfare. However, industry leaders are now questioning this approach, particularly as the nature of nuclear weapons evolves.
The current policies, which date back to the 1950s, are seen as increasingly obsolete, especially with the emergence of tactical nuclear weapons capable of limited battlefield use. Senior partner at Gallagher, Nigel Weyman, highlighted that these weapons are designed to create localised impacts rather than escalating into global Armageddon scenarios, a sentiment echoed among security specialists. The explosion power of modern tactical warheads can be significantly less than that of historical nuclear bombs; for example, America’s B61 bombs can have yields as low as 0.3 kilotons compared to the 100 kilotons of the Hiroshima bomb.
This shift in understanding has prompted the insurance industry to reassess its policies. Gallagher, one of the world's largest aviation insurance brokers, has begun a thorough examination of coverage options that would facilitate continued operations even after a nuclear incident. Under proposed plans, a coalition of insurers would initiate assessments within four hours of a nuclear event to determine safe airspace for airlines, potentially allowing flights to continue in unaffected areas. Currently, around 100 airlines have engaged with this initiative, which seeks to provide substantial war coverage of up to $1 billion per aircraft for passengers and third parties.
The strategic realignment comes amid rising geopolitical tensions, notably the conflict between India and Pakistan over Kashmir and the ongoing war in Ukraine. The latter has particularly heightened concerns regarding aviation safety and insurance premiums in Eastern Europe, forcing the industry to reconsider existing frameworks that dictate operational responses in crisis situations. As the International Air Transport Association (IATA) has stressed, there is a pressing need for a comprehensive review of war risk insurance policies to better align with modern threats.
Weyman argues that the inherent risks associated with air travel necessitate a pragmatic approach. He questioned the rationale behind grounding aircraft in the event of a minor nuclear incident, suggesting it was disproportionate to the actual threat posed. Such views reflect broader industry sentiments that prioritise maintaining air connectivity while ensuring passenger safety.
The response from the aviation sector has not gone unnoticed. Airlines are actively working to adopt adaptive strategies—rerouting flights, enhancing security protocols, and collaborating with international regulatory bodies—to navigate the complexities introduced by contemporary geopolitical challenges. This approach is indicative of a broader trend where the aviation industry must remain resilient in the face of evolving risks.
However, potential stumbling blocks remain. Current insurance policies contain clauses, such as the 'five-powers war clause', which could invalidate coverage in the event of military escalation involving major world powers. This aspect underscores the delicate balance insurers must strike between providing adequate coverage and mitigating exposure to catastrophic risk.
As the global landscape continues to shift, the imperative for a proactive and nuanced approach to aviation insurance and operational policy adaption has never been clearer. The initiative by industry leaders to revise outdated frameworks reflects an understanding of the modern battlefield and a commitment to safeguarding international air travel. 
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