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August 1, 2001

To the Oregonian

This coming week marks the 56th anniversaries of the only two times atomic weapons have been used in warfare. The 15 kiloton Hiroshima bomb, dropped August 6, 1945 caused 140,000 civilian deaths; the 22 kiloton Nagasaki bomb, dropped 3 days later, caused 70,000 casualties. Victims were vaporized by high levels of thermal radiation, crushed by a blast wave capable of crumbling buildings, and burned and suffocated by a firestorm miles wide. Hundreds of thousands of hibakusha (survivors) continue to suffer and die from cancers secondary to radiation exposure.

Today, the US, Russia, China, France, the United Kingdom, India, and Pakistan possess more than 30,000 nuclear weapons. Israel, North Korea, Iran and Iraq may also have atomic weapons, albeit without missiles capable of reaching the US. The combined yield of all American nuclear warheads is about that of 100,000 Hiroshimas. There are 500 tons of highly radioactive plutonium in bombs and in nuclear waste (much of this from weapons production). The Pentagon admits that it has “lost track” of over 2.5 tons. Adequately distributed worldwide, one pound is enough to cause lung cancer in every human being.

Between them, the US and Russia have over 13,000 weapons actively deployed, with near half on high alert (meaning that they can be fired within 15 minutes and reach their targets in another 30 minutes). This is a vastly redundant arsenal; between 150 and 200 weapons are adequate to destroy all major urban centers in Russia. Given Pentagon acknowledgements of 32 accidents involving nuclear arms since 1950 (and the US General Accounting Office’s likely more accurate estimate of 233), we must not only fear the use of these weapons in war or by terrorists, but also the possibility of accidental nuclear war.

Beyond the immediate effects of an atomic explosion, a bombed country would have to cope with injuries that would vastly overwhelm health care personnel and resources, famine, and a devastated transportation infrastructure. The world would have to cope with radioactive fallout (affecting humans and arable soil), a massive refugee crisis, and in the case of large-scale nuclear conflict, an even more rapid rise in global temperatures than we already face due to environmental destruction and greenhouse gas emissions.

Despite the almost incomprehensible consequences of nuclear explosions, the US fiscal year 2002 budget seeks a 4.6% increase in spending on nuclear weapons, to $5.3 billion. Simultaneously, programs to prevent the spread of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons could be cut by 11.5%, to a paltry $773 million. Meanwhile the budget seeks further cuts in investment in cleaning up nuclear weapon sites and protecting human health, this at a time when 46 million Americans lack health insurance.

Simultaneously, the Bush administration is pushing the fantasy of a missile defense shield, despite strong opposition by the scientific community and multimillion-dollar tests that have spectacularly failed half the time, even under the most optimal, highly structured, and unlikely conditions. This “shield” will be more like a very porous umbrella against weapons from outside the country, and offers no protection against internal accidents or terrorists bringing small (by contemporary standards) nuclear weapons onto US soil. Furthermore, it violates the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty and runs the risk of catalyzing a new, bigger arms race with the Soviet Union and China. 

The only real solution to the global threat posed by nuclear weapons is the total abolition of nuclear weapons, an accounting and the destruction of global plutonium stores, and an emphasis on combating the root causes of war, such as overpopulation, hunger, and the global maldistribution of wealth and inequality of the sexes. This may sound unrealistic, but at one time so did the abolition of other slavery and the enfranchisement of women.

I encourage you to contact your elected representatives and urge them to: 1) oppose President Bush’s missile defense initiative and his request for increased funding for nuclear weapons research and production; and 2) support the Treaty on the Nonproliferation of Nuclear Weapons. I also welcome you to join Physicians for Social Responsibility on August 5, 2001 at the Japanese American Historical Plaza at Waterfront Park at 1PM, for a memorial to the victims of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and a celebration of peace.
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