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To The Editor:


August 6 marks the 57th anniversary of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, and August 9 that of Nagasaki. The two nuclear weapons used, small by today’s standards, killed 210,000 human beings; hundreds of thousands of survivors continue to suffer and die from radiation-induced cancers. 


Today, the US, Russia, China, France, the United Kingdom, India and Pakistan (and possibly Israel, North Korea, Iran and Iraq) possess a total of more than 30,000 nuclear weapons, with a combined yield of hundreds of thousands of Hiroshimas. Collectively the US and Russia have approximately 4500 warheads on high alert (meaning that they can be fired within 15 minutes and reach their targets in another 30 minutes). The recent agreement between Presidents Bush and Putin will do little to fundamentally lower the risk of such an occurrence, as they do not eliminate warheads but simply transfer them to “reserve status,” from which they can be redeployed rapidly. Other threats include accidental nuclear war, terrorist attacks on poorly-guarded nuclear weapons and power facilities, and “dirty bombs.” The International Atomic Energy Commission acknowledges every nation has the capability to build a “dirty bomb” and that more than 100 countries have not taken adequate steps to protect radioactive materials.

Other horrible legacies of the nuclear age include Pacific Island ecosystems devastated by testing, hundreds of thousands of US government employees who received dangerous doses of radiation from weapons production and testing (and whom the government is only now beginning to compensate), and the 70,000 tons of nuclear waste scheduled to be transported to geologically-unstable Yucca Mountain, Nevada in 100,000 shipments of “mobile Chernobyls” that will pass within ½ mile of 50 million Americans, a sizeable amount going through Portland and other heavily populated areas of Oregon.

The Bush administration has contributed to nuclear instability by withdrawing from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty. Through its Nuclear Posture Review, it has flouted our legal obligations under the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Its bellicose rhetoric in designating an “axis of evil” and calling for a prolonged “war” on terrorism, as opposed to working cooperatively with other nations and international institutions to bring the perpetrators of horrific acts such as the WTC and Pentagon bombings to justice, has contributed to increased tensions worldwide. The Department of Energy has requested $15 million to develop the Robust Nuclear Earth Penetrator and another $15 million for enhancing readiness to test nuclear weapons at the Nevada Test Site, which could lead to full-scale resumption of nuclear testing, risking another arms race, perhaps with China.


The administration has requested a defense budget of over $400 billion for 2003, including a 4.6% increase in spending on nuclear weapons and an 11% decrease in spending to curb the spread of nuclear weapons. This is astounding, considering that  many of Russia’s over 300 nuclear weapons facilities are “guarded” by underpaid, sometimes-homeless soldiers and that the Russian government admits to having broken up over 600 attempted transactions of nuclear materials since 1998. Finally, the administration continues to promote the fantasy of a “missile defense shield,” despite multimillion-dollar tests that have failed spectacularly under highly structured and unlikely conditions, strong opposition from the scientific community, and an estimated cost of over $100 billion. In part due to reckless military spending, we face a projected budget deficit of $100 billion for 2002, down from a $236 billion surplus in 2000.


To commemorate the 57th anniversary of the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Physicians for Social Responsibility and the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom will host a ceremony at 6PM, Thursday, August 6, 2002 at the Japanese-American Historical Plaza (on the waterfront at NW Couch and Naito Parkway) to honor the victims and to encourage citizens to act to counter continuing nuclear threats.  Speakers include Keith Martin, MD, Vice-President of Legacy Health System, and Gary Kuniyoshi, MD. Native-American Spider Moccasin will provide musical entertainment and the Thousand Cranes Multnomah County Peacemaker Awards will be distributed. Please join us to witness for peace and for the total abolition of nuclear weapons. And please contact your Congressional representatives and urge them to oppose President Bush’s missile defense initiative, his request for increased funding for nuclear weapons research and production, and the administration’s plan to transport waste to Yucca Mountain.
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