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The Nuclear Pacific

Nuclear Laboratory of the big powers

Canada is a Pacific nation but few Canadians know that March 1 is

Nuclear Free Pacific Day, declared so by the Pacific Peoples’ Action
Front and the Pacific Council of Churches. The day commemorates the
advent of the nuclear age in the Pacific when, in 1954, the United
States exploded a nuclear weapon on the Bikini Atoll in Micronesia, its
radioactive fallout contaminating residents of neighbouring islands,
Japanese fishermen in the area, and U.S. military personnel. Through
the years since then the south Pacific has become the nuclear labora-
tory of the big powers, the U.S., U.S.S.R., Britain and France all having
tested nuclear weapons and missiles there. Today the Pacific Ocean is
the arena for the U.S./Soviet contest for nuclear submarine “superior-
ity”’. Canadian connections with the nuclear Pacific include the Strait
of Juan de Fuca, through which U.S. nuclear-powered and nuclear-
armed submarines in the Trident series will have to pass to get to and
from their home base at Bangor, Washington; Nanoose Bay on Van-
couver lIsland, where submarine detection experiments are carried
out: and Canadian Armed Forces anti-submarine warfare activities car-
ried out on the West Coast, for which new long-range-patrol aircraft
are now on order. :

The consequences of the Nuclear Pacific for the residents of the
thousands of Pacific Islands have frequently been devastating. The;
following overview of the nuclear Pacific has been adapted from arti-
cles by two Australian peace activists.”

Its vast area and small, scattered
population make the Pacific an
attractive theatre of military opera-
tions to both superpowers. U.S.
interest in the area goes back to the
nineteenth century when it assumed
control over Hawaii, Guam, American
Samoa and the Philippines. Since
World War Il the U.S. has had a United
Nations mandate over Micronesia, a
Pacific Trust Territory in the West
Pacific of about 2000 islands some
two and a half thousand miles south-
west of Hawaii.

... their isolation and small popula-
tions made the islands attractive for
secret military projects.

The military importance of the area
was emphasized in 1973 by the then
U.S. Secretary of Defense, James
Schlesinger:

“The region not only surrounds the
access routes to Guam, but also

those to the Near East, and our
sources of Asian raw materials can
be controlled from Micronesia.
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The Nuclear Pacific
(Continued)

by a coral reef that encircles a clear
blue lagoon. Out of necessity, the
Marshallese are traditionally expert
fishermen, deriving most of their pro-
tein from the rich lagoons, while the

Bikini Atoll fitted all requirements for
Operation Crossroads, designed to
test the destructive power of nuclear
weapons on naval vessels. When the
U.S. military governor of the Mar-
shalls went to Bikini in February, he
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In 1952, the first hydrogen device
was tested at Enewetak. The blast
estimated at 10.4 metagons, com.
pletely vaporized one islang in the
atoll and left a crater one mile in diam.
eter and 170 feet deep in the cora|
reef.

OnMarch 1, 1954, the United States
detonated Bravo, the first test of a
deliverable hydrogen bomb, at Bikini
Atoll and severely contaminated
fishermen aboard the Lucky Dragon,
a Japanese fishing vessel that had
strayed into nearby waters. More than
200 Marshallese on the neighboring
atolls of Rongelap and Utirik, and
some 28 Americans monitoring the
explosion were also contaminated.

After their evacuation to the Navy
base at Kwajalein, many of the
exposed Marshallese began to expe-

(Continued next page)
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Disarmament Times

shington, D.C., announced that

The DISARMAMENT TIMES, the only newspaper that reports
regularly and fully on disarmament issues in the UN context, IS
published by the NGO Committee on Disarmament at UN Head-
quarters (eight issues in 1980). :

Designed for the United Nations community, peace organiza:
tions, and concerned persons, it is an important source of mate-
rial to help inform and orient efforts for disarmament and peac%

Subscription: $4 for first class mail. DISARMAMENT TIMES,
777 U.N. Plaza, New York, N.Y., U.S.A. 10017.
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rience the effects of severe radiation
poisoning: itching and burning of the
skin, eyes and mouth; nausea: vomit-
ing and diarrhea. Later in the month,
in the second stage of acute radiation
exposure, many of the people began
to wholly or partially lose their hair,
and skin burns began appearing on
the necks, shoulders, arms and feet of
those most heavily exposed.

The Utirik people were told by the

Atomic Energy Commission that
“their island was only slightly con-
taminated and considered safe for
habitation,” and they were moved
back in May 1954.

“Valuable data”

Three years later the Rongelapese

were permitted to return home —
after a July 1957 radiological survey
stated that “'in spite of slight lingering
radioactivity’ Rongelap Atoll was
safe for rehabitation. With this dubi-
ous
Rongelapese returned. Brookhaven
National Laboratory (on contract to
the AEC).reported that :
~ “Eventhough . ..the radioactive con-
tamination of Rongelap Island is con-
sidered perfectly safe for human.hab-
itation, the levels of activity are higher
than those found in other inhabnfted
locations in the world. The habitation
of these people on the island ‘WI||
afford most valuable ec.olog,u‘cal
radiation data on human beings.
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more information about the '
Pacific’. g

g’eter D. Jones, “Th
Overview", appeared in the Wi
lssug.of Nuclear Countdown: Alj;irrng?ogf
Pacific Resistance, P.O. Box A243, Sydne
South, Nsw 2000, Australia. .
‘Glff thnson, “Micronesia: America's
Strategic’ trust”, appeared in the Febru-
ary 1979 issue of the Bulletin of the Atomic
Scientists and in
December 1979 issue of Anti-War Action,
qewsletter of the Association for Interna-
tional Co-operation and Disarmament.
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Write to Project Ploughshares for

e Nuclear Pacific: An
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Theatre ofthe Absurd

There is an unreality about the
world military situation in 1979
that begins with its sheer size. Few
pf us can follow with interest the
incredible numbers involved: mil-
lions of people in peacetime
armies; trillions of dollars in
wasted resources; nuclear overkill
sufficient to destroy every city in
the world many times over.

How much more difficult will it
be for the historians of the future
to find reality in this militarized
world of 19792 How will their best
computers deal with the balance
of terror, the specialized language
of the weaponeers, the gaming of
megadeaths, the military grotes-
queries of today?

— What kind of world was it, they
will try to imagine, that clebrated
the Year of the Child while adding
to a vast pool of deadly nuclear
waste that would be its most long-
lasting legacy to hundreds of gen-
erations to come? .

— Did their civil servants seriously
play out war games that no one
could win, but that required
aggressor and defender alike tof
sacrifice hundreds of millions ©
their own people in nuclear

deaths?

__From World Military an

Copies of thi
chased at cost fro
more copies):

d Social Expenditures 1979, b

1 t
handbook on disarmamen
: m Project Ploughshares

— When nuclear weapons were
developed and there proved to be
no defense against them, was it
self-deception or a sense of irony
that led governments to rename
their war ministries ‘‘defense”
ministries?

— After the leading defense minis-
ter stated that nuclear war
between the two superpowers
would destroy in hours all that the
two nations had built over cen-
turies, where is the record of the
public outcry against making even
more such weapons?
— How did the nuclear powers
plan to control the prevailing
winds over Europe to ensure that
in event of war radioactive fallout
would not blow back on their allies
and themselves, killing them as
freely as their enemies?

—>Who were the leaders yvho were
prepared to march millions of
young men against battlefield
weapons that would blow them
into radioactive dust? ;
Of course, the historians will
conclude, it was not the real world
of 1979; it was pure theater, global
fantasy, @ diversion no doubt from
intractable social problems.
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