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1. Brief History of Bombing and its Human Consequences 

At 8:15 a.m. on August 6, 1945, the US Boeing B-29 Superfortress known as the Enola Gay 
released a uranium-based bomb codenamed “Little Boy,” which detonated approximately 
600 metres above Hiroshima, a Japanese city with a population of approximately 350,000. 
The first nuclear weapon had been dropped on human beings.  

When Little Boy exploded, an intense flash of light and a searing heatwave engulfed Hiro-
shima. The explosion produced a massive shockwave and firestorm, reducing most of the 
city to ashes within seconds.  

The fireball from the explosion rapidly expanded to a diameter of approximately 900 feet 
(274 metres), incinerating everything in its path. Within seconds, a towering mushroom 
cloud began to rise over the city. Temperatures at ground level soared to an unimaginable 
7,000 degrees Fahrenheit (3,871 Celsius). Buildings were obliterated, fused into rubble by 
heat and pressure. Approximately 80,000 human lives were lost in an instant. 

The Hiroshima Prefectural Industrial Promotion Hall, a government building constructed 
in 1915 to showcase and support local industry, commerce, and culture, is now preserved 
as the Hiroshima Peace Memorial (Genbaku Dome), a haunting reminder of the bomb’ s 
impact.  

Three days later, at 3:47 a.m. on August 9, a US B-29 bomber departed from Tinian Island, 
initially bound for Kokura, a city known for its dense concentration of military factories and 
war-related infrastructure. When this target was obscured by heavy cloud cover, the crew 
diverted to their secondary objective — Nagasaki.  

At 11:02 a.m., a plutonium-based bomb, known as "Fat Man," was dropped over the Uraka-
mi valley in northern Nagasaki, exploding at an altitude of approximately 1,650 feet (503 
metres). Possessing a destructive power of about 21 kilotons, roughly 40 percent greater 
than the uranium bomb that devastated Hiroshima, Fat Man unleashed immense devasta-
tion. Between 40,000 and 75,000 people were killed instantly. 

Today, Hiroshima and Nagasaki stand as enduring global testaments to the catastrophic 
human cost of nuclear warfare.  

2. The Suffering Never Ends, But Justice Is Still Possible  

Hibakusha, survivors of the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, have had to live 
with charred skin, effects from the inhalation of radioactive dust, and injuries caused by 
collapsing buildings. Acute radiation sickness, which produced vomiting, hair loss, and in-
ternal bleeding, eventually killed many who survived the initial bombing. Since those early 
years, hibakusha have experienced elevated rates of leukemia, solid cancers, cataracts, and 
other chronic illnesses. They have also endured ongoing emotional pain and social stigma. 
Survivors in postwar Japan have often faced discrimination in the workplace and in social 
settings due to public fears about radiation sickness.  

https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2016/05/27/hiro-m27.html
http://digitalexhibits.wsulibs.wsu.edu/exhibits/show/atomic-warfare/effect-on-cities/hiroshima
http://digitalexhibits.wsulibs.wsu.edu/exhibits/show/atomic-warfare/effect-on-cities/hiroshima
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/the-atomic-bombings-of-hiroshima-and-nagasaki.htm
https://www.nps.gov/articles/000/the-atomic-bombings-of-hiroshima-and-nagasaki.htm
https://www.city.hiroshima.lg.jp/english/peace/1029869/1010014.html
https://www.osti.gov/opennet/manhattan-project-history/Events/1945/nagasaki.htm#:~:text=At%2011:02%20a.m.%2C%20at,that%20of%20the%20Hiroshima%20bomb.
https://www.osti.gov/opennet/manhattan-project-history/Events/1945/nagasaki.htm#:~:text=At%2011:02%20a.m.%2C%20at,that%20of%20the%20Hiroshima%20bomb.
https://www.osti.gov/opennet/manhattan-project-history/Events/1945/nagasaki.htm#:~:text=At%2011:02%20a.m.%2C%20at,that%20of%20the%20Hiroshima%20bomb.
https://www.osti.gov/opennet/manhattan-project-history/Events/1945/nagasaki.htm#:~:text=At%2011:02%20a.m.%2C%20at,that%20of%20the%20Hiroshima%20bomb.
https://www.icanw.org/hiroshima_and_nagasaki_bombings
https://www.icanw.org/hiroshima_and_nagasaki_bombings
https://outrider.org/nuclear-weapons/articles/gendered-impacts-hiroshima-nagasaki-bombings
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The Atomic Bomb Casualty Commission (ABCC) was established in Hiroshima in 1947 and 
in Nagasaki in 1948 to investigate the long-term health effects of the bombs. In 1975, the 
Radiation Effects Research Foundation (RERF) was founded to succeed the ABCC and con-
tinue epidemiological and genetic research on these nuclear survivors.  

The ABCC has been criticized for the methods employed in early investigations. Hibakusha 
were often studied without having given consent or not provided with adequate medical 
treatment, as the ABCC prioritized data collection over care. Many hibakusha recalled feel-
ing like “experimental subjects”; a deep mistrust persists in survivor communities today.  

This extensive, ongoing human suffering is a living testament to the moral and ethical im-
peratives of disarmament. Hibakusha testimony provides a moral compass in a time when 
geopolitical tensions are not only reigniting discussions of nuclear weapons use but playing 
out on new battlefields. As the war in Ukraine revives nuclear threats in Europe and new 
domains like outer space become sites of military competition, the need to secure disar-
mament grows more urgent. At the same time, with hibakusha aging and dying, the need 
to preserve their voices also intensifies. Remembering the victims of atomic weapons is not 
an act of nostalgia but of global conscience.  

This photograph, autographed by the pilot of the Enola Gay, Paul Tibbets, shows the aftermath of the bombing of Hiroshima on August 6, 1945. U.S. Navy Public 
Affairs Resources Website / Public Domain Photo 

https://www.energy.gov/ehss/japan-program-radiation-effects-research-foundation
https://www.nationalacademies.org/our-work/radiation-effects-research-foundation-rerf-program
https://hpmmuseum.jp/modules/exhibition/index.php?action=DocumentView&document_id=126&lang=eng
https://hpmmuseum.jp/modules/exhibition/index.php?action=DocumentView&document_id=126&lang=eng
https://www.cigionline.org/publications/geneva-we-have-a-problem-space-diplomacy-goes-nuclear/
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True remembrance demands moral responsibility and political engagement. It requires 
that we carry forward the lived testimonies of hibakusha as catalysts for change both with-
in our societies and on the global stage. Their suffering is not confined to history; it rever-
berates through current debates on deterrence, disarmament, and nuclear modernization.   

This ethos of remembrance and action is embodied by the organizations that have con-
tinued the advocacy of the hibakusha. In 2017, the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to the 
International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN), with Setsuko Thurlow, a Hiro-
shima survivor, one of its most powerful voices. Her testimony pierced through diplomatic 
discourse, reminding the world of the human costs behind legal frameworks and treaties. 
ICAN’s work helped galvanize support for the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons 
(TPNW), demonstrating how survivor voices can shape international law.  

More recently, in 2024, the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to Nihon Hidankyo, the Japan 
Confederation of A- and H-Bomb Sufferers Organizations. This recognition is not only a 
tribute to their decades of tireless advocacy but also an acknowledgement of their unwav-
ering commitment to peace, justice, and global solidarity. Nihon Hidankyo has not merely 
preserved memory; it has transformed memory into mobilization, giving voice to the si-
lenced and pressing governments toward accountability and abolition.  

Hiroshima has taught generations of young people, the writer of this brief included, that 
the suffering of August 6 and 9 is much more than part of Japan’s history. Those dates 
remain a call to cultivate the kind of critical thinking and moral courage needed to confront 
violence in all its forms. This commitment is not limited to disarmament but extends to 
building a world in which human dignity is protected and future generations are empow-
ered to prevent atrocities before they begin.  

Education is one of the most powerful tools we have, not just to preserve the testimonies 
of hibakusha, but to inspire action across borders. The lesson of Hiroshima and Nagasaki is 
ultimately a global one: that peace must be actively nurtured, sustained through dialogue, 
and defended through solidarity. The memory of Hiroshima and Nagasaki must not fade 
but live on to guide our political decisions, our institutions, and our aspirations for a more 
just and peaceful world.  

Honours earned by survivors of atomic weapons and their supporters serve as global 
affirmations that remembrance alone is insufficient. We need solidarity, policy change, and 
moral courage to confront militarism in all its forms. As the generation of hibakusha moves 
off the stage, the responsibility of later generations grows. We must not only remember 
their stories but act on them. The future of disarmament will not be written in treaties 
alone, but in the choices, we make to honour their legacies.   

3. Disarmament Not Achieved after 80 Years   

In the 80 years since the atomic bombs were dropped, global disarmament efforts have 
sought to prevent the proliferation and use of nuclear weapons and to build a framework 

5

https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/2017/ican/lecture/
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/2017/ican/lecture/
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/2024/press-release/
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for their eventual elimination. Early initiatives began at the United Nations, which was 
founded in 1945, with nuclear disarmament  a core goal. In 1946, Resolution 1(I) was ad-
opted by the UN General Assembly; it called for the elimination of atomic weapons and “all 
other major weapons adaptable to mass destruction.”  

The Cold War (1945-1991) saw an intense nuclear arms race between the United States 
and the Soviet Union (now Russia), which spurred both proliferation and disarmament 
initiatives. The United Kingdon conducted its first nuclear test in 1952, followed by France 
(1960), China (1964), Pakistan (1972), and India (1974). (Israel, which has not acknowl-
edged its nuclear stockpile, likely began its nuclear program in 1948 or 1949. North Korea 
produced its first nuclear weapon after the Cold War had ended.) The number of nuclear 
warheads peaked at approximately 70,300 in 1986. This unprecedented buildup intensified 
global tensions.  

The 1968 Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) became the corner-
stone of global nuclear non-proliferation and disarmament architecture. The NPT was built 
on three pillars: preventing the spread of nuclear weapons, promoting useful uses of nucle-
ar energy, and pursuing nuclear disarmament. Nearly every nation in the world has joined 
the treaty.  

Even though the NPT is one of the most widely supported arms control agreements in his-
tory, little progress has been made on disarmament. It has been more successful in curbing 
the spread of nuclear weapons.  

Hiroshima survivor Setsuko Thurlow; Ray Acheson, Director of Reaching Critical Will; and then Ploughshares Executive Director Cesar Jaramillo hold a news 
conference in Toronto in October 2017 after it was announced that the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN), of which Project Ploughshares 
is a member, would receive the Nobel Peace Prize ICAN photo

https://www.un.org/en/global-issues/disarmament
https://docs.un.org/en/A/RES/1(I)?_gl=1*yd6s4n*_ga*MTQwNDM2NzkxMi4xNzUyMDc0MDAy*_ga_TK9BQL5X7Z*czE3NTIwNzQwMDIkbzEkZzEkdDE3NTIwNzQxMDIkajYwJGwwJGgw
https://www.un.org/en/global-issues/disarmament
https://www.britannica.com/event/Cold-War
https://www.cfr.org/timeline/us-russia-nuclear-arms-control
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/nuclear-weapons-who-has-what-glance
https://fas.org/initiative/status-world-nuclear-forces/
https://disarmament.unoda.org/wmd/nuclear/npt/
https://disarmament.unoda.org/wmd/nuclear/npt/
https://disarmament.unoda.org/wmd/nuclear/npt/
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Subsequent treaties and agreements have sought to limit the testing, production, and 
deployment of nuclear weapons. The 1963 Partial Test Ban Treaty (PTBT) prohibited at-
mospheric, outer space, and underwater nuclear tests. The 1996 Comprehensive Nucle-
ar-Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT), although not yet in force, aims to ban all nuclear explosions. 
Bilateral agreements, such as the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) between the 
United States and Russia, have led to significant reductions in deployed strategic nuclear 
arsenals.  

Operating on a parallel track, members of civil society and humanitarian-focused disar-
mament groups, aided by hibakusha and other survivors, have become increasingly influ-
ential. Recent efforts resulted in the adoption of the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear 
Weapons  (TPNW) in 2017. The TPNW is the first legally binding international agreement 
to comprehensively prohibit nuclear weapons. Entering into force in 2021, it now has 94 
signatories and more than 73 States Parties.   

Unfortunately, none of the nine nuclear-armed states have signed or participated in the 
TPNW to date, nor have most of their allies. This reluctance to engage highlights their ad-
herence to nuclear deterrence doctrines.  

Today’s global disarmament landscape remains fragile. Some nuclear-armed states, includ-
ing the United States, Russia, and China, are investing heavily in the modernization and ex-
pansion of their nuclear arsenals. These efforts include the development of new warhead 
designs, hypersonic delivery systems, and lower yield “tactical” nuclear weapons that blur 
the line between conventional and nuclear warfare. Such modernization programs under-
mine disarmament commitments under the NPT and heighten the risk of a new arms race.  

But even small powers can raise fears about nuclear proliferation. North Korea continues 
to advance its nuclear weapons and missile programs in defiance of international sanc-
tions. The ability of Iran to create a nuclear weapon remains uncertain, despite military ef-
forts by the United States to disable Iran’s nuclear capability. Such uncertainties raise fears 
of further proliferation in already volatile regions.  

Meanwhile, multilateral diplomacy struggles to keep pace with new security threats. The 
Conference on Disarmament (CD), the world’s sole permanent multilateral disarmament 
negotiating forum, was established in 1979 and has been deadlocked for decades. Al-
though it successfully negotiated landmark treaties in its early years, including the Chemi-
cal Weapons Conventions (1992) and the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty (1996), it 
has failed to agree on a work program since 1996. One of the key casualties has been the 
Fissile Material Cut-Off Treaty, a proposed international agreement to prohibit the further 
production of fissile material for nuclear weapons or other explosive devices.  

4. Today’s New Nuclear Dangers 

Today, the nine nuclear-armed states collectively possess more than 12,500 nuclear war-
heads. Of these, nearly 3,900 are deployed with operational forces, and approximately 

https://www.nti.org/education-center/treaties-and-regimes/treaty-banning-nuclear-test-atmosphere-outer-space-and-under-water-partial-test-ban-treaty-ptbt/
https://www.ctbto.org/our-mission/the-treaty
https://www.ctbto.org/our-mission/the-treaty
https://armscontrolcenter.org/strategic-arms-reduction-treaty-start-i/
https://disarmament.unoda.org/wmd/nuclear/tpnw/
https://disarmament.unoda.org/wmd/nuclear/tpnw/
https://disarmament.unoda.org/wmd/nuclear/tpnw/
https://www.icanw.org/signature_and_ratification_status
https://www.icanw.org/signature_and_ratification_status
https://theloop.ecpr.eu/disarming-deterrence-and-abolishing-nuclear-weapons/
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/us/nuclear-weapons-increasing-as-russia-ukraine-war-israel-iran-conflict-reignites-the-prospects-of-world-war-iii/articleshow/121879042.cms?from=mdr
https://www.sipri.org/media/press-release/2025/nuclear-risks-grow-new-arms-race-looms-new-sipri-yearbook-out-now
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2021-05/news/north-korea-keeps-evading-un-sanctions
https://www.ctbto.org/our-mission/the-treaty
https://ploughshares.ca/the-endless-dance-of-npt-meetings/
https://www.sipri.org/media/press-release/2025/nuclear-risks-grow-new-arms-race-looms-new-sipri-yearbook-out-now
https://www.sipri.org/media/press-release/2025/nuclear-risks-grow-new-arms-race-looms-new-sipri-yearbook-out-now
https://www.sipri.org/media/press-release/2025/nuclear-risks-grow-new-arms-race-looms-new-sipri-yearbook-out-now
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2,000 are kept on high alert, ready to launch within minutes. Although these states have 
agreed to global disarmament commitments, they are not reducing but modernizing and 
expanding their nuclear forces. The United States plans to spend an estimated $756 billion 
between 2023 and 2032 in nuclear upgrades. Russia continues to invest in new interconti-
nental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and tactical nuclear capabilities, while China is rapidly ex-
panding its nuclear arsenal, which is projected to exceed 1,000 warheads by 2030, up from 
approximately 500 now.  

This nuclear buildup is taking place in an international environment in which arms control 
treaties are weakening. The US withdrawal from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces 
(INF) Treaty in 2019, Russia’s suspension of New START in 2023, and the continued failure 
of the CTBT to enter into force have created dangerous gaps in mutual verification and 
transparency. Furthermore, nuclear weapons are now increasingly viewed as usable in sce-
narios of regional or tactical conflict, dangerously lowering the threshold for use.  

At the same time, as Ploughshares Senior Researcher Branka Marijan explains in “Can AI be 
governed?” emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI), cyber warfare, and hy-
personic delivery systems are introducing new layers of instability and unpredictability into 
already difficult strategic calculations. While proponents argue that AI can enhance accura-
cy and reduce human error, AI-integrated systems, including early warning, target identifi-
cation, and even decision support, introduce significant risks of miscalculation under crisis 
conditions. Machine-learning algorithms trained on historical data may fail to accurately 
interpret novel or ambiguous scenarios, especially in the “fog of war,” as Ploughshares Se-
nior Researcher Jessica West notes in “Outer Space: Cloaked by a fog of peace.” As Branka 
notes in “Agentic warfare and the role of the human,” the speed at which AI operates could 
produce automated responses that precede any human evaluation, raising the chilling 
prospect of inadvertent conflict escalation.  

Cyber threats further undermine nuclear stability by targeting the digital infrastructure of 
nuclear command, control, and communication (NC3) systems. As Jessica shows in “Bring-
ing peace and security in outer space back down to Earth,” sophisticated cyberattacks can 
disrupt internal military networks, corrupt targeting data, spoof satellite signals, or disable 
early warning systems. A cyber intrusion that is mistaken for a conventional attack or signal 
preparation for a first strike could prompt a pre-emptive launch. The 2021 SolarWinds 
cyberattack and the use of cyberattacks in the current Russia-Ukraine conflict illustrate how 
state and non-state actors can access and exploit vulnerabilities in critical government and 
defence systems.  

Emerging delivery systems and defensive technologies are also amplifying instability. Hy-
personic weapons, capable of traveling at speeds exceeding Mach 5 and manoeuvring mid-
flight, pose yet another strategic challenge. Unlike traditional ICBMs, which follow predict-
able trajectories, hypersonic glide vehicles are difficult to track and intercept. Their speed 
drastically reduces the time — sometimes to less than five minutes — that commanders 
have to determine if an incoming object is conventional or nuclear.  

https://www.cbo.gov/publication/59054
https://thebulletin.org/premium/2025-05/russian-nuclear-weapons-2025/
https://thebulletin.org/premium/2025-03/chinese-nuclear-weapons-2025/#:~:text=Current%20US%20projections%20also%20come,of%20Defense%202021%2C%2090).
https://thebulletin.org/premium/2025-03/chinese-nuclear-weapons-2025/#:~:text=Current%20US%20projections%20also%20come,of%20Defense%202021%2C%2090).
https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/intermediate-range-nuclear-forces-inf-treaty-glance
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2023-03/news/russia-suspends-new-start
https://ploughshares.ca/can-ai-be-governed/
https://ploughshares.ca/can-ai-be-governed/
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-today/2025-06/what-happens-if-ai-goes-nuclear
https://ploughshares.ca/outer-space-cloaked-by-a-fog-of-peace/
https://ploughshares.ca/agentic-warfare-and-the-role-of-the-human/
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publications/the-world-today/2025-06/what-happens-if-ai-goes-nuclear
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2021/04/china-us-cyber-nuclear-c3-stability?lang=en
https://ploughshares.ca/bringing-peace-and-security-in-outer-space-back-down-to-earth/
https://ploughshares.ca/bringing-peace-and-security-in-outer-space-back-down-to-earth/
https://ploughshares.ca/bringing-peace-and-security-in-outer-space-back-down-to-earth/
https://www.csis.org/analysis/cyber-operations-during-russo-ukrainian-war
https://www.csis.org/analysis/cyber-operations-during-russo-ukrainian-war
https://www.geostrategy.org.uk/research/britains-hypersonic-challenge-strategic-opportunities-and-risks/
https://www.geostrategy.org.uk/research/britains-hypersonic-challenge-strategic-opportunities-and-risks/
https://thesecuritydistillery.org/all-articles/hypersonic-weapons-challenging-the-hype
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The United States, Russia, and China are all investing heavily in hypersonic capabilities. 
This new high tech, coupled with the development of missile defence systems such as the 
US-led Golden Dome initiative, is driving a destabilizing cycle in which modernization, ex-
panding arsenals, and technological innovation in both offensive and defensive capabilities 
erode established deterrence frameworks.  

As nuclear risks evolve, so do the technologies proposed to address them. The Golden 
Dome is an ambitious hypersonic and nuclear missile defence project that includes space-
based interceptors and sensors. But critics, including Ploughshares’s Jessica West, warn 
that it could escalate an arms race in orbit, destabilize long-established mutual deterrence 
strategies, and divert attention from disarmament. 

5. Why We Must Rid the World of Nuclear Weapons 

Today’s world faces a convergence of crises. A fractured international order is shaped by 
nuclear modernization, colonial legacies, global inequality, and a growing disregard for 
humanitarian law.  

While progress in nuclear disarmament has stalled, nuclear-charged rhetoric has re-en-
tered mainstream political discourse in ways not seen since the Cold War. In 2022, Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin threatened the use of nuclear weapons during the invasion 
of Ukraine, a grave breach of the 1994 Budapest Memorandum, which had guaranteed 
Ukraine’s security in exchange for Ukraine’s giving up the nuclear weapons it inherited 
from the Soviet regime. Putin’s threat triggered renewed international debates about the 
credibility of disarmament frameworks like the NPT. NPT Review Conferences have failed to 
produce a consensus final document for two consecutive cycles (2015 and 2022), exposing 
deep rifts between nuclear-weapon states and non-nuclear-weapon states.  

Since its invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Russia has escalated nuclear rhetoric in an attempt 
to limit NATO involvement in the conflict. Russian officials have repeatedly warned NATO 
that their country is prepared to use tactical nuclear weapons. These warnings have indeed 
shaped NATO’s calibrated response to Ukraine’s requests for military aid, including the 
decision to avoid direct troop deployment. Instead, NATO has strengthened eastern flank 
defences and extended nuclear consultation mechanisms. 

The memory of the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki is increasingly 
invoked in new disarmament movements led by the Global South, which often focus on cli-
mate vulnerability and nuclear testing. The TPNW emerged from a coming together of civil 
society, humanitarian experts, and historically vulnerable communities.  

In this geopolitical moment, reminders of what happened 80 years ago raise profound 
questions about the ethical response to security and technology. The accelerated devel-
opment of AI in military command structures, the proliferation of hypersonic missiles, and 
cyber vulnerabilities in nuclear command-and-control systems highlight how states are 
embracing technological complexity without a corresponding investment in transparency, 

https://warontherocks.com/2024/06/no-quick-solutions-a-different-approach-to-hypersonic-arms-control/
https://ploughshares.ca/golden-dome-explained-ambition-reality-risk/
https://ploughshares.ca/golden-dome-explained-ambition-reality-risk/
https://ploughshares.ca/golden-dome-explained-ambition-reality-risk/
https://ploughshares.ca/freedom-in-outer-space-at-risk/
https://ploughshares.ca/freedom-in-outer-space-at-risk/
https://www.nato.int/docu/review/articles/2022/11/29/russias-nuclear-coercion-in-ukraine/index.html
https://theconversation.com/ukraine-war-what-is-the-budapest-memorandum-and-why-has-russias-invasion-torn-it-up-178184
https://ploughshares.ca/deliver-or-collapse-five-critical-challenges-for-an-npt-under-strain/
https://ploughshares.ca/deliver-or-collapse-five-critical-challenges-for-an-npt-under-strain/
https://carnegieendowment.org/russia-eurasia/politika/2024/09/russia-nuclear-doctrine-blackmail?lang=en
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/nato-russia-dynamics-prospects-for-reconstitution-of-russian-military-power/
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governance, and public accountability. Meanwhile, international institutions like the CD and 
the UN Security Council remain gridlocked and unable to resolve crises such as those in 
Ukraine and Gaza.  

6.  Canada’s Nuclear Legacy   

Canada has direct and significant connections to the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki. During the Second World War, the Manhattan Project used uranium extract-
ed from the Northwest Territories. Much of this uranium came from the Eldorado Mine at 
Great Bear Lake, where members of the Délįnę Dene First Nation, unaware of the purpose 
or dangers of radioactive ore, carried sacks of it on their backs to canoes and sleds for 
transport south. They were not informed of the health risks or given any protection.  For 
decades, the community suffered in silence. Only in 1998 did the Canadian government 
formally acknowledge the harm after sending a delegation to meet with Délįnę Elders. Nev-
er, however, has there been a formal apology or compensation.  

Canada’s uranium was refined in Port Hope, Ontario, a town that has endured long-term 
radioactive contamination from nuclear processing. The federal government’s cleanup ef-
forts through the Low-Level Radioactive Waste Management Office continue, but residents 
are still raising concerns about environmental health, intergenerational exposure, and 
transparency.  

Canada’s nuclear history is marked by both complicity and contradiction. During the Cold 
War, Canada hosted US nuclear weapons on its soil as agreed to in bilateral and NATO 
accords. Between 1964 and 1984, US tactical nuclear arms, including air-to-air rockets and 
gravity bombs, were stationed at Canadian military bases. These deployments were part of 
broader deterrence strategies tied to NORAD and NATO, but they were also deeply con-
tested at home. By 1984, amid mounting public pressure and shifting policy priorities, all 
nuclear weapons had been removed from Canadian territory.   

At the same time, Ottawa occasionally allowed US nuclear-powered submarines to enter 
Canadian Arctic waters, often under a veil of secrecy. While nuclear vessels such as the USS 
Seadragon navigated the Northwest Passage with tacit Canadian consent, the government 
stopped short of allowing permanent nuclear weapon deployment or formal oversight. This 
dual posture — strategic cooperation with the United States alongside public declarations 
of non-nuclear status — underscored Canada’s attempt to balance alliance commitments 
with sovereignty and public opposition.  

In 1987, Canada unveiled an ambitious project to build its own fleet of 10 nuclear-powered 
submarines, citing the need for Arctic security and independent naval capability. However, 
by 1989 the project had collapsed under ballooning costs, questions around nuclear stew-
ardship, Indigenous opposition, and political hesitancy. The United States also discouraged 
the plan. Washington was reluctant to share sensitive nuclear propulsion technology, citing 
proliferation risks and the need to maintain strategic control over such capabilities. Addi-
tionally, US officials were apprehensive about Canada’s asserting greater autonomy over 

https://www.cbc.ca/documentaries/how-canada-supplied-uranium-for-the-manhattan-project-1.7402051
https://www.miningnewsnorth.com/story/2024/05/31/mining-history/the-uranium-mine-heard-around-the-world/8535.html
https://www.swimdrinkfish.ca/lake-ontario-waterkeeper/blog/2016/11/8/what-you-need-to-know-about-the-port-hope-area-radioactive-waste-cleanup
https://www.icanw.org/canada#:~:text=Nuclear%20weapons%20formerly%20in%20Canada,weapons%20were%20withdrawn%20by%201984.
https://www.icanw.org/canada#:~:text=Nuclear%20weapons%20formerly%20in%20Canada,weapons%20were%20withdrawn%20by%201984.
https://www.canada.ca/en/parks-canada/news/2016/02/continental-air-defence-in-the-cold-war.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/parks-canada/news/2016/02/continental-air-defence-in-the-cold-war.html
https://ploughshares.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/PPNuclearWorkshopSeries2023REPORT.pdf
https://canadianmilitaryhistory.ca/research-note-american-ssns-in-canadas-arctic-waters-1960-1986-by-adam-lajeunesse/#:~:text=As%20such%20it%20seems%20unlikely,position%2C%20therefore%20appears%20quite%20mistaken.
https://www.northcom.mil/Newsroom/News/Article/Article/2104690/us-navy-kicks-off-icex-2020-in-arctic-ocean/#:~:text=The%20camp%20gets%20its%20namesake,to%20navigate%20under%20an%20iceberg.
https://www.northcom.mil/Newsroom/News/Article/Article/2104690/us-navy-kicks-off-icex-2020-in-arctic-ocean/#:~:text=The%20camp%20gets%20its%20namesake,to%20navigate%20under%20an%20iceberg.
https://natoassociation.ca/under-the-ice-and-into-the-future-strengthening-canadas-submarine-capabilities/#:~:text=NATO%20and%20Canada-,Special%20Report%3A%20Under%20the%20Ice%20and%20Into,Future%2C%20Strengthening%20Canada's%20Submarine%20Capabilities&text=Canada%20faces%20an%20urgent%20need,and%20meet%20its%20international%20obligations.
https://natoassociation.ca/under-the-ice-and-into-the-future-strengthening-canadas-submarine-capabilities/#:~:text=NATO%20and%20Canada-,Special%20Report%3A%20Under%20the%20Ice%20and%20Into,Future%2C%20Strengthening%20Canada's%20Submarine%20Capabilities&text=Canada%20faces%20an%20urgent%20need,and%20meet%20its%20international%20obligations.
https://natoassociation.ca/under-the-ice-and-into-the-future-strengthening-canadas-submarine-capabilities/#:~:text=However%2C%20Canada%20did%20not%20buy,were%20delivered%20between%202000%2D2004.


11Project Ploughshares

Arctic waters, particularly the Northwest Passage, which the United States has long consid-
ered an international strait.  In the end, the cancellation of the nuclear submarine program 
reflected not only fiscal concerns but a national unwillingness to engage more closely with 
nuclear arms.  

It remains true, however, that Canada belongs to NATO and supports the option of first use 
of nuclear weapons by nuclear-armed NATO members. Canada has yet to sign or ratify the 
TPNW, claiming a need to maintain solidarity with other NATO members. However, a 2022 
national poll found that 74 percent of Canadians support joining the TPNW, with especially 
strong support among Indigenous communities and youth.  

Canadian nuclear tensions are easily seen in debates about missile-defence initiatives like 
the Golden Dome. While Canadian officials are weighing participation, citing benefits for 
Arctic security and continental protection, critics, including Ploughshares’s Jessica West, 
point to ballooning costs and concerns that such systems may work against disarmament 
commitments and undermine a stable mutual deterrence environment. 

Ottawa’s credibility in the future will hinge on Canada’s ability to integrate moral responsi-
bility, strategic alignment, and public values into coherent nuclear policy. Required will be 
proactive public diplomacy, a coherent explanation of strategic nuance that satisfies Cana-
dians, and a sustained investment in humanitarian and verification initiatives. Active partic-
ipation in reshaping a NATO posture that de-emphasizes nuclear dependency might also 
be called for. At the same time, the Canadian government must strive to deepen ties with 
frontline civil society groups and survivor networks worldwide.  

Today’s global disarmament landscape 
remains fragile. Some nuclear-armed 
states, including the United States, Russia, 
and China, are investing heavily in the 
modernization and expansion of their 
nuclear arsenals. 

https://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/february-2019/is-the-next-big-fight-over-the-northwest-passage-coming/
https://www.icanw.org/canada
https://www.icanw.org/poll_74_of_canadians_support_joining_the_un_treaty_on_the_prohibition_of_nuclear_weapons
https://armscontrolcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Golden-Dome-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://ploughshares.ca/canada-should-resist-trumps-iron-dome-fantasy/
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/us/nuclear-weapons-increasing-as-russia-ukraine-war-israel-iran-conflict-reignites-the-prospects-of-world-war-iii/articleshow/121879042.cms?from=mdr
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In this time of policy dissonance, Canadian civil society plays a critical role in connecting 
policy with values. Since its founding in 1976, Project Ploughshares has served as a corner-
stone for Canadian nuclear disarmament advocacy. It actively fuels policy-shaping initia-
tives, including consultations, expert roundtables, and policy advocacy aimed at Canadian 
decision-makers and NATO allies.  

For example, as part of the Canadian Network to Abolish Nuclear Weapons and in concert 
with Canadian Pugwash Group, Project Ploughshares organized a high-level “Nuclear Dis-
armament in Times of Unprecedented Risk” roundtable in October 2024, which generated 
a Five-Point Agenda for Renewed Canadian Action that explicitly urges Canada to reinvigo-
rate its nuclear commitments, spearhead disarmament diplomacy, and work within NATO 
to modify security doctrines.  

Moreover, Project Ploughshares has been a driving force in Canadian civil society promo-
tion of the TPNW. It participated directly in negotiations, amplifying calls for the complete 
elimination of nuclear arms. Project Ploughshares continues to urge Ottawa to join the 
treaty and to use its leverage in NATO to press for a shift toward disarmament and away 
from a reliance on nuclear deterrence. In a global moment marked by rising nuclear risks 
and geopolitical instability, the work of Project Ploughshares remains not only relevant but 
essential. 

 

https://ploughshares.ca/about/
https://ploughshares.ca/a-five-point-agenda-for-renewed-canadian-action-on-nuclear-disarmament/
https://ploughshares.ca/research/nuclear-weapons/
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