The IPPNW World Congress Experience

Nuclear war is not something you hear about often. In a country with no apparent nuclear threat, it is easy to ignore the dangers associated with nuclear war.

"A nuclear disaster will not hit at the speed of a glacier melting. It will hit with a blast. It will not hit with the speed of the atmosphere warming but of a city burning. Clearly, the attention focused on nuclear weapons should be as prominent as that of global climate change."

- California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger, in prepared remarks to the Hoover Institution's "Reykjavik II" conference, 26 Oct 2007.

The boring stuff

IPPNW, International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War, winner of the 1985 Nobel Peace Prize, held their 18th World Congress in Delhi, India in March this year. It was attended by over 600 doctors and students, the largest delegation yet. Thirteen Australians were there representing Medical Association for the Prevention of War (MAPW), the Australian affiliate of IPPNW. Three students and an intern from Flinders attended, enhancing the reputation of Flinders students in extra-curricular organisations. IPPNW has three areas of interest – nuclear arms, small arms prevention and medical student development. This world congress had special meaning being held in India given that India and Pakistan have about 50 nuclear weapons each and have recently undergone nuclear tests. 
The Facts

There are over 26,000 nuclear weapons in the world, each of them between 7 and 300 times more powerful than the A bomb used in Hiroshima in 1945. There are 5 n n    uclear weapons states, United States of America (10,000 n nuclear weapons), Russia (15,000), United Kingdom (200), France (350) and China (130), all which had nuclear weapons before signing the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). India, Pakistan and Israel also have nuclear weapons, 50, 50 and 75-200 respectively, and are yet to sign the NPT. Iran and North Korea d deny possession of nuclear weapons. The Non-Proliferation Treaty, formed from 1967-70, prevents the proliferation of nuclear weapons and encourages responsible use of nuclear technology. It calls for disarmament of nuclear weapons, as well as other weapons, and has so far been signed by 187 countries. iCAN, the international campaign for the abolition on nuclear weapons, was launched by Australia in 2007 and is an official campaign of IPPNW. iCAN demands “an end to nuclear weapons through a nuclear weapons convention, which will make nuclear weapons illegal, banning their development, possession, use and threat of use”
. In a speech to the Global Foundation in March 2007, Kevin Rudd stated he wanted to “re-establish the Canberra commission on the Elimination of Nuclear Weapons” to “help rebuild the collapsing consensus around the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty”
. US Democratic Candidate, Barack Obama, pledges to “end production of fissile material for weapons, not build new weapons and remove any remaining nuclear weapons from hair-trigger alert”
, if elected. The United States alone spends enough on its nuclear weapons (more than $40 billion a year) to be able to end world poverty by 2030
. 

The congress

The world congress included a 2 day student conference and 3 day main congress. The student conference had two aims: to educate those there about the issues important to IPPNW and to allow students from around the world to show what they have been doing at home to raise awareness of these issues. It was an important, personal realisation to see how nuclear weapons, the threat of nuclear war and small arms are affecting students back home. The conference was opened traditionally, b, traditionally, y three students from Japan presenting presenti on the ongoing effects of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki atomic bombs. The student conference ended with a candlelight peace march. 

The topics discussed in the main congress were so varied with some amazing speakers and stimulating workshops. There were plenaries on iCAN, small arms violence, globalisation and energy security. The issue of nuclear energy was discussed during the energy security plenary and followed by a speech from a worker from the Jadugoda mines, a uranium mine in India. His personal account of the health and psychological problems associated with uranium mining bought home the fact that so many innocent people are affected by political power struggles, with no consideration for the individuals. People living around the uranium mines are exposed to 20x the normal limit of radiation. Women in the area are becoming infertile, leading them to be shunned by the community. There are increased numbers of congenital deformities. Those living around the mines, not necessarily working in the mines, have an increased risk of cancer and a decreased life expectancy.
 This doesn’t just affect people living in countries with nuclear weapons. Adelaide is only 550km away from Olympic Dam, which is set to expand its production from 3,670 tonnes of uranium a year to 15,000 tonnes, making it the biggest uranium mine IN THE WORLD
. Although Australia has good safety measures, we’re not completely safe. In 2004, 150 workers were exposed to drinking water containing uranium levels 400 times greater than the maximum Australian safety standard.

The life changing experience

Living in the bottom end of the world, it is too easy to ignore the problems associated with nuclear weapons and war, even if we are the biggest exporters of uranium. It’s so easy to get locked up in your own little world with Boron and Robbins. This all goes away once you meet other students using the exact same books as you, but reading them in a country of political unrest and war. The fact is globalisation has happened and what happens in one country, or one region of the world, no longer only affects that country or region. We can’t continue to believe that each country’s actions are completely independent from each other. As different body systems function symbiotically as one person, our world needs us to think and act as one planet. Not only does Australia, by mining and exporting uranium, fuel international nuclear arms development, it also has a directly devastating impact in our own backyard – Olympic Dam uses 35 million litres of water a day FOR FREE.
Before going to the World Congress, I had NO idea what IPPNW was all about. I knew it had something to do with nuclear weapons, but even then, I didn’t know about nuclear weapons. When I got to India I discovered, basically, IPPNW was about world peace. I’m all for world peace, but I found it hard to believe, in the world we live in today, that it will happen. That was until I saw the 70 students who attended the pre-conference peace march, various doctors and Indian citizens all together “wanting bread, not weapons”. These sights and experiences made me realise that the first, and possibly the most important step for change, is to truly believe that it is possible. This provides the motivation needed to drive the work that induces change. These were citizens of a country with nuclear weapons, calling for disarmament. It was at that moment I believed world peace WILL happen, and like all the other doctors, students and citizens there, I will try to do my bit to make sure it does. Public education and support is the catalyst for change, and it’s something that anyone and everyone can be involved in, no matter how big or small. 
For more information visit...
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www.icanw.org
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� http://www.icanw.org/about-ican


� ‘The Australian Labour Party and nuclear weapons’ information sheet. Published by iCAN


� http://www.nytimes.com/2007/10/02/us/politics/02obama.html


� iCAN pamphlet. Published by Medical Association for the Prevention of War


� Black Magic of Uranium at Jadugoda: Study on Health Status of Indigenous People Around JADUGODA Uranium Mines in India. Published by IDPD


� http://www.nuclearfreeaustralia.com.au/articles/4-problems-with-the-nuclear-fuel-cycle/i-uranium-mining


� Nuclear Power, Uranium Mining, Water Scarcity. Published by Friends of the Earth, Australia and Medical Association for the Prevention of War





