THE MAYORS FOR PEACE CONFERENCE AT THE UNITED NATIONS

3 MAY 2005, NEW YORK CITY

The mayors’ conference on “Ending the Threat of Nuclear Devastation” was held on day two of the Non-Proliferation Treaty Review Conference. It was an important step in the 2020 Vision Campaign of Mayors for Peace. The campaign seeks to achieve a negotiated convention for nuclear disarmament by 2010 and elimination of nuclear weapons by 2020.  A thousand and thirty-six mayors, from cities in 112 countries, have signed up. Fifty-one of them, along with 29 deputy mayors or official city representatives, from 16 states, attended the mayors’ conference, which took place at the Japan Society premises, except for an open, lunchtime session in the United Nations building. 

Canada was represented: the mayors of Burnaby, Vancouver, Edmonton, and Montreal, the acting mayor of North Saanich, and a councillor from Ottawa attended, along with other city officials. In the absence of Toronto’s mayor, I participated on the invitation of the campaign’s coordinator, Aaron Tovish.

The conference confirmed the vital necessity of the 2020 Vision Campaign and provided strategies for action. At the session in the UN, Secretary-General Kofi Annan strongly endorsed the campaign:

       “We must revitalize the long-term vision of a world free of nuclear weapons, because that is the only way to guarantee that these terrible weapons will never be used again. I am therefore truly delighted that you, the Mayors for Peace, are here today to promote your vision of a global ban on nuclear weapons by 2020.

        Your work is very important to us here at the United Nations. This United Nations is a meeting place for national Governments, but it is also for the peoples – it needs the ideas and enthusiasm of local communities around the world. You have a special role to play in building bridges of international cooperation on issues of common concern to your communities. Indeed, without the work of groups like yours, who knows whether the Kyoto Protocol on Climate Change or the Mine Ban Convention would exist today? It was the work you did, and your advocacy and pressure that made these two possible. I hope those examples will inspire you in your equally important and noble work.”

 At the opening of our conference, Nobuyasu Abe, the Under-Secretary General for Disarmament Affairs, who helped draft the call for abolition that Annan delivered to the NPT Rev Con, had stressed the importance of the mayors’ advocacy role, pressing for optimism and hard work on both disarmament and non-proliferation. “We speak for the majority,” Mayor Garry Moore of Christ Church, New Zealand, had then pointed out; we stand up for our vested interests -- those of the victims of inhumanity -- not those of weapons manufacturers. 

The first two panels of the conference, in the morning, had made the threat facing us  concrete. In the first, Dr Charles Meade, a senior scientist with the Rand Corporation, reported on a case study of the impact – local, regional, and global – of a 10-kiloton ground-burst nuclear attack on the Port of Long Beach, California, one of the world’s dozen major ports. (This independent study will soon be downloadable from the company’s web site.) Everything within one mile of ground zero would be destroyed, radioactive fallout would leave hundreds of square miles of California off limits for any foreseeable future, and social and economic impacts would be far-reaching but incalculable. (In his comments, Tovish listed factory closures, market impacts, Stock Exchange fallout.) Meade cited experts’ concern that detection technology for nuclear weapons in containers, ships, etc. is lacking and fear that we are racing towards an unprecedented catastrophe. Deputy Mayor Jenny Jones of London echoed the worry that we have created a new generation of terrorists and a relatively small-scale attack could have a wide impact. Meade stressed the need to get people involved in thinking about this issue and what it means for them. 

In the second panel, Dr Bruce Blair, president of the Center for Defense Information (in Washington, D.C.) examined the risk of inadvertent nuclear attack. Nuclear war planning is still a busy business, he reminded us: both the United States and Russia have signed off on all-out nuclear war plans and their strategic arsenals are still on hair-trigger alert. In chilling detail he set out how use of nuclear weapons would be initiated, how long it would take for retaliation, what firepower could be released – 100,000 Hiroshima bomb equivalents are on high alert. In Wyoming and Montana, the weapons are ready to fly on command, with simple triple entry of code by young crews working 24/7. The process of “nuclear war by checklist” is applied by “mental autopilot.” Events that might trigger response are reported two or three times a day to Cheyenne Mountain headquarters, where the launch drill has not really changed since the Cold War – nor has the “delusion, ignorance, and denial” in the nuclear command control chain. The timeframe for response is 15 minutes, scripted from alert to presidential decision. India and Pakistan will evolve to this position, he said. There is a serious risk of attack by mistake – unauthorized or by computer malfunction – but also by electronic penetration, or terrorist infiltration with false information or even launch. Blair urged us to hold the Nuclear Weapon States’ feet to the fire on de-alerting: it is imperative they stand down from the hair-trigger posture. De-alerting was endorsed by the 2002 NPT Rev Con; it would demonstrate commitment to the NPT Article VI (which mandates negotiation and completion of nuclear disarmament), and would convey the message that they are reducing reliance on nuclear weapons, as a step to disarmament. 

The third panel addressed the legacy of the Cold War and initiatives dealing with problems arising from nuclear weapons in Russia. It was chaired by Mayor Bill Risby of Manchester, the first city to become a Nuclear Weapon Free Zone (in 1980), which this year is spreading the message of “peace, remembrance, and reconciliation.” The initiatives include the G8 Global Partnership at the national level and sister-city programs at the municipal level, and, in particular, the Fox Cities-Kurgan Sister Cities program to help these “Secret Cities,” the major locus of nuclear weapons in the former USSR, cope with economic dislocation, infrastructure inadequacies, and community development, through outreach from the US.  Nine communities in the US and Russia are dealing with nuclear weapons issues. People-to-people direct relationships build international security, Mayor Dave Cieslewicz of Madison, Wisconsin, asserted, and local government can leverage security and policies. The views of citizens, NGOs, and municipal governments are all important and can be made to weigh at the international level, in his view. He thinks bringing threats down to the local level, educating, and motivating citizens to work for peace are tasks for mayors and will hold a press conference on what the mayors’ conference had to do with his city and its problems. Mayor Senator Patrik Vankrunkelsven of Laakdal, Belgium, warned us that nuclear programs are being intensified, 100 suitcase nuclear weapons are missing in Russia, and the reason for hair-trigger alert is power and influence, not safety or security.         

The lunchtime session in the UN focused on addressing nuclear threats – the roles of local and national governments. There is real urgency to achieve our goals, Nagasaki Mayor Iccho Itoh  reminded us, before the ageing Hibakushas -- the direct victims of nuclear hell who desperately want to see nuclear weapons abolished -- are gone. (A large group of these A- and H-bomb victims had come from Hiroshima and Nagasaki for the first week of the NPT Rev Con and at NGO sessions in the Church Center and other events they told their stories and asked us to educate the public about the realities of nuclear weapons.) Mayor Evgeny Petrovich Ishchenko of Volgograd emphasized we have to agree to end the nuclear threat; it is up to cities, which can and must play a positive role, if history is not to repeat itself. The mayors’ protests make him feel optimistic. Believing in common sense, he urged us to educate the public, disseminate ideas in our cities, and build the optimism that will achieve nuclear weapons abolition. Among others encouraging action were New Zealand’s Minister for Disarmament, the Hon. Ms Marion Hobbes, who noted that education, health, and clean water, not nuclear weapons, are priorities in democracies, and public expenditures are an issue of concern for mayors. Her advice to mayors was: It is important to deliver peace, which depends on your behaviour. 

From Canada, Mayor Gerald Tremblay of Montreal spoke eloquently on broad issues. He said the very existence of nuclear weapons is incomprehensible to him. How can the international community be convinced to commit itself to nuclear weapons abolition? All that the city represents is threatened with annihilation. Mayors have obligations to remember Hiroshima and Nagasaki: they must express their abolition commitment to governments through Hiroshima and Nagasaki Day ceremonies; inform and educate citizens for peace; spread a culture of peace, love, promoting awareness that we are all world citizens, and justice, which begins with better sharing in access to education, food, clean water – the essentials of hope for cities. For him, peace is not a concept, a principle – it is a profound change of behaviour, the daily refusal to engage in violence, which leads to further violence. We must multiply ourselves and say “we care” to the world. 

A Turkish mayor echoed these ideas, noting that unequal distribution of wealth is a major cause of war and must be addressed: “Let us love and be loved, or the world will belong to no one,” he urged. (Later, the Mayor of Cappadocia  pressed for utilization of the world’s resources effectively, distributed in a balanced and fair manner.) I also heard both that there is renewed public awareness of nuclear issues and we must seize hold of  the reality that we are the second superpower, and that people seemingly have forgotten nuclear weapons and we risk their not seeing the seriousness of the nuclear threat.  

In the final session, focused on the 2020 Vision Campaign and strategies, I found new hope. Alyn Ware, the global coordinator of the Parliamentary Network for Nuclear Disarmament, gave an encouraging report from a civil society forum partly organized by Mayors for Peace at a first-ever conference of States forming the treaty-based Nuclear Weapon Free Zones, which took place in Mexico City the previous week. Ware noted the fact that 108 countries in the Southern Hemisphere live in such zones and the hope in the effective role they play in preventing proliferation and achieving a world free of nuclear weapons. Besides proposals for a North East Asian NWFZ, he noted there had been some consideration of the idea that if negotiations leading to abolition are not initiated by the NPT Rev Con and the Conference on Disarmament (a permanent UN body in Geneva), the States Parties to the NWFZs could initiate such deliberations. The civil society forum also expressed concern about nuclear materials shipment, urging the precautionary principle be applied to proscribe plutonium reprocessing and transfer (an issue not long ago in Ontario). 

Some optimistic assessments were given. The numbers of Mayors for Peace have grown rapidly and considerably. The campaign is just really getting into gear. US representative Steve Leeper, expressing determination to bring nuclear issues into people’s minds, urged that if we do, then we can get rid of nuclear weapons. The international coordinator of the Abolition Now! campaign, Janet Bloomfield (a longtime leader in the UK Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament), who reported that the goals set for it so far had been achieved, said she had never felt such excitement about the prospects for abolition: “We are making history today!” Strategies for success included: 

· Letters to other mayors, combined with education. (A letter sent by six Belgian MfPs to other mayors, for a walk from Ypres to NATO headquarters in Brussels and an educational event with Hibakusha, increased their numbers; with a further co-signed letter to the rest, there now are 221 MfP out of 589 mayors!)

· Challenge the nuclear war system. (Belgian mayors are looking to divest from five Belgian banks investing in nuclear weapons, and they also participated in citizens’ weapons inspections.)

· Use municipal organizations to recruit. (After Mayor Akiba’s visits to half a dozen Canadian cities and a bottom up/top down campaign, provincial, territorial, and national municipal organizations can be used to pull more mayors in. Mayor Larry Campbell of Vancouver said he will raise MfP at the national municipal organization.)

· Public education by posters. (In Germany, where 204 mayors are MfPs, the International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War chapter got seven simple arguments for nuclear weapons abolition from seven mayors and put them on effective posters for wide public display.)

· Tell the world about the terror of nuclear weapons (a plea from, Mayor Saburo Yamashita of Hatsukaichi, near Hiroshima, who is a Hibakusha).

· Visit the atomic museums in Hiroshima and Nagasaki and see the sad results that nuclear weapons have brought to humanity 

· Use letters, information pamphlets, personal campaigning, and the press to promote MfP to every local municipal authority (as Jenny Jones did).

· Form a county committee including many civil society organizations and so get citizens to demand to have the nuclear weapon issue on their council’s agenda, which is televised. (Mayor Dr Gabino Aguirre of Santa Paula, California did this!)

· Come to the World Peace Forum in Vancouver, 23-28 June 2006 (Mayor Campbell urged)

· Develop op-ed pieces in preparation to respond if/when the NPT Rev Con fails to make real progress on nuclear disarmament and abolition (Aaron Tovish suggested).

· Stand by to step forward and press national governments to attend a conference to consider a nuclear weapons abolition convention if/when a “brave country” is found to convene one. 

· Use the Abolition Now 60th anniversary Endgame poster.

· Mobilize locally for Hiroshima and Nagasaki commemorations, and invite mayors to participate in events on the day, to issue declarations and stand with their citizens.

· Undertake citizen weapons inspections (a suggestion from the representative of the Mayor of Santa Fe, New Mexico, the state that is #1 in weapons of mass destruction, with Sandia Labs and Los Alamos, and #1 in poverty in the US).

· Use a targeted approach to banks, along the lines of the anti-apartheid campaign.

· Get parliamentary support for the 2020 Vision campaign and its scheduled disarmament (as has been obtained from the European Parliament).

· Educate youth in particular (Mayor Michael Sullivan of Cambridge, Mass., has brought youths in groups to the UN).

· Ban investment in or purchase from any company having anything to do with nuclear weapons (the practice of Tacoma for the past 22 years, its Mayor said).

Bringing the conference to a close, Mayor Akiba urged: work with citizens (and, in particular, youth) to make their voices louder, so they know they are the majority; work at the state level; involve and collaborate with experts; promote membership in the campaign, create national chapters, raise funds for the campaign, and engage in many lobbying activities together. We broke up on a high resolve to remain engaged in the 2020 Campaign!

Afterwards, shaking hands with Mayor Akiba to thank him for the conference and for his leadership, I told him that a little poem I heard a nine-year-old Russian girl recite in a school in far-away Volgograd in 1984 says what keeps me working for nuclear weapons abolition:“I want to laugh and not to cry, I want to live and not to die.” He asked, “but what were you doing in Volgograd?” When I told him I was part of a citizen diplomat initiative that mobilized a decade of citizen exchanges that led to Toronto and Volgograd becoming sister cities, he smiled eagerly and said: “Then you are a sister city of Hiroshima!” -- which became a twin of Volgograd (Stalingrad) as another city devastated by war and dedicated to peace. 

I hope Mayor David Miller will help Toronto be a sister city to this remarkable Japanese city, which stands and works for peace and a nuclear free world. We need the mayor to get into the 2020 Vision Campaign now with energy, imagination, and resolve! As the next step, Toronto’s mayor or his delegate should attend the 6th General Conference of Mayors for Peace from 4 to 6 August in Hiroshima, which will commemorate the 60th anniversary of the atomic bombings. It will evaluate the 2005 NPT Rev Con, current prospects for nuclear weapons abolition, and what cities, in cooperation with citizens, NGOs, and national governments can do to achieve it. 

I found the need for our continuing to work with the Mayors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki poignantly underlined by the four books of survivors’ drawings and stories that Hibakushas gave me in New York. One of these, for schoolchildren, is about a tree in Hiroshima that was hollowed out by the bomb and years later again grew green. It is for the sake of life and of our beautiful Earth that we are being called to this work. 

Phyllis Creighton

14 June 2005
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