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The City of Hiroshima’s annual Peace 
Declaration, delivered by Mayor Matsui Kazumi on 
August, 6, 2021, set the tone for the observance of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Oak Ridge and Knox-
ville this year.
 After recalling the death, destruction, and suf-
fering wrought by the US bombing of Hiroshima 
seventy-six years ago, the Mayor said: “Further-
more, in accordance with the will of the hibakusha, 
I demand the immediate signing and ratification of 
the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, 
then constructive participation in the first Meeting 
of States Parties.”
 In the Age of the Ban Treaty, there is no look-
ing back without looking forward.

NAMES AND REMEMBRANCE
 In the pre-dawn hours, as long lines of work-
ers’ trucks (and a few cars) headed into the Y-12 
Nuclear Weapons Complex in Oak Ridge, OREPA 
members began the three hour Names and Re-
membrance Ceremony.
 Names of victims of Hiroshima were read 
aloud, followed by the deep peal of a peace bell, 
and a crane was tied to the fence—an hour passed, 
and more than a hundred cranes in all the colors of 
the rainbow danced on the gentle breeze. 
 The readings continued. Eyewitness accounts 
told of the incomprehensible scenes of suffering; 
poetry captured the pain that sterile accounts 
could not. The words of General Eisenhower and 
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Yellow Xs, symbol of nuclear abolition, lined the fence outside the Y-12 Nuclear Weapons Complex in Oak Ridge in August.
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Admiral Leahy stood in stark contrast 
to the decision to obliterate the city of 
Hiroshima and tens of thousands of its 
citizens—the military men said the bomb 
was not necessary to end the war, was 
barbaric, and recounted how they were 
ignored when they made their arguments 
to the politicians.
 At 8:15 the reading was suddenly 
broken, mid-sentence. The bomb had 
exploded over Hiroshima. Several hun-
dred cranes lined the fence in a silence 
that extended for minutes; the images of 
Hiroshima and its unfathomable loss and 
sorrow held sway.
 And then, slowly and solemnly, we 
came back to the present, nudged by the 
drumming and chanting of Utsumi and 
Denise from the Great Smoky Mountains 
Peace Pagoda and the Nipponzan Myohoji 
order.
 By 9:00, more than three hundred 
cranes remained behind to bear witness at 
Y-12, where the uranium fuel for the Little 
Boy bomb was enriched. We gathered our 
chairs and packed up.
 Within ten minutes of our departure, 
the cranes were gone—torn down and 
disposed of by Y-12 security.
 It seems the simple paper cranes, 
representing the desire for peace, posed a 
threat to the bomb plant, their presence 
sending an intolerable message to the 
workers who, by now, were back at their 
daily task—producing thermonuclear 
cores for nuclear weapons.

RALLY, MARCH and ACTION
 On Saturday, August 7, we turned 
our eyes to the future, gathering in the 
morning at Bissell Park in Oak Ridge. 
It would not be fair to say the crowd 
was small—because we were too few to 
constitute a crowd.
 But the energy and the commit-
ment were not small. People came from 
Kentucky, North Carolina, Michigan, 
Virginia, and Washington, DC; from 
Oak Ridge, Knoxville, Pleasant Hill, 
Washburn, and Maryville in Tennessee.
 The Emancipators sang and the 
Catalystica players put on a brilliant skit 
illustrating the power of the Treaty on 
the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons to 
put an end to the status quo.
 We heard the words of Setsuko 
Thurlow, survivor of Hiroshima, who 
summoned “the presence of all those 
who perished,” into the great hall in Oslo 
during her Nobel Peace Prize acceptance 
speech. Three years later, as the Treaty 
on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons 
entered into force, Setsuko spoke to 
those spirits, celebrating the Treaty, but 
noting that the entry into force was not 
an ending, but a beginning.
 “We have work to do, and it will be 
hard, and it may take a long time,” she 
said. “But I promise you, we will do it.”
 With those words ringing in our 
ears, we set out for the bomb plant, a 
nearly two-mile trek in the August heat, 
and an hour later, we were there.

From the top: the Names and Remembrance Ceremony at the Y-12 Nuclear Weapons Complex: Utsumi, Ed 
Sullivan and Carol Green reading; the moment of silence at 8:15. Across the bottom, on August 7: the Emanci-
pators play; the way too heavily armed OctopusNNSAy threatens the planet; and marchers near Y-12.
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 At Y-12 we read aloud portions of the Treaty, and 
then we crossed the road to the fence surrounding the 
bomb plant and we placed 150 Yellow Xs, each one a de-
mand for the abolition of nuclear weapons, on the fence.
 Following the action, we remembered our colleagues 
from the Kings Bay Plowshares seven who remain in 
federal prison and we sang, “Keep Your Eyes on the Prize 
(Hold On)” before leaving the site.

PEACE LANTERNS
 Later on Saturday, as dusk descended, we gathered in 
the field at Sequoia Hills Park in Knoxville, several dozen 
people, for the Peace Lantern Ceremony, remembering 
Nagasaki and expressing our commitment to work for 
passage of the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weap-
ons and against violence in all the corners of our lives and 
world.
 Japanese dancers in vibrant, beautiful kimonos and 
formal dress led us in a Japanese folk dance to the strains 
of Tokyo Ohdo, accompanied by a shamisen (similar to a 
lute) and small taiko (drum).
 Recorder music provided the perfect setting as the 
peace lanterns were released into the Tennessee River, first 
drifting upstream before turning to form a long line of 
hope as they floated away.

Left and below, at 
the Y-12 Nuclear 
Weapons Complex in 
Oak Ridge on August 
7: The Yellow X ban-
ner proclaims the 
Ban Treaty’s mes-
sage; Pam Hindle 
reads excerpts from 
the Ban Treaty. At 
Y-12, yellow Xes are 
tied to the fence 
at the bomb plant; 
they dance on the 
breeze, a spirited 
and resolute NO in 
defiance of the gov-
ernment’s plan to 
continue production 
of nuclear weapons 
in Oak Ridge.

Left: Peace Lantern 
construction began 
with the creation 
of wrappers for 
the lanterns on the 
porch at the River-
side Catholic Worker 
house in Knoxville; 
it continued inside 
with assembly of the 
bases. 

Right: at the Lantern 
Ceremony, we 
remembered Naga-
saki and heard the 
hibakusha demand 
for nuclear disar-
mament; we also 
learned a traditional 
dance to the tune of 
Tokyo Ohdo. And as 
the evening drew to 
a close, we expe-
rienced peace and 
hope as lanterns cast 
light in the darkness.
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If you read the Defense Nuclear Facili-
ties Safety Board weekly reports about the 
Y-12 Nuclear Weapons Complex in Oak 
Ridge, TN, you get the idea that no one, 
really, has a grasp on what is going on in the 
nuclear weapons production buildings.
 Week after week, without fail, nuclear 
criticality problems are uncovered and docu-
mented. Chip dollies are found to be leak-
ing; containers are found to contain more 
radioactive materials than allowed; unlabeled 
jars with liquids containing highly enriched 
uranium are discovered.
 Here is one example, from the July 2 
weekly resident inspector’s report: “A nuclear 
criticality safety engineer discovered that a 
drum was loaded approximately 31% above 
that container’s U-235 loading limit. The ma-
terial was received at Y-12 in the mid-1990s.”
 Translation: For more than 25 years, a 
drum containing 30% more highly enriched 
uranium than criticality safety limits allow 
was sitting in a corner in one of the buildings 
at Y-12. No one knew it, no one was moni-
toring it, no one was attending to it.
 Question: What else? The drum dis-
covery is not, unfortunately, an anomaly. 
“Discoveries” are the way problems are rou-
tinely uncovered. This is the result of decades 
of failure to attend to a safe and responsible 
process for handling and tracking weapons-
grade, life-threatening, highly radioactive 
materials. 
 All of this time, of course, NNSA of-
ficials at Y-12 have been assuring the public 
that safety is their top priority.

NOT JUST HEU
 Y-12’s nuclear weapons production 
safety problems extend beyond criticality 
safety issues. A report issued in August by 
the Government Accountability Office found 
that on-going work to assure the production 
of lithium-6 which, when combined with 
deuterium, is an essential component of ther-
monuclear weapons, is “not consistent with 
best practices.”
 One result of this kind of program mis-
management can be seen in another part of 
the GAO report—the projected cost of a new 
lithium processing facility (LPF) at Y-12 has 

tripled in just four years, while the estimated 
completion date has slipped five years.
 These last findings will shock no one 
who tracks major construction projects 
across the Department of Energy’s weapons 
complex. These projects, which tend to make 
annual appearances on GAO’s high-risk list, 
are often “low-balled” at the outset in order 
to start the flow of money from Congress. 
Then, once hundreds of millions are invested 
in the project, the real budgets begin to ap-
pear, and contractors come running to the 
feed trough.

 The “need” for a new lithium facility 
arises from two facts—one is a done deal, 
and the other is an assumption. The done 
deal is simple; the old lithium wet chemistry 
facility, necessary to recycle lithium from 
retired warheads, was shut down in 2013 
because it had deteriorated beyond the point 
that it could operate safely.
 The assumption—that the US needs an 
ongoing supply of lithium deuteride in order 
to maintain its massive nuclear stockpile of 
1,500 deployed weapons and around 4,000 
more in reserve—is not so simple.
 Apply any one of several other assump-
tions—that the US will dramatically reduce 
its stockpile in compliance with its 1970 
obligations under the Nuclear Nonprolifera-
tion Treaty, or that the US will sign and begin 
to implement the Treaty on the Prohibition 

of Nuclear Weapons, or that the Nuclear 
Posture Review underway by the Biden Ad-
ministration will reduce the nation’s reliance 
on nuclear weapons as a strategic security 
measure, or even that the Biden Adminis-
tration will negotiate another new START 
agreement with Russia that will result in 
steep reductions—any one of these assump-
tions reduces or eliminates the need for a 
new lithium facility currently priced at $1.6 
billion. (If it is built, the ultimate pricetag 
will be much higher.)

IN THE MEANTIME
 Deteriorating conditions at Y-12’s 
Building 9212, the weapons production 
facility cited almost weekly by the DNFSB 
for criticality safety issues, are similar to the 
conditions that forced shutdown of the wet 
chemistry lithium facility in 2013. 
 But 9212 is in some ways worse—not 
only is the physical infrastructure deteriorat-
ing from age and exposure to corrosive ma-
terials over nearly seventy years, the building 
has legacy risks lurking in dark corners 
throughout, any one of which could turn into 
a catastrophe if, say, a strong storm compro-
mised the weak roof and allowed water to 
enter the building.
 OREPA has asked several oversight 
agencies, including the DNFSB and GAO, 
to develop a tool to systematically catalogue 
conditions at Y-12’s bomb production facili-
ties and to establish a “failure point,” a point 
at which the risk of building or production 
failure requires shutting down the facility in 
order to protect workers and the public.
 Here again, the lithium situation is 
instructive. The GAO report includes a 2014 
photograph of an area of the lithium facility 
that was shut down in 2013; the photo shows 
where a 300 pound slab of concrete fell from 
the ceiling of the building.
 When we remarked to one official that 
we felt like a broken record, they agreed: 
different material, different buildings, same 
story.
 And so, bomb production continues, 
billions are spent, and the risk grows greater 
every day.
  

As bomb buildings age, danger increases, 
budgets go up, and schedules slip

The assumption that the 
US needs an ongoing sup-
ply of lithium deuteride in 
order to maintain a mas-
sive nuclear stockpile of 
1,500 deployed weapons, 
with 4,000 more in reserve, 
is not so simple.
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The first and most important thing we can do 
is simple and hard: we have to take the existential threat 
of nuclear weapons seriously—and act as though it were 
real. Because it is.
 It’s not just that there are thousands of nuclear weap-
ons threatening us—that’s been true for decades.
 But two things have changed. First, the nuclear 
powers have launched a new nuclear arms race—the US, 
China, and Russia are investing trillions of dollars in 
“modernizing” their nuclear weaponry. Right now, the 
US is outspending China three to one, and Russia four to 
one. This nuclear arms race is ours—we started it and we 
are driving it forward.
 The second thing that has changed is that the nine 
nuclear weapons states no longer own the debate about 
nuclear weapons. The Ban Treaty has changed that. 

 So the second, 
and equally important 
thing we can do is also 
simple and hard: we 
have to take the Treaty 
on the Prohibition of 
Nuclear Weapons seri-
ously.
 Until recently, 
those who spoke about 
nuclear abolition were 
marginalized, cut out of 
policy debates and discus-
sions in favor of those 
who limited discussion of 
nukes to military policy, 
nuclear postures, and used 
terms like “mutually assured 
destruction” and “deterrence.” 
Nuclear weapons were about 
security, oxymoronic as that is.

 The one hundred twenty-
two nations that voted to approve the Ban Treaty in 2017 
have declared that nuclear weapons must be talked about 
in terms that matter most to the nearly eight billion 
people who live on the planet—the impact of nuclear 
weapons on human beings and the environment that 
sustains life of the planet.
 Seen through this lens, nuclear weapons are clearly 
not only immoral, but, thanks to the Ban Treaty, also 
illegal, violating the fundamental standards of common 
humanitarian law.

THE POWER OF THE TREATY
 The legal power of the Treaty is not universal. It 
applies only to the states that have joined the Treaty. This 
list of 55 does not, of course, include any of the nuclear 

weapons states. Nor does it include their protectorates—
nations that are covered by our “nuclear umbrella.”
 But the moral power of the Treaty does not see 
national or state boundaries; it has force across the globe, 
including—and especially—in the nuclear weapons 
states.
 That power rests not only on the insistence of 
signatories to the Treaty that their lives matter, and that 
they can not conscionably be subjected to the effects of 
nuclear war; it rests also on the powerful claim of the 
hibakusha, Pacific Islanders, and other downwinders who 
have already experienced the deadly and lasting effects of 
nuclear weapons.
 These witnesses, whose compelling voices must be 
heard by world leaders, are united in their direct mes-
sage: Never Again! And they know that the only way 
to assure that no one else is ever subject to the horrors 
they have witnessed is to dismantle the nuclear weapons 
under the terms of the Ban Treaty.

USING THE POWER
 The TPNW is words on paper or on a screen, strong 
and clear and insistent words, but still only words. They 
have no power unless they are taken up and used.
 That’s where we come in. The TPNW opens the door 
for conversations and actions, and there are Working 
Groups strategizing right now about the most effective 
actions we can take to turn the Treaty’s promise in to 
reality.
 Some things are already happening. Resources were 
developed and used across the country for Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki observances.
 A bill before the US House of Representatives (H.R. 
2850), sponsored by Eleanor Holmes-Norton, calls for 
the US to sign and ratify the TPNW—it lacks enough 
sponsors to pass, but it is a perfect vehicle for contacting 
your Representative and asking them to sign on to the 
bill. Even if you feel certain they will not sign on to the 
bill, your conversation will compel them to think about 
nuclear weapons, something they rarely if ever do.
 You can also use the bill as an organizing tool—a 
chance to talk to other people to ask them to contact 
their Representative. Leaving a message on-line is simple; 
calling them is even more effective. 
 Raising the profile of nuclear weapons helps people 
to understand the threat is real, even if we don’t want to 
face it. Creating a groundswell that might nudge a Rep-
resentative to think about this issue is also an important 
and critical action.
 The decision-makers will never embrace the Treaty 
or move toward abolition on their own. They will do it 
only when they are pushed to do it by us. As the Emanci-
pators sang at Y-12, “There’s work to be done!”

The Ban Treaty is only words on paper
until we make it more.
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR ACTION
 Around the country this August, Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki observances tied the commemorations to the 
Ban Treaty. In the weeks to come, we will begin organize 
collaborative events to mark the first anniversary of the 
Treaty’s entry into force on January 22.
 You can track the progress of this effort by joining 
the Facebook group: Nuclear Ban Treaty Days of Action. 
This site provided resources for August observances and 
is collecting accounts of actions around the US; it will 
remain an active site, rolling forward to support future 
days of action.
 Better yet, you can join the Days of Action Work-
ing Group and work with people around the country 
to shape events, develop themes, create resources, and 
more. You’ll have the inside track and can share informa-
tion with your local group to be out in front of prepara-
tions.
 Other opportunities are already in place—ICAN’s 
Don’t Bank on the Bomb project provides information 
on companies, financial institutions and other investors 
in nuclear weapons production. Several campaigns are 
already underway in the United States to press companies 
and banks and universities to give up contracts or divest 
from nuclear weapons production.
 There is a Divestment Working Group sharing ideas 
and exploring possibilities for a broader campaign in the 
US; it overlaps with some of the other efforts underway—
for instance the Schools of Mass Destruction Working 
Group effort to build opposition on campuses across the 
country. 
 The Schools Working Group is developing a Pledge 
for students, faculty, administrators, alumni/ae and 
others; the Pledge not only provides for direct  personal 
engagement with the issue of nuclear weapons, it is an 
opportunity for education.
 Others are working on getting local governments 
and public officials to take similar pledges—to spurn 

activities supporting nuclear weapons. The Localities and 
Legislators Working Group is building a large database of 
actions already taken and tracking ongoing efforts.
 The bottom line? No matter how you want to work 
on nuclear weapons, there is a place for you—to con-
tribute your energy and ideas and to draw on the energy 
and ideas of others. To get connected, contact OREPA at  
orep@earthlink.net and you can be added to a listserv to 
get notice of Working Group meetings. 

WATCH THIS SPACE
 We are working to build a nuclear abolition move-
ment—or to re-build if you are old enough to remember 
the Freeze and the Mobilization for Survival. 
 It won’t happen if people stand on the sidelines to 
cheer the activists. There aren’t enough activists to make 
a difference right now. It will only happen if everyone 
gets involved—gets active somehow.
 What is happening now is only the beginning. If 
January 22, 2021 was a spark to re-energize the nuclear 
abolition movement, the work since then has been 
fanning that spark to life. We are now in the process of 
adding fuel—developing resources and recruiting more 
people who are ready, either once again or for the first 
time, to confront the threat of nuclear weapons and to 
organize for the future.
 At some point, a point we can’t identify at the mo-
ment, the time will come when the will of the people for 
an end to the nuclear threat will become a consuming 
fire. 
 Years ago US President/General Dwight Eisenhower 
said, “One of these days the people are going to want 
peace so badly that politicians will have to give it to 
them.”
 With the enactment of the Ban Treaty by 122 na-
tions, its ratification by 55 nations, and its entry into 
force, we have taken a giant step toward that day. We 
cannot stop now.

 One year after the entry into 
force, the Treaty on the Prohibi-
tion of Nuclear Weapons calls for 
a first meeting of states parties. 
The meeting, which is also open 
to states that have not yet signed 
or ratified the Treaty, was to be 
held in Vienna, Austria in Janu-
ary 2022.
 The first meeting has been 
bumped, though, by the Nuclear 
Nonproliferation Treaty Review 
Conference. The NPT Review, 
usually a month-long meeting at 
the UN, was scheduled for April/
May of last year, but got bumped 
by COVID-19. There was talk 
of a virtual meeting last fall, and 

then the meeting was resched-
uled for later this year.
 But the resurgence of the 
virus in its variant forms made 
the fall meeting too uncertain, 
so the UN began looking for 
the next 30-day window that it 
could host a major international 
meeting. That window was open 
in January 2022, so the move was 
made—at least for now.
 In order to avoid a con-
flict and allow participation in 
both meetings, the TPNW first 
meeting of states parties, a 3-day 
meeting, is being moved to 
March 22-24, 2022; it will still be 
held in Vienna.

 The International Campaign 
to Abolish Nuclear Weapons 
(ICAN), of which OREPA is a 
member, is coordinating Non-
governmental 
Organization 
participation.
 As with 
so much of 
our lives these 
days, these 
meetings 
likely hinge 
on the state 
of COVID-19 
risks, includ-
ing travel restrictions—so stay 
tuned for future updates!

First meeting of States Parties pushed back to March
BAN TREATY UPDATE
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Information about the cost and schedule 
for the Uranium Processing Facility bomb plant in Oak 
Ridge has always been hard to come by. 
 For years, Tennessee Senator Lamar Alexander, who 
chaired the budget subcommittee that pays for nuclear 
weapons programs, declared that he was meeting regular-
ly with the project personnel and they were “on schedule 
and on budget.”
 OREPA has always been skeptical of those assur-
ances, especially since neither Alexander nor his staff 
would provide any documentation. One staff committee 
member, asked directly about the budget and schedule, 
laughed out loud, indicating that neither existed.

 We predicted that the UPF would, like most NNSA 
projects, would fail to meet its schedule or budget. We 
also predicted that no one would admit that as long as 
Alexander was in charge of writing the checks for the 
UPF.
 Now, Lamar Alexander is gone, retired.
 His departure has hardly opened the floodgates of 
information, but we have been able to learn a little more 
about the project. 

 In July of this year, three of the four UPF construc-
tion projects at the Y-12 Nuclear Weapons Complex in 
Oak Ridge went from “Green” to “Yellow” on DOE’s 
project dashboard, a spreadsheet that tracks all the major 
construction projects across the nuclear weapons com-
plex.
 Yellow, according to the dashboard, means “Proj-
ect is at risk of breaching its performance baseline cost, 
schedule, or scope.”
 In the case of the UPF, it is likely to be the first two. 
Alexander declared in 2014 that he had established a $6.5 
billion cap on spending for the UPF. That number, noted 
some analysts, was heavily dependent on the project 

staying on schedule. 
Stretching the work 
out would multiply 
labor costs, and the 
project would face 
higher prices for 
materials.
 Among the three 
UPF projects that 

have gone yellow is the main process building—the UPF; 
it is joined on the list by two support buildings—the 
Mechanical Electrical Building and the Salvage and 
Accountability Building. Together, the three buildings ac-
count for $6.2 billion of the projected $6.5 billion budget.
 No one has a crystal ball, but it would not surprise 
us if the UPF project maintained its trajectory and 
entered the “Red” zone: Project is expected to breach its 
performance baseline cost, schedule, and scope.
 

UPF bomb plant poised to exceed cost cap and schedule

The Department 
of Energy’s “Dash-

board” tracks 
major projects as 

they progress.

 For the past eighteen months, 
we’ve been tossed on the waves of 
an unpredictable virus. Just when 
it began to look like “normal” was 
returning, the delta version threatens 
to return us to days full of questions.
 OREPA has been working hard 
during the pandemic to continue 
our work for the abolition of nuclear 
weapons safely and effectively.
 And while we’ve always worked 
with a long list of allies, the pandem-
ic has provided us with new tools for 
collaboration, and the Ban Treaty 
has provided us with unprecedented 
reasons to use them. 
 So in these still uncertain 
times, you can be sure of at least one 
thing—the work of ridding the world 
of nuclear weapons will continue.
 On page two of the newsletter, 

you see that OREPA is part of the 
Alliance for Nuclear Accountabili-
ty—a network of grassroots groups 
at weapons sites across the US along 
with some national and regional 
allies. ANA focuses on stopping 
weapons production and cleaning 
up the legacy of contamination left 
behind at weapons sites.
 We’re also part of Community 
Shares, a workplace giving organiza-
tion similar to United Way, but for 
progressive organizations—it’s a way 
to connect with other local nonprof-
its.
 And we’re a member of the 
Nobel Prize winning ICAN which 
has more than 600 member groups 
around the globe. We also work 
with Footprints for Peace and 
Büchel ist Überall, a German/Dutch 

campaign to get US nuclear weap-
ons removed from the Büchel air 
base in Germany.
 Collaboration multiplies our 
efforts exponentially—it’s the right 
thing to do, and it pays off. Plus it’s 
energizing and inspiring to connect 
with great people doing this work!
 We can do all this only because 
we have generous supporters. We 
are truly a grassroots organiza-
tion—no government grants, and 
foundation grants are rare. OREPA’s 
members keep us going.
 As we move foward, we hope 
you will continue to invest in this 
critical work—that’s why there’s an 
envelope tucked in the newsletter. 
 If you prefer to give on-line, 
there’s a secure Donate button at 
orepa.org. Thank you!

Your support keeps OREPA working—and collaborating
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Sometimes, context is every-
thing. Take, for instance, a letter that 
was circulated via email looking for 
organizations to sign on. It was from 
Representative Pramila Jayapal, and 
the purpose of the letter was clearly 
to influence the Nuclear Posture 
Review now underway by the Biden 
Administration.
 Preceded by an impressive 
list of endorsing organizations, the 
letter seeking House colleagues to 
sign on began: “I invite you to join 
me in urging President Biden to use 
the forthcoming Nuclear Posture 
Review to set a nuclear strategy 

that aims to limit 
the role of nuclear 
weapons in our 
national security, 
reduces unneces-
sary spending, and 
sets the stage for 
progress towards 
the recent agree-
ment with Russian 
President Vladimir 
Putin to pursue 
additional arms 
control and risk re-
duction measures.”
 So far, so good, 
and it is under-
standable that 
a letter seeking 
signatures from 
colleagues in the 

House would not stray too far from 
the authorized conversation—limit, 
not eliminate, the role of nuclear 
weapons; reduce, not cut altogether, 
unnecessary spending (leaving 
room for “necessary” spending); 
and encouraging the pursuit of arms 
control, not abolition.
 And, finally, the ever-present 
“risk reduction” which sounds good 
but is, if you think about it, a com-
plete and dangerous illusion, since 
anything short of the abolition of 
nuclear weapons leaves us facing an 
existential peril.
 Still, the road to abolition, 
for now at least, will be traveled 
one step at a time. And the efforts 

outlined by Congresswoman Jayapal 
name some of those steps.
 The actual letter to Biden has 
strong language—“grave concern”—
and challenges the Biden budget’s 
proposed increase for every nuclear 
weapons program on the books, 
even one the Obama-Biden admin-
istration cut, but Trump reinstated.
 It’s an excellent laundry list of 
budget cuts, and we should all hope 
it gets the attention of the Biden 
Administration and, even more, the 
members of Congress, House and 
Senate, who vote on the budget.
 And then, in the last para-
graph, comes trouble: “As you 
have stated, the sole purpose of US 
nuclear forces should be to deter a 
nuclear attack.”
 That final paragraph proposes 
reductions in deployed strategic 
nuclear weapons by up to 1/3 the 
current New START levels, an act 
that would be a great and hopeful 
step. Nothing in the final paragraph 
requires the opening sentence, the 
one that gratuitously embraces the 
continued maintenance and deploy-
ment of a large nuclear stockpile 
based on the policy of deterrence.
 OREPA signs on to many 
group letters seeking changes in 
policy or budget reductions. But we 
read them all, and we are careful 
about what we put our name on. A 
letter that undermines our funda-
mental goal is a no-brainer for us.
 When a colleague asked about 
this, our Coordinator said, “I didn’t 
even send it to the committee that 
approves sign-ons. We can’t sign on 
to a letter that embraces a continu-
ing nuclear stockpile or the policy 
of deterrence, especially if there is 
no mention of the ultimate goal of 
abolition or the Treaty on the Prohi-
bition of Nuclear Weapons.”
 “Don’t let the perfect be the 
enemy of the good,” came back the 
reply.
 But where is the good? Reduc-
tions in funding, even eliminating 
a weapon or two, leaving us still 
with thousands of nuclear weap-

ons, knowing it would only take 
a hundred, maybe less, to trigger 
nuclear winter—coupled with the 
failure to discuss the humanitarian 
and ecological impacts of nuclear 
weapons, pretending that reductions 
actually make us safer—these things 
are merely an illusion of good.
 Years ago, one of OREPA’s 
co-founders, Steve Smith, listened 
to a Department of Energy official 
describe efforts to partially clean up 
a waste site in Oak Ridge. The of-
ficial was quite pleased that they had 
made progress, and when he finished 
he was dismayed to hear Steve say, 
“I feel like we were drowning with 
ten feet of water over our heads, and 
now you tell us it’s only six feet of 
water. But we’re still drowning.”
 It’s important not to lose sight 
of our goal, and not to accept the 
illusion of progress; we demand the 
real thing.
 OREPA supports all kinds of in-
terim measures that move us toward 
the elimination of nuclear weapons, 
even baby steps like cutting a single 
budget line for a new warhead.
 But we also support giant leaps, 
like the Treaty on the Prohibition 
of Nuclear Weapons, and we insist 
that conversations about nuclear 
weapons must take place in the real 
world, in the new context in which 
we are living. Things are not the 
same as they were last year, before 
the Treaty had entered into force. 
 It is up to us, every one of us, 
to use the enormous power of the 
Treaty—we make it true by speak-
ing its name. And we must do that 
every time we have a conversation 
about nuclear weapons, with people 
around us, in Letters to the Editor, 
and when we communicate with 
Senators and Representatives.
 Allowing decision-makers to 
control the conversation, and allow-
ing them to push forward with old 
policies as though the Treaty does 
not exist, is not only wrong, it is 
dangerous. It prolongs the era of the 
Great Nuclear Threat.  We won’t sign 
on for that.
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versations about 
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It’s a new world.

Will you sign on to this letter?
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