Why I joined the Academic Trident Seminar Blockade

Toward the end of the first Academics Seminar in January, I made an oral presentation which was taken from a letter to my MP, Hilary Benn.  I had previously been to Faslane with the Northern Quakers and with the Leeds/Bradford group in November.  Subsequently I returned to Faslane with the Quakers in March, the Choirs in June and with the second Academics Seminar at the end of June.
I feel this to be a pivotal moment in history and a time to look to a global future beyond nuclear weapons.  This will be the first time that a major nuclear power will debate this issue beyond the context of the cold war.  Of the five original nuclear powers, Britain is best placed to take the initiative in nuclear disarmament.  Britain has only a small arsenal and is dependent on the USA for its Trident missiles.  It would be absurd for Britain to use its missiles independently of the US and equally absurd to use its weapons with the US.  So why have them?

Symbolically, because the practical feasibility of the bomb was first demonstrated here, it would be appropriate for Britain to be the first to disarm.  On a personal note, one of my lecturers in theoretical physics at Oxford was Prof Rudolf Peierls who together with Otto Frisch wrote the seminal paper in 1940 which showed that a superbomb could be made using U235.

In my view the potential danger of retaining nuclear weapons is far greater than giving them up.  Soon everyone alive will have lived their lives under the shadow of nuclear annihilation and the sense of acceptance and complacency it breeds reduces the awareness of the awfulness of these weapons.  To continue with these weapons will plunge the world into a new dark age setting the tone for an ongoing 1984 nightmare, with deep and lasting social and psychological effects on the whole of society transmitted through the generations.  We cannot commit ourselves to a nuclear future forever.  If we don't get rid of these weapons soon, they will get rid of us.

Throughout my science career, I have worked on the edge of this business; my PhD was on the materials science of nuclear reactor fuel and I worked on contracts with Harwell, Berkeley nuclear laboratories, Sellafield and found myself in an awkward situation when my research brought me close to working with Aldermaston (I got out to work on polymer electrolytes and batteries).  I feel strongly that the ongoing requirement to train and recruit scientists to work on these weapons continues to corrupt the ethical basis of science as a whole.  In the 35 years that I have worked as a practicing scientist it is only through my own efforts that I make myself aware of the effects and implications of my work.  It is seldom taught or discussed at undergraduate, postgraduate or post doctorial level, amongst peers at conferences, within the research councils or in negotiations for contracts with industry.

To make a policy decision to abandon or at the very least to postpone replacement will be a courageous declaration that Britain wants nuclear disarmament.  It will make us determined in the search for peace and global disarmament and our role and international status as peace broker will be greatly enhanced.  It will also give a much needed boost to the establishment of secure and just international bodies to facilitate general global disarmament.

I reiterate what Stellen Vinthagen had said earlier:  if not now, then when; if not us,  then whom.
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