
~uclear survival, says a new government film, is as easy as moving 
to the country. We are even reminded to bring along OUT toothbrushes. 

Civil Defense: Listening to Chicken Little 

BY GARY I.. GUERTNER 

The SALT I1 debate has revealed a growing acceptance 
among anti-SALT strategists that we must be prepared 
to fight a nuclear war. The ”war fighters” advocate 
strategies and force levels that reflect the traditional 
belief that weapons exist to fight wars, not just deter 
them, and nuclear war is like any other in this respect, 
There is little recognition by this group that events 
leading up to a crossroads in human history- the firing 
of thousands of nuclear weapons- would be anything 
other than a neat, mechanical, step-by-step procession 
to confrontation, from which the two sides could easily 
disengage. Civil defense, programs are prescribed as an 
integral part of a credible war-fighting capability, and 
Protection in the Nuclear Age, the government’s most 
recent public information film on the subject (produced 
for the Federal Emergency Management Agency), 
accepts this assumption. 

The animated film opens with a tranquil, blue-green 
earth viewed from deep space. A narrator soberly 
explains that this is a “world of conflict, and nuclear 
attack is possible.” “But,” he adds, “we can survive. 
Nuclear war does not mean the end of the world or 
civilizaion .... In the event of war, less than 5 per cent of 
our land would be affected by the attack. Ninety per 
cent would escape untouched, except perhaps by radia. 
tion and fallout” (emphasis added). The viewer is intro- 
duced to the incalculable variable in the destructive- 
ness of nuclear war as if it were an incidental side 
effect. Only much later in the film are we told that if 
the body absorbs tca much radiation, sickness and death 
may result. ”But,” we are assured, “there are defenses- 
mass, distance, and time.” 

The mass or thickness of a shelter, the distance from 
the blast, and the length of time one can remain shel- 
tered are all given as methods of,protection from harm- 
ful exposure to radiation. Because radiation dissipates, 
“time is your ally.” “After seven hours, the levels are 
down 90 per cent; after two days, 99 per cent; and after 
two weeks, only one-tenth of I pcr cent remains.” 

The impression is thus conveyed that these figures 
are valid for all conditions. If the Soviets were to target 
few warheads over wide geographic areas, the data 
might be valid. But is this Soviet strategy? According to 
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our past three secretaries of defense, a “limited nuclear 
war with the Soviets would mean thousands of war- 
heads impacting on military and economic targets all 
across the United States. 

What do we know about fallout that contradicts the 
optimistic assessments of the film? Is time really our 
ally; and does radiation ”go away” after a few days as 
the film suggests? Experts differ as to how much dam- 
age is caused by small amounts of radiation. The most 
confusing aspect for most Americans is that radiation 
comes. in many forms and from different sources. The 
components of the nuclear explosive cycle emit several 
forms of radiation, all of which may vary with weapons 
characteristics, altitude of blast, yield of explosion, and 
atmospheric conditions at time of detonatior. 

Gamma radiation from nuclear fission of the detona- 
tion cycle has high shelter-pcnetrating capabilities, and 
is especially damaging to parts of the body in which 
cells reproduce constantly, such as bone marrow (source 
of blood cells), the .digestive tract, reproductive organs, 
and the womb. Unborn fetuses are also highly suscepti- 
ble. 

Alpha particles given off by the decaying uranium of 
an exploded nuclear device can be easily deflected, but 
if inhaled or ingested by unsheltered victims can create 
chemical havoc (cancer). 

Beta particles associated with early or prompt radia- 
tion are produced by nuclear fission. They affect 
exposed parts of the body and, if ingested, have effects 
similar to alpha particles. The effects of these selective 
examples vary with the most critical variable for fallout 
levels- the altitude of explosion. Any attack on the 
United States would include ground-level detonations 
against underground missile silos and command cen. 
ters. Because of the intense heat resulting from such 
explosions, a considerable amount of rock,.soil, and oth- 
er matter would be vaporized. The Department of 
Defense estimates that if only 5 per cent of a one- 
megaton bomb’s energy is spent in this manner, twenty 
thousand tons of vaporized soil material would be added 
to the normal constituents of the fireball. 

The atomic cloud filled with these vaporized materi- 
als reaches a height of several miles before spreading 
into the standard mushroom shape. Fallout would con- 
sist of particles ranging in size from the very small, 
produced by condensation as the fireball cools, to much 
larger particles that have been raised by surface winds. 
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All eventually return to earth in radioactive form. Sur- 
vivors, however well sheltered, would be exposed to 
levels of radiation far greater than the government con- 
siders safe in peacetime. It is generally agreed that even 
nonfatal doses of radiation from these kinds of fallout 
lower the body's resistance, greatly reducing its ability 
to recover from blast-related injuries, burns, or from the 
plethora of diseases and ailments that could run ram- 
pant during the postattack "recovery" period. 

Past experience has shown that time is often no ally 
against fallout. During the 1950s and early 1960s resi- 
dents of St. George, Utah, were exposed to the fallout of 
Atomic Energy Commission tests conducted in Ncvada. 
Officials avoided testing when winds were blowing 
toward the heavily populated areas of Las Vegas or Los 
Angeles. Fallout consequently drifted over St. Ccorge 
and other small communities in southwest Utah and 
northern Arizona. Not having been alerted to the dan- 
gers of nuclear fallout, curious St. George residents 
often drove to a nearby ridge, a vantage point from 
which they could observe nuclear explosions a hundred 
miles away. Children were given school assignments to 
watch. Today, the alarming incidence of cancer 
throughout the area has resulted in more than two hun- 
dred claims against the federal government for Utah 
alone, and four hundred more for Nevada and Arizona. 

Similarly, in the Bikini Atoll of the Marshall Islands, 
site of U. S. H-bomb tests in the 1950s, residents were 
relocated until tests were ended. In 1968 levels of radia- 
tion were judged safe for human habitation. After a 
$3.25 million clean-up, and with much fanfare by Pres- 
ident Johnson, the residents were returned to their 
island. The islanders have since been re-evacuated, for 
dangerous levels of radiation were discovered still to 
exist in the plant-food chain. Estimates are that the 
island could remain uninhabitable for another fifty 
years. lust what would happen to the U.S. food chain 
after an exchange of .thousands of warheads is not con- 
sidered in the film or any other civil defense litera- 

The survivors of Hiroshimd and Nagasaki also serve 
to discredit the optimistic assumptions of U.S. civil de- 
fens .  The Japanese Government continues to monitor 
survivors, finding cancer and radiation-linked problems 
approaching 20 per Cent higher than the national aver- 
age. And t4ese casualties were produced by low-yield 
weapons detonated at nearly two thousand feet and pro. 
ducing no delayed fallout. It may be true that dying of 
cancer ten to thirty years after the initial blast is a form 
of survival, but it is also true that the lives of many 
have been cut nearly in half by the opening salvos of 
the nuclear age. 

NUCLEAR BOAT PEOPLE 
The film assures us the victims of a nuclear attack have 
three choices: public shelters, home shelters, or evacua- 
tion. Evacuation or relocation is the most imaginative 
option described. Smooth, orderly freeways are depicted 
leading away from prime target areas. This, the film 
argues, is realistic, since "we 'evacuate' millions from 
our cities every day." 

Rush hour traffic in or out of major cities does not 
offer promising support for this kind of nonsense. Bar- 

ture. 
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dyl Tirana, the Carter administration's civil defense 
chief, cstimates that only 80 per cent of Los Angeles 
would be evacuated after eight days. And once evacu- 
ated, people are pictured as moving into rural areas, 
where friendly residents are ready to serve the needs of 
millions of nuclear boat people. In California the ratio 
would be seven urban. refugees for every rural resi- 
dent. 

Unlike natural disasters, nuclear war would break or 
seriously disrupt the delicate and interdependent indus- 
trial-energy-transportation-food-medical chain that 
binds a modern society. How does a nation prepare to 
meet these problems? What are the time parameters for 
remaining and surviving in rural areas- weeks? 
months? years?* Would confusion and scarcity of 
resources drive a wedge of hostility and resentment 
between residents and refugees? 

The film ignores these issues, assuming instead ade- 
quate warning time and surgically precise nuclear 
strikes that leave the economic and social infrastructure 
largely intact. The short time parameters of the film 
result in little or no attcntion to the enormously com- 
plex moral and ethical dilemmas that local authorities 
would confront. Would outsiders-survivors from the 
cities-be viewed as a threat to the survival of local 
communities? How would food be allocated? What pri- 
orities would be established for scarce medical supplies? 
Would the elderly be. "written off'? Would only the 
potentially productive be saved? (During the clamorous 
"shelter years" of the Kennedy administration, Father 
L. C. McHugh argued in an article in Americu that 
shelter owners had a moral right to kill unsheltered 
neighbors who might fight for admission. Christian 
ethics would seem to be among' the first casualties of 
nuclear war.) 

Finally, viewers arc given instruction in how to 
improvise home shelters in the event we have neither 
the time nor the inclination to emigrate to the country. 
The basic basement shelter stocked with food and water 
is described, as well as new options for thosc who do not 
have basements. "Have a plan," the film expounds. 
"Make it practical." "Do it now!" We are even remind- 
ed not to forget our toothbrushes. 

Protection in the Nuclear Age is a prime example of 
overly optimistic estimates of survivability in nuclear 
war. It is this same optimism, when described in Rus- 
sian sources, that convinces many American analysts 
that the Soviets are preparing to fight and win rather 
than deter nuclear wars. Overall it is difficult to judge 
whether U.S. or Soviet civil defense literature is the 
most misleading. At least Soviet plans call for issuing 
evacuees shovels when they reach the countryside so 
they can dig "hasty shelters." Indeed, the shovel may 
be the appropriate symbol for nations that plan to fight 
nuclear wars. lwvl 

*The E f f e c t s  of Nuclear War, published by the Office of Tech- 
nological Assessment in 1979, estimates that a one-megaton 
surface burst would produce dangerous levels of fallout at  
least two hundred miles down wind. The outer perimeter of 
the fallout zone would be uninhabitable for a two-to-three- 
year period, while the zone fifty miles down wind would be 
unsafe for ten years. 


