Armageddon Revisited

The government’s latest profile of World War 111 fails to

consider climatic effects

THE quality of life after World War
111, according to two recent reports,
is likely to be better, or worse, than
war planners have assumed. The optimistic
view comes from civil servants at the Federal
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA),
and the dark view from members of an
international scientific body known as the
Scientific Committee on Problems of the
Environment (SCOPE).

FEMA came out with its optimistic inter-
pretation last month in a report called the
“Nuclear Attack Planning Base-1990”
(NAPB-90). The document will be sent to
every state emergency planner in the nation
for comment and, later, for use in civil
defense plans. According to study director
Ronald Treichel, NAPB-90 improves upon
a 1975 survey of the same kind. It should
come as no surprise that other FEMA offi-
cials see the new study as a mandate for
spending more money on postwar survival
schemes—FEMA’s specialty.

In FEMA’s report, 130 million U.S. citi-
zens are classified as living in areas where
bomb blast overpressures, heat, and radia-
tion would be severe. The people in this
high-risk category face a “sure probability of
being injured or killed.” FEMA interprets
this as good news because its 1975 study
concluded that 156 million Americans (26
million more than now) were in this catego-
ry. FEMA thinks that as many as 112 mil-
lion (up from 86 million in 1975) live
outside the perimeter of immediate death
and have a fair chance of living beyond the
first hours of a nuclear attack.

The reason for the new scenario, officials
say, is that FEMA has modernized its target
assumptions. When FEMA last peered into
the abyss in 1975, it assumed that the Soviet
Union would detonate two warheads on
each target, one at ground level and one in
the air. This degree of overkill no longer
makes sense. In addition, the agency as-
sumed that the explosive power of each
warhead would be roughly 20 megatons,
about 20 times the size of devices used in
more accurate modern weapons. The result
was what FEMA describes as a “worst-worst
case” scenario, one that no longer seems
plausible. In the new study, FEMA posits a
more widespread Soviet attack, but one that
is more accurately focused on military and
economic targets.
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However, the report also says that people
living outside the immediate blast zone
would confront many other lethal hazards.
Approximately 45 million of them live in the
“low direct effect risk” zone, meaning that
they might not be killed outright by blast
overpressures but could be killed by flying
debris or severe burns. A final 63 million
live so far from targets that the direct blast
effects would be of no consequence.

But even the remote 63 million are not
safe. FEMA perceives a “vast and far-reach-
ing” threat from radioactive fallout. “None
of the continental U.S. land area can be
considered categorically secure from this
risk,” it says.

The most dangerous fallout areas include
the western and midwestern states where
missiles are buried (Colorado, Missouri,

“The majority of the
Eartl’s human
population is vulnerable
to starvation following
a lavge-scale nuclear
war, even though total
bhuman extinction is not
predicted.”

Montana, Nebraska, North Dakota, South
Dakota, and Wyoming), 30% of the U.S.
landmass. These areas would be dusted with
heavy fallout from ground bursts intended
to destroy silos. Only people hiding in shel-
ters capable of reducing the gamma radia-
tion to one-fiftieth the outdoor level could
expect a 50-50 chance of living for 2 months
after an attack. If they were well protected in
this fashion, over 15% still would die of
cancer later on.

Another 70% of the United States (sup-
porting 170 million people) appears in the
“low fallout risk” category. People in this
category who find no shelter in the first
week after an attack can expect “debilitating
illness and possible death.” For those who
survive the flying debris and the fires, the
quality of radiation shielding could mean

the difference between life and death.

After about a week, according to FEMA,
people in low-risk areas might be able to
venture out of their shelters into the open to
begin scratching out a postwar existence.
But they must be warned that “unnecessary
outdoor work should be avoided until all
necessary radiological monitoring and de-
contamination has been completed.” FEMA
does not say who would do the monitoring
or decontaminating.

What this analysis entirely fails to register
is the impact of a nuclear attack on agricul-
ture, trade, or any of the social institutions
that support life in the 20th century. The
omission is striking because this subject has
been at the center of an intense debate in the
scientific community in the last 5 years
under the heading of “nuclear winter.”

The original nuclear winter theory postu-
lated that smoke rising from the belligerent
countries would so darken the atmosphere
that a catastrophic frost would ensue. Al-
though atmospheric scientists disagreed
about the severity of the chilling effect (Sci-
ence, 16 January, p. 271), most agreed that
the smoke would trigger a climatic change
of global proportions. They also agreed that
the social impacts would be devastating.

Researchers met in two gatherings recent-
ly, the latest in a series of efforts to smooth
out their differences. The earlier meeting,
sponsored by SCOPE, took place in Bang-
kok, Thailand, in February, and the second,
sponsored by the U.S. Defense Nuclear
Agency, took place in Santa Barbara, Cali-
fornia, in April. The upshot was a statement
of consensus, released at a press conference
in Washington on 28 May. It was signed by
Sir  Frederick Warner, chairperson of
SCOPE’s nuclear war study group, and 11
others.* Not all disputants added their sig-
natures, but a leading dissenter from the
original nuclear winter theory, Steph.n
Schneider of the National Center for Atmo-
spheric Research, says he finds the new
statement sound.

The statement points out that only 1% of
the world’s population could survive with-
out organized agriculture. A large nuclear
war could produce enough smoke, the re-
searchers agreed, to cause a temperature
drop over much of the Northern Hemi-
sphere lasting for weeks and possibly pro-
duce other long-term climatic disruptions
lasting for months. These effects would be
severe enough to cause extensive crop losses
around the world, triggering a period of
famine.

*A. Barrie Pittock, Thomas P. Ackerman, Paul J. Crut-
zen, Michael C. MacCracken, Charles S. Shapiro, Rich-
ard P. Turco, Mark A. Harwell, Thomas C. Hutchinson,
Wendell P. Cropper, Jr., Christine C. Harwell, and
Herbert D. Grover.
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“Consequently,” the SCOPE group con-
cluded, “the majority of the Earth’s human
population is vulnerable to starvation fol-
lowing a large-scale nuclear war, even
though total human extinction is not pre-
dicted.” This means that the climatic effects
of a nuclear war are likely to be more
significant than the direct blast effects.
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Why, then, did FEMA ignore climatic
effects? Treichel, the study director, says:
“Nuclear winter was not considered because
at the time we were producing the study,
there were many, many questions about the
validity of the theory and the assumptions
that were made.” It will not be included in
FEMA?s attack planning base until scientists
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come up with “a conclusive theory that’s
scientifically acceptable.”

Many local planning agencies will find a
use for FEMA’s weighty report, despite its
limitations. But one that will not is the
Emergency Preparedness Office of Wash-
ington, DC. It happens to be the planning
body closest to FEMA headquarters, a col-
league by virtue of living within the same
target coordinates. “I don’t know what we’ll
do with [NAPB-90],” says spokesperson
Cecilia Perry. “The District of Columbia
doesn’t have any plan for a nuclear attack.”
The citizens of ground zero decided by
referendum in 1982 that it would be a waste
of time to devise a civil defense strategy. m
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Briefing:

States Want More Time
to Prepare SSC Bids

Three members of the House Science,
Space, and Technology Committee are urg-
ing committee members to support an
amendment to give states five more months
to prepare site proposals for the Supercon-
ducting Super Collider (SSC). Without an
extension of the 1 August filing deadline,
several states will be precluded from prepar-
ing “a truly competitive response,” say Rep-
resentatives Tim Valentine (D-NC), Mari-
lyn Lloyd (D-TN), and Sid Morrison (R—
WA) in a 19 May letter to colleagues.

Slipping the date to 31 December is
justified, they argue, because the Depart-
ment of Energy (DOE) failed to recognize
that many states were not able to begin
preparing the submissions until President
Reagan submitted the SSC proposal to
Congress in February.

On another front, the Senate has ap-
proved an amendment to the supplemental
appropriation bill for fiscal year 1987 that
alters the rules of the competition between
states for the $4.4-billion SSC. The amend-
ment, put forward by Senator Pete Domeni-
ci (R-NM), would require DOE to pick the
site on the basis of quality—not just the
packages offered by finalists. The amend-
ment is supposed to put poorer states on a
more equal footing with wealthier ones.

Meanwhile, DOE may shift the manage-
ment of the SSC’s Central Design Group
away from University Research Associates
(URA). The organization also runs Fermi
National Accelerator Laboratory in Illinois,
a candidate site for the SSC. DOE is wor-
ried that the selection process may appear
tainted if URA is awarded a new contract
for the design group. m M.C.
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