Jan Breyne, Deputy Mayor of Ypres, Belgium

I come from Flanders Fields in Belgium, more specifically from Ypres. I would like to start by sharing with you a brief but tragic slice of my city’s history. Ieper had the misfortune to become entangled in the trench warfare of World War I. The city was never taken by German forces, but over the course of four years, artillery bombardment flattened everything within its Medieval walls. It is truly said that sitting on a horse, one had an unobstructed view across the entire city.
Hundreds of thousands of soldiers are buried in graves around Ypres.

At the headquarters of the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons in The Haag, there is a conference room commemorating the first instance of gas attack. It is called the Ypres Hall because on 22nd April 1995 a massive gas attack was launched by German troops against French and Territorial Colonial forces outside Ypres. The long term toll on soldiers stricken by the gases was terrible on both the Western and Eastern Fronts. Thank God, these vicious weapons of mass destruction have been banned and their disposal is moving toward completion. 

As bad as chemical weapons are, nuclear weapons are truly in a category of their own. Just the controlled testing of nuclear weapons has taken a dreadful toll. Our hosts can speak most eloquently of this. But I would like to point out that these tests – as bad as they were – obscure the most dreadful aspect of nuclear explosions. The tests in Semipalatinsk, in Nevada, in the Pacific, and elsewhere happened in areas devoid of flammable materials, deserts and oceans. But, to a nuclear weapon, a city is little more than a huge accumulation of flammable materials. These controlled tests tell us next to nothing about the impact of a nuclear weapon on a city. We have to look to Hiroshima and Nagasaki to understand this.

The immense power of the atomic blast shattered each city, but the building materials were all still there – not to mention the vaporized, irradiated, and battered people, dead and alive. In the next hour a new horror unfolded: firestorms. When they occur, the fire temperature, fed by hurricane force winds, rise to over a thousand degrees Centigrade hotter than in a line fire. Even the tar on the street burns. Glass melts, and only earth, metal and stone remain.

Of course, in the 1990s, scientists had observed the impact of individuals volcanic eruptions on the world’s climate and wonderful whether explosions more powerful than the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombs and more numerous and concentrated in time than the 1944-45 fire bombings might cause similar climate change.

A preliminary study, in 1985 of all-out nuclear war involving the incineration of all major cities in the world shoed that a steep drop on temperature worldwide would occur: thus the moniker, “nuclear winter.”

It is only in the last few years, however, that the far more sophisticated computer modeling technique used to understand global warning have been applied to this question. Quickly, it became clear that the 1980s studies had grossly underestimated the impact. The old study had look at the consequences for the Earth below of the sunlight screened out by the global smoke layer. But it had failed to consider the consequences for the smoke particles that absorbed that sunlight. The scientists found that the warmed particle rose far above the already high level at which the firestorm had injected them into atmosphere. And the warming process does not let up. So, instead of a two-year phenomenon, we are looking at a ten-year spell of colder weather.

They also found significant drops on global temperature for much smaller nuclear exchanges, involving the incineration of the equivalent of one hundred Hiroshimas. 

Handing this information to agriculturalists, the next finding is global famine and pandemics. Here the key world is “global.”

Over a billion people would not survive. That is more human suffering in a decade than all the famines and pandemics in recorded history.

It is outrageous, it is totally unacceptable, that current nuclear policies expose us to this incredible danger. They should never pose such terrible threats to each other, and they most certainly should not drag the rest of the world into such danger. When Mayor for Peace says, “Cities Are Not Targets!” we are not only talking about protecting cities, we are talking about protecting the world. 

It was with consideration like these that Ypres agreed to be headquarters for the 2020 Vision Campaign of Mayors for Peace. As the US Conference of Majors declare in 2004: “Weapons of mass destruction have no place in a civilized world.” The 2020 Vision is that by that year the world will have freed itself of nuclear weapons. 

We need urgent action.

I have the impression that Kazakhstan shares this sense of urgency. Let us work together, civil society and governments, to establish a nuclear-weapon-free world. Mayors will do everything we can to facilitate concerted action. I hope that by the 100th anniversary of the first gas attack, 22 April 2015, we will all be able to celebrate the beginning of the process of ridding the world of nuclear weapons by 2020. You are all welcome to come to leper to commemorate that day and look forward a much safer future.  

Thank you!
