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nuclear / peacetime emergency planning debate: Bob Overy, former Principal
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1.

Creation of Nuclear Free Zones

I was a peace activist with my local CND group in Essex from the age of 16.
Within a few years, at university in Bristol, I was getting arrested at nonviolent street
protests, or blocking entry to nuclear bases or joining walk-on invasions at these and
other bases.
Then I worked for five years as a journalist in London for the pacifist weekly paper,
Peace News. We strongly argued for unilateral nuclear disarmament, and feared
that promises of multilateral disarmament were a recipe for delay and inaction (as
they have usually proved to be).
We suffered with others on the left in Britain in the sixties when Aneurin Bevan said
he would not go naked into the conference chamber and Hugh Gaitskell said he
would fight, fight and fight again to reverse Labour’s conference vote for an antinuclear policy.
**************
I was always impressed with the idea of international nuclear free zones as a stepby-step way to limit, by treaty, the spread of nuclear weapons world-wide. They
seemed to demonstrate another way by which non-nuclear weapons states could
gradually isolate those hanging on to these ghastly weapons.
It was also a half-way house between unilateralism and multilateralism. A state that
wanted to be without nuclear weapons didn’t have to wait till all states agreed, just
some or all of its neighbours.
I first remember hearing in the late 1970s the idea that citizens themselves could
create nuclear free zones by pressuring locally elected councils to make a formal
declaration.
At a meeting in Hebden Bridge a visiting American activist from Oregon outlined how
NFZs were being declared by municipalities across America and in other parts of the
world.
I remember I wrote a short pamphlet for Peace News on the subject.
***************
I was now living in Bradford and doing research at the university on Gandhi’s
nonviolent strategies for change. When that was completed, and with a young
family to support, I found myself commuting down to London on a weekly basis to
work for the GLC’s Nuclear Policy Unit.
At about this time, the GLC got legal advice that it could not claim to be a nuclear
free zone because, I quote, this was a “wooden lie”. (Meaning, I think, that the zone
was an aspiration and not a fact.)
I was sad when the change of name happened.
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The GLC was producing a major study, the Greater London Area War Risk Study (or
GLAWARS), on the threat to London from a nuclear attack, its impact and
consequences. That landmark study provided a major impetus for the challenge to
central government from local councils against civil defence.
London and all other top-tier English metropolitan county authorities had a statutory
duty to produce nuclear survival plans. But what if these plans proved to be
unrealistic and indeed pointless or deceptive, because a nuclear attack could not be
survived?
“Planning Assumption Studies” – looking at the nature and size of the nuclear
disaster that a realistic plan must be prepared to cope with – became a key plank in
the opposition that UK local authorities mounted to civil defence.
These studies helped to demonstrate the deception that the UK as a nuclear
weapons state was trying to carry out on its own people.
But the impossible demands central government was placing on it, encouraged the
local authority movement to develop additional noncooperation tactics.
Metropolitan county councils declined to take part in a major Home Office exercise of
the nuclear plans, called “Operation Hard Rock”, causing as a result consternation
and its cancellation.
Local authorities also began to appoint a new breed of local government officer,
willing and qualified to take the fight to central government at officer level.
2.

Active role in challenging civil defence

After a year, I left the GLC, shortly before Margaret Thatcher abolished it, together
with the other metropolitan county councils. No doubt she was retaliating against
their spirited defiance of central government on nuclear weapons and other issues.
In the absence of the abolished councils most of their legal functions were now
devolved to the metropolitan districts in each county area. Civil defence was to be
managed by a county-level joint board. The joint boards would prepare the plans for
nuclear survival on behalf of the districts.
But this change did little to disrupt the enthusiasm for nuclear free zones among a
number of key metropolitan districts.
I had the good fortune to get a new job with Leeds promoting the Council’s nuclear
free zone policy. Quite a number of other Councils were creating similar NFZ/NFLA
units, such as Manchester, Sheffield, and Bradford. We also formed an officer
working group to support the main political NFZ/NFLA forum, co-ordinated by
Manchester.
It was an exciting time for all of us, politicians and officers – working together, within
the legal framework and constraints of a local authority, while challenging the
obligation to engage in civil defence planning.
***************
I’ve mentioned the Planning Assumptions Studies, which for example spawned eyeopening and well-received Council-published booklets for members of the public.
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These looked unflinchingly at what the true impact of a nuclear attack on your
particular Council area might be.
I remember to a daring “tourism” advert by Bradford Council, which carried the
provocative banner headline: “Visit Bradford before bits of Bradford visit you”.
The campaigning energy and high spirits of the peace movement began to penetrate
the traditional stuffiness of quite a few town halls. We were able to use permissive
“section 137” powers, as well as publicity powers, under the Local Government Act to
make direct links with the anti-nuclear activists in the community.
Continually, we prodded away at the Home Office guidance on civil defence
planning, which was consistently unconvincing and fatuous.
Committee report after committee report made its way down to Whitehall pulling
government guidance to bits. These reports and their covering letters were copied
to the Association of Metropolitan Authorities (AMA) and the Local Government
Association (LGA).
Gradually, too, with the unwitting help of the Home Office Civil Defence College at
Easingwold, a strong network of like-minded politicians and officers was built up
across the UK. The College brought us all together on Home Office civil defence
courses, which convinced more and more local authorities that civil defence was a
waste of time and money.
3.

Pushing for peacetime emergency planning

I’ve not mentioned another strand of anti-nuclear work at the time. It completely
changed my life and was important across all UK local authorities.
The 1980s was the decade of civil disasters. Chernobyl and 3 Mile Island, both
nuclear power station disasters, though they happened overseas, are etched on UK
memories of that time; as is the poisonous chemical cloud at Bhopal in India.
Closer to home are the plane crash at Lockerbie, the sea and river sinkings at
Zeebrugge and, on the Thames, with the Marchioness pleasure boat. Just as
upsetting were the football stadium disasters with the Bradford fire and the crushing
tragedy at Hillsborough.
Another terrible fire disaster took place in London at Kings Cross station and a major
rail crash at Clapham junction. In Cornwall, Camelford suffered a contaminated
mains water supply for weeks, and the Great Storm of 1987 brought major damage
across the south of England.
There were also IRA bombings.
The cumulative impact of all these failings of infrastructure and safety procedures,
made British civil defence look even more inadequate, irrelevant and silly.
In Leeds, I was fortunate that my brief was not only to oppose civil defence but also
to undertake emergency planning for precisely the all-too-real emergencies that were
happening too frequently. We could aim to do something about them.
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I could fully identify with an approach opposing an unrealistic civil defence with the
obvious need to prepare constructively for disasters, with practical mitigation and
response measures that were feasible.
So began a “long march” through the departments of the Council developing
peacetime emergency plans geared to their legal functions and with little guidance
from central government. As each new civil disaster took place we would review with
the relevant departments what they would do if the emergency affected Leeds, and
how we could prepare to confront it.
As local incidents, way short of a major disaster, took place in Leeds we would
debrief that department on how they responded and how they could improve. We
also examined the links with other agencies that co-operated with us in dealing with
the emergency (such as Police and Fire, or the health authority or the water
company). How well had these links worked? How could we encourage better and
then best practice.
Other nuclear free local authorities were approaching emergency planning in the
same way. Before long, civil defence was becoming a thing of the past. But the
Home Office continued to fund the Joint Boards. Some minor legal changes to give
them powers to use their “civil defence resources” for peacetime planning only added
to the muddle that was civil defence.
*****************
In late 2000 I received a phone call from a senior Home Office official inviting me to
join another secondee from local government in conducting a survey of UK local
authority emergency planning.
The results showed a massive shift in the opinion of the emergency planning
profession about civil defence planning and a strong wish to have proper legislation
in support of plans for peacetime emergencies.
The Home Office then requested a policy document outlining how a new Act might
work.
The “machinery of Government changes” brought in by the new Blair government in
2001 then took civil defence planning away from the Home Office and transferred it
to the Cabinet Office.
A Bill Team was eventually established to firm up the scope and detail of proposed
legislation and to prepare instructions for a Treasury Solicitor to draft the Bill.
Once this was done the draft bill went out for public consultation and then the battle
began to find a place for it in the government’s legislative programme. Its future
looked good when it secured place number 13!
The Act was passed in 2004 and implemented in 2005. Almost unnoticed in the Act
is the information that the Civil Defence Act is removed from the statute book.
I had accompanied the evolving policy and then the Bill itself right through the whole
process. To say how and why all this happened requires a longer talk than can be
given here. And a lot of it would be speculation.
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But there can be no question that the nuclear free zone movement scored a
significant success with this legislation. The Act has not removed planning for war
emergencies altogether as a local authority duty, but it is now in its proper position,
subordinate to the needs of preparing for day-to-day emergencies.
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