Walk for nuclear free world
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OAK RIDGE, Tenn. — Calling for an end to nuclear weapons and power, about 30 activists began a three-month peace walk on Saturday from the Y-12 National Security Complex to the United Nations in New York City.

The long journey kicked off Saturday morning with an "opening circle" that included about 40 people in front of the Y-12 entrance on Scarboro Road.

The walkers, including participants from Australia and France, have a message to deliver at the United Nations -- where they will meet up with other groups from Massachusetts, New York and Washington, D.C., at the opening of the nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty review conference in early May.

"People throughout the world demand our leaders move forward on negotiations that will create a nuclear-free world," said Marcus Atkinson, international events coordinator for Footprints for Peace, based in Cincinnati, Ohio. "Our leaders need to respect our lives and our future."

All together, he said, about 1,000 people are expected to participate in his group's International Peace Walk Toward a Nuclear Free Future, which will pass through six states and cover more than 700 miles.

Some people, though, will just take part for a day or two, Atkinson said.

On Saturday, the walkers were headed from the Y-12 plant in Oak Ridge, which enriched uranium for the first atomic bomb used in wartime, to Clinton.

They could possibly cover 13 to 15 miles a day, Atkinson said.

Participants said similar walks have taken place or are planned in Europe and Australia -- and they denounced the financial, environmental and societal costs of nuclear weapons and power.

"There is no 'peaceful use' of nuclear power, as the process from the very beginning of the cycle is so destructive," Atkinson opined in a press release.

Ralph Hutchison, coordinator of the Oak Ridge Environmental Peace Alliance, said Y-12 continues to work on atomic weapons -- "casting a shadow over the next century" -- and the United States is violating the nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty because it is reconstituting weapons rather than disarming.

OREPA is a local sponsor of the "peace walk," which is expected to include public meetings and will pass through Tennessee, Kentucky, Ohio, Pennsylvania, New Jersey and New York.

Atkinson said there was a similar walk for the last Nonproliferation Treaty review conference five years ago, when, in many ways, "the world moved backward."

He cited problems such as the war in Iraq and the first-strike policy of former President George Bush ... as well as preparations in England to upgrade nuclear weapons.

But now he's more optimistic, Atkinson said, specifically citing the election of President Barack Obama and other world leaders, in addition to the renewal of nuclear test ban treaty talks.

"A door is open that wasn't open five years ago," Atkinson said. "The public needs to push that door wide open."
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