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w]‘hey Ilve
in nuclear

:‘darkness
Stnli no answers
after 19 years

_: PALOMARES, Spain (Reuter) |
—Two decades atter a bizarre ac-

“cident when three nuclear bombs
fell — but failed to explode — on

this Mediterranean hamlet, the

Yillagers of Palomares still fear
they are being kept in the dark.
-~The sleepy backwater entered

t’h.e 20th century with a jolt in Jan- |

m 1966 when a U.S. Air Force
ber and a refueling plane col-
Jided in mid-air, dropping three
hydrogen bombs on the village. A
: ﬁourth bomb fell into the sea.

" Spain’s Nuclear Energy Board
has now finally given the villagers
a-clean bill of health. But after
{waiting nearly 20 years, the peaple

‘of Palomares are suspicious of of- ;
fieial findings and are pressing for |

‘ai independent i mqulry.

= We have been kept in the dark
for too long,”” Mayor Antonia Flo-:
1Tes told Reuters. “Until an inde-:

pendent” commission studies our

medical history, our hearts will -

ﬁotbeatrest"

e bombs’ inbuilt safety de-
1\tm:s.-s prevented a nuclear explo-

&an that could have obliterated

: m‘gst of southern Spain, but ‘the

ct of the collision caused a

er of radioactive plutonium .

uranium to fall over the vil-
e, 125 miles south of Alicante.
i=+The bewildered villagers were

it informed for three days that

_ the bombs were nuclear weapons.

471 was out in the fields when we

hgard a thunderous explosion,” re-
- called  Antonio Gonzalez, now a
‘Wwhite-haired village elder. ‘“We

lodked up into the sky and saw
black and red fire and melten met-

aﬁallmg upon us,” he said.

Z“Bomb in back yard
-7We theught the world was -

‘coming to an end,” recalled May-

or Flores, who was a girl of 6 at

the time of the accident.

* “One of the bombs made a huge

frater in our back yard. We

glayed with the debris untii they !

old us it was dangerous,” she

Desplte the huge cleanup opera- |

tion undertaken by the 1J.S. Air

Farce — burning crops, killing an-
imals and removing 2,000 tons of

contaminated topsoil — the villag- |
ers were told by American and
‘Spanish doctors that they were in

no danger from the plutonium.

- **We were told to -buran-our-

plothes and take showers,” Isabel

Portillo remembers. “I scrubbed !

my children ... but I couldn't af-
tord to burn our clothes ** she said.

~The villagers say they were ;

trea.ted like lepers for many years
and nobody would buy their crops,

while the Nuclear Energy Board
ghrouded the mvesngatmns in se- !

brecy

~Last month nucleaﬁ physicist

Francisco Mmgot broke the

Board’s 20-year silence to assure °

more than 500 people packed into

Palomares’ “town hall that there

Was no health hazard in the residu-

al amount of plutonium remaining .

m the environment.
> " ‘The presence of Nuclear Energy
Board scientists in Palomares

marked a personal triumph for
Flores, who led a two-year cam-.
‘paign for the villagers’ right to-
“¥now the results of radiation tests.
conducted on them over the years.

~’Below danger levels’

-, “We have detected plutonium in -
1D per cent of the population, but
these are well below danger lev-
‘eis,”’ ;Mingot told Reuters. S
T?'!One would have to eat thou-
sands-of tons of local produce be-
fore the risk from radioactivity be-
came serious,” he added.

«Dr.Eduardo Rodriguez Farre, a
Senior researcher at the Scientific |
Institute in Barcelona and a mem-
ber of Palomares' independent
medical commission, contests the
Nuclear Energy Board s findings.
““Plutonium is .one of the most
ld‘ldc substances known to man,”
he told Reuters. “I find it incon-
‘ceivable that the boa.rd should say

- ptherwise.”

=+ Farre said that once pIutomurn

“eomes into contact with the air, it ;

Torms a compound with oxygen
which is deposited in the lungs,
bones and liver when inhaled. '

. He said cancer was the most
tommon consequence of plutoni-
am poisoning, but could take 15 to
30 vears to develop. :
==*We are currently looking for |
tunds to conduct our own environ-

-fhental tests,” said Farre. **This is

the worst case of plutomium con-
tamination known in the world and
ot one study of the chsaster has
*‘been published in Spam

7% Farre said the U.S. Air Force

had conducted its own research
end financed the Nuclear Energy
’s work, but the results were

vlassified military secrets.




