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Thule Accident

Background: On 21 January 1968, the U.S. B-52 bomber Butterknife V, carrying four 
nuclear bombs, crashed near a U.S. base in Thule, Greenland. According to Jyllands 
Posten, a leading Danish newspaper, former workers at the Thule airbase have found 
documents that prove one of the bombs has not been recovered. The workers maintain 
that U.S. Atomic Energy Agency documents show that the Pentagon continued to search 
for the bomb, with serial number 78252, long after the official search was over. In 
addition, the newspaper reported that Denmark was never informed about the lost bomb. 
Workers at the base claim they have suffered cancer and other debilitating diseases as a 
result of the cleanup from the crash, and are seeking damages.

U.S. Response: On 14 August 2000, Defense Department spokesman Bryan Whitman 
told Reuters that all four bombs aboard the B-52 were destroyed by fire in the crash. A 
U.S. State Department document dated 31 August 1968 said all weapons onboard the 
crashed aircraft had been accounted for; and the U.S. assured the Danish government in 
1968 that cleanup work after the crash had been completed. Additionally, in 1995, the 
U.S. government provided its “final answer,” to questions surrounding the accident, 
reaffirming that it had accounted for all weapons onboard.

Danish Response: Denmark’s Foreign Minister Niels Helveg Petersen said there was 
“nothing new” in the recent newspaper reports. The government has dismissed the 
information presented by the former workers and there will be no new investigation of 
the crash. The most important thing, Petersen added, was whether the site had been 
properly cleaned after the accident. “No new evidence has materialized to change earlier 
assessments,” Petersen stated. He cited U.S. assurances given in 1968 and again in 1995 
that the cleanup had been completed. Petersen stated that while there is no American 
hydrogen bomb underneath the ice at Thule, there could well be remains of bombs on the 
ocean floor. “A total of four bombs exploded upon impact, and an entire bomb does not 
lie under the ice.” The foreign minister sees no reason to doubt the U.S. final response. 
“But there could well be pieces of wreckage of various kinds and parts of bombs that 
crashed into the ocean.”

The Danish press has reported that not everyone is convinced about the validity of the 
U.S. response. Jens Hald Madsen, foreign policy spokesman of the Danish opposition 
Liberal Party, and Jonathan Motzfeldt, Prime Minister of Greenland’s home rule 
government, have both been reported as demanding further explanation about the alleged 
lost bomb. The lost bomb issue could also have some impact on negotiations between the 
U.S. and Denmark on the deployment of radars on Thule in support of a U.S. National 
Missile Defense (NMD) System. The Danish daily newspaper Politiken asked in an 
editorial, “How would one be able to negotiate such an issue [NMD] at all with 
confidence in each other when there are doubts that one of the parties does not want to 
hand over sensitive information about a 32-year old aircraft crash?” The PM of 
Greenland’s autonomous government and all Danish political parties are opposed to the 
involvement of Thule in the U.S. NMD system. Another factor in the NMD negotiations 
will be the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty between the U.S. and USSR. The
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Danish Social Democratic government has said that Thule can only be used for the NMD 
if that does not contravene the ABM Treaty. The government is bound to respect that 
condition by a parliamentary resolution dating from 1987.
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