
THE UNIVERSITY of ROCHESTER
School of Medicine and Dentistry
Rochester, New York 14620 
TELEPHONE iMf. <73 MW 716-275-3852

107157

DEPARTMENT OF RADIATION BIOLOGY 
AND BIOPHYSICS

ATOMIC ENERGY PROJECT

January 23> 1968

Dr. H. David Bruner 
Division of Biology and Medicine 
U. S. Atomic Energy Commission 
Washington, D. C. 205^5

Dear Dave:

Our discussion of a few days ago, coupled with recent events, 
prompted me to dig from my files the document I told you about. I 
note that you were on the original distribution, but it was a long time 
ago, and at that time you were considerably less involved in this sort 
of thing.

In re-reading my letter to Gordon, I find that the only changes I 
would make would be to correct the spelling errors. I still believe 
whole-heartedly this is a valid and necessary approach as long as the 
possibility of accidents exists. I am fully aware of the enormousness 
of what I propose, but I don’t think that is a basis for not taking 
action of some sort along those lines. I do think you could do the 
Commission and the nation a lot of good if you were able to initiate 
something.

To save you burrowing through your old files, I enclose a copy of 
my letter to Gordon. I hope you can somehow carry the ball from this 
point.

Best regards,

Robert H. Wilson, Asst. Prof. 
Radiation Biology
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April 29, 1966

Dr. Gordon M. Dunning 
Division of Operational Safety 
U.S. Atomic Energy Commission 
Washington, D.C. 20545

Dear Dr. Dunning,

In 1956, 1957, and 1963 extensive studies were undertaken in Nevada in an 
attempt to delineate the consequences of accidental non-nuclear detonation of a 
plutonium-bearing weapon. Weapon simulants were fired under a variety of environ
mental conditions, and little by little knowledge has been gained which stren
gthens our understanding of biological and physical phenomena which might be ex
pected under a broad range of circumstances. All who participated in developing 
and applying this knowledge have recognized the need for it, but in the minds of 
most the probability that such an accident would occur was very low.

Yet in spite of its low likelihood an accident has occurred; the Palomares 
incident duplicates very closely at least two of the Nevada tests. And although 
ever more stingent measures are certain to be taken to reduce the probability of 
another accidental detonation, it can never be reduced to zero. So long as plu
tonium-bearing weapons are included in our arsenal, we face the possibility of 
explosive dispersal of plutonium, and I believe it behooves us to re-examine in 
detail the response to an accident, considering both the mechanics and the policies 
of response.

As a point of departure, I would suggest the establishment of an accident 
response team which would be composed of a variety of experts who have competances 
related to this area. I have in mind meteoralogists, aerosol physicists, cloud 
dynamicists, radiation biologists, health physicists, and of course persons who 
held responsible assignments in the Palomares incident.

One of the fringe benefits of the field trials is that there are now a number 
of people who have expert knowledge of various aspects of an accidental release 
through first-hand experience on the trials in which the accident situation was 
closely simulated. These people would form a valuable nucleus on which to build 
the team. Because of their expertise they would be equipped to provide considered 
judgements quickly and responsibly. DOE ARCHIVES

In addition, the team should include high-level representatives of the Atomic 
Energy Commission, the Defense Atomic Support Agency and the State Department.
The involvement of AEC and DASA is obvious. State should be included because of 
the special skills and capabilities it can bring to bear in International negotia
tions. Furthermore, very high competence in the area of public information and 
public relations should form an integral segment of the team’s preparedness.
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All team members should be selected with considerable care. Professional 
competance is a necessary but not a sufficient attribute. Individuals who are 
dogmatic, overbearing, or prejudiced could do irreparable damage to negotiations 
no matter how competant they may be.

The team should be set up In sufficient depth that an essentially instant 
response of an adequate number of experts is a reasonable expectation. I am not 
prepared to define the depth that should be provided, but I suspect information 
is available which would give guidance in this. All members would be expected to 
maintain adequate preparedness in such matters as passports, vaccinations and the 
like so that the only limitation on their participation would be availability at 
the time of need.

I do not In any sense propose that this team perform the functions normally 
undertaken by REAT personnel within the AEC or their Service counterparts in DOD. 
Rather, it would provide a source of expert knowledge for guidance of such work 
teams, and more important would be competant to render judgements of the situation 
so that appropriate actions can be taken to achieve the desired ends. I would 
expect, however, that members would maintain an up-to-date familiarity with materi
als, equipment and procedures appropriate to accident situations, and that within 
the group information would be available relating to sources of equipment or know
ledge that might be needed.

It is not easy to decide to whom such a team should be responsible; evidently 
its individual members would be responsible to many agencies, contractors and 
institutions which in time of need would have to be waived. It should not be 
primarily an AEC organization nor should it be chiefly DOD oriented, yet it would 
need the unstinting support of each. It must be equipped to slice through red 
tape at a rate unheard of in normal circumstances. It must be free to ask for 
and get support of any kind needed to deal with the emergency.

I do not envision that this team would respond to any radiation accident 
which does not involve plutonium. By extrapolation, this implies that an accident 
Involving plutonium fuel elements, for example, would be a proper situation for 
which this team would be well suited, even though a weapon is not involved. The 
method of dispersal is probably of less concern than the identity of the material 
dispersed, and because of their special experience I believe the team would be 
able to deal with any plutonium accident. On the other hand, I do not think the 
team should be expected to respond even to a weapons accident, if plutonium is not 
involved.

DOE ARCHIVES
In making this proposal I do not intend in any sense to disparage the heroic 

efforts of those who dealt with the Palomares incident. In my view a remarkably 
fine job was done under remarkably difficult circumstances, and I believe Dr.
Wright Langham has once again eame.' the gratitude of all for his skill in handling 
a sticky situation. I do think, tb ugh, that establishing an accident response 
team such as I propose would ease dividual responsibilities and pressures yet 
ensure that the most current knowl ge was applied to the problem.
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I would be most Interested In your comments on this proposal.

Very truly yours,

R. H. Wilson 
Asst. Prof. 
Radiation Biology
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