
Socioeconomic Consequences

Article 36, a UK-based NGO, provides 
a detailed infographical summary of 
the economic and structural impacts 
of a nuclear weapon detonation.

The predicted economic disruption 
of a nuclear explosion varies greatly 
depending on where it occurs. A 2005 
report by Pacific Northwest National 
Laboratory estimated that the costs 
associated with “Decontamination and 
Decommissioning” could vary from 
$93 million/km2 in the case of farmland 
to $24 billion/km2 if the blast occurred 
in a major city.

Similarly, the RAND Corporation laid 
out a scenario in which a 10-kiloton 
bomb was detonated at the ports of 
Long Beach, California and concluded 
that the US would lose 30 per cent of 
its import capability in one fell swoop.

Lloyd J. Dumas and Teresa D. Nelson 
divide the economic costs into three 
categories: destruction, disruption and 
reaction. Destruction covers the direct 
loss of life, infrastructure and material 
following a nuclear explosion. 

State actors are not the only ones 
who must respond in the face of 
nuclear attack. According to Peter 
Maurer, president of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), 
“the sheer number of people likely 
to be in need of help would be 
enormous. The challenges involved 
in bringing relief to survivors in the 
aftermath of a nuclear explosion would 
be immense.” 

A study by the organization raises 
doubts about whether any effective 
response would be possible. Says 
UN High Commissioner for Refugees, 
Antonio Guterres, “the key message 
is that we will never be prepared. The 
solution is prevention.” 

The global business community is also 
concerned. In a document released 
for a 2011-2012 council, the World 
Economic Forum listed the many 
costs to business following a nuclear 
explosion. They include effects on 
market prices, and disruption of trade 
and communications. 

The 2011 Fukushima Daiichi nuclear 
disaster can serve as a case 
study. About 600 km2  surrounding 
the power plant was evacuated. 
Steven Starr of Physicians for Social 
Responsibility (PSR) estimates that 
the total economic loss is anywhere 
between $250 to $500 billion. Since 
the accident, the BBC reports that 
Japan’s bill for fuel has increased by 
10 trillion yen. Around 90 per cent of 
its energy now comes from overseas 
fossil fuels. All of its 51 nuclear power 
plants are shut down. 

According to Alex Wellerstein’s 
NUKEMAP, a visual online aid 
that uses Google mapping data, 
a submarine launched 100 kiloton 
nuclear weapon, detonated in 
downtown New York, would 
completely demolish most structures 
in a 3.21 km² area. It is estimated that 
355,810 people would lose their lives 
and 494,380 would be injured.

http://atomicreporters.com/

Experts estimate there are approximately 16,300 weapons at some 98 sites in 14 countries. The 
Vienna Conference on the Humanitarian Impact of Nuclear Weapons, 8 and 9 December 2014, 
will consider the consequences in the event they are used, either accidentally or deliberately. 
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