First International Day against Nuclear Tests Marked in Astana


Prominent academics, scientists, international officials, diplomats and activists convened in Astana on August 26, on the eve of the first global celebration of the UN-designated International Day against Nuclear Tests on August 29, to issue a strong call to the international community to make more resolute steps towards banning nuclear tests.

They gathered for an international conference ‘Semipalatinsk: From Rehabilitation to Development’, jointly organized by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Kazakhstan and the United Nations, which also focused on the cooperation between Kazakhstan and international organizations in overcoming the aftermath of nearly 500 Soviet nuclear tests in the Semipalatinsk region that affected more than one and a half million people. Adopted on 2 December 2009, the Resolution 64/35 of the UN General Assembly’s 64th Session designated August 29 for celebrating the global effort to prevent nuclear tests from happening again and commemorating the anniversary of shutting down one of the world’s largest nuclear test sites at Semipalatinsk by a decree from Kazakhstan’s President Nursultan Nazarbayev back in 1991.

The conference agenda comprised political aspects of ending nuclear testing and getting rid of nuclear weapons, and socio-economic and environmental challenges of and prospects for the Semipalatinsk region’s development.

The speakers included Tibor Tóth, Executive Secretary of the Preparatory Commission of the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty Organization, Werner Burkart, Deputy Director General of the IAEA, Miroslav Jenca, Head of UN Regional Center for Preventive Diplomacy in Central Asia, Kori Udovički, UN Assistant Secretary-General and Regional Director for Europe and CIS, as well as Olzhas Suleimenov, the founder and leader of the “Nevada-Semey” international anti-nuclear movement and currently Kazakhstan’s Ambassador to UNESCO.

Speakers also included UN and UNDP officials, as well as Kazakhstan national and local Semey governments who shared their views on the rehabilitation projects in the region of the former test site.

Opening the conference, Kazakhstan’s Secretary of State and Minister of Foreign Affairs Kanat Saudabayev read out the address of President Nazarbayev, in which the Kazakh leader expressed his gratitude to the international community for sharing the country’s vision of a world free from nuclear weapons and supporting the idea of celebrating an International Day against Nuclear Tests.

“From now on, this date and this event belong not only to Kazakhstan alone but to the entire world community as a constant reminder of the need to prevent the tragedy from ever happening again,” the President said in his address.

 Speaking of reinvigorating the nonproliferation and nuclear disarmament processes, President Nazarbayev called upon the whole international community to “start the process of drafting a Universal Declaration on a Nuclear Weapon Free World which would record the determination of all states to move, step by step, towards the ideals of a nuclear weapons free world.”

Kanat Saudabayev added that by renouncing nuclear weapons, Kazakhstan has convincingly demonstrated that security does not depend on nuclear weapons but on peaceful foreign policy, internal stability and sustainable politico-economic development.

 Tibor Tóth, head of a Vienna-based international organization monitoring the world’s progress toward ratification of the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty signed in 1996, said: “Kazakhstan’s nuclear disarmament established that states can abdicate their nuclear arsenals without it impinging on their security. An inspiration for all those who is convinced that nuclear disarmament is necessary and achievable.”

Miroslav Jenca read out a message from UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon where he said: “Today, with Kazakhstan having banished nuclear weapons and joined in creating a nuclear-weapon-free zone in Central Asia, Semipalatinsk has become a powerful symbol of hope. It tells us that a world free of nuclear weapons is achievable.”

Calling upon the international community to reflect deeply on the consequences of the nuclear weapons tests in Semipalatinsk and around the world, Ban Ki-moon stated: “The better this dark era of history is understood, the brighter will be the prospects for achieving a world free of nuclear weapons. It is time to close all nuclear sites and address the harm they have caused. It is time we brought the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty into force. It is time for all to seek the security of a world without nuclear weapons. We cannot pass these challenges to succeeding generations. We must each do our part to build a safer, more secure world today.”

Sergey Lazarev, UNESCO Regional Representative for Central Asia, delivered a message on behalf of UNESCO Secretary General Irina Bokova where she noted: “The country has not only played a leading role in the global process of nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation. It has been instrumental in promoting cultural diversity and understanding in our increasingly interconnected and multi-polar world.”

Speaking at the conference, Kazakhstan’s Ambassador to UNESCO Olzhas Suleimenov made a powerful call to the countries of the world to abandon nuclear weapons and proposed establishing a new international fund for the support of nuclear testing victims in Semipalatinsk and in all areas in the world where such tests took place.

The conference resulted in participants adopting an Appeal to the world community, as well as a new joint programme and action plan for the development of the Semipalatinsk region.

In the appeal, the participants noted the UN’s announcement of August 29 as the International Day against Nuclear Tests will contribute to nuclear disarmament, non-proliferation and nuclear test ban worldwide, and facilitate achieving a nuclear weapons free world. 

The programme and action plan stipulate a complex of measures on behalf of Kazakhstan and the international community to help environmental and socioeconomic rehabilitation of the region adjacent to the former Semipalatinsk nuclear test site, and urge other international participants to join this program in order to accelerate the progress of human development indicators in the region and support its sustainable development.
