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Monthly Newsletter – March 2018 

 

Welcome to the March 2018 edition of the BNTVA Monthly newsletter.  This printed version will 

be distributed to anyone who requests it. We will aim to take the news items from Social Media 

and the Newsdesk and collate them together.   If you do not wish to receive this newsletter, please 

contact us using the above contact details. 

 

Open letter to Commonwealth Heads 

The BNTVA fully supports this open letter to the UK Government. The BNTVA support all the 

Commonwealth Veterans who participated in any Nuclear tests across the world. New Zealand, 

Fijian military personnel and iKiribati living on Christmas (Kiritimati) Island have all been effected 

by the tests and the effects on their families has been ignored. The BNTVA stand with the Pacific 

Veterans in calling for an independent medical study to investigate potential inter generational 

health effects for the children and grandchildren of Operation Grapple participants from New 

Zealand, Kiribati and Fiji. 

Open letter to the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM), London, 16-20 April 

2018  

Support for nuclear veterans in the Pacific  

Sixty years ago this month, the UK government exploded a 2.8 megaton thermonuclear weapon, 

codename Grapple Y, at Christmas Island in the central Pacific. This was one of nine atmospheric 

nuclear tests during Operation Grapple, the program to develop the British hydrogen bomb.  

As leaders gather in London for the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM), 

we call for justice for the survivors of these nuclear tests.  

We write to you as participants in Operation Grapple - sailors and soldiers from New Zealand and 

Fiji who supported the British Empire in the 1950s. Between May 1957 and September 1958, we 

served in the armed forces during the nuclear tests held at Malden Island and Christmas 

(Kiritimati) Island in the British Gilbert and Ellice Islands - today part of the Pacific nation of Kiribati.  

We call on the British Prime Minister and government to fulfil promises made 60 years ago, to 

address the health and environmental consequences of the UK nuclear weapons program.  
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Nearly 14,000 British troops travelled to the central Pacific for the H-bomb testing program, but 

other Commonwealth countries were also involved. New Zealand sent aircraft and two naval 

frigates with 551 New Zealand sailors to support the tests. The British colony of Fiji supplied 276 

Fijian participants from the Royal Fiji Military Force and the Fiji Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve. 

Dozens of Gilbertese islanders worked as labourers to support the military operation. 

Commonwealth countries like Samoa, Cook Islands, Fiji and Australia hosted radiation monitoring 

stations.  

In the decades since the H-bomb tests, successive British governments have argued that there 

was no danger to participants from radioactive fallout. But as survivors of the tests, we have lost 

friends and colleagues to cancer, leukaemia and other illnesses that can be caused by exposure 

to ionising radiation. This includes Ratu Sir Penaia Ganilau, the distinguished Fijian leader who 

witnessed the second Grapple test on Malden Island and later served as Governor General and 

President of Fiji. 

The UK government talks of the extensive safety precautions for the tests, to reduce exposure to 

radiation. But we know the reality. Many participants went without safety gear or radiation badges. 

Some were used for difficult, dirty and dangerous tasks like dumping drums of nuclear material in 

the ocean or killing birds blinded by the flash of a megaton hydrogen bomb.  

There were many pathways to ingest or inhale radioactive isotopes. Independent medical studies, 

such as research conducted by Professor Al Rowland at Massey University in New Zealand, have 

documented significant chromosomal translocations amongst the New Zealand sailors who joined 

the naval task force for Operation Grapple. This evidence of genetic damage raises concern about 

possible intergenerational effects for our children and grandchildren. Children of Gilbertese 

plantation workers on the island suffered eye damage and other health effects from the nuclear 

detonations.  

Survivors on Christmas (Kiritimati) Island have formed the ‘Association of Cancer Patients 

Affected by the British and American Bomb Tests.’ 2 Today, governments and citizens across the 

Pacific region call for the abolition of nuclear weapons. Many Pacific governments - Kiribati, 

Tuvalu, New Zealand, Fiji, Samoa and more - have signed the new UN Treaty on the Prohibition 

of Nuclear Weapons. This treaty has important provisions which oblige countries to support 

environmental remediation and assistance for the victims of the use and testing of nuclear 

weapons.  

We thank our own governments for the medical and financial support they have already given, 

but believe the primary responsibility lies with the UK government. Sixty years after Operation 

Grapple, we call on Prime Minister Theresa May for urgent action:  

• The British government should provide compensation, medical support and environmental 

rehabilitation to all people affected by Operation Grapple, including New Zealand and Fijian 

military personnel and i-Kiribati living on Kiritimati Island.  

• The British government should provide funds for an independent medical study to investigate 

potential intergenerational health effects for the children and grandchildren of Operation Grapple 

participants from New Zealand, Kiribati and Fiji - as it has done for UK veterans.  
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• The British government should meet its obligations under Article 6 of the Nuclear 

NonProliferation Treaty (NPT) “to pursue in good faith and bring to a conclusion negotiations 

leading to nuclear disarmament in all its aspects under strict and effective control.”  

We call on all Commonwealth countries - including the three nuclear weapon states United 

Kingdom, India and Pakistan - to sign and ratify the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons, 

with its important provisions on assistance for survivors of nuclear testing. As fellow citizens of 

the Commonwealth, we look to the citizens of the United Kingdom to support our call for justice. 

Roy Sefton QSM, Palmerston North, New Zealand. Former Sailor, witnessed five nuclear tests, 

Chair, New Zealand Nuclear Test Veterans Association (NZNTVA) 

Paul Ah Poy, Suva, Fiji • Former sailor, Fiji Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve, witnessed seven 

nuclear tests • President, Fiji Nuclear Veterans Association (FNVA) 

 

Joining the BNTVA 

Would you like to become a member of the BNTVA ? 

From as little as £20 a year you can help keep our charity working for the benefit of all our Atomic 
Veterans and their families  

Haven't received your membership pack ? Then please contact us so that we can send your new 
membership card to you  

If you would like to join us or have any queries please contact Sandie at s.hern@bntva.com or 
call on 02081443080 
 

2018 BNTVA Magazine Articles 

The Spring Campaign Magazine was published a couple of weeks ago and includes articles 
written by Veterans about their experiences at a Test site, Holiday in Hawaii and a return to 
Christmas Island. 

Descendants and their children really like to read stories about the Nuclear Veterans experiences 
and you are now invited to contribute towards the next edition. The deadline for receipt of articles 
is 4th May 2018. 

Authors of articles published in 2018 will receive a BNTVA Mug. 

Please sent articles, with photographs if you have them to: - Editor, BNTVA, PO Box 1223, 
Spalding, PE11 9GD or by E-Mail to: - r.watson@bntva.com 
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2019 BNTVA Calendar 

 

Last year it was decided that David Hemsley would produce a 2019 BNTVA Calendar using copies 
of member’s own photographs. 

The calendars will be on sale from the BNTVA Shop in the autumn, and also be available at this 
year’s Pontins All Tests Re-Union. 

All money raised will go to the BNTVA. 

In order to produce the calendar, copies of Veterans own photographs of life during and after the 
Nuclear Tests are needed. Those providing photographs acknowledge and accept that they may 
be used and published by the BNTVA. 

The photographs to be used will be chosen by a small group of volunteer attendees at this year’s 
Annual Conference. 

Please bring them with you if you are attending this year’s Annual Conference at the Grand 
Atlantic Hotel, Weston Super Mare, or copies can be posted to: Editor BNTVA, PO Box 1223, 
Spalding. PE11 9GD 

 

Congratulations Claire 

One of our descendants Claire completed the London landmarks half marathon . 

We’d just like to say a huge well done 👍🏻 you did amazing ⭐️ 
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Jean and Robert Fleming 

West Norfolk couple’s hopes to meet fellow nuclear bomb test veterans Jean and Robert Fleming, 

who want to reach out to other people from the local area who were affected by the Christmas 

Island nuclear test bombings 

 

A West Norfolk couple are hoping to reach out to other families affected by nuclear bomb tests 

carried out in the 1950s. Jean Fleming, of Denver, says her husband Robert, a British nuclear 

test veteran, was in his early 20s when he was stationed on Christmas Island in the Pacific Ocean 

for 18 months while Operation Grapple was carried out. 

 

Mr Fleming, 83, was one of thousands of servicemen who were exposed to radioactive material 

during the British Nuclear Testing Programme, which ran between 1952 and 1967. “It was quite 

nasty. My husband was there for Operation Grapple X and Y. They wore bush hats, shorts and 

flip flops and they were told to turn their backs and cover their eyes,” Mrs Fleming said. Fast and 

Free Shipping on Papaver 9 Seater Rattan...£699.99 "The Papaver 9 Seater Rattan Corner Sofa 

Set with Cushions has been handmade for highest possible standard, which combines thick flat 

weave and... Promoted by wayfair.co.uk “They could see the bones right through their hands 

when the bomb went off. The Government said that they gave them protection – but that’s not 

protected.” Mrs Fleming said her husband is “fairly well”, but he lost his teeth early and members 

of their family have had unexplained medical problems. “It’s awful but you can’t do anything about 

it – it is what it is,” she added.  

The pair are members of the British Nuclear Test Veterans Association (BNTVA) – a charity which 

“represents all people who have worked with or alongside radioactive material for the benefit of 

this nation”. 
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They are hoping to speak with other people who were either themselves affected or are relatives 

of those who were. “We are looking for more nuclear test veterans in the area, and we would like 

them to get in touch with us. My husband and I would like to meet people that were actually there 

or any members of their family,” Mrs Fleming added. “A lot of people who were there have died 

young, and we haven’t met anybody from around here who was involved.” If you can help the 

pair, contact them on rfleming2@sky.com or call them on 01366 388015. 

 

EASTER MESSAGE FROM OUR CHAIRMAN 

At this special time of the year, when children are given a month's worth of chocolate in a day, 
family are very much in everyone's thoughts. 

For some their families are smaller this year with the passing of loved ones. Whilst those that 
have passed on are always in our thoughts it is at these special occasions that we remember 
them even more. 

My 11yr old son asked me what his Grandfather was like as he 
never had the opportunity to meet him as he died before he was 
born. After I had told him all about his Grandfather he then said 
'I wish I could of met him' This simple comment made me realize 
that he had been cheated already in his short life and no matter 
how many Easter eggs he received he would grow up never 
knowing his Grandfather who suffered and died prematurely 
due to his participation in the Tests. 

So this Easter, raise a glass (or an egg) to family who are no 
longer with us and enjoy the occasion with your loved ones who 
are. 

Our Veterans and their families will never be forgotten. Please 
remember that the BNTVA are always here to help any family 
member connected to the Nuclear Tests in anyway we can. The 
board of Trustees are committed to ensuring the legacy of our 
Veterans will always continue. 

Have a Happy Easter and for those attending the Conference in 
Weston-Super-Mare in May, I look forward to meeting you. 

 

 


