West German Protest
30,000 battle police in anti-nuclear demo

Liberation News Service

Staff Note: Several weeks ago LNS received a letter from some activist friends in West Germany, telling
us about a huge anti-nuclear demonstration/ occupation that took place in mid-November (1976). Apparently demonstrations of 30,000 and severe police repression is not “news” to the commercial press
here in the U.S., because the event passed almost entirely unnoticed, warranting only one paragraph in
a New York Times article. With a little bit of digging into European papers, contacts close to the German
scene, and some U.S. anti-nuclear activists, we’ve pieced together the story.
NEW YORK (LNS)—In the largest anti-nuclear demonstration that West Germany has ever seen, over 30,000
demonstrators battled police November 15 to protest the planned construction of a nuclear power plant in Brockdorf, a small town in the northern part of the country.
The demonstration, the latest in a series of protests by the predominantly rural population, met with severe
repression. Thousands of police used everything from water cannons, mace, tear gas sprayed from helicopters, to
nail-studded planks to stop demonstrators from occupying the nuclear power site.
One German TV reporter described the scene as “a concentration camp;” another spoke of “nuclear fascism.” In
anticipation of the occupation, police had encircled the site with two to three-meter high concrete walls topped off
with NATO wire—a special heavy-duty barbed wire used by the military. In addition, they had built a moat ﬁlled
with water to prevent demonstrators from approaching the site.
Behind the fortiﬁed barricade, police forces, mobilized from six different parts of Germany, patrolled accompanied by dogs.
“The police were ready,” described one witness, as reported in the French leftist daily, Libération. “They were
armed with gas pistols which shot a forbidden chemical weapon which affects the nervous system, and can blind
and cause paralysis…We were not protected, we were brutally clubbed.”
Libération reports that as soon as the demonstrators attempted to get on the site by constructing several bridges
over the moat, “There was a veritable outburst by the police: incessant ﬁring of grenades, water cannons, while
helicopters sprayed the crowd with an unknown gas.”
“It was not possible for demonstrators to pass the formidable barrier,” Libération reports. “After four hours of combat, in which ﬁve demonstrators were arrested and hundreds wounded, the anti-nuclear demonstrators retreated,
declaring, ‘we will return.’”

Anti-Nuclear Movement Broad Based
In the aftermath of the demonstration, the government attempted to pin responsibility on “leftist extremist
organizations.” However, even conservative German newspapers admitted that these charges were false.

2

Opposition to nuclear power has been growing throughout Germany, in response to the government’s increased
emphasis on developing nuclear energy while ignoring the environmental consequences. In the past four years,
occupations of nuclear power plant sites have become far more frequent, with one occupation in Whyl, West Germany, lasting almost a year and a half.
Opposition to the power plant in Brockdorf appears to be fairly broad based. Residents of this small rural town
in the state of Schleswig-Holstein say that the power plant is being pushed on them by the government, with no
concern for the dangerous environmental impact. They point to the danger of nuclear accidents and the disposal
of nuclear wastes.
And they charge that the government’s policy of developing nuclear energy has not considered alternative
sources of energy. Even conservative newspapers in West Germany admit this point and call for an intense public
debate before the nuclear energy program is continued.
Generally speaking, nuclear plants in Germany have been built in rural areas and usually near rivers, where they
seriously affect the environment—for example, changing the air and water temperatures.
In the case of the planned Whyl, West Germany nuclear plant, opponents charged that the change in air temperature caused by the plant would have destroyed the wine farming in that region, besides raising the temperature
of the Rhine River, thereby killing life in the river.
Situated near the Elbe River in northern Germany, Brockdorf is primarily a farming and ﬁshing area. There is
fear that a nuclear plant would have similar effects.
The November 15 demonstration was the culmination of a series of protests aimed at stopping the power plant. In
an ofﬁcial referendum the inhabitants had opposed the project by a 75% vote. But their position was ignored, as was
the presentation of a petition signed by 20,000 residents requesting the government not to grant a construction
permit.
When the community learned in late October that the federal government was giving the go-ahead to start construction, despite their complaints and court cases, they decided to take action.
The extent of the police brutality against the demonstrators has created greater support for the protesters. The
government was forced in mid-December to temporarily suspend the construction permit for the plant until February, in order to conduct inquiries into its environmental impact:
The anti-nuclear movement is planning another demonstration for February which they hope will be even larger
than the one in November.
Related story in this issue: The Battle at Brockdorf.
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