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There can be little doubt regarding the devastating environmental
impacts on the testing atolls of Bikini and Enewetak, as well as the tragic
effects of the radioactive contamination of Rongelap and Rongerik, and
to a lesser degree Uterik and Ailinginae, as a result of the Bravo thermo-
nuclear test in 1954 (Simon 1997). Yet, a case can be made, that the con-
tamination — in a perverse way — has been to the economic benefit of
the Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI): it has provided the country
with moral and political leverage far beyond its weight; and it has resulted
in a boost for the local economy.

With copra, the traditional economic base of the islands (Spenne-
mann 1992), at a low due to health concerns over polysaturated fats, and
little other local produce or industry, the Marshall Islands economy falls
into the MIRAB model (MIgration, Remittances, Aid and Bureaucracy)
(Ogden 1994) and is thus heavily dependent on outside income sources.
The compensation monies paid are the single largest revenue source
apart from general grants under U.S. assistance.

The RMI government repeatedly used the issue of contamination,
and the concomitant claim for reparations, as a means to ensure that the
United States government paid not only financial compensation to the
victims and their families, but also to the government as a whole. The
moral pressure card has been played at every discussion on the Compact
of Free Association. In the Compact of Free Association between the
United States and the Republic of the Marshall Islands (1986), the U.S.
accepted responsibility for compensation of the victims of nuclear tests
and fallout related matters. To implement the provisions a Nuclear
Claims Tribunal was established.

As of August 15, 2000, the Nuclear Claims Tribunal had awarded
$72,634,750 for personal injuries, and $386 million to provide the
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Enewetak people with “the just compensation to which they are entitled”
(Marshall Islands Government 2000). In 2001 the Bikini people were
awarded $553 million.

Between 1986 and 2002 the U.S. also provided $270 million in com-
pensation payments and health care funding, the latter of benefit not only
to the nuclear victims but the Marshallese population as a whole. The
Bikini population alone received $75 million (for 1989–2003), with $2.4
million per annum paid on a per capita basis to the Bikinians, and
another $2.6 million per annum into a trust fund (Niedenthal 1997). The
renegotiated Compact of Free Association (2003, section 177) provides
for a further $150 million, on a grant basis, to the government of the RMI
over the period 2003 to 2018.

The per capita compensation of the Bikini population led to an
unexpected side effect: families could increase their overall share by
increasing the size of their family with a large number of children, which
at the same time reduced the per capita payment. As a result, the popula-
tion of Bikini descendants is proportionally growing faster than the pop-
ulation of other atolls. Traditionally the northern atolls were the poor
relations of the populous and environmentally more diverse and horticul-
turally much more productive southern atolls. The influx of compensa-
tion monies has seen a reversal of this economic incline.

Further, in 1995 the Marshall Islands’ parliament amended the
nuclear claims tribunal legislation to include all Marshallese citizens phys-
ically present in the Marshall Islands on or after 30 June 1946 (the date of
the first test explosion), opening the door for claims presuming a “causal
relationship between a presumed medical condition and the U.S. nuclear
testing program” (Bill 232 of 1995, cited in Simon 1997).

While the impact on the four northern atolls has been accepted for
quite some time, claims for a contamination of more southern atolls have
been made more recently. These claims were based in part on genuine
fear about contamination (after all the Rongelap contamination had long
been ignored or down-played) and the desire to have a share in the com-
pensation monies handed out to affected Marshallese. The recent claims
by citizens of other islands in Micronesia are just a natural extension of
this.

To assess the extent of the radiological contamination of the entire
nation, the Marshall Islands Nationwide Radiological Study was carried
out, directed by Dr. Steven L. Simon, and under the guidance and peer
review of an international panel of experts. The study had inter alia the
mandate to “establish the geographic extent of fallout radioactivity
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throughout the Republic of the Marshall Islands and to determine the
present and future levels of radioactivity” (Simon & Graham 1995;
Simon & Graham 1997). The study showed that four atolls (Enewetak,
Bikini, Rongelap and Rongerik) had levels of radioactivity elevated to
such a degree that the islands use should be restricted. Wotje Atoll and
the atolls further north, showed very localized elevated levels of radioac-
tivity, suggesting localized fallout, in particular Caesium-137, which was
deemed to have sufficiently decayed to be of no concern with the total
annual dose rate below the WHO recommended limit of 100 mrem
(Simon & Graham 1995). The atolls to the south of Wotje had negligible
or no localized fallout. The government of the Marshall Islands rejected
the findings of the Nationwide Radiological Study, a study which the
government itself had funded (Nitijela Resolution nº 151 of 1995; Simon
1997).

From another perspective, the nuclear testing in the Marshalls has
also created a unique cultural heritage ensemble: the sunken fleet on the
bottom of Bikini Lagoon. Sunk during the first two tests of Operation
Crossroads in 1946 or scuttled thereafter, there are now nineteen ships,
among them one aircraft carrier (USS Saratoga), a battleship (USS Arkan-
sas), some destroyers (one Japanese), two submarines and the Japanese
battleship Nagato, flagship of Admiral Yamamoto’s strike against Pearl
Harbor (Delgado et al. 1991). With the signing of the Compact of Free
Association in 1986 these ships became the legal property of the RMI
(Agreement 1992). As a collection, these ships are a unique assemblage
both from a nautical heritage point of view and as a reminder of the
nuclear testing period. Located in depths accessible to recreational and
advanced divers, these ships, particularly the USS Saratoga as the sole
accessible underwater wreck of an aircraft carrier, have become a tourist
attraction for divers, similar to the Japanese merchant fleet in Chuuk
Lagoon (Lindemann 1982). The site is actively promoted by the Bikini
Local Government (Niedenthal 1997; BLC 2003). The economic spin-
offs from the dive tourism involve the local carrier Air Marshall Islands,
dive operators, hotel accommodation on Majuro and local businesses.

As tragic as the issue of nuclear contamination has been for the
affected individuals and their families, it has been a boost for the Mar-
shallese economy. One has only to look to Kiribati, its neighbor to the
south, to appreciate the economic implications of the nuclear compensa-
tion monies.



96 Teaching Ethics, Spring 2003 
Dirk H.R. Spennemann is a professor in the school of Environmental and Informa-
tion Sciences, discipline head for Cultural Heritage Studies and sub-dean Postgradu-
ate Coursework Programs at Charles Sturt University, and former chief archaeologist 
for the government of the Republic of the Marshall Islands. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Agreement. (1992). Agreement between the Government of the United States and
the Government of the Republic of the Marshall Islands for the Implementation
of Section 177 of the Compact of Free Association. Article VI: Resettlement of
Bikini Atoll and Conveyance of Property in respect to Bikini Atoll and
Enewetak Atoll; § 2 Bikini Sunken Vessels and Cable.

BLC. (2003). Bikini Local Government. Bikini Atoll Dive Tourism. 
URL http://www.bikiniatoll.com/divetour1.html.

Compact of Free Association. (1986). Compact of Free Association between the
Government of the United States of America and the Government of the Repub-
lic of the Marshall Islands. Signed January 14, 1986. (P.L. 99-239).

Compact of Free Association. (2003). Compact of Free Association, as
Amended, between the Government of the United States of America and the
Government of the Republic of the Marshall Islands. Signed April 30, 2003.

Delgado, James P., Lenihan, Daniel J. and Murphy, Larry E. (1991). The
archeology of the atomic bomb: a submerged cultural resources
assessment of the sunken fleet of Operation Crossroads at Bikini
and Kwajalein Atoll lagoons. Submerged Resources Center Professional
Report No. 11. National Park Service, Santa Fe, NM. 

Ogden, M. (1994). MIRAB and the Republic of the Marshall Islands. Isla:
A Journal of Micronesian Studies 2(2):237-272.

Lindemann, Klaus. (1982). Hailstorm over Truk Lagoon. Djakarta: Pacific
Press Publications.

Marshall Islands Government. (2000). Petition presented to the Congress of the
United States of America Regarding Changed Circumstances Arising From
U.S. Nuclear Testing in the Marshall Islands to the President of the United
States Senate and the Speaker of the United States House of Representatives
Submitted By the Government of the Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI)
Pursuant to Article IX of the Nuclear Claims Settlement Approved By Con-
gress In Public Law 99-239. Dated September 11, 2000.



Dirk H.R. Spennemann:  Response: The Silver Lining of Horror 97
Niedenthal, Jack (1997) A history of the people of bikini following
nuclear weapons testing in the Marshall Islands. Health Physics 73(1),
pp. 28–37.

Simon, Steven L. (1997). A brief history of people and events related to
Atomic weapons testing in the Marshall Islands. Health Physics 73(1),
pp. 5–20.

Simon, Steven L. and Graham, James C. (1995). Findings of the Nationwide
Radiological Study, Republic of the Marshall Islands, Summary Report, pre-
pared for the Cabinet of the Government of the Republic of the Marshall
Islands. Available from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of
the Marshall Islands, Majuro, Marshall Islands. Second Printing
March 1995. available at:
 http://radefx.bcm.tmc.edu/marshall_islands/14270.pdf

Simon, Steven L. and Graham, James C. (1997). Findings of the first
comprehensive radiological monitoring program of the Republic of
the Marshall Islands. Health Physics 73(1), pp. 66-85.

Spennemann, Dirk H.R. (1992). Copra revenues as a parameter of male
income in the outer islands of the Republic of the Marshall Islands.
Journal of the Pacific Society (Tokyo)15(2-3), 1992, 43-54.

Walker, Richard B., Gessel, Stanley P. and Held, Edward E. (1997). The
ecosystem study on Rongelap Atoll. Health Physics 73(1), pp. 223–
233.




	The Silver Lining of Horror:
	A Devil’s Advocate’s Point of View
	Dirk H.R. Spennemann
	Charles Sturt University
	Dirk H.R. Spennemann is a professor in the school of Environmental and Informa tion Sciences, discipline head for Cultural Heritage Studies and sub-dean Postgradu ate Coursework Programs at Charles Sturt University, and former chief archaeolo...

	Bibliography

