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Subject: Resolution 51/35 – Technical assistance and capacity-building to address the Human rights implications of the nuclear legacy in the Marshall Islands
Submission to OHCHR in response to the questionnaire in relation to Human Rights Council resolution 51/35
The information contained in this report relates to Question 1, part 1, of the questionnaire. 
The other questions are beyond the scope of the World Council of Churches 

Question 1, part 1
Please describe through concrete examples and stories the challenges and barriers
stemming from nuclear legacies that impede the full realization and enjoyment of the
human rights of people and how discrimination and post-World War II territorial
influence contributed to the existence of nuclear legacies as well as how this has
affected the pursuit of accountability for the human rights violations, related to nuclear
legacies.

 
Introduction
A visit of the World Council of Churches (WCC) to the Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI), in the context of the legacy of nuclear testing, took place from 17-24 November 2023. The delegation met with church partners, the National Nuclear Commission, the Cancer Centre of the Ministry of Health, students of the Nuclear Club at the Nuclear Institute of the College of the Marshall Islands, and members of civil society raising awareness and advocating for measures to address the legacy of nuclear testing. Cultural visits also took place which helped to form a broader picture of both the history of RMI, and the resilience and creativity of the Marshallese in living with the legacy in their lands and waters. The delegation was privileged to speak to survivors of nuclear testing and their descendants.
Background
The World Council of Churches
WCC, as the world’s largest ecumenical organization with over 350 member churches in more than 120 countries and territories, representing some 580 million people, has worked with its global network of member churches to raise a prophetic voice against nuclear weapons.
The First Assembly of the WCC convened in 1948, three years after nuclear attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki devastated those cities and killed or injured several hundred thousand people.  Many more suffered for years afterwards, from having been exposed to the deadly radiation released into the air, water and soil on those days.
Those gathered at that First Assembly declared that war with atomic weapons was a “sin against God and a degradation of man.” By then the US, followed by the UK and France, had begun many years of nuclear testing in the Pacific, the impacts of which continue to be suffered by the people of the Pacific Islands.
At the sixth Assembly of the World Council of Churches, held in Vancouver in 1983, Marshallese activist Ms. Darlene Keju made a speech during the Pacific Plenary. She shared that the radioactive fallout from the 67 nuclear tests was more widespread than the U.S. had admitted and spoke of the many unrecognized health issues in the Marshall Islands. [footnoteRef:1] During the WCC visit in 2023, this speech was referred to as the moment in which the Marshallese found their voice to speak out about the continuing suffering in their lands and waters.  [1:  https://youtu.be/1hxCGlA5oJQ] 


The nuclear legacy in the Marshall Islands 
“It’s not the middle of nowhere to those who call it home”
From 1946 to 1958, the US conducted 67 nuclear test explosions above ground and underwater in Bikini and Enewetak atolls. The immediate radioactive fallout also spread to Rongelap and Utrik atolls and beyond, but the legacy of devastating environmental and health problems was spread across the RMI.
The series of tests over Bikini Atoll which were codenamed Operation Castle. The first test of that series was Castle Bravo, which was detonated at dawn on 1 March, 1954. This blast was about 1,000 times more powerful than each of the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the fallout spread across the inhabited islands of Rongelap, Rongerik and Utrik Atolls. The inhabitants of Rongelap and Rongerik Atolls were evacuated by the US military two days after the detonation, but the residents of the more distant Utrik Atoll were not evacuated for three days. Many of those evacuated started to become unwell, with symptoms of radiation poisoning.
People who were children at the time of the testing recalled watching missile launches from the Kwajalein test sight and interrupting their play to watch missiles blaze a trail of white clouds across the sky. They heard loud thundering sounds which shook the ground. Witnesses to these experiences noted that they continue to remember the missiles to this day.
People from Rongelap continue to treasure their islands and recount that in spite of daily difficulties, they cherished their lives there. They cultivated land and grew what they needed to survive. Many engaged in copra cultivation and harvesting (the dry white flesh of coconuts used to extract coconut oil) and remembered the abundant fish in the seas. People were described as resilient and content with their lives.
The story of the nuclear testing continues to be recalled and shared between generations who witnessed it, particularly the noise of the explosions and the fear everyone felt. Rongelap survivors particularly recount seeing test fallout emerging from the sky. Many people use the comparison of snowflakes to describe what it looked like and recall with horror the way that it was on the skin and hair of people. While some youth now have not heard these stories, survivors who were children at the time did speak about it with their parents and elders while they were growing up.
After the tests, survivors were left for several days on Rongelap and continued to eat the food there. When ships eventually arrived, survivors were taken onboard and sprayed with water. Survivors recount being treated “like animals” and unsure of why they were being sprayed. This was the first hint that many people had that the tests had been contaminating.
When the survivors were brought to Kwajalein they were told to swim in the ocean and then directed to buildings for further decontamination. Many were asked to strip naked in front of family members and recounted the deep sense of shame they felt. Testing for radiation began during this time but many people were still unaware that this was what was happening. Several people emphasized that they were never told about the radiation. Nonetheless, those who had touched the fallout were the first to develop burns and lose their hair.
The people from Rongelap were told that they could move back three years later, but were not given clarity as to whether it was safe. Some did move back but were forced to relocate again when the islands were found to be unsafe.    Survivors recalled how difficult life was in Mejatto and the inadequacy of food. There were no bananas or breadfruit or many of their other foods for sustenance, only crabs and coconuts. The US Army provided canned meat which was not part of their original diet.
Many survivors have vivid memories of their grandparents and parents dying of cancer. The tests erased a generation of people who were beloved in their communities and were key knowledge holders and elders.
Racial injustice
The decision to extensively test nuclear weapons in all affected locations in the Pacific by the US, UK and France until 1996, was based on a racialized hierarchy of “civilized” and “primitive” peoples. Quite simply, the lives of Pacific islanders were considered of less value than those of their colonisers, and even when a risk of harm was acknowledged, it was either dismissed as being unimportant, or comments were made implying that the bodies of primitive people would be better able to withstand the impacts of radioactivity.  Whilst the language of “primitive” and “civilised” might no longer be used, the continuing failure to address the on-going impacts of the testing demonstrates the on-going nexus with racial discrimination. This is particularly evident when one compares the Radiation Exposure Compensation Act (RECA) and the benefits defined for people in the service or employment of the nuclear industry in the US compared with what has been extended to the Marshallese people. 
The clear lack of consent for their lands, waters and bodies to be used for military purposes is grounded in a fundamental disregard for the Marshallese people as human beings with equal rights.
The consequences of this testing have largely remained invisible to those outside the Marshall Islands and unaddressed, whilst victims continue to suffer from the impacts upon their health and that of their descendants, the degradation of their environment and pollution of their waters. Very few people have received adequate compensation or assistance for the consequences they have suffered.
 
 
Immediate and continuing impacts
Health and nutrition
The forced relocations of communities from Bikini, Rongelap, Enewetak and Utrik atolls disrupted the traditional reliance of subsistence farming and fishing. The Marshallese suddenly could not trust the safety of their food, and became heavily reliant on imported canned and processed food which is unhealthy and not native to their traditional diet. High rates of cancers associated with radiation, including thyroid cancer, breast cancer and leukaemia were reported. Whilst Marshallese from the four atolls recognized by the US were particularly affected, an increase in cancers has been reported throughout the country.
The Cancer Centre in Majuro hospital encourages people to be checked for cancers and then work with those who receive a diagnosis. Once a patient is diagnosed, if there is more than a 50% chance of survival, they are referred to Manila, Taiwan, or Hawaii for treatment. The challenges of this are the very high costs involved, possible language barriers, and in some cases, the medical facilities do not allow them to bring a family member along for support.  The Centre hosts a survivors’ group, and shares a guide book with patients containing a road map for treatment from diagnosis onwards. They reported that the programme was impacted by Covid and they have not been able to get outside Majuro since then.  
High rates of heart disease, as a result of unhealthy diets, are reported.  The dependency on imported foods, and the high cost of these foods in the Marshall Islands are reported as contributory factors. 
Environmental concerns
When the US ended the 12 years of nuclear testing in the Marshall Islands, they buried approximately 80,000 cubic metres of radioactive waste under a concrete dome on Runit island, Enewetak Atoll.  In addition, 130 tons of soil from an irradiated Nevada testing site were also deposited into the dome[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  https://www.latimes.com/projects/marshall-islands-nuclear-testing-sea-level-rise/] 

Concerns are expressed by Marshallese as well as scientists and environmental activists around the world that the dome is starting to crack, releasing its contents into the Pacific Ocean. A natural disaster brought on by climate change could tear the dome wide open.
Some Marshallese live on islands which continue to have residual contamination and live with the risk of being exposed to low-dose radiation every day.
In addition, 23 islands are at particular risk from the rising sea levels, and need large scale re-adaptation. Recent community consultations carried out by youth NGO Jo-jikum throughout the Marshall Islands confirmed that rising sea levels, and rising temperatures are observed everywhere.
Sea walls are being built, and people are open to different proposals for adaptation measures, but migration away from their islands would be a last resort.
Compensation
Before independence, the US paid some compensation to people from the “Four Atolls” – Bikini, Enewetak, Rongelap and Utrik – where the US acknowledged there were consequences of its nuclear test program. However, this compensation was wholly inadequate to the scale of suffering caused by the nuclear detonations and fallout. As a result, the RMI pursued further compensation through the first Compact of Free Association (COFA) with the US, agreed in 1986. The COFA and subsequent agreement on compensation set up a $150 million Trust Fund for awards to communities and individuals from the Four Atolls. The US did not apologise or recognise wrongdoing; rather it offered the compensation “for contributions and sacrifices made by the people of the Marshall Islands.”[footnoteRef:3] Allocation of the compensation was to be the responsibility of a Nuclear Claims Tribunal, established by RMI. [3:  “Agreement Between the Government of the United States and the Government of the Marshall Islands for the Implementation of Section 177 of the Compact of Free Association.” Available from https://web.archive.org/web/20131016002431fw_/http://www.nuclearclaimstribunal.com/177text.htm Accessed 12 December 2023.] 

However, subsequent declassification of secret documents revealed far more extensive humanitarian and environmental consequences than Marshallese negotiators were aware of in the COFA talks. The Nuclear Claims Tribunal granted some $4 billion in compensation awards – far more than the $150 million trust fund could cover.  Many victims awarded compensation died before receiving their full payment. Moreover, the RMI government documented significant health, psychological, cultural, economic and environmental impacts beyond the limiting boundary of the Four Atolls and the limited medical focus of US compensation. The fact that Guam was recently made eligible to the US Radiation Exposure Compensation Act – because of fallout from the tests in RMI – suggests that fallout was indeed more extensive than the Four Atolls. Nevertheless, the US government continues to assert that it has made a “full and final settlement of all claims relating to the nuclear testing program” in RMI.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  US Mission to International Organizations in Geneva. (2022) “U.S. Explanation of Position on the Marshall Islands’ Nuclear Legacy Resolution.” Retrieved from https://geneva.usmission.gov/2022/10/07/us-explanation-of-position-on-the-marshall-islands-nuclear-legacy-resolution/ Accessed 3 November 2023.] 

International support
There was a noticeable lack of international organisations in RMI to provide health, development and environmental support. The Marshallese said that they believed that international organisations assumed that the US was taking care of such needs and so further international assistance was not needed.
Some medical support is given through short term visits from health organisations, which visit RMI for a period of weeks to carry out health checks, dental work, and some operations, and usually leave behind all medical equipment for the local doctors to use.
These groups are welcomed by the Marshallese, some of whom stated that there is a preference to be treated by a foreign doctor who is unknown to the patient and his or her family members, and is not staying in the country for a long period of time.  However, there are challenges ensuring the necessary continuity of medical care.  
Education and Sharing History
The level of knowledge of the Marshallese about the history of the nuclear tests in their country, and hence their capacity to advocate for reparations and for their country to be remediated, is stymied by the history of obfuscation, secrecy and stigma. The few surviving members of the generation which lived through the tests are now elderly and most were young children at the time, some with limited memories of the events. Those who were adults when the tests took place did not often talk about the traumas of those days to their own children. Younger Marshallese told us that although sometimes their Grandparents told them about it, they in turn were too young to understand what they were hearing until it was too late and those Grandparents had passed away. Many young Marshallese only hear about their country’s past when they go away to school, and then their journey to engage in advocacy about it begins.
Important efforts are being made to ensure that young people are aware of their country’s past. The National Nuclear Commission (NNC), which was established in 2017 with a mandate to develop a national strategy for nuclear justice, places education and awareness, particularly among younger generations, as one of its key pillars. The nuclear history of the RMI is not in the school curriculum, and so the NNC speaks to children and young people in schools and educational institutions.
Several national civil society organisations also work to educate their people – particularly the young – about the legacy of nuclear testing in the Marshall Islands. MISA4Pacific - the Marshall Islands Students Association for the Pacific - was founded to create a space for students to have a conversation about the nuclear past, and now works to support teachers in the RMI in this work.
Reach MI - the Radiation Exposure Awareness Crusaders for Humanity, Marshall Islands, is an NGO focused on research and advocacy, aiming to spread awareness of the issues affecting the country both locally and globally. They research the issues, interviewing victims of nuclear testing and their descendants, using social media and other methods to raise awareness, and explore options for ways of addressing on-going issues in collaboration with those affected.  
The College of the Marshall Islands hosts a “Nuclear Club”, in which students can learn about the history of nuclear testing in their country. Students told us that they did not previously know much about this history but now engage in many activities to raise awareness about it, including running a radio programme and organising a digital archive of material.
Recommendations
The WCC makes the following recommendations
The United States should apologize for the 67 nuclear tests in the Marshall Islands. The United Nations, which authorized US administration of the Strategic Trust Territory and did not object to nuclear testing in the Marshall Islands should also apologize. 
The awards issued by the Nuclear Claims Tribunal must be paid in full and the US must also compensate victims from beyond the Four Atolls.
The international community should resource and enable independent research to assess the continuing levels of radiation contamination – particularly with respect to the concrete dome on Runi Island, Enewetak. 
The international community and RMI should cooperate to develop national capacity to detect and respond to toxic, radioactive and climate related threats to the environment 
US documents about the extent of radioactive and other contamination throughout RMI, which have been declassified but are heavily redacted should be fully declassified so that the information available is of full use.
Access to quality and affordable health care – particularly to cancer care – must be made available within RMI through international cooperation and assistance.
The international community should support efforts to address the knowledge gap and lack of awareness about the nuclear history of the RMI. 
The nuclear history of RMI should be included in the national education curriculum, and teachers supported to share this history.
Measures must be taken to address the high cost of imported food, on which much of the country has become dependent. In addition, parents need to understand the importance of a nutritious diet for their children, and be paid salaries which can cover the costs of nutritious food.
Narratives which place the Marshall Islanders primarily as victims must be challenged, and the many initiatives which they are taking to address their concerns should be highlighted and supported.
The United States and RMI should sign and ratify the 2017 Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW). States parties to the TPNW should engage in international cooperation and assistance to support victim assistance and environmental remediation in RMI.
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