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POISONED LIVES, CONTAMINATED LANDS:  
Marshall Islanders Are Paying a High Price for the 

United States Nuclear Arsenal 

Zohl dé Ishtar1 
 
Living on small islands in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, the people of 

the Republic of the Marshall Islands have borne the brunt of U.S. 
development of nuclear weapons.  The Islands’ isolation from the focus of 
the world’s attention has afforded the United States a mantle of secrecy 
under which it has developed its nuclear bombs, missile delivery systems, 
and, more recently, space warfare technology.  This nuclear playground has 
violated the health of the Marshallese people, contaminated their ancestral 
lands and waters, and robbed them of their political and economic 
freedoms.  

In this article, I outline the chronological history of the nuclear testing 
program and its impact on the Marshallese, which provides a backdrop for 
the personal narratives of Darlene Keju-Johnson and Lijon Eknilang.  
Darlene Keju-Johnson was born on Ebeye and grew up on Wotje Atoll.  She 
lobbied internationally for the plight of Marshallese women, and it was her 
personal testimony that brought the world’s attention to “jellyfish” babies, 
born with no human shape.  Before she died of breast cancer in 1996, 
Darlene directed the Marshall Islands Family Planning Program, and 
subsequently the Ministry of Health’s Division of Adolescent Health.  The 
second narrative belongs to Lijon Eknilang, who is from Rongelap and 
currently lives on Ebeye.  She was living on Rongelap on the day in 1954 
when the sky burned from a U.S. nuclear bomb.  She represented the 
Marshallese people internationally, both before the International Court of 
Justice in its Advisory Proceedings on the legality of the Threat or Use of 
Nuclear Weapons and before the U.S. Congress.2  
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I will trace the history of nuclear testing in the Marshall Islands between 
1946 and 1958, the development of missile and space warfare technology 
between 1958 and 2003, and the various impacts of these developments on 
the Marshallese people.  I will also argue that the Marshallese people are 
caught in a trap of U.S. militarisation, enhanced by the Islands’ 
geographical isolation.  The U.S. government has intentionally developed 
its nuclear arsenal in the Marshall Islands, hidden from the eyes of the 
world and far from the focus of the global media and the majority of social 
justice movements.  Few people outside the Pacific region are aware that 
the Marshall Islands exist, or that U.S. preparations for nuclear war and 
global domination are currently, and have long been, played out upon the 
lands and lives of a small, peaceful, matrilineal nation.3  

THE DEVASTATION AND DESTRUCTION OF U.S. NUCLEAR TESTING 
ON THE MARSHALL ISLANDS 

In the twelve years between 1946 and 1958, the U.S. detonated sixty-six 
nuclear bombs in Bikini and Enewetak Atolls, small rings of islands in the 
northern Marshall Islands.4  In March 1946, in preparation for “Operation 
Cross-roads,” all 167 residents of Bikini were relocated from their resource-
rich atoll to the solitary and infertile sandbar island of Rongerik.  In May of 
the same year, the residents of Enewetak, Rongelap, and Wotho Atolls were 
also temporarily relocated.  The operation began with two bomb tests on 
Bikini, each equal in size to the bomb dropped on Hiroshima.  On June 30, 
1946, the world’s first post-World War II nuclear bomb was detonated on 
Bikini Atoll. 

A year later, in July 1947, the Marshall Islands (along with other 
Micronesian nations under U.S. colonisation) became the United Nations’ 
only Strategic Trust Territory under U.S. administration.  The Trust 
obligated the United States to: 

Promote the development of the inhabitants of the trust territory 
towards self-government or independence as may be appropriate… 
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and to this end shall . . . promote the economic advancement of the 
inhabitants . . . encourage the development of fisheries, agriculture 
and industries; protect the inhabitants against the loss of their lands 
and resources.5 

Yet, in December 1947, the U.S. government removed the people of 
Enewetak from their homelands once again and relocated them to Ujelang 
Atoll.  This cleared the way for “Operation Sandstone,” a series of three 
atomic tests. 

In March 1948nearly two years after they were relocated to 
Rongerikthe Bikinians, on the verge of starvation, were finally taken off 
the island.  They were relocated to Kwajalein and then sent to Kili, a single 
island with no protected lagoon or harbour, which made fishing impossible.  
More atomic tests were conducted on Enewetak in 1951 and 1952, 
including the detonation of the first hydrogen device.  The hydrogen bomb 
was 10.4 megatons, or 750 times larger than the bomb dropped on 
Hiroshima.  This test, known simply as “Mike,” vapourised an entire island.  

On March 1, 1954, despite weather reports indicating the wind was 
blowing toward inhabited islands, the United States detonated its first 
deliverable hydrogen bomb above Bikini Atoll.  The bomb, known as 
“Bravo,” was 1,000 times the strength of the bomb dropped on Hiroshima.  
Fallout ash covered Rongelap and Ailinginae Atolls, and a fallout “mist” 
enveloped Utirik and other islands.6  U.S. meteorologists stationed on 
Rongerik were also exposed to the fallout.  The United States directed its 
naval ships out of the anticipated fallout zone prior to the test, but it was 
forty-eight hours before the Rongelap people were evacuated.  By that time, 
they were suffering from nausea, vomiting, and rashes.7  The Utirik people, 
who were similarly affected, were not removed from their island until 
another twenty-four hours later.  The Islanders were taken to the U.S. naval 
base at Kwajalein Atoll for observation, where they began suffering from 
burns, hair loss, and other illnesses.  
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The U.S. Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) responded to media alarm 
by releasing a press statement announcing that some Marshallese had been  
“unexpectedly exposed to some radioactivity.  There were no burns.  All 
were reported well.”8  On March 7, 1954, however, a secret medical study, 
the “Study of Response of Human Beings Exposed to Significant Beta and 
Gamma Radiation due to Fallout from High Yield Weapons” (The Study), 
was established to monitor and evaluate the Islanders.  

In April 1954, The Study advised that the Rongelap people who had been 
exposed by the Bravo tests had been so heavily contaminated that they 
should never be exposed to beta and gamma radiation “for [the] rest of 
[their] natural lives.”9  On April 29, a U.S. Department of Defense report 
calculated that the people of Ailuk Atoll had received a significant dose of 
radiation, but advised the U.S. government against relocating them because 
of the difficulties of evacuating 400 inhabitants.  In May, the Utirik 
Islanders returned home after U.S. officials guaranteed that the Utirik 
islands were only slightly contaminated and safe for habitation.  

Seventeen more nuclear bombs, including several hydrogen bombs, were 
detonated on Enewetak and Bikini beginning in May 1956.  In December of 
that same year, the United States awarded compensation to the Enewetak 
people living on Ujelang for the contamination of their islands.  The 
Islanders were given $25,000 (USD) in cash, and a $150,000 trust fund.  
The Bikinians living on Kili were given $25,000 in cash, and a $300,000 
trust fund, yielding $15 per person per year.10  Neither atoll was safe for 
habitation.  The Islanders became exiled on inhospitable islands facing food 
shortages and starvation, struggling to maintain hope of returning to their 
ancestral lands.  

In July 1957, despite lingering radiation, the United States declared 
Rongelap safe for habitation and encouraged the Rongelap people to return 
home.  The Department of Energy’s Brookhaven National Laboratory 
released an internal report explaining the logic behind its encouragement: 
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Even though the radioactive contamination of Rongelap Island is 
considered perfectly safe for human habitation, the levels of 
activity are higher than those found in other inhabited locations in 
the world. The habitation of these people on the island will afford 
most valuable ecological radiation data on human beings.11 

In May 1958, an additional series of thirty-two tests began, including 
several hydrogen bomb tests.  By August 18, 1958, when the United States 
exploded its last nuclear device in the Marshalls, the Rongelap people were 
experiencing increasing ill health due to radiation exposure.  According to 
Suliana Sitwatibau of the Foundation of the Peoples of the South Pacific 
International and Rev. B. David Williams of the General Board of Global 
Ministries, “in 1958, the rate of stillbirths . . . and miscarriages . . . among 
Rongelap women rose to more than twice the rate of unexposed Marshallese 
women for the first four years following their exposure in 1954.”12  In 1963, 
Rongelap people exposed to the 1954 Bravo test began to develop thyroid 
tumors and experience a higher rate of growth retardation among children 
born after Bravo was dropped.  By 1966, 52 percent of the exposed children 
on Rongelap who were under ten years at the time of the Bravo test, as well 
as 35 percent of the total population, had developed thyroid abnormalities.13  

In 1968, the AEC announced Bikini Atoll was safe for human 
habitation.14  Despite assurances from the AEC that there was “virtually no 
radiation left” and an absence of any “discernible effect on either plant or 
animal life,” in October 1972, the Bikini Council rejected the prospect of 
returning en masse to their homelands.15  Several families, however, did 
return to Bikini, and others progressively followed.  In November 1972, 
Rongelap’s Lekoj Anjain died of myelogenous leukemia at the National 
Cancer Institute in Bethesda, Maryland.16  He was one year old when he 
was exposed to the Bravo test.  In 1973, an AEC draft report, not publicly 
released, determined that Bravo fallout contaminated eighteen atolls and 
islands, including Kwajalein and Majuro, the capital island.17  In that same 
year, Brookhaven National Laboratory reported that 69 percent of 
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Rongelapese children (twenty out of twenty-nine) under ten years old at the 
time of the Bravo test had developed thyroid tumors.18 

Meanwhile, the same medical scenario was unfolding for Bikinians.  In 
June 1975, the U.S. Department of the Interior reported that Bikini had 
“higher levels of radioactivity than originally thought.”19  That August, the 
AEC declared Bikini’s ground wells radioactive and prohibited the 
consumption of local foods.  Low levels of plutonium were found in the 
urine of Bikinians who had returned to their homelands, but the U.S. 
Department of Energy (DOE) did not consider this to be “radiologically 
significant.”20  In October, the Bikinians filed a lawsuit demanding a 
complete radiological survey of Bikini and other islands.  In 1976, the DOE 
repeated its medical survey of the Rongelapese, again with alarming 
findings.  But once again, it did not alert the Rongelap people. 

In July 1976, the U.S. Congress approved a $20 million budget for a 
nuclear cleanup of Enewetak Atoll.  Beginning in May 1977, the cleanup 
scraped over 100,000 cubic yards of topsoil off the island.  The soil, 
together with contaminated debris from the testing operations, was dumped 
in a bomb crater on Runit Island.21  The crater was then sealed with a dome 
of cement. 

In June 1977, the DOE found that the radiation ingested by Bikini 
inhabitants was excessive, yet 139 Bikinians continued to live on Bikini 
Island.22  According to Marshall Islands journalist Giff Johnson, the United 
States was unprepared to give up what it considered to be “the only global 
source of data on humans” regarding plutonium ingestion.23  The 
Department advised that the Bikini residents be repatriated from the island 
“within 90 days.”24  In August 1978, a DOE survey of the northern 
Marshalls found that, in addition to Bikini, Enewetak, Rongelap, and Utirik, 
ten other atolls and islands had been contaminated by the larger detonations.  
In September 1978, the Bikini residents were relocated from their 
homelands and returned to the site of their decades-long exile on Kili 
Island.  
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In March 1980, with the cleanup of Enewetak completed, the Enewetak 
Islanders began to return to the southern islands in the atoll.  The northern 
islands were still considered too radioactive for habitation.  In 1981, the 
DOE again found the contamination of the Rongelap people to be extreme.  
Again, the Islanders were not informed.  

The Rongelap and Bikini Islanders were not alone in their experiences 
with the U.S. nuclear program.  In December 1984, following a five-year 
study, the U.S. National Radiological Survey reported that almost half of 
the Marshall Islands had been contaminated by the U.S. nuclear weapons 
testing program.25  According to Sitwatibau and Williams: 

Radioactive contamination 130 times above normal levels is 
detected at a testing point 502 kilometres west of Bikini.  A 
Japanese government-sponsored scientific team sampling ocean 
water and marine life reports that radioactive contaminants are 
found in the ocean from the northern Marshalls westward almost to 
the Mariana Islands, some 4,800 kilometres away.26  

In May 1985, confronted with an increasing number of illnesses resulting 
from the nuclear contamination of their islands, the Rongelap people 
relocated themselves to small Mejatto Island in Kwajalein Atoll.27  The 
move was an attempt to secure a future for their children.  As Darlene Keju-
Johnson said, “Their bottom line is: ‘We care about our children’s 
future.’… Their children came first.  They know that they are contaminated.  
They know that they’ll be dying out soon.  They are dying nowslowly.”28 

In January 1994, U.S. Representative George Miller wrote to then 
President Bill Clinton that the Rongelap people believed they had been used 
as “guinea pigs” by the U.S. military.  Miller added that “the findings of the 
thyroid survey are disturbing . . . even if only 50 percent of the survey 
results are verified . . . the incidence rate is still significantly higher, by a 
factor of one hundred, than the rate of thyroid cancer found anywhere else 
in the world.”29 
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KWAJALEIN ATOLL: U.S. MISSILES, SPACE WARFARE TECHNOLOGY, 
AND THE MARSHALLESE   

The Rongelap people’s exodus to the small island of Mejatto in 
Kwajalein Atoll was an attempt to give their children a future.  However, 
relocating to Kwajalein was like jumping out of the frying pan and into the 
fire.30  In 1958, when the United States moved its nuclear testing program 
away from the Marshall Islands to Kalama (a.k.a. Johnston Atoll), 
Kwajalein Atoll became “the primary [U.S.] range for testing the accuracy 
of intercontinental ballistic missiles and developing anti-ballistic missile 
systems.”31  

The Marshall Islands occupy an unenviable position at the centre of the 
Pentagon’s arc of power, which sweeps across the vast northern Pacific.32  
Kwajalein has been so essential to U.S. development of ballistic missile 
delivery systems that, according to Giff Johnson, it “may have contributed 
more to the arms race than any other spot on the earth.”33  

To make way for the elaborate infrastructure required by the weapons 
program, Kwajalein’s traditional landowners were progressively displaced 
from their islands within the atoll and resettled on the small island of Ebeye.  
Though Ebeye was once home to only sixteen people, in 1988 English 
journalist Jane Dibblin reported, “There are now 9,500 people living on 
Ebeye, on sixty-six acres or one-tenth of a square mile of land.  Britain 
would have to accommodate twice the world’s population to achieve the 
same density.”34  

The U.S. military has subsumed Kwajalein Island, the largest island in 
the atoll.  A fine slice of California lifestyle, Kwajalein contrasts starkly 
with Ebeye, which has been aptly described as the “slum of the Pacific,” 
and a “biological time bomb that could go off at any time.”35  

In an attempt to deal with increasing overcrowding and poverty, Ebeye 
Island was extended during the 1990s.  Currently, however, over 12,000 
people continue to live on less than one hundred acres.  An additional 1,000 
people have been relocated to Enniburr, where the pattern of substandard 
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housing and inadequate facilities has been repeated.  According to Republic 
of the Marshall Islands (RMI) Foreign Minister Alvin Jacklick, “Ebeye and 
Enniburr have become the worst ghettos of the Pacific, and the conditions 
there are barely humane.”36  Over 90 percent of the Ebeye and Enniburr 
residents are unemployed.  Only 1,200 Marshallese working as “domestic 
servants, cooks, maintenance workers and groundskeepers for U.S. 
personnel on Kwajalein Island, commut[e] by boat from Ebeye Island each 
day.”37  According to Bank of Hawai’i economist Wali M. Osman, foreign 
aid has been tied to development packages, which have proven unsuitable 
and have only exacerbated the problems.38 

The military importance of Kwajalein increased dramatically on March 
23, 1983, when President Reagan announced his ambition to develop the 
Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) or “Star Wars”—a space-based system 
designed as a total ballistic missile defense (BMD) to protect the United 
States from missile attacks.  Overnight, U.S. Army Kwajalein Atoll / Kwa-
jalein Missile Range (USAKA / KMR) became instrumental to U.S. space 
warfare ambitions.  Kwajalein and the Marshall Islands thus became a vital 
node in the U.S. government’s ambitions to be the overlord of a new world 
order.  This makes the Marshall Islands a place that is—or should be—of 
vast global significance.  

Sapping up more than $50 billion in research costs, the project suffered 
from fifteen years of repeated failures, while the objective remained 
unattainable.  Packaged as a move to “render nuclear weapons impotent and 
obsolete,” the program faced immediate global condemnation for being 
“technically impractical and politically dangerous.”39  Nonetheless, the 
militarisation of the atoll continued unabated, and on October 1, 1997, the 
Clinton administration restructured and revamped the program as the U.S. 
Army Space and Missile Defense Command.  

Clinton’s initiative signaled the U.S. withdrawal from the Anti-Ballistic 
Missile (ABM) Treaty, signed in 1972, between the United States and the 
Soviet Union. The ABM Treaty banned both countries from deploying 
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defence systems or shields against long-range missiles, and thus had 
maintained the policy of Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD).  MAD 
operated as a two-sided deterrence to nuclear war, or so the opposing 
governments argued in defence of their nuclear arsenals.  The threat of 
imminent U.S. unilateral withdrawal from the ABM Treaty caused 
widespread alarm that global nuclear disarmament initiatives would be 
irreparably damaged.  In November 1999, the United Nations endorsed a 
resolution introduced by Russia and China that demanded strict compliance 
with the ABM Treaty.  The resolution recognised the historic role of the 
ABM Treaty  “as the cornerstone for maintaining international peace and 
security and strategic stability,” and reaffirmed  “its continued validity and 
relevance, especially in the current international situation.”40  China warned 
that the U.S. withdrawal from the ABM Treaty would “cause a new nuclear 
arms race, including in outer space.”41 

Disregarding this global concern, on May 1, 2001, President George W. 
Bush delivered a speech at the National Defense University in Washington 
D.C., signaling his administration’s unilateral withdrawal from the ABM 
Treaty.  Reaffirming the U.S. commitment to developing a “layered” 
missile defence system that would extend Reagan’s Ballistic Missile 
Defense (BMD) system, Bush repackaged the anti-missile system as a 
deterrent to a missile attack from a “rogue nation,” such as Iraq or North 
Korea, or an accidental or deliberate missile launch by China or Russia.42  
Going well beyond Clinton’s ground-based interceptor system, Bush’s 
program is not aimed at protecting the United States against an all-out 
nuclear attack.  Rather, it consists of a plethora of weapons systems that, 
although they are still in the planning and testing stages, are being 
developed at great expense to U.S. taxpayers.  The program has been 
estimated to cost $200 billion, but the greater expense is the threat posed to 
the non-proliferation of nuclear weapons.43 

In December 2001, immediately following the Bush administration’s 
withdrawal from the ABM Treaty, missile testing at Kwajalein Missile 
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Range increased dramatically.44  In September 2002, Giff Johnson reported 
from the Marshall Islands: 

American missile defense testing at Kwajalein has shifted into 
overdrive with the election of President George Bush. The 
Kwajalein range hasn’t been this busy since the heyday of the 
Reagan Administration, when President Ronald Reagan issued his 
plan to build a “Star Wars” missile defense shield over the United 
States. In May, three back-to-back missile shots in one week 
highlighted the stepped up pace of missile defense work at 
Kwajalein as the Bush Administration presses on to develop a 
deployable missile defense system by the mid-2000s.45 

The Bush administration initially intended to have the first elements of 
the system operational by 2005, but it has been met by consistent failures in 
its testing regime.  Not least among these is the failure of two-thirds of the 
missiles fired from Kwajalein to intercept incoming missiles and actually 
hit their targets.46   Nonetheless, according to Andrew Lichterman, program 
director of the Western States Legal Foundation, and M.V. Ramana, a 
research associate for the Program on Science and Global Security at 
Princeton University, the Pentagon is dedicated to developing a “full 
spectrum dominance”47 that, as outlined in the Joint Vision 2020: Statement 
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff: 

[i]mplies that U.S. forces are able to conduct prompt, sustained and 
synchronized operations with combinations of forces tailored to 
specific situations and with access to and freedom to operate in all 
domains—space, sea, land, and air information. Additionally, 
given the global nature of our interests and obligations, the United 
States must maintain its overseas presence forces and the ability to 
rapidly project power worldwide in order to achieve full spectrum 
dominance.48 

THE COMPACT OF FREE ASSOCIATION AND THE U.S. MILITARY 

Throughout its history of involvement in the northern Pacific, the United 
States has incrementally extended its control by drawing the Marshall 
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Islands into an ever-tightening trap of economic dependency.  This 
dependency has resulted in the signing of a “Compact of Free Association” 
(Compact), which secures the future of U.S. military facilities at 
Kwajalein.49 

The Compact has its beginnings in the Solomon Report commissioned by 
President John F. Kennedy in 1963.  The report advised that the Marshalls 
(indeed the entire U.S. Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands consisting of 
the Marshalls, Palau/Belau, the Northern Marianas, and the Federated States 
of Micronesia) be flooded with money, technology, and personnel through a 
rapid Americanisation program, while at the same time giving an 
appearance of self-government.50  Once the Micronesians were 
economically dependent on the United States, it would then simply be a 
matter of forcing them into an agreement that would bind them militarily to 
the United States.51  This covert doctrine of imposed economic dependency 
has been so successful that today the RMI relies on the United States for 68 
percent of its revenue.52  

The first Marshall Islands Compact was approved in 1985 by 60 percent 
of the voting Marshallese and came into effect on November 3, 1986.  
Although the majority of Marshall Islanders agreed to the Compact, there 
was considerable opposition to it.  As Jane Dibblin explains:  

Out of the 60 percent . . . who voted [on the Compact], 59 
percent were in favour; meaning that a little over 32 percent 
actually voted yes. . . . All of the atolls most directly affected by 
the U.S. military activity . . . voted overwhelmingly against: 70 
percent on Kwajalein, 90 percent on Bikini/Kili and 85 percent on 
Rongelap.  In all, ten out of twenty-four [island communities] 
voted against.53 

The Compact contained a lease on Kwajalein Atoll.  According to 
Dibblin, “The Compact has been sold . . . as a fifteen-year bridging arrange-
ment until the islands are ready for complete independence,” but it included 
an “automatic 15-year extension option on the use of Kwajalein.”54  After 
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this period, however, “an indefinite Mutual Security Agreement 
automatically comes into force on termination of the Compact, which 
allows the U.S. military virtually unrestricted access to Kwajalein.”55  
Dibblin elaborates:  

While the Compact promises independence . . . it is in fact a 
virtual U.S. annexation of the islands for military purposes, a 
denial of self-determination and a shrugging off of responsibility 
for past actions.  The U.S. has “full authority and responsibility for 
security and defence matters”. . . . [T]he governments . . . are 
required to “consult” the U.S. over foreign affairs . . . [T]he U.S. 
can veto any item of domestic or foreign policy or any business or 
trade agreement which it deems is threatening to its security . . . 
U.S. security interests overshadow every other consideration.  Self-
determination is a mere gloss.56 

The 1985 Compact also included an espousal provision that freed the 
United States from any responsibility for the consequences, present or 
future, of its nuclear testing program.  The clause dismissed all court cases 
pending against the United States and prohibited Marshall Islanders from 
seeking further compensation.57  A trust fund was set up with $150 million, 
which, once invested, would provide $270 million in compensation 
payments and medical care over the fifteen years of the agreement for the 
“four atolls” deemed by the United States to have been affected by the 
nuclear testing (Bikini, Enewetak, Rongelap, and Utirik) and to instigate a 
Marshallese-wide radiological survey.58 

By 2000, this trust fund proved to be woefully inadequate in meeting the 
needs of the Marshallese.  The Marshall Islands’ Nuclear Claims Tribunal 
did not have the funds to pay the compensation due to the fact that most 
Islanders suffered personal injury as a result of the U.S. nuclear tests, nor 
did it have the funds to compensate the loss of the use of their land due to 
contamination.  The government’s medical service was unable to cater to 
the health care needs of its citizens.59  The RMI government was thus 
anxious to renegotiate the Compact to provide its citizens with 
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compensation for the effects of the nuclear testing program.  With the 
Marshallese denied the option of withdrawing from the Compact when it 
came up for resigning in 2002, they could only attempt to renegotiate 
compensation for the consequences of the U.S. nuclear testing program and 
for an increased rent for the continuing lease on Kwajalein Atoll. 

The renegotiation process began on September 11, 2000, when the RMI 
government petitioned the U.S. Congress to provide adequate compensation 
for the health and environmental effects of its nuclear testing program.  The 
RMI requested approximately $3 billion to enable it to fulfil its outstanding 
compensation obligations.  Warning that its request was inadequate over the 
long-term (although more realistic than the $150 million paid by the United 
States under the earlier agreement), the RMI signaled that it retained the 
right under the terms of the Compact to ask the United States for further 
assistance, including cleaning up Bikini, Rongelap, and other atolls.60 

When the renegotiated Compact was signed in 2003, however, the United 
States had only increased its compensation funding to $800 million, less 
than one-third of that estimated by the Marshallese to be a minimum 
requirement.61  As for the Marshallese request for increased rent on 
Kwajalein, the lease under the initial Compact was to expire in 2016, but 
the United States was determined to keep the facility.  The RMI 
government, for its part, was desperate not to lose U.S. aid. 

Thus, in April 2003, the RMI and U.S. governments signed “Compact 
II,” an agreement that extended the lease on Kwajalein until 2066, with an 
option for an additional twenty years.62  The U.S. Pentagon has thus secured 
the Kwajalein Missile Range lease until 2086.  Under the new agreement, 
rent on Kwajalein was increased from the previous $13 million per year to 
$15 million per year from October 2003 to 2014, with a further increase to 
$18 million per year until 2023.63  In total, the 2003 Compact provides a 
payment of a mere $3.1 billion over the twenty-year agreement (2003 to 
2023), including rent for Kwajalein of $2.3 billion.64  This total payment is 
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only slightly more than the amount requested by the RMI for nuclear 
compensation alone. 

Just as they have consistently resisted the Pentagon’s control over their 
lands, the Kwajalein landowners also resisted the terms of the new Compact 
extension.65  Giff Johnson reported that, although the Kwajalein Islanders 
did not want the United States to leave, they wanted a “new, fifty-year lease 
that [would take] into account the real value of Kwajalein . . . [or] if the 
U.S. [was] not willing to negotiate a new, fair lease agreement, then the 
landowners want[ed] to discuss repatriation of the base now in preparation 
for the expiration of the current deal in 2016.”66  In effect, they got neither.  
Kwajalein Negotiation Commission Chairman Christopher Loeak described 
the U.S. offer as “insufficient to provide for the people of Kwajalein,” and 
as failing “to account for population growth and inflation.”67  Even though 
Kwajalein is “the only facility available to the U.S. for targeting incoming 
missiles,” the Marshallese had little negotiating power to wield against the 
military monolith.68  Since the Marshalls were economically dependent 
upon the United States, the United States clearly had the upper hand.  The 
Marshallese were faced with no option but to accede to U.S. demands.  As 
Pacific Magazine and Islands Business reported in January of 2003:  

[The Marshallese] just had another lifebelt thrown grudgingly to 
them.  They can cling to it for twenty years.  After that, their 
former ruler, and still partially so, the United States, hopes to leave 
them to fend for themselves, although it intends to cling on to a 
war rocket testing base it has at Kwajalein Atoll in the Marshall 
Islands.69 

CONCLUSION 

The Marshallese have no word in their language for “enemy,” but as the 
Republic of the Marshall Islands stated in its petition to the U.S. 
administration in 2000: 
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The sixty-six atomic and thermonuclear weapons detonated in 
the Marshall Islands allowed the United States Government to 
achieve its aim of world peace through a deterrence policy. The 
Marshallese people subsidized this nuclear détente with their lands, 
health, lives, and future.70 

The issue of whether the U.S. administration’s intentions are, or have ever 
been, to achieve peace or global domination through nuclear weaponry is 
moot, for from a Marshallese perspective, both objectives have had, and 
continue to have, the same devastating outcome. 
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