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ur~ITED STATES 

E:NERGY RESEARCH AND IJEVELClf'ME~JT AOMl:\!ISH:IHIOf~ 

WASHINCiTOrJ, D.C. 2os1:; 

'fo the Cliiefs and .i\ll People in Utirik Atoll 

Your letter to Hr. Roger Ray, dated July 1076, has be2n received 
by thi.c office. I wish to tlv.mk you for se11c::Lng this letter 
and bringing your views to my nttention. I have care:l'u.lly 
considered your vie~s, as presented in your J.ctter, and appreciate 
the opportunity to answer your thoughtful questions. 

Even today, there are many facts about radiation that are not 
known, despite the 1<1rge number of scientists that have studied 
this subject for. more than 30 yc<'.lrs. Even le~;s 1-1as kno;.111 about 
radiation in 19511 Cit the time of the exposure: of the people on 
Rongelap and Utirik. Based on aJ.1 available kno1-1lcdge on 
radiation at that ti~c, and using their b0:f.:~: judg!'1ent, the 
American doctors estimated that the people of Utirik ~ere exposed 
to only a small amount of raclicition. Hence, there \·.'<1S gc::ncral 
acreement araong the doctors nnd they told the Utirik p2orlc that 
they would not:, in the future, ~;hm·1 any ill effects C2l!c.cc\ hy 
radiation. Also, the relatively low levels of radiation at Utirik 
soon dim:i.ni:::h.ed sufficiently to permit the pcuple to 1·ctu:-n to 
their atoll liefore'somc. of the at.her populati.ons. RongcL:«p, on 
the ot;1cr hand, w;is n;ore heavily cont2r:iin.:tc:d 11ith ri1d:i.0;:1ctivity 
so the people of thi::; isl<mcl had to live .cL::c.;l·1crc foi: ;:d::out. 

-.. .... three.yca1;s.bef.ore they co1..1lcl return .t:o,.tltcir homes'. 
• ~ • • • • ' ' •. ' ' I . '• ' ' : '• :.... : •' • ' • • .... • / • • ' ,- • .: ' :• ' .~ • ' • : ' ' ' ~ ' : • • • ' 

. In" r"e\•f.c11ing' the .. cl"a·u~· tlwt led t"o the. conclucdoi1 th"·t the Utirik 
people \·:er<:. czposed to consider.:1\.:.ly lr:.ss n::d L1tion. than t:he pcorlc: 

· .. ·· ·of ·RongcL:~p, one·.muf;t. c611clude th;it · U1e~' :~in:· c-:'iscntirilli ·correct .•. 
.Ti;is c(;nc.l.us.ion is. b~.scd in port ·on .th~ .clos·c i':stirnatc~o .from 
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disease from exposure, indicn ting tktt their c;:pcis\a·c must hilvc 
been considf-!rably less tlwn the peopl c of RongeJ:1·:' Islnnd. There 
is one exception, however, and that rcliltcs to th·:' rac1iatiGll close 
to the children 1 s thyroid \-:hich I .sh.i.J.l address ~l:1t:u: in this 
letter. 

Following the return to the island, it \'i.O:S dec:i.cl.:.d that conU.nued 
medical examinations .of the exposed people of Utlrik w~r~ to be 
done. Such ex;iminations ,.;·ere conduct:<~d ill reguL;r interva::.:> to 
aisurc that they had not been harmed. Examinations were done 
in 1957, 1959, 1963, 1966, 1969, 1972 £md 1975. During till~ past 
six years, thyroid examinations ·were done and sic:l~ c:alls 1·1CJ:C! 

held every year in addition to complete physical exmninations. 
Also, for the past several years, American doctors have vis:lti:!d 
Utirik every three months. 

In addition to examining the P,eople 1·:ho have bc~::1 e:;.:posec\ to 
radiation, the doctors selected a control group so that tl:~y could 
compare the health of exposed and non-exposed pGople. This control 
group consists of unexposed people frmn Rongelcp and is copsidered 
quite adequate for ccmparison with che exposed p~ople of beth 
Rongelap and Utirik. The slight genetic differ~nce bet~een the 
two populations was not considered a s.tfficie11t ·L-L0.~tson to s<:l.ect 
a separate control group for Utirik. 

One o( your questions conc0rned the fflct that ths children of the 
e:<pose:c'. islanders (\·.'ho ,.;en: not thcn:sclvcs expc-.~.c·~!) ba,;e no:.: 
been :i.nclu<led in the regular exarni1~<:>Ucns. L'1r[',C groups uf chi}dren 
of exposed parcntsihave been studi.ccl cl~~e,.dwrc. ~:one of L!1c:;e 
studies revealed any raciL•t:i.on-caused illness or defects. J:c·.nce, 
it was expected that the lle<tlt:h of thi.s l;roup. fJi' childL;ll of 

.. '. Utir..:i.k would not:. be affected. Of course, all cl;:ilJren il'(C 0:-:2.:nined 
=·····and t·i~atc.d a~~ nCcd~e.cl:·~·t Si·ck CatiS·~.:[;~·1~Cv.8r .. t.l.1('.~··~r·o~to~S vi~:Lt,. · · ·· 

Utfrik. 

As· ·.1 s:ii<l earl{cr ·i!1. this··.·letter·;. nl;:-~0y facts ·aho1tt r<"ld:i.at:Lon 
were n;t b~own i)ack in 19SL, l;J1.it tl1c. .best avai L\~·.Jc.: ·rnc.dic;tl '.Jwlzment 

··· ··· :-wa·s· \i'~;e.d in clcc.:i..siohs·affr.~·cL·.:i.ng·thc. pcL•pJe.of l'.tJ.o·:i1~::• ·s1:1:dying· · .. · .. 
. · · . ·the [;,11nc· ·problems· nor,~ qnd \d th the· L1:m:J.ct\gc ·1.;c· l:c~\'f.'. · tud:;y, 1. t 
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is not surprird.110 that, with the inform::i tion then av.:i.il.:ible, thyroid 
discnsc was not expected in tl1c Utirik people. Even more important 
is tlw t only very recently inform.:ition becnme avail.:ible from sevc.ral 
sourer.:; that tlic thyroid glo.ntl, especially in children, is considerably 
more ~;c·: 11sitiv!2 to r.o.di2tion tlto.n was nnticip.:ited in 1954. Taking --~;-
the.sc L:-:ctor.s t:o[;cll:er, ue believe now, many years later, that the 
thyro:i.cl cancers in the Utirik people were probably cm1scd by radiation. -- ., 
At tl1is time we ~re not able to predict whether more cases arc to 
be e:;p,.)cted in the exposed members of the Utirik popuL:-.tion. It is, 
therefore, of the greo..test importance that the regular r.:edical 
examin~tions be continued in the future. By having regular medical 
examinations, slGns of thyroid disease can be detected early and 
prompt treatment will avoid unnecessary suffering on the part of 
the Utirik people. 

For these reasons, I believe it is of great importance that the 
leaders of thq peo2le of Utirik explain to their people the purpose 
and the import~11cc of the regular medical examinations. 

Many peopJ.e living in the Marshall Islands District suffer from 
diabetes. During the visits, the doctors from ERDA have tried to 
learn rnore about this diseo..se so that they could better treat 
the people. Not all doctors agree about the kinds of ~edicine to 
be used for trcal:r-,cnt. I feel confident that the tre;:.tr.:ent used 
by Dr. Knudsen, and as recommended by an expert in this disease, 
will benefit the. lJtirik people that suffer from this tlise<ise. 

With regard to your concern about the arrow-root plants, I have 
no rc:1;;on to bcljcvc that the reduced size of the plants is c2usetl 
by radiation. I sdy this because from what is kno~n about radiation 
effects in pl~nts, the levels of radiation on Utirik are far too 
low to cause pl3nt damage. 

" .·· . Conclucti.ng .the rncclical .examinations ·and trcatirig .. pe.ople:_.o.f thq .· .. , .. 
. . . is Lrnc1 s .Hhcr,c·ve r nc<cs sa 1:y, ha~; . :tJ~eri. 1 a rge] y' j_ri. .·t11c 11nnd~: ~f. Di; s ': .Con'il.'r'cl 

and 1:1~udsen, and during the past yeor, Dr. Kotratly. On rcany occasion~;, 

~xpcrt I!\C:dic;1l ;1dvice. w,o.s ·invited from t)ie best doc ton; in the field, 
.. man); or' wh~:;1 ~s you l:n'o~.; p<.1r.t:ic:l.potccl .in' the. a.ctuil.l r11edic6l ~;:a~iniltions. 

r ' "·: ,l.l: i~;.my belief: th.;i.t Drs. ·Conm:-d, Knudsen and Kotr<i<ly CJre very cc1pi1ble 
I . " and.c0,1~;clentio·u~.;1octc,:irs.1:ho a'ie 'cleepJy co~1rn:r'..tt~d t'o.'the h.c;:ilth. 2nd· .. · · ... 
! .. :.: .. ·,·. ·::· .: ._ .. _. w.c'lLHc of thl~ 'f-'C:.'.oplc.'.of· U.t).rik .. : Horcov.cr,. the. report by .. thc Sp~ci..<11 .- . 

. · . '- · · Corill;, 'Ln.~(~:_oi1 .1~cmt;l'i~-1r, CJ;·-;d 'u,ti1.)k) ·w1i1:c.11.· ,!.:ls· tor·r.~ed. :b/ t:iie· :C:a1·13r·c~~s· · · ,.:. '· · · :.' · · · 
. . : of. ll:i.\~ roucs L• .• ' \·lOS" g,en.er::i i Jy [ <lVOr<J b le with ~egarcl 't:o th c e~:a111i ~"l t ipns ::·: 
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In view o[ this, I am greatly surprised to learn about the apparent 
disple<'.su-;:c un the part of the people o[ Utirik as expressed in 
y0u~ letLcr nnd more recently about your request that Dr. Knudsen 
leave. yo·.1;· i;,Jancl. A possible explanation for this difference in 
the L:!cli:1f<,f.: for Drs. Conard and Knudsen may be a misundcrs tanding 
on the p~rt of your people as to the role and reasons for these 
doctors tc• c:c.:'.e to the islands. I would like to repeat that it is 
my firm conviction tlFlt the principal concern of Drs. Conard and 
Krrndsen is Lbc ~·:elfare <iml well-being of all of the people whom 
th~y visit. Some misunderstanding could result because of the . 
diffcrencc between our languages. Again, I would appeal to your 
leadership ~nd your teachers to impress upon those who had the 
misfortHnc to be exposed to radiation the importance of the medical 
cxarnina.tior:~~. Only then can you and I be assured that they 1-:ill 
continue to r0ceive the best medical care and treatment that we 
~re able to provide. 

Tufcther wi.::h this letter I am sending you a copy of "A Twenty-Year 
Review of l·'.·~clical Findings in a Harshallese Population Accidentally 
Exposed to R3dioactive. Fallout.'' This report contains the data 
collected tlu~ing the period from 1954 to 1975 as well as more 
dct2iJ.ed i1il'on;1.:ilion of the findings in the past five years. The 
findings :i.n this report 2.1:e of gre.:i t ir.1portance in that they have 
he.lried the ~:cientist in their understnnding of tl:c effects of 
radiation. Collecting the :i.nfonnettion in this report has only 
been possibJ.e through continued cooperation from you and your people. 
I want yo;_i :.:o k'1ow that this contr:i.hution by you ;:rnd your people 
has helped tlie. weJ.1-bt:'ing of: all people in the world. 

I regret deeply that I cannot attend this meeting. Instead, I 
have. 2skl.'d )_\!:. \hlli<.1;:1 Burr, r.q Deputy, to read .thi.s letter . 

. . Ple,~1::-:;e .~on.v·:::y my very best llishcs to the. people of Uti.rik. 
• • ' • • • ' • : : • ·:, I ' .. ' : ' 1' ' • ' ~ •" : • • '• ' ' • •• • ' • ' ' • ': 

·: Sincerely,-: . 
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