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MllHCAL SURVEY RE~ORT TO THE UNITED NATICllS 1 

GROUP ON THE STATUS OF THE. RON:EI.AP PEOPLE 
Majuro, M. I. 1 March 19 56 

On March 1 1 1954, following experimental detonation of a thenno­
nuclear device in the Pacific, several inhabited islands were accidentally 
irradiated with fallout. T:nis was the same accident in wlli ch the Japanese 
fisherman were irradiated. The fallout material, a white powdery material, 
fell most heavily on Rongelap atoll, about 100 miles frar. the detonaticn 
and to a lesser extent on islands further away. The people on these 
islands were irradiated frcn the fallout by three routes: 1. Penetrating 
radi2tioi:i (gamma) from the ground, trees and houses, resulted iii whOle 
oOdy irradiation; 2. Skin contamination, with fallout re:sulted in spotty 
localized irradiation of the skiri arid scalp; and J. Internal.·. contamination 
occurred from ingesting of conta.rr>inated food and breathing in fallout 
mater3.al. The island groups and extent of involvement was as follows: 

GROUP 
Rongelap 
Rongelap people clli 

Ailingnae 
Rongerik 
Utirik 

PER.S'.JNS nr,roLVED 
64 Fiarsfiallese 

18 Marshallese 
28 Americans 

157 Marshallese 

EsTP.IATED 
PENETR.1.T:rnG DOSE 
175 roenteens 

69 roentgens 
78 roentgens 
14 roentgens 

DEGRLE OF 
SKIN CQJTAmNATia; 

EXtensive 

Less extensive 
Slight 
None (measurable) 

The above people ~ere all eva~uated to Kwajalein w~re they were cared 
for and studied extensively for several months. The Utirik people who 
had only the most minimal signs (blood effects) of radiation effects were 
moved back to their homes on Utirik. The American servicemen\ wh:> al so 
showed only minimal effects we!'€ returned to duty slx>rtly afterward. The 
more heavily exposed Rongelap people were moved to Ejit Island in Majuro 
Atoll for furt~r care and study. The following facts concern this 1a tter 
group. 

About 2/3 of the hongelap group experienced nausea during the first 
24-48 hours after the detonation and a few vomited and had diarrhea which 
was believed due to the penetrating radiation exposure. A large number 
experienced itching and bumi~ of the skin, a'l.d a few of 1he eyes, which 
was believed due to the iITadiation of the skin. Following this, the people 
were free of any complaints until about 2 weeks later when skin lesions 
deve~ped. The results of the three types of radiation were as follows: 

j {~~ Penetrating - (175 roentgens - a chest x-ray gives about 
i ~ : 4-6 roentgens). E,ffects were manifest only on the blood elements 
i ~; as follows: f\11 (a) r•hlte .dlood Cells (which protect the body against infecticn) 

~: ~ were depressed to about 50% of normal_~;\°;tC~ '~~h W8ek. 

~·~ (b) Platelets( which keep the body from bleeding spontaneously) 
L' were ae:).:-essed to ab:mt 30% of normal by the 4th week. These 
\'\' blood elements have gradually recovered to normal range at 

subsequent studies at 6 months, 1 year and 2 years. 
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2. Skin Contam.inai.on - resulted in spotty loss of hair and skin lesicns 
begifufi 2 'Wks. after exposure. About 90% of the children lost hair to 
some degree and about 30% of the adults. 90% developed skin lesions of 
spotty distribution over the exposed parts of the lx>dy not covered by cloth­
ing. ~he majority of the skin lesions were superficial and were no worse 
than a sunburn with the outer skin peeling away. They healed and repigmentec 
rapidly. About 20% of the people developed deeper lesions which became 
weeping ulcers. However, even u~se healed rapidly, but a few show some 
scarring and lack of repigmentation to present. The hair began regrowing 
about 3 months after exposure and by six months was completely regrown in 
all cases. 

3. Internal Contamination - Radiochemical studies of urine samples showed 
some degree of internil absorption of radioactive materials. However, the 
total body burden was found to be below the "tolerance" levels that have bee4 
establisood. By 6 months, insignificant amounts could be detectedJ 

other than the fkin lesions, loss of hair and early symptoms there have 
been no illnesses or disease processes that have been Encountered which could 
be attributed to radiation effects, either during the first survey or sub­
sequent resurveys. There have been no deaths, though many of the people 
are quite old. The diseases encountered have been no I!Dre severe or frequent 
than in the un.i.ITadiated population. This was true even during the period 
when the greatest depression of treir blood cells occurred. For instance, 
at that t:ilne an epidemic of common colds occurred, but was no worse in tre 
Rongelap people co ::pared to others. Therefore, at no time has it been 
necessary to resort to any specialized treatment for radiation effects on 
the blood such as use of prophylactic antibiotics, blood transfusions, etc. 
However, careful consideration and treatment bas been given to all conditions 
which needed attention. The skin J.. esions did require careful treatment and u 
a result we have been rewarded with litile or no secondary infection of 
these lesions. We cannot be certain that cancer will mt develop at the 
site of skin lesions, rut it does not seem too likely at this tin,e. 

Fertility did not appear to have been effected in view of the fact 
that about 10 sound babies have been born in the group since the exposure 
and hew pregnancies are in evidence. 

The people have reacted to this event philosophically. They are an 
intelligent and ctarm:ing people and have given us th= highest degree of 
cooperation. There is mutual respect and affection between us. They 
appear to be comfortably qc1artered and well fed on Ejit Island. They 1 
of course, wish to return to their homes on nongelap. It is my under­
standing that the only thing that has delayed their return is the completion 
of surveys of their home islands by the A.E£ to be __ cer~l:g ~~~~.-tl;le islands 
are safe. DOE A.'-.._.~.··. _J 

Respectfully rubmitted, 

ROBERT A. CCT;ARD, M.D. 
Head of tre Medical Resurges Group 
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