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July 18, 1980

Bruce W. Wachholz, Ph.D.
Office of Health and
Environmental Research

Office of Environment
Department of Energy
Room E201
Washington, D.C. 20545

Dear’Bruce:

Thank you very much for your letter of July 1,
1980. I was sorry to hear about your illness, and I am
delighted that you are back in the saddle.

The sentence in my letter of April 21, 1980 to
Wallace Green to which you took such strong exception during
the meeting of April 23, 1980 reads in full as follows:

“As Secretary deBrum explained in his tes; /’”‘

timony, shortly after assuming office on
May 1, 1979, the Government of the Marshall
Islands discovered extremely disturbing data
indicating serious medical abnormalities of
a type often connected to radiation exposure
in people of atolls in the northern Marshall
Islands which had been viewed by the united
States as either uncontaminated by radio-
active fallout from the nuclear weapons test-
ing or contaminated by such a low level of

-- radiation as to be of no consequence.”

-.
r:

.



.... -
.

.-& ./.

- COVINGTON & BURLING-STATEMKNT

.—

. .

,.

.

Bruce W. Wachholz, Ph.D.
July 18, 1980
Page 2

-.

Therefore, since the sentence in my letter to which you took

exception is clearly phrased in the alternative,
the context

in which you made your statement that every atoll in the
Marshall Islands was exposed to radiation from the nuclearto
weapons testin9 pro9ram su99ests ‘hat you ‘e= ~~=~g
something more than a ~ minimus exposure.
recall your amplificatzon~planation that exposure to
radiation was suffered not only by every atoll m the Mar-
shall Islands but also by many other areas of the world.
Public Law No. 96-205, which was the focus of our discussion,
however, is clearly limited to the Marshall Islands context.

I am sure you appreciate the fact that, in enact-
ing Public Law No. 96-205, Congress and the President did
not choose to establish a specific level of exposure, butt
instead, quite sensibly mandated the provision of compre-
hensive health care to the people of each atoll (in the
Marshall Islands) that was exposed to radiation from the
nuclear weapons testing program. As was noted in the recom-

mendation section of the Summary volume of the Report of the
Interagency Task Force on the Health Effects of

Ionizing

Radiation, June 1979, on which I believe you personally
worked:

“Establishing that an exposure to low levels
of radiation has caused a disease arlslng
many years later in a form indistinguishable
from non-radiqenic disease presents a
difficult problem for compensation systems.
Proposals for fundamental change require a

. choice between systems that tend toward “
either of two contradictory extremes. Either “

a“system tends to compensate all cla~ants /

whether injured by radiation or not? In order
to ensure that those who have been so injured
are covered (over-inclusive) , or it tends not
to compensate any injured claimants, m order
to avoid compensating those whose injury was
not caused by radiation (under-inclusive).”
[Summa~ Report, p. 741

Cleaxly, Congress and the President concluded that in the
case ~f our nuclear weapons testing program conducted in
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the M&shall Islands, the over-inclusive approach is appro-
priate. In fact, I believe, that if you check your own
Department of Energy records, you will find that in your
recommendation to the President that he veto this legis-

--

lation you noted quite specifically that since there is no
scientifically valid way to prove that any adverse health
effect is not related directly or indirectly to the exposure
experienced throughout the Marshall Islands, enactment of
Public Law No. 96-205 would oblige the United States to

.. provide health care for all medical problems experienced by
?4 the approximately 30,000 citizens of the Marshall Islands.

We concur.

I never implied as you suggested at the top of the
second page of your letter of July 1, 1980 that the Marshall.
Islands were contaminated to a significant level in excess
of world wide fallout levels, since I have no knowledge of
what world wide fallout levels are or, indeed, what the
exact levels of contamination are and were in the Marshall
Islands. What may have confused you is statements that were
made during the meeting to the effect that this same Inter-
agency Task Force Report had concluded “that existing know-
ledge is insufficient to provide an unequivocal answer to
the low-dose question” or, put differently, there are no
levels of radiation that can conclusively be deemed safe.
This is what I understand to be the one-hit theory of ioniz-
ing radiation effects.

This same Report of the Interagency Task Force on
the Health Effects of Ionizing Radiation specifically ob-
served in regard to the fallout produced exposures to popu- “
lations located in “certain South Pacific islands,” and /
other areas downwind from the test sites that

“because only environmental monitoring
and not personnel monitoring was conducted,
the external and internal doses received
by these groups over the course of the
testing program are not known with certainty.”
[Summary Report, p.12]
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Furthermore, this same Interagency Task Force observed that

“Exposure to radioactive materials
-.

released during atmospheric weapons
tests conducted by the Atomic Energy
Commission (AEC) between 1945 and 1962
may have subjected participants and
people living downwind from the test
sites to increased risk of cancer and
other adverse health effects.”
[Summary Report, p. 3]

You do, of course, raise an additional point in
your letter of July 1, 1980, by noting that the Marshall
Islands along with other parts of the globe have also been

. the recipient “of greater or lesser degrees of radioactive
fallout from the atmospheric nuclear weapons tests of the
. . . United Kingdom, France, the U.S.S.R. and China~” in
addition, to the nuclear weapons testing of the United
States. Since there is no way, I imagine, to isolate the
adverse health effects that have been caused or aggravated
directly or indirectly by exposure to radiation from the
United States nuclear weapons testing as distinguished from
the nuclear weapons testing conducted by these other coun-
tries any more than one can determine scientifically that
any particular adverse health effect has not been caused
directly or indirectly or aggravated by any particular level
of radiation exposure, the decision reached by Congress and
the President to provide comprehensive health care for all
adverse health effects in the Marshall Islands is the only
sensible way to discharge the moral obligation of the United,
States to these people. I hope we can look forward to the ‘ .
full cooperation of the Department of Energy in giving /
effect to this law even though your Department had urged the
President to veto it.

.-

Sincerely,

gmd

cc:

t@-’4
Richard D.

The Honorable Amata Kabua
The Honorable Anton A. deBrum
J&nes Bierne, Esquire
B&. Jeffrey Farrow
Mr. Wallace Green
Mr. John E. deYoung
Dr. Robert Loeffler
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