
 

Colonial history of the Marshall Islands
limits their ability to save themselves from
climate change
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The Marshall Islands and other small island nations are urgently threatened by
rising seas. Credit: Stefan Lins/Flickr, CC BY

Along U.S. coastlines, from California to Florida, residents are getting
increasingly accustomed to "king tides." These extra-high tides cause
flooding and wreak havoc on affected communities. As climate change 
raises sea levels, they are becoming more extreme.
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https://flic.kr/p/sLq9B
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.coastal.ca.gov/kingtides/index.html
https://www.miamibeachfl.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/King-Tides-FactSheet-2-3.pdf
https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/kingtide.html#:~:text=A%20King%20Tide%20is%20a%20non-scientific%20term%20people%20often,their%20monthly%20and%20yearly%20orbits.
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/understanding-climate/climate-change-global-sea-level


 

King tides are nothing new for the Marshall Islands, a nation made up of
29 low-lying coral atolls that stretch across more than a million square
miles of Pacific Ocean northeast of Australia. By 2035, the U.S.
Geological Survey projects that some of the Marshall Islands will be
submerged. Others will no longer have drinking water because their
aquifers will be contaminated with saltwater. As a result, Marshallese
would be forced to migrate away from their homelands.

This scenario is not inevitable. As part of our research on climate justice
, we visited the Marshall Islands and interviewed leaders and community
organizers in 2018 and 2019. We learned that large-scale adaptation
measures that could save both these and other islands are still possible,
and that Marshallese leaders are committed to adapting in place. But
their nation's colonial history has made it hard for them to act by leaving
them dependent on foreign aid. And, to date, outside funders have been
unwilling or unable to invest in projects that could save the nation.

Most of the world's other island nations share similar colonial histories
and face comparable climate challenges. Without swift and dramatic
adaptation, entire island nations could become uninhabitable. For the
Marshall Islands, this is expected to occur by midcentury.

A radioactive legacy

The Marshall Islands were settled at least 2,000 years ago and fell under
colonial rule during the 19th century. The U.S. captured the islands
during World War II and became colonial administrator through the 
United Nations, accepting "sacred trust" obligations to protect the health
and welfare of the Marshallese people and promote their political and
economic self-determination.
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https://reliefweb.int/disaster/ss-2014-000032-mhl
https://phys.org/tags/nation/
https://www.serdp-estcp.org/Program-Areas/Resource-Conservation-and-Resiliency/Infrastructure-Resiliency/Vulnerability-and-Impact-Assessment/RC-2334/
https://www.serdp-estcp.org/Program-Areas/Resource-Conservation-and-Resiliency/Infrastructure-Resiliency/Vulnerability-and-Impact-Assessment/RC-2334/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2020.102054
https://doi.org/10.1111/apv.12153
https://phys.org/tags/foreign+aid/
https://phys.org/tags/island+nations/
https://phys.org/tags/climate/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.aap9741
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/111988?ln=en
https://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/chapter-xi/index.html


 

  

The Marshall Islands span over 1 million square miles of ocean in the North
Pacific. Credit: Autumn Bordner

Instead, from 1946 to 1958, the United States tested 67 nuclear weapons
on inhabited Bikini and Enewetak Atolls, forcing these and other
exposed communities to evacuate their homelands. Thousands of
Marshallese remain in exile to this day, largely on tiny islands that are
extremely climate-vulnerable or in the United States. Others have
returned to their atolls, where radioactive fallout still contaminates the
land. All of those exposed to radiation continue to face long-term health
risks.

The Marshall Islands gained sovereignty in 1986. But the U.S. retains
full authority and responsibility for "security and defense matters in or
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https://legal-planet.org/2020/06/24/the-american-family-in-crisis-colonialism-covid-19-risk-and-climate-vulnerability/
https://www.sundaypost.com/fp/remembering-the-23-time-bombed-island-of-bikini-on-international-bikini-day/
https://www.sundaypost.com/fp/remembering-the-23-time-bombed-island-of-bikini-on-international-bikini-day/
https://www.latimes.com/projects/marshall-islands-nuclear-testing-sea-level-rise/
https://www.latimes.com/projects/marshall-islands-nuclear-testing-sea-level-rise/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/HP.0b013e3181dc523c
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/HP.0b013e3181dc523c
https://2009-2017.state.gov/documents/organization/173999.pdf


 

relating to the Marshall Islands," including the right to use Marshallese
lands and waters for military activities.

Moreover, while the islands were a U.S. trust territory, the United States 
did not foster a self-sufficient economy. Instead, it injected large
amounts of aid under the assumption that the islands were, in the words
of Pacific scholar Epeli Hau'ofa,"too small, too poor and too isolated to
develop any meaningful degree of autonomy." The bulk of this aid went
toward providing social services rather than promoting economic
development, resulting in an economy based almost entirely on financial
transfers from the U.S.

It's not rocket science

What options does the Marshall Islands have for protecting its citizens
from climate change? When we met with former National Climate
Advisor Ben Graham in 2019, he told us that it will take "radical
adaptation" to remain in place.

To control flooding driven by rising seas, the nation would need to 
reclaim and elevate land and consolidate its population in urban centers.
Doing so is "not rocket science," Graham told us. "China is building
islands by the acre every day, Denmark is planning to construct nine
artificial islands. … It's not new, but it is expensive."
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https://2009-2017.state.gov/documents/organization/173999.pdf
http://micronesianseminar.org/media/pubs/articles/economic/frames/creatcolofr.htm
https://phys.org/tags/islands/
https://scholarspace.manoa.hawaii.edu/bitstream/10125/12960/1/v6n1-148-161-dialogue.pdf
https://scholarspace.manoa.hawaii.edu/bitstream/10125/12960/1/v6n1-148-161-dialogue.pdf
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/2018/11/rising-seas-force-marshall-islands-relocate-elevate-artificial-islands/#close
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/us-navy-sails-past-disputed-artificial-islands-claimed/story?id=60993256#:~:text=In%202014%20China%20began%20massive,deployment%20of%20Chinese%20fighter%20jets.
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/us-navy-sails-past-disputed-artificial-islands-claimed/story?id=60993256#:~:text=In%202014%20China%20began%20massive,deployment%20of%20Chinese%20fighter%20jets.
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/dec/11/denmark-plans-to-power-10m-homes-with-new-wind-farm-islands
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/dec/11/denmark-plans-to-power-10m-homes-with-new-wind-farm-islands


 

  

Residents board a U.S. Navy ship, forcibly evacuated in March 1948 from Bikini
Atoll for U.S. nuclear weapons testing. Credit: U.S. Navy

Breaking: Earlier today the town of Jenrok, Majuro, Marshall
Islands experienced a flooding that's affected a number of
people. Shelters have been prepared and evacuation is now in
progress. The climate crisis is a lived reality here in the Pacific. 
pic.twitter.com/gMTcVLCAlG

— 350 Pacific (@350Pacific) November 27, 2019
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Leaving-bikini.jpg
https://t.co/gMTcVLCAlG
https://twitter.com/350Pacific/status/1199610386372149248?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw


 

According to Graham, implementing the forthcoming National
Adaptation Plan will cost on the order of US$1 billion. That's money the
country doesn't have.

But one atoll is likely to be saved: Kwajalein, which is occupied by the
U.S. military. Already, the U.S. has made substantial investments to
understand how sea level rise is affecting its military assets on Kwajalein
.

Radical adaptation or forced migration?

Like most island states, the Marshall Islands relies heavily on external
funding, often from former colonial administrators. Outside aid,
primarily from organizations like the World Bank and donor countries
like the U.S. and Australia, accounts for more than 25% of its gross
domestic product, which in 2018 was $221.3 million.

These funders exert outsized control over the development agendas of
the nations they support, including the power to decide which climate
change adaptations are appropriate. In particular, funders tend to impose
strict social and environmental safeguards, which limit the range of
adaptation options the Marshall Islands and other aid-dependent
sovereigns can pursue.

To date funders have only supported small-scale short-term projects,
such as flood warning systems and improvements to tidal forecasting.
And many have come to view migration as a suitable alternative to the
type of large-scale adaptation that would allow nations to survive and
people to live and thrive in their homelands. As Ben Graham put it to us,
"there are those who say … your population is too small to spend half a
billion dollars on it. Just relocate. It's not worth keeping your culture and
your sovereign status."
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https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/displacement-and-out-migration-marshall-islands-experience
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/article/displacement-and-out-migration-marshall-islands-experience
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2018/04/25/climate-change-could-make-thousands-of-tropical-islands-uninhabitable-in-coming-decades-new-study-says/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8373.2011.01468.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220381003623889
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220381003623889
https://data.worldbank.org/country/MH
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/PubDocsError.jsp?err_msg=Document%20is%20not%20available%20for%20public%20viewing


 

But international law indicates that funders should not have the power to
decide whether sovereign nations can survive climate change. The 
international norm of self-determination requires that decision to lie with
the affected nation and its people. Yet unless the status quo is changed,
the Marshallese face a forced migration caused by outside powers, just
as they did 74 years ago as a result of U.S. nuclear weapons testing.

Island climate justice leaders

The Marshallese face overwhelming challenges, but they are not passive
victims. The Marshall Islands was the first nation to increase its
greenhouse gas reduction pledge under the Paris Agreement. Its
representatives have served as tireless advocates for climate action and 
human rights on the international stage. And the Marshall Islands
spearheaded the successful campaign to include a "well-below 2 degrees"
warming target in the Climate Accords.

But they can't fight alone. The nation's president, David Kabua, recently 
called upon wealthy nations to live up to their Paris Agreement
commitments to reduce emissions and mobilize the funding that
vulnerable nations need to survive.

For years, the U.S. and other developed nations have failed to reduce
their greenhouse gas emissions quickly enough to meet targets in the
Paris climate agreement that are intended to avoid warming on a
catastrophic scale. They have also failed to meet their pledges to help
vulnerable states adapt to climate change. The U.S., meanwhile, has
refused to provide over $2 billion that an independent nuclear claims
tribunal awarded to the Marshall Islands as compensation for damage
caused by nuclear testing.

The incoming Biden administration has a chance to change course. We
believe that the U.S. should provide direct support for Marshallese
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https://phys.org/tags/international+law/
http://hrlr.law.columbia.edu/files/2019/11/51.1.3-Bordner.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HuDA7izeYrk
https://phys.org/tags/nuclear+weapons/
https://sdg.iisd.org/news/marshall-islands-becomes-first-country-to-submit-second-more-ambitious-ndc/
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement
https://www.theelders.org/news/frontline-climate-crisis-marshall-islands
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/22/world/tony-de-brum-dead-climate-change-advocate.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-climate-change-marshallislands-idUSKCN1TM1HU
https://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2015/12/09/459053208/for-the-marshall-islands-the-climate-goal-is-1-5-to-stay-alive
https://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2015/12/09/459053208/for-the-marshall-islands-the-climate-goal-is-1-5-to-stay-alive
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/sep/21/the-climate-crisis-will-sweep-away-my-country-if-the-world-doesnt-keep-its-promises
https://phys.org/news/2020-11-rich-nations-fall-short-climate.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2019.1623166
https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2019.1623166
https://www.washingtonpost.com/sf/national/2015/11/27/a-ground-zero-forgotten/


 

climate adaptation efforts. This would help to redress the long history of
use and abuse, broken promises, and unfulfilled obligations that has left
the Marshall Islands so exceptionally climate-vulnerable today.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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