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During the past three years the development of thyroid nodules and

hypothyroidism has been noted in a number of Marshallese people of Rongelap
,!

~;

Island in the Pacific who had been exposed to radioactive fallout 12 years

ago in 1954. This development is believed to be a late effect of irradiation

of the thyroid gland from internal

gamma radiation at’the time of the

i
absorption of radioiodines and external

fallout. There were 64 people (54 now
1+’

living) who received a whole body dose of gamma radiation of 174 rads, extensive ~~
g’2-

direct irradiation of the skin from deposition of fallout thereon, and >-~
>’

internal absorption of radionuclides in the fallout. Eighteen other Rongelap 6 ~ti

people (14 now living) received a lesser exposure of 69 rads gamma along with

less dose to the skin and internal absorption of less amounts of radioelements.

Effects of fallout exposure in these people previously noted consisted
,,,!,
!

T
primarily of transient depression of blood elements, fallout burns of the skin,

increase in miscarriages and stillbirths, and some degree of retardation of

skeletal growth in some of the children. No deaths have occurred which can

be related directly to radiation exposure.

In 1963,

was detected in

sequently there

and now a total

9 years after exposure to fallout, the first thyroid nodule

a 12 year-old girl in the more heavily exposed group. Sub-

have been increasing numbers of such abnormalities detected,

of 16 cases with thyroid nodules plus 2 cases with hyperthyroidism

have been detected. Seventy-nine percent of the ckildren.exposed at
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10 years of age have developed thyroid abnormalities, in comparison with none”

in children of the same age range of the nonexposed or lesser exposed popula-

tions examined. The incidence of those exposed at a greater age is consider-

ably lower, and not much higher than that seen for the unexposed or lesser

exposed populations. The only thyroid nodules noted in the unexposed population

were in people greater than 50 years of age. //
.,

Thyroid surgery has been performed on 11 cases with nodules. The last

5 cases were operated upon in the United States in June, 1966. Ten of these

cases, 9 children and one adult were all found to have benign nodules, and

one 41 year-old woman had thyroid cancer.
‘kP@=’j$@”~~

In September, 1966, several of us again carried out a thyroid exa~ination

and detected no new nodules. Four children (in whom nodules had been noted in
-—

March, 1966, but who were not operated upon since treatment was considered to

have been inadequate) showed no enlargement and in most cases some degree of

regression of the nodules. The association of deficient thyroid function with

growth retardation noted in children in the exposed group is strongly suggested

by the finding of definite hypothyroidism in 2 of the most retarded boys. Two ,,

other children with thyroid nodules also showed suggestive evidence of hypo-

function.of their glands.
-,.,

Since September, 1965, the exposed people of Rongelap have been under

treatment with thyroid hormone. Though the analysis of growth data in the

children is incomplete, it appears that the 2 boys showing most growth retarda-

tion have had a spurt in growth on this treatment. The

of size of nodules in 4 children and disappearance of a

seems to indicate that we are getting favorable results

hormone treatment.

recent regression

nodule in one adult-

from the thyroid -
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The thyroid status of these people will be given special consideration -

during the-forthcoming annual medical survey,which will be carried out at

Rongelap Island in March, 1967 by 16 medical specialists and technicians from ‘,;

the United States and the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands.
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Robert A. Conard, M.D.
Head, Special Medical Examinations of
Marshallese People Exposed to

Fallout Radiation
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