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Barbara Rose Johnston is the Senior Research Fellow at the Center for Political Ecology in Santa Cruz, California. An envi-

ronmental anthropologist, her research explores the linkages between environmental crisis and human rights abuse, seek-

ing acknowledgment and implementation of the right to a healthy environment, envi-

ronmental equity, and the right to reparation and remedy. She has served as a sci-

entific advisor in a number of international, national, and community-based forums, 

including the Marshall Islands Nuclear Claims Tribunal, where her research on the 

biomedical, psychosocial, cultural, and environmental impacts of the United States 

nuclear weapons testing program and the history and consequences of a classified 

human radiation experimentation program informed tribunal proceedings, support-

ed judgments, and prompted a subsequent United Nations Human Rights Council 

investigation. An award-winning author, she has published definitive works that 

shape the interdisciplinary field of political ecology and demonstrate the power of a 

science and human rights approach in action-research. 

Between 1946 and 1958 the United States tested 67 nuclear weapons 

in the Marshall Islands, atomizing entire islands and blanketing the 

entire nation with dangerous levels of radioactive fallout. US military 

testing in the Marshall Islands also involved a wide array of scientific 

tests: ecological baseline studies; biological effects of radiation; the 

nature and behavior of radioactive fallout in the atmosphere, marine, 

and terrestrial environment; and the bioaccumulation of radioiso-

topes in the environment, food chain, and human body. A range of 

degenerative health effects were found, including cancers and repro-

ductive abnormalities. Despite decades of remedial attention from the United States the fundamental 

conditions of life in the Marshall Islands remain tenuous. The continuing struggles of the Marshallese 

nation to restore the environmental health of the nation prompted a UN Special Rapporteur investiga-

tion in 2012, with findings and recommendations that underscore the critical importance of the right 

to information, health, reparation and remedy, and the recognition of continuing obligations for the 

United States and the community of world nations. This talk explores science and human rights prax-

is in documenting the Marshallese experience, advocating for remedial action, and communicating 

lessons for a world still coming to terms with the latest, and ongoing,  Fukushima disaster.    
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