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would have a beneficial impact on
health and social problems. They
pointed out that while the government
moved on its high-profile projects,
community problems festered. The
November 1988 national census
showed a phenomenal 4.25 percent a
year population growth rate, one of the
highest such rates in the world, with
the urban centers of Majuro and Ebeye
swelling to account for 65 percent of
the total population of 43>380 (MICC

1988,3). Although government offi
cials frequently alluded to the "popula
tion problem" after the census results
were released, their only solution
seemed to be to generate more income.
Meanwhile, suicides among young
men continued to occur at an alarming
rate, and malnutrition was rampant
among infants and children.
--The-endoftneTiusteeship·1orthe
Marshalls was clouded by the absence
of the United Nations Security Council
endorsement required by the "strate
gic" trust designation, and diplomatic
recognition was slow to follow. How
ever, the year 1988-1989 brought diplo
matic recognition from Japan, the Phil
ippines, and other regional nations,
and the People's Republic of China
offered formal links. These develop
ments indicated that the Republic of
the Marshall Islands was finally being
recognized as an independent nation.
In a practical sense, the Marshalls is
independent. The government runs its
own foreign and internal affairs, while
the United States controls defense.
Although the United States maintains a
veto over foreign activity conflicting
with American strategic interests, it has
not sought to exercise it.

The Marshalls has dramatically
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expanded its relations with Asia and
the South Pacific region since breaking
away from the trusteeship. Its interest
in Asia is largely economic and is part
of an effort to lessen its dependence on
aid from the United States. However,
despite increased assistance from
Japan, the United Nations Develop
ment Program, the Forum Fisheries
Agency, and the South Pacific Commis
sion, it will be many years before the
Marshalls becomes significantly less
dependent on American aid. Fully 86
percent of its fiscal year 1987 budget of
US$69 million was in the form of direct
grants or taxes on wages paid primarily
through American aid (MIPO 1988, 79).

GIFF JOHNSON

NAURU

.-In May i§89, the Republic olNauru
filed a claim against Australia in the
International Court of Justice, seeking
damages for the rehabilitation of large
areas of land devastated by phosphate
mining before Nauru's independence in
1968. Australia has denied liability and
says the matter was settled during the
negotiations for independence.
Whether or not the issue is ever heard
by the World Court, the Nauruans will
not be easily deterred. The rehabilita
tion question has been an irritant to
them for twenty years, and a long
debate can be expected.

Phosphate has been shipped from
the 21-square-kilometer island since
1907, when Nauru was controlled by
Germany. Australia took possession
in 1914, and after World War I was
granted a League of Nations mandate
to administer the island in partnership
with Great Britain and New Zealand.
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After World War II, the partner gov
ernments signed a trusteeship agree
ment with the United Nations, al
though Australia was responsible for
day-to-day administration until inde
pendence was granted.

During the colonial era, about a
third of the island was mined. The
operation stripped off the topsoil and
left stark coral pinnacles in a landscape
as desolate as the moon. Similar physi
cal damage, over an even larger area,
has been inflicted in the twenty years
since independence, but responsibility
for that damage is not disputed. Nauru
has its own rehabilitation fund, proba
bly now worth about A$2oo million.
The dispute is about the financiallia
bility for damage done prior to 1July
1967, the date the partner govern
ments, under heavy political pressure,
agree,fto sell theNauruassets-6ttlieii
phosphate monopoly, the British Phos
phate Commissioners, to the Nauru
Local Government Council for A$21
million.

In Nauru's view, rehabilitation of
the mined-out lands was the responsi
bility of the partners, and Article 83(2)
of the constitution states, "Nothing in
this Constitution makes the Govern
ment of Nauru responsible for the
rehabilitation of land from which
phosphate was mined before the first
day of July, 1967." President Hammer
DeRoburt allowed himself to become
uncharacteristically emotional when he
addressed the issue at a news confer
ence following Nauru's independence
celebrations on 31 January 1968. He
stated that, although the three partners
had disowned the responsibility for
rehabilitating the lands, the govern-

ments "must recognize the problem is
theirs" (PIM, March 1968).

The rehabilitation question got vir
tually no public mention over the next
few years as Nauru concentrated its
energies on the many tasks of founding
a republic, and the partner govern
ments no doubt hoped it had become a
nonissue. In any case, they considered
that the 1967 phosphate agreement had
settled all issues pending at the time of
the independence negotiations.

In December 1986, Nauru set up its
own commission of inquiry into the
question of responsibility for rehabili
tation, as well as into the feasibility
and cost of such an undertaking. Apart
from the legal question of liability, it
was seeking a plan for the future of
Nauru after the phosphate, the repub
lic's sole export, runs out. Could Nau-

-ruans·coiitinlle fo live on anislarid so
physically devastated, which has to
import most of its water? If so, under
what conditions and at what financial
cost? An inquiry into these other, vital
matters was long overdue.

The three-man commission, pre
sided over by Christopher G. Weera
mantry, professor of international law
at Melbourne's Monash University,
and assisted by his colleague, W. Barry
Connell, associate professor of law at
the same university, presented its
report to the Nauru government in
November 1988. The report consisted
of a massive five volumes of text and
another five volumes of exhibits.

The report closely examines Nauru's
modern development, from the pre
German period to the present day. It
includes an elaborate survey of Nauru's
resources and of development possibili-
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ties based on a complete rehabilitation
of the part of the island devastated by
mining. This part is known as Topside,
and encompasses four-fifths of Nauru's
land surface. The commission sought
submissions world-wide on how best
to rehabilitate this land and, according
to Professor Connell, received plans
that showed "initiative, brilliance and
practical good sense."

Among other things, the commis
sion found that new techniques should
allow rehabilitation without the need
to ship in vast amo~nts of soil. It also
found that Nauru has more ground
water than was previously thought to
be available. Although much of it is
brackish, treatment by a simple process
would make it suitable for irrigation,
and possibly for drinking. Large sup
plies of water can also be collected in
other ways; particularly as runbff froni
buildings and sealed surfaces such as a
new airport runway.

The report estimates the cost of
rehabilitation of all damaged lands at
about A$2IS.9 million, approximately
A$72 million of which is required for
land mined before 1968. President
DeRoburt told parliament on 20
December 1988 that, irrespective of any
other actions it might take about liabil
ity, Nauru would adopt a commission
proposal to make tests to determine the
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nature of the subsurface of the pinnacle
land as a preli~inary step toward reha
bilitation. Nauru, he said, accepted the
findings of the commission and was
resolved to take steps to rehabilitate all
the mined-out lands.

It is interesting that the claim lodged
with the World Court is against Aus
tralia, rather than against all three of
the administering powers that shared
the benefits of Nauru's phosphate. But
this is merely the beginning, and it is
clear that Nauru's advisers are hoping
Australia, New Zealand, and Great
Britain will make an offer before the
lengthy procedures necessary to bring
an action before the World Court have
to be pursued. Not even the Germans
should feel safe from the wrath of a
Nauru determined to seek interna
tional justice.

STUART INDER
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