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though it includes people of various 
ethnicities) and that it was unconstitu-
tional to limit a public vote.

Though Guam is a US territory, 
the US Constitution is routinely not 
applied to Guam or is otherwise 
violated in the way Guam is treated by 
the United States, most notably due to 
the fact that US citizens in Guam are 
not allowed to vote for US president 
or to have voting representatives in 
Congress. The federal court upheld 
the rights of a single person in the 
territory to vote in a self-determina-
tion plebiscite, while ignoring the right 
of self-determination for an entire 
people and the voting rights of US 
citizens in Guam.

In the wake of the court’s affirma-
tion, local leaders expressed some 
hope in the midst of obvious disap-
pointment. The court ruled that the 
“native inhabitant” category was 
unconstitutional and prohibited any 
plebiscite that used such a term, but 
it did not rule on the constitutional-
ity of seeking redress for colonized 
peoples. At the following meeting of 
Guam’s Commission on Decoloniza-
tion, the maga'håga, attorney general, 
and senators all expressed continuing 
support for efforts toward CHamoru 
self-determination (pdn, 6 Aug 2019).

According to the Commission on 
Decolonization’s executive director, 
Melvin Won Pat Borja, “We continue 
to be shot down at every turn, but 
it does not change the fact that our 
people have this desire within them to 
be self-governing. We have the desire 
to address our political status” (pnc, 
31 July 2019). For many years, the 
ongoing Davis case paralyzed efforts 
to hold a plebiscite and hindered 
attempts to educate the community on 

Guam’s current political status. Time 
will tell if this potential setback may 
ultimately galvanize the decoloniza-
tion movement.

elizabeth (isa) ua  
ceallaigh bowman,  
michael lujan bevacqua,  
and tiara na'puti
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Marshall Islands

For the Republic of the Marshall 
Islands (RMI), the period under 
review saw the passing of a number of 
distinguished traditional leaders, pub-
lic servants, and community members. 
Ruben Zackhras died in early January 
2019 following a public service career 
that spanned more than four decades. 
Elected to nine consecutive terms as 
senator for Aelōn̄ļapļap Atoll between 
1979 and 2015, Zackhras was among 
the longest serving members of the 
Nitijeļā (Parliament). Prior to becom-
ing a senator, he was elected delegate 
and then president of the Marshall 
Islands’ first Constitutional Conven-
tion in 1977, where he led the effort to 
develop and pass the constitution for 
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the newly independent Republic of the 
Marshall Islands. Zackhras also served 
in numerous cabinet positions over 
the years and was most recently RMI 
ambassador to Fiji (mij, 4 Jan 2019).

In May 2019, the Marshall Islands 
lost Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade Secretary Bruce Kijiner. Prior 
to that appointment, Kijiner held 
numerous government posts with 
the Republic of the Marshall Islands 
Environmental Protection Agency, the 
Ministry of Works, Infrastructure, 
and Utilities, the RMI Embassy in Fiji, 
and the Majuro [Mājro] Atoll Local 
Government. Kijiner’s father, Thomas 
Kijiner Sr, is a former senator for 
Likiep Atoll and the current ambas-
sador to Japan. His brother Thomas 
Kijiner Jr is first gentleman (mij, 
14 June 2019). 

Tomaki Juda, former senator 
and mayor of Pikinni (Bikini) Atoll 
and speaker and vice speaker of the 
Nitijeļā, also passed away during this 
period. One of the last surviving ri-
Pikinni (“ri-” means person/people of/
from) displaced by the United States 
in 1946 in preparation for nuclear 
weapons testing, Juda served as mayor 
of Pikinni for three decades starting 
in 1972 and as Pikinni senator from 
2000 to 2015. In those roles, he led 
delegations of ri-Pikinni to Washing-
ton dc to testify and negotiate with 
US government leaders, worked with 
lawyers to file lawsuits calling on the 
United States to conduct a comprehen-
sive radiological study after residents 
were prematurely returned to the 
irradiated atoll in the early 1970s, 
and helped secure almost us$200 
million in nuclear compensation from 
the United States for the people of 
Pikinni as part of the Compact of Free 

Association (cofa) and the Resettle-
ment Trust Fund for the People of 
Bikini [Pikinni] (KBE Trust Fund) (mij, 
19 Oct 2018). (KBE stands for Kili/
Bikini/Ejit [Kōle/Pikinni/Ājej], with 
Kōle Island and Ājej Island being the 
two longest-standing Pikinni resettle-
ment sites.)

Among the other prominent leaders 
and members of the community who 
died during this period was Juaer 
Loeak, longtime mayor of Aelōn̄ļapļap 
Atoll and brother of Iroojļapļap 
[Paramount Chief] Kotak Loeak and 
former President Christopher Loeak 
(mij, 24 May 2019). The Reverend 
Enja Enos, president of the Marshall 
Islands United Church of Christ and 
Nitijeļā chaplain, died at his home in 
Hilo, Hawai‘i, in March 2019 and 
was returned to Mājro for burial (mij, 
15 March, 12 April 2019). Arthur 
Kaylor Kaukon, one of the founders 
and lead moderators for Kewan Jela, 
a private Facebook group that has 
“transformed the nature of Marshal-
lese political debate” as the “go-to 
platform for debate on important 
issues,” also passed away (mij, 15 Feb 
2019). According to the group’s page 
in July 2019, Kewan Jela’s mission is 
“to provide or raise public awareness 
on political issues, social issues and 
economics [sic] issues that affect [Mar-
shall Islanders].” Since its inception in 
2013, the site has gained exponential 
popularity among Marshall Islanders 
and others living in the islands and the 
diaspora, with almost twenty thou-
sand members as of July 2019. 

This period also saw developments 
on several key issues outlined in last 
year’s review for the RMI (LaBriola 
2019). These include the results of the 
2017 Constitutional Convention, the 
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RMI’s position on the United Nations 
Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear 
Weapons (tpnw), debates around the 
adoption of a digital decentralized 
cryptocurrency as legal tender, mount-
ing opposition to the elimination of 
postal voting for Marshall Islanders 
living abroad, and ongoing concerns 
related to the Marshall Islands Trust 
Fund (RMI Trust Fund) and the KBE 
Trust Fund, among others.

Although the required referendum 
on the amendments approved by 
Constitutional Convention (Con-Con) 
delegates was initially proposed for 
late 2018, the referendum had not 
been scheduled as of July 2019. In 
April 2019, the Post Constitutional 
Convention Committee met to launch 
an educational awareness campaign 
on the proposed amendments in 
anticipation of a possible referendum 
as part of the 2019 general election, 
although none has been scheduled to 
date (mij, 26 April 2019). Also during 
this period, the RMI announced its 
decision not to endorse the tpnw, 
despite voting in favor of the treaty 
in July 2017 and legal analysis sug-
gesting that signing would not present 
a conflict of interest with the cofa 
(mij, 6 July 2018). Foreign Minister 
John Silk explained that the decision 
was largely a response to the failure 
of the United States and the other 
nuclear-armed nations to endorse the 
treaty, rendering it largely ineffectual. 
Minister Silk highlighted concern 
that signing the treaty without US 
endorsement would risk an “inappro-
priate shift” in responsibility for the 
environmental and human impacts of 
nuclear testing from the United States 
to the RMI government (mij, 2 Nov 
2018).

There were also developments 
related to the Nitijeļā’s February 2018 
adoption of a digital currency called 
the “Sovereign” or “sov” as legal 
tender (RMI Nitijeļā 2018). Following 
warnings and expressions of concern 
by the International Monetary Fund 
(imf), the RMI banking commissioner, 
and the president of the Bank of Mar-
shall Islands that the costs of launch-
ing the currency might outweigh the 
benefits, Minister in Assistance and 
cosponsor of the sov legislation David 
Paul announced that the RMI and 
Israel-based partner Neema Technolo-
gies were taking steps to address a 
number of concerns before moving 
forward (mij, 21 Sept 2018). These 
steps have included the establishment 
of nonprofit entities to “support and 
maintain the sov . . . [and invest-
ment] projects related to sov” (mij, 
8 March 2019) and “to support the 
[RMI] government in the establish-
ment, maintenance and implementa-
tion of the sov” (mij, 7 June 2019); 
adoption of the Yokwe Protocol, 
which includes measures aimed at 
ensuring sov security (mij, 8 March 
2019); hiring consultants to advise 
on the “drafting, design, and issuance 
of the new digital legal tender” (mij, 
18 Jan 2019) and to develop compli-
ance systems that meet international 
anti-money laundering standards 
(mij, 26 April 2019); meetings with 
US Department of Treasury and imf 
representatives; and outreach efforts 
to raise awareness about the potential 
benefits of digital currency (mij, 19 
Oct 2018). Despite these and other 
steps, the sov continues to face local 
and international scrutiny and was 
one of the factors behind a failed vote 
of no confidence (vonc) against Presi-
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dent Hilda Heine’s administration in 
November 2018 (mij, 16 Nov 2018).

Several other issues played a role 
in the vote of no confidence, includ-
ing lingering questions about an 
illegal and heretofore unexplained 
withdrawal of approximately us$1 
million from the RMI Trust Fund in 
2017 (LaBriola 2019). The Heine 
administration’s opposition to a 
proposed investment scheme known 
as the Rongelap [Ron̄ļap] Atoll Special 
Administrative Region (rasar) and 
ongoing concerns about the elimi-
nation in 2016 of postal voting for 
Marshall Islanders living abroad also 
contributed to divisions in the Nitijeļā 
that culminated in the vote. Debates 
about the establishment of “Rongelap 
[Ron̄ļap] Atoll as an investors’ para-
dise” (mij, 24 Aug 2018) started in 
June 2018 when Cary Yan, an RMI 
passport holder since the 1990s and 
head of the Hong Kong–based World 
Organization of Governance and 
Competitiveness (mij, 7 Dec 2018), 
donated us$3 million in supplies for 
the construction of a new jail and 
police headquarters in Mājro. The 
deal was arranged by Minister of 
Justice Mike Halferty, who did not 
secure necessary Cabinet approval 
for the project and was removed 
from his ministerial post by President 
Heine soon after (mij, 29 June 2018). 
Although Yan claimed the donation 
was not connected to his plan to 
transform Ron̄ļap Atoll into a “Silicon 
Island” (mij, 2 Nov 2018), debate over 
rasar arose in the Nitijeļā within 
weeks of the jail project’s collapse. 
With support from Ron̄ļap Senator 
and Speaker of the Nitijeļā Ken-
neth Kedi and Ron̄ļap Mayor James 
Matayoshi, who presented rasar at 

the Asia World Expo in April 2018, 
Yan’s rasar proposal includes plans 
to create a special administrative 
region on Ron̄ļap Atoll similar to 
Hong Kong’s “one country two sys-
tems” relationship with China (Smith 
2018). The rasar would include a 
“state of the art, business, entertain-
ment, transport, education, medical 
and residential center [sic] . . . a Global 
Economy Research Center, a financial 
securities exchange center, [and] office 
space for banking, insurance and other 
financial services” (mij, 31 Aug 2018). 
The plan also includes an international 
airport, a hospital, an art museum, 
housing, and other infrastructure that 
would purportedly stimulate economic 
growth in the Marshall Islands by 
making Ron̄ļap a hub for “transporta-
tion, commerce, and tourism” (mij, 
31 Aug 2018). In addition to enor-
mous investments by the World Orga-
nization of Governance and Competi-
tiveness and others, the plan would 
require Nitijeļā approval of a special 
economic zone with limited legal 
and financial oversight by the RMI, 
together with tax and other incentives 
for investors (Smith 2018).

In September 2018, a concept paper 
and draft bill outlining the rasar plan 
began circulating and raising red flags 
among members of the Nitijeļā and 
the Heine administration. Of particu-
lar concern were elements of the plan 
deemed by the attorney general to be 
either unconstitutional or in viola-
tion of RMI law, rumors that mem-
bers of the Nitijeļā had been offered 
“envelope[s] of cash” in exchange for 
supporting the proposal, and reports 
that magazines and websites in Asia 
had advertised RMI passports and US 
Social Security numbers in exchange 



political reviews • micronesia� 205

for investing in rasar (mij, 14 Sept, 
21 Sept 2018). As a result of these 
and other concerns, the draft legisla-
tion did not get the Cabinet support 
required for this type of legislation 
to be introduced to the Nitijeļā (mij, 
2 Nov 2018). In response, rasar 
proponents joined forces with several 
sov opponents to introduce a vonc 
motion on 12 November 2018. With 
Senator Litokwa Tomeing absent for 
medical reasons, the vote failed to gar-
ner the 17 votes required to pass and 
was defeated in a 16–16 vote tie (mij, 
2 Nov 2018). The vote also signaled 
the defeat, at least for now, of the 
rasar plan.

In addition to rasar and the sov, 
vonc supporters cited “the removal of 
postal voting” as another reason for 
their waning confidence in the Heine 
administration (mij, 9 Nov 2018). In 
September 2016, the Nitijeļā passed 
the Election and Referenda (Amend-
ment)(1) Act 2016 by a slim margin 
(thirteen to twelve), eliminating postal 
absentee voting for Marshallese citi-
zens living overseas. The goals were 
to restrict voting to those residing and 
paying taxes in the Marshall Islands 
and to “improve the efficiency, cost, 
and accuracy of the voting process” 
(LaBriola 2018). The act’s passage 
immediately generated dissent among 
Marshall Islanders living abroad and 
by the M̧weo Im̧ōn Irooj (Council of 
Chiefs), a fourth branch of the RMI 
government consisting primarily of 
Iroojļapļap (paramount chiefs) and 
granted authority by the RMI consti-
tution to request the “reconsideration 
of any Bill affecting the customary 
law, or any traditional practice, or 
land tenure, or any related matter” 
(RMI Constitution 1979). Despite the 

position of the M̧weo Im̧ōn Irooj and 
widespread public opposition (mij, 28 
Oct 2016), the Nitijeļā signed the bill 
into law.

To address public outrage over 
the end of postal voting, several 
senators introduced the Election and 
Referendum (Amendment) Act 2017, 
which would have reverted the postal 
voting system to its pre-2016 status 
by eliminating language restricting 
eligibility to vote by mail, but the bill 
did not have enough support to pass 
(RMI Nitijeļā 2017). With local and 
national elections looming in Novem-
ber 2019, the restoration of postal 
voting has remained a top priority for 
many citizens, especially those living 
abroad. Absent the will of the Nitijeļā, 
several Marshall Islanders sought 
alternative paths to restore what they 
regard as the constitutional right of 
all RMI citizens to vote. In March 
2019, former Senator Evelyn Konou 
and Assumption Schools Principal 
and former Secretary of Education 
Biram Stege delivered to the Nitijeļā 
a petition signed by more than eight 
hundred Marshall Islanders demand-
ing the overturn of the ban on postal 
voting. In response, Nitijeļā Speaker 
Kenneth Kedi and eight other sena-
tors cosponsored Bill 163, which was 
aimed at restoring postal voting for 
qualified citizens living abroad (RMI 
Nitijeļā 2019). With only sixteen of 
thirty-three senators present, the bill 
was voted down (nine to seven) (mij, 
8 March 2019).

In the month following the bill’s 
defeat, two lawsuits were filed in the 
RMI High Court citing the uncon-
stitutionality of Election and Refer-
enda (Amendment)(1) Act 2016, also 
known as Public Law 2016-28. The 
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first, filed by attorneys Jack Jorbon 
and Atbi Riklon on behalf of RMI 
citizen and Honolulu resident Betwel 
Lekka against Chief Elections Officer 
(ceo) Benjamin Kiluwe, contends that 
Public Law 2016-28 violates Article 
IV, Section 3 of the RMI Constitution, 
which guarantees universal suffrage 
for any citizen of the Marshall Islands 
who: (1) is 18 years or older; (2) is not 
“certified to be insane”; and (3) has 
not been convicted of a felony, is not 
imprisoned, and is not on probation 
(RMI Constitution 1979). The lawsuit 
asks the court to rule that the chief 
elections officer does not have the 
authority to prevent qualified citizens 
from voting. According to the lawsuit, 
Lekka is a qualified voter registered in 
Jittok-eņ Ward, Jālwōj Atoll; however, 
his request for an absentee ballot was 
denied by ceo Kiluwe because postal 
ballots are not available for those 
residing outside the Marshall Islands 
(mij, 5 April 2019).

In mid-April 2019, attorney 
Tiantaake Beero filed a similar law-
suit on behalf of Evelyn Konou and 
Anna Lehman against ceo Kiluwe 
and Attorney General Johnathen 
Kawakami (mij, 26 April 2019). In 
addition to violating Article IV, Sec-
tion 3 of the RMI Constitution, the 
lawsuit states that Public Law 2016-28 
violates Article II, Section 12(2), which 
guarantees all citizens equal protec-
tion under the law, as well as Article 
II, Section 14(3), which states that “no 
fee may be imposed so as to prevent 
participation [in the electoral process] 
by a person unable to afford such fee” 
(RMI Constitution 1979). The lawsuit 
asserts that the elimination of postal 
voting without a viable alternative for 
nonresidents has created the equiva-

lent of an unconstitutional “fee” 
because off-island citizens wanting to 
vote must purchase a plane ticket to 
return to the Marshall Islands to cast 
their ballot (mij, 26 April 2019). In 
late May 2019, the attorney gen-
eral asked High Court Judge Witten 
Philippo to dismiss the Lekka case, 
but the request was denied, and the 
case was cleared to move forward (mij, 
21 June 2019). As of this writing, the 
attorney for Konou and Lehman had 
filed a motion asking the court to issue 
a summary judgment in lieu of a trial 
to ensure that a ruling is made before 
ballots for the 2019 election go to 
press. Assistant Attorney General Falai 
Taafaki also filed a motion to consoli-
date the two cases and move directly 
to the Supreme Court, which has sole 
jurisdiction over constitutional matters 
(mij, 12 July 2019).

KBE leadership continued to 
make headlines during the period 
under review following the transfer 
of oversight of the KBE Trust Fund 
from the United States Department of 
the Interior Office of Insular Affairs 
to the KBE Local Government in 
November 2017 and a withdrawal of 
us$11 million from the fund several 
days later (LaBriola 2019). Since then, 
KBE Mayor Anderson Jibas and the 
KBE Local Government have made a 
series of decisions they say will benefit 
their community but that have caused 
alarm for a number of RMI leaders. 
Among these were the purchases of 
two landing craft vessels from Indo-
nesia for approximately us$1 million 
and an apartment complex in Mājro 
Atoll for us$1.3 million, both to 
service and generate long-term income 
for the Pikinni community in exile 
(mij, 14 Sept, 21 Sept 2018). In Octo-
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ber 2018, the processing and arrival 
of the two Indonesian vessels resulted 
in a feud on the floor of the Nitijeļā 
after more than one senator ques-
tioned whether the KBE local govern-
ment had followed proper registration 
and inspection procedures and asked 
why one of the vessels had stopped at 
Jālwōj Atoll before landing at Mājro 
(the RMI capital) as required by law 
(mij, 12 Oct 2019).

In late April 2019, the KBE Local 
Government bought 283.6 acres of 
land in the Ka‘ūmana area of Hilo on 
Hawai‘i Island in Hawai‘i. The pri-
mary goals of the acquisition included 
developing “a portion of the property 
into individual one-acre lots that can 
be sold . . . on the open market” and 
using the revenue from the sales to 
develop any remaining land for settle-
ment by ri-Pikinni (mij, 28 June 2019). 
The people of Pikinni live in exile as 
a result of US nuclear testing and its 
ongoing environmental legacies in 
their home atoll, and they now face 
the possibility of losing their homes on 
Kōle and Ājej to sea-level rise. While 
the project seems at first glance like 
a worthy investment that will pay off 
for ri-Pikinni in the long run, ques-
tions about the value of the land and 
the viability of the KBE local govern-
ment’s development plan have sur-
faced in the months since the purchase 
was finalized. For one, the land in 
question is zoned as agricultural land, 
which means subdivided lots must be 
at least one acre, and any develop-
ment would require a master plan for 
the land and all adjacent property. 
What’s more, the previous owner of 
the acreage, Akalea llc, was not able 
to secure Hawai‘i County approval 
to subdivide the land into individual 

plots. Within months of being denied 
the permit, Akalea sold the property 
to the KBE local government (John-
son 2019). Residents of neighboring 
properties had also expressed con-
cerns about Akalea’s plans to develop 
the land and have started to ring the 
alarm bells about the impacts of devel-
opment on a stream that runs through 
the property and flood patterns in 
neighboring communities. Despite 
these and other concerns, Mayor Jibas 
is confident the project will move for-
ward and provide a long-term home 
and income for the people of Pikinni 
(Johnson 2019).

Adoptions of Marshallese chil-
dren in the United States resurfaced 
as an issue of concern following the 
publication of an investigative report 
by Honolulu Civil Beat in Novem-
ber 2018 (Terrell 2018). The report, 
together with a statement by Senator 
David Paul on the floor of the Nitijeļā 
in early October 2018, revealed that 
American lawyers and Marshallese 
facilitators in Arkansas, Utah, Texas, 
and the RMI have been using ques-
tionable practices to skirt regulations 
in cofa and RMI law related to travel 
and the adoption of Marshallese 
children. cofa Article IV, Section 141 
prohibits Marshallese citizens from 
entering the United States with the 
intent of giving up a child for adop-
tion (US Congress 2003). This clause 
was added to the amended compact 
to address concerns in the 1990s 
about Marshallese women traveling to 
Hawai‘i to give up children for adop-
tion and reports “of birth mothers 
being coerced, bribed, or pressured 
into adopting out their children” with-
out understanding the implications 
of their decision within the American 
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system (Hill and Dugdale 2018b). The 
RMI government also passed the RMI 
Adoptions Act 2002, which aims to 
“provide for a comprehensive set of 
procedures to govern the adoption” 
of Marshallese children, and estab-
lished the RMI Central Adoptions 
Authority to oversee these procedures 
(RMI Nitijeļā 2002). Amid renewed 
concerns about unethical adoption 
practices in the mid-2010s, the Nitijeļā 
passed the Adoptions (Amendment) 
Act 2016 to strengthen oversight of 
international adoptions and protect 
“the best interests of children and pre-
vent the abduction, sale, and traffick-
ing of children” (RMI Nitijeļā 2016). 
Also in 2016, Minister of Internal 
Affairs Amenta Matthew elicited the 
help of the Hawai‘i Family Court to 
ensure that any adoptions of Marshal-
lese children in Hawai‘i comply with 
RMI law (LaBriola 2018). Despite 
these measures, Honolulu Civil 
Beat revealed that several American 
attorneys and Marshallese “fixers” 
are going around RMI law and the 
RMI Central Adoptions Authority 
by identifying Marshallese women 
already living in the United States who 
are willing to give up a child or coach-
ing Marshallese women residing in the 
Marshall Islands on how to hide their 
intent to give up a child when travel-
ing to the United States. The result 
is that as many as nine out of ten 
adoptions in places such as Washing-
ton County, Arkansas, involve Mar-
shallese children (Dugdale and Hill 
2018), with private adoption attorneys 
earning thousands of dollars for every 
adoption they facilitate (Hill and Dug-
dale 2018b). While the Honolulu Civil 
Beat reports did result in one Texas 
lawyer being suspended by the Inter-

country Adoption Accreditation and 
Maintenance Entity, the US accrediting 
organization for international adop-
tion agencies, concern is growing that 
little is being done to curb “black mar-
ket” adoptions and that the American 
attorneys involved are not being held 
accountable (Hill 2019). In contrast, 
three Marshallese collaborators were 
charged in March 2019 with human 
trafficking, unlawful solicitation, 
and monetary inducement (mij, 22 
March 2019), and several Marshallese 
birth mothers have been convicted of 
adoption fraud in Arkansas (Hill and 
Dugdale 2018a).

The RMI’s nuclear legacy received 
renewed attention following com-
ments in May 2019 by UN Secretary 
General António Guterres and a series 
of reports by the Los Angeles Times 
(Rust and Cole 2019). After meeting 
with President Heine while in Fiji for 
a series of meetings focused on climate 
change, Guterres publicly raised con-
cerns about the Runit Dome, referring 
to the Ānewetak Atoll nuclear waste 
facility as a “coffin” (Swenson 2019). 
Constructed over a large crater formed 
by the US nuclear test code-named 
Operation Hardtack I–Cactus in 
May 1958, the Runit Dome contains 
2.58 million cubic feet (73,000 cubic 
meters) of radioactive material and 
surface soil taken from several islands 
in the atoll as part of a US cleanup 
effort between 1977 and 1980. Recent 
studies (eg, Hughes and others 2019) 
and the threat of sea-level rise result-
ing from climate change have caused 
alarm among ri-Ānewetak and RMI 
leaders who believe the dome is leak-
ing into groundwater and seawater, 
despite US claims to the contrary. To 
address the ongoing consequences of 
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US nuclear testing, the RMI National 
Nuclear Commission and nongovern-
mental organizations such as Radia-
tion Exposure Awareness Crusaders 
for Humanity–Marshall Islands 
(reach-MI) continue to build capacity 
and expand programming and out-
reach efforts (mij, 1 March, 15 March 
2019).

In Hawai‘i and in continental US 
states, citizens of the RMI, the Feder-
ated States of Micronesia (FSM), and 
the Republic of Palau (Palau) came up 
against inconsistencies in the applica-
tion of the REAL id Act Modifica-
tion for Freely Associated States Act 
(US Congress 2018). Although the 
amended law was intended to make 
it easier for citizens of the Freely 
Associated States (fas) to obtain a 
full-term, eight-year driver’s license 
or state-issued identification card 
compliant with the REAL id Act 
of 2005, the amendment had the 
opposite effect for many fas citizens, 
who are now required to present a 
visa or employment authorization 
documents (ead) to renew or obtain 
a compliant driver’s license or state 
id (Hofschneider 2019d). This has 
proved challenging, as fas citizens 
are largely exempt from visa and ead 
requirements under the compacts of 
free association, and the vast major-
ity have neither. Beginning in April 
2019, many fas citizens in Hawai‘i 
were told they were not even eligible 
for limited-purpose licenses or state 
ids without a visa or employment 
authorization documents. Others were 
able to renew or obtain an id without 
the extra documentation, resulting 
in widespread confusion and anxi-
ety. In Hawai‘i, the advocacy group 
We Are Oceania launched a public 

education campaign in May 2019 to 
address these concerns and to ensure 
that Marshall Islanders and other fas 
citizens have the necessary documents 
to obtain or renew a license or state id 
(Hofschneider 2019a), and Hawai‘i’s 
Congressional delegation urged the 
US Department of Homeland Security 
and US Citizenship and Immigration 
Services to expedite a solution (Hof-
schneider 2019c, 2019b).

The RMI made gains in the area of 
health during this period after joining 
with the US Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention (cdc) to conduct a 
mass tuberculosis (tb) screening with 
funds provided through the cofa. 
After identifying 307 active and 4,897 
latent tb cases, nearly 100 percent 
of people with latent cases and 30 
percent of those with active cases have 
completed treatment, a significant 
accomplishment for the island nation 
with one of the highest rates of tuber-
culosis in the Pacific Islands (Harris 
Joshua 2019). The ministry also joined 
with the cdc and the World Health 
Organization to screen residents of 
Ebjā (Ebeye) on Kuwajleen Atoll 
and Mājro for Hansen’s disease, also 
known as leprosy. To date, the entire 
population of Ebjā and 75 percent of 
Mājro residents have been screened, 
and those found to have the disease 
have started treatment (mij, 24 May 
2019).

The RMI also continued to lead 
regional and global efforts in the area 
of climate change with the September 
2018 release of its Tile Til Eo [Light-
ing the Way]: 2050 Climate Strategy, 
making the RMI the first Pacific 
nation and the tenth nation globally to 
establish “a clear framework for pro-
gressing towards net zero greenhouse 
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gas emissions by 2050 [and] transi-
tioning to an economy and society that 
is resilient and can adapt to the inevi-
table impacts of climate change” (RMI 
Government 2018). The plan reaffirms 
the RMI’s commitment to the Paris 
Agreement under the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change, out-
lining a series of recommendations to 
help ensure climate resiliency and the 
island nation’s future. In addition to 
moving its emissions reduction target 
up five years from 2025 to 2020, the 
plan outlines a series of goals includ-
ing transformations to the energy 
sector, solid waste reduction, steps to 
decrease dependence on kerosene fuel 
and private gas-powered vehicles, and 
the development and centralization of 
planning and oversight in these and 
other areas (RMI Government 2018).

The RMI and local governments, 
schools, and community organiza-
tions also took a number of other 
steps during this period to address 
climate change. At the national level, 
the RMI assumed the chairship of the 
Climate Vulnerable Forum, a global 
partnership of countries dispropor-
tionately impacted by climate change, 
and hosted the world’s first Virtual 
Climate Summit in November 2018 
(mij, 30 Nov 2018). The College of 
the Marshall Islands developed a 
climate change curriculum (mij, 21 
Sept 2018), Majuro [Mājro] Atoll 
Waste Company implemented a 
recycling program (mij, 8 Feb 2019), 
and Kathy Jetn̄il-Kijiner and Kristina 
(Tina) Stege were appointed as climate 
change envoys to represent the RMI 
globally in efforts to gain support for 
atoll adaptation strategies (mij, 22 Feb 
2019). These efforts were enhanced 
by climate initiatives sponsored by 

nongovernmental organizations. 
Among these were Jo-Jikum’s Digital 
Storyteller project, which is aimed at 
supporting Marshallese youth raising 
awareness about climate change, and 
several initiatives sponsored in part 
by the Marshallese Conservation 
Society, including implementation of 
the Reimaanlok Conservation Area 
Management Planning Framework to 
help communities develop accelerated 
localized climate adaptation strate-
gies (Marshall Islands Conservation 
Society 2019).

These and other issues such as 
infrastructure, wages, education, 
health care, outmigration, and the 
scheduled end of grant funding and 
access to select US federal programs 
under the current cofa in 2023 will 
be major topics of discussion and 
debate in the next few months as the 
2019 election season gets underway. In 
a joint press conference with President 
Heine, FSM President David Panuelo, 
and Palau Vice President Raynold 
Oilouch, held in Pohnpei on 5 August 
2019, US Secretary of State Michael 
Pompeo indicated that the United 
States is open to renegotiating the 
economic provisions of each country’s 
compact (Pohnpei Public Broadcast-
ing Corporation 2019). In November 
2019, RMI voters will decide if their 
current leaders have proved them-
selves up to the task—and to the many 
other challenges and opportunities 
that will arise in the months and years 
to come.

monica c labriola
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