
FOUR BILLION DOLLARS DOESN’T LOOK

like much from 3,000 feet: a building
complex, hangars, houses, satellite
dishes, and radar domes perched
alongside an airfield and a golf range,
surrounded on all sides by crashing
surf. With its coconut-lined roads, irri-
gated lawns, and baseball diamonds,
the big island of Kwajalein looks like a
Florida subdivision with very poor zon-
ing ordinances. 

Once our plane is on the ground,
the stairs roll alongside our 727 and a

stewardess welcomes us to
Kwajalein, announces the local
time, and reminds continuing
passengers that this is a re-
stricted military installation and
that we are not to leave the air-
craft during our layover. A uni-
formed guard with sunglasses
and sidearm appears at the
bottom of the stairs to empha-
size the point.

When it comes to interconti-
nental ballistic missiles, Kwa-
jalein Atoll is where it’s at. A
boomerang-shaped necklace of
97 islands in the dead center of
the Pacific Ocean, Kwajalein
has been at the center of the
Pentagon’s nuclear weapons
programs since the end of
World War II. This was the
staging ground for U.S. atomic
tests at nearby Bikini and
Enewetak atolls in the 1940s
and 1950s, and the bulls-eye
for the testing of virtually
every long-range delivery sys-
tem in the arsenal, including
Titan, Polaris, Minuteman,
Atlas, Nike, Sprint, and the
MX. Today the Kwajalein Mis-
sile Range is at the center of
American efforts to develop
defenses against the same sorts
of weapons systems the United
States perfected over its shim-
mering blue lagoon.

But Kwajalein isn’t part of
the United States, which may
cause some problems for the
$10.5 billion National Missile 
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Time to re-up at
Kwajalein

By Colin Woodard

Ballistic missile defense systems have been a recurring dream since the 1960s, and Kwajalein
has played a major role. Here, two Sprint missiles—a component of the short-lived “Safeguard”
defensive system—blast off in 1973 from Meck Island. See WOODARD on page 69
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Defense (NMD) program, which is de-
veloping defenses against a limited
missile attack by rogue nations like
North Korea.

Kwajalein’s neglected host nation
wants to raise the rent.

*   *   *   *

IN WASHINGTON, NATIONAL MISSILE

Defense has won the battle for hearts,
minds, and money. Defense hawks
needed little prompting. Ever since
Ronald Reagan’s ambitious plans for a
“Star Wars” space-based laser missile
shield were scrapped at the end of the
Cold War, they’ve worried that Ameri-
ca was being left vulnerable to nuclear
attack. 

Now, more than a decade of high-
tech breakthroughs have made the
creation of a limited national missile
defense system entirely feasible, the
argument goes, and we’d better get
started before North Korea, Iraq, or
some rogue Russian commander lobs a
nuclear weapon at Hawaii, Alaska, or
one of our overseas allies. 

“This is completely unlike what was
planned 25 years ago in that it’s only
meant to deal with a limited strike—
the sort of thing North Korea might be
capable of doing in the future,” says
Paul Wolfowitz, who served as under-
secretary of defense in the Bush ad-
ministration, and is an adviser to pres-
idential candidate George W. Bush.
“Missiles are not the only way to deliv-
er things, but I think if you can deal
with a suitcase, deal with the suitcase;
if you can deal with a missile, deal with
a missile.”

With North Korea lobbing three-
stage rockets over Japan, this argu-
ment has gained currency. Former se-
curity adviser Anthony Lake says NMD

is necessary for many of the same rea-
sons Wolfowitz does. Defense Secre-
tary William Cohen cited North Kore-
a’s August 1998 Taepo Dong missile
test as evidence that the United States
needs NMD. This year, the Clinton ad-
ministration added $6.6 billion to its
budget and also supported a theater

missile defense program to protect
U.S. troops in conflict areas. Both pro-
grams have strong bipartisan support
in Congress. 

But the development of long-range
missile defenses requires a long-range
test range. That’s why the Pentagon has
put $4 billion worth of high-tech track-
ing equipment on the tiny islands of
Kwajalein Atoll. It is the world’s largest
atoll, a ring of coral reef and islands
surrounding a relatively shallow 850-
square-mile lagoon in the middle of the
Pacific Ocean. The lagoon serves as a
giant catcher’s mitt for incoming mis-
siles and warheads. ICBMs are launched
from Vandenberg Air Force Base in
California and streak into the upper
reaches of the atmosphere during
their 5,000-mile simulated attacks on
the center of Kwajalein lagoon. Kwa-
jalein’s high-tech tracking systems col-
lect sophisticated information on the
missile’s performance for the benefit
of weapons designers. 

During missile defense tests, inter-
cept vehicles are launched from Kwa-
jalein to destroy the would-be attack-
ers. The current prototype—the Exo-
atmospheric Kill Vehicle (or EKV)—is
supposed to soar into space at a bog-
gling 4,500 miles an hour, identify and
evade decoys, and strike the incoming
warhead with such kinetic force that
both vehicles are vaporized by the
shock of the collision. “When you see
an intercept in outer space it looks like
there’s been a huge explosion, but no
warheads have been detonated,” ex-
plains Tom Johnson, a spokesman for
the Ballistic Missile Defense Organiza-
tion which oversees NMD develop-
ment. “Its just pure kinetic force, so
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accuracy is very important.”
Kwajalein is the only facility in the

world that can stage these interconti-
nental simulations. “We’re unique in
that its the only place where you can
do exoatmospheric tests of long-range
missiles,” says Bill Congo of the Army
Space and Missile Defense Command
in Huntsville, Alabama, which operates
the Kwajalein Missile Range. “We’ve
been testing out there for 40 years and
its been a very successful facility.” His
boss, Lt. Gen. John Costello, simply
calls it “the jewel in the crown.”

“Without Kwajalein they’d never get
the proper trajectory and altitude to
test this kind of system,” says Dan
Smith of the Washington-based Center
for Defense Information. “They need
that facility.” 

*   *   *   *

KWAJALEIN MAY BE THE PENTAGON’S
crown jewel, but the crown belongs to
somebody else. The atoll belongs to
the Republic of the Marshall Islands, a
small, resource-poor nation in the Cen-
tral Pacific that was a U.S. Trust Terri-
tory until 1986. And seeing how vital
the atoll has become to America’s de-
fense planners, the Marshallese gov-
ernment is now demanding a substan-
tial rent hike, even though the current
lease doesn’t expire for another 15
years. 

Marshall Islands Foreign Minister
Philip Muller has said the $12 million a
year the United States pays to use
Kwajalein is insufficient, and that “the
Marshallese people are entitled to a
much better deal for use of this unique

“They’re tasty, but they’re murder on your fillings.”



asset.” Muller told Reuters that if the
United States refused to negotiate a
higher rent, Kwajalein’s iroji—tradi-
tional chiefs—might resume the dis-
ruptive protests they used in the 1970s
and 1980s to swell the once-paltry U.S.
rents. On several occasions, Marshall-
ese reoccupied restricted islands and
military facilities, delaying missile tests
and forcing Washington to the table.
“We know from history what they are
capable of doing,” Muller said.

Indeed “they” are capable of doing a
great deal. One of the leading figures
of past protests was Imata Kabua, one
of the iroji of Kwajalein, who was al-
legedly clubbed by a U.S.-employed
guard during a protest in 1979. Kabua
is now the president of the Republic of
the Marshall Islands. He’s also a mil-
lionaire several times over, in large
part because roughly a third of the $12
million in annual Kwajalein payments
goes directly to him and a handful of
his fellow iroji. What worries many in
Majuro, the Marshallese capital, is that
in any future negotiations over Kwa-
jalein the personal interests of their
leaders may conflict with those of the
nation. 

In fact, it’s the Marshallese people
who could lose the most over the Kwa-
jalein issue. That’s because their gov-
ernment is also negotiating with the
United States over the very basis of the
national economy: $40 million in annu-
al grants, which were supposed to be
used to make the Marshall Islands self-
sufficient. Instead, the money has
been wasted, misappropriated, or oth-
erwise squandered by the country’s im-
perfect leadership. Having gotten what
it needed, the United States didn’t
care enough to audit its grant pay-
ments or take the most basic measures
to discourage corruption.

“We just sent the money out there.
Nobody ever said ‘this development
plan [won’t do],’ ” recalls William
Bodde, Jr., the first U.S. ambassador to
the Marshalls. “Any money that goes
now should be strictly controlled and
audited.”

For a country of 60,000, the flow of
U.S. grants, rent payments, federal

programs, and compensation for the
effects of past U.S. atomic tests has
been enormous: approximately $1 bil-
lion over the past 15 years, or almost
$17,000 for every man, woman, and
child alive today. Some of that money
has been targeted—Pell Grants make
it possible for the country’s only col-
lege to operate and for Marshallese to
afford higher education in the United
States. But the largest component—
the block grants—were just handed
over to the government with no strings
attached. And the block grants are the
part that’s about to be renegotiated.

The result of past policies is plain to
see. Majuro Atoll, the capital, is now a
messy, crowded, depressing place.
Some 20,000 people—a third of the
country’s population—live in ram-
shackle structures in Majuro’s densely-
packed urban center. Half the popula-
tion is under 15 and the total number
of people grows by about 5 percent a
year. Few people of any age speak En-
glish, although it is the language of in-
struction in the dysfunctional public
schools. This year hospital workers
went on strike to protest the govern-
ment’s hiring and promotion policies.
Every day, huge mounds of garbage
calve into the ocean from the atoll’s
enormous garbage mountain. The
schools’ hot lunch program was can-
celed while the government built the
luxury hotel resort where the president
hangs out—a complex that consumed
$1.1 million in government subsidies
in 1998 alone. 

Conditions are even worse in the
Marshalls’ other urban center, Ebeye,
a slum-like labor reserve island for the
Kwajalein Missile Range. After spend-
ing the day working as gardeners,
maids, and cooks at the U.S. base,
Marshallese workers return to Ebeye,
where 14,000 people live on a 78-acre
sandbar. The power plant is constantly
breaking down and trash collection has
collapsed. Meanwhile the local devel-
opment agency has misspent $8 mil-
lion in U.S. funds, according to official
Marshallese audits.

Rather than increasing self-suffi-
ciency, the block grants have made the

Marshalls more dependent on the
United States.

*   *   *   *

I SPENT A MONTH POLLING OFFICIAL

Washington about U.S. policy in the
Marshalls. Privately, most people in-
volved with the former Pacific Trust
Territories say that 15 years ago every-
one knew this would happen if the
United States failed to provide routine
oversight. But back then policy-makers
were more worried about closing off
the region to the Soviet navy; they
wanted matters wrapped up quickly.
And what audit powers the United
States retained in its independence
agreement with the Marshalls was not
acted upon because of a Byzantine
struggle between the State and Interi-
or Departments.

In Majuro many hope that the Unit-
ed States will renew its grants but pro-
vide better oversight to ensure the
funds are spent properly. “This place
could be a paradise,” a long-time Amer-
ican expatriate told me. “But money
needs to go to health and education,
not resorts and jet airplanes.”

They’re encouraged that the official
U.S. negotiator, Allen Stayman, has
been sending a message in that vein.
“We want to know what happened
over the last 13 years before we make
any decisions about the future,” he
told me at his State Department of-
fices. Key congressional leaders have
asked the General Accounting Office
to go to the Marshalls and ascertain
how U.S. grants have been spent to
date. “I’ve told the [Marshallese],
‘Look, we have to work together over
the next three or four months to make
sure that the GAO, the Congress, and
myself have the answers to the obvious
questions.’ ” The Marshalls would be
forced to account for how and why
grants were misspent and present
workable plans for doing better the
next time around. Until then, Stayman
says, “It’s premature to be talking
about future aid.”      

But once again, U.S. defense imper-
atives may foil efforts to hold the Mar-
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shallese leadership’s feet to the fire. 
Marshallese leaders are well aware

of Kwajalein’s importance to NMD. The
concern is that they may once again
leverage the country’s strategic value to
water down control of future U.S. de-
velopment funds. “They’re hoping the
Defense Department is going to save
the day for them,” a knowledgeable
source told me. “They’ll play Kwajalein
for everything they can.”

The Marshallese people have sacri-

ficed a great deal for U.S. security.
They volunteered as scouts, spies, and
stretcher bearers during the World
War II invasions that captured their is-
lands from Japan. Hundreds were
evicted from their home islands to
make way for 67 atomic and hydrogen
bomb tests, and thousands have since
suffered from radiation poisoning.
More than 2,000 people live in the
slums of Ebeye because their original
homes are on islands incorporated into

the Kwajalein Missile Range. Young
Marshallese still volunteer and serve in
the U.S. military today.

The United States can and should
do better by this country’s people this
time around. ■

Colin Woodard is a Pew Fellow in In-
ternational Journalism at the Johns
Hopkins University School of Ad-
vanced International Studies in Wash-
ington, D.C.
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