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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Nuclear Truth Project (NTP) began in 2021 as an international initiative connecting Indigenous/
First Nations Peoples, affected communities, international and civil society organizations, and experts 
working for nuclear abolition. The Nuclear Truth Project seeks to address the broader issues of 
nuclear harms in relation to nuclear weapons (use and threat of use), nuclear testing, nuclear power, 
uranium mining and refining, resultant radioactive waste streams and associated nuclear industries, 
and the risks to humanity and our living planet.

As can be seen in the introduction chapter, the NTP Archive Scoping Project report arose as part of 
the foundational work of the Nuclear Truth Project. We acknowledge the authors who contributed 
to the report, including the lead author, Marco de Jong, alongside Nic Maclellan, Carla Cantagallo, 
and with NTP Coordinators Dimity Hawkins and Pam Kingfisher. This project has been a process of 
collective learning and deep discussion. As historians, journalists, librarians, researchers, activists 
and more, working across several nations and many time zones, the team has worked to explore the 
complex issues that were raised far beyond the initial scope of the project. We hope to build off this 
early work with further projects in the future.

This report has benefited enormously from the sharing of expertise from a range of people – 
researchers, policy experts, activists, political scientists, and particularly those with lived experience 
of nuclear harms. The following people participated in interviews or provided background as part of 
this report project:

Ray Acheson, peace activist, writer and 
feminist thinker, Director of Reaching Critical 
Will, WILPF, New York, USA.

Matthew Bolton, professor of political 
science, Pace University, New York, USA.

Patrice Bouveret, Director of the 
Observatoire des armes, Lyon, France.

Jean-Marie Collin, associate researcher in 
the Group for Research and Information on 
Peace and Security (GRIP) and spokesperson 
of ICAN France, France.

Hinamoeura Cross, Community activist, 
Papeete, Tahiti, Ma’ohi Nui.

Mililani Ganivet, Researcher and writer, 
Papeete, Tahiti, Ma’ohi Nui.

Nicole George, feminist and peace and 
conflict scholar, University of Queensland,  
Brisbane, Australia.

Mari Inoue, lawyer and anti-nuclear advocate, 
Co-Founder of Manhattan Project for a 
Nuclear Free World, New York, USA.

Ruoyu Li, PhD candidate in political science, 
Johns Hopkins University, USA.  

Arjun Makhijani, nuclear engineer, IEER, USA.

Anaïs Maurer, feminist scholar of Pacific 
literature, Rutgers University, USA.

Vijay Naidu, anti-nuclear advocate and 
professor of development studies, Suva, Fiji.  

Claire Slatter, feminist and scholar, DAWN, 
Suva, Fiji.

Elizabeth Tynan, Associate professor in the 
Graduate Research School, James Cook 
University, Townsville, Australia.

Marie-Hélène Villierme, researcher, filmmaker 
and podcaster, Papeete, Tahiti, Ma’ohi Nui.

Kazuyo Yamane, peace researcher and 
educator and civilian daughter of Hiroshima 
atomic bomb survivor, Kyoto, Japan.

Janene Yazzie, community organiser and 
human rights advocate, NDN Collective, Diné.

We thank all these individuals for their time, expertise and interest. 
The Nuclear Truth Project’s archive scoping report has been made possible through the generous 
support of an Equity Rises grant through the Ploughshares Fund: ploughshares.org/equityrises.
We also acknowledge the support of private donors for this and other NTP work.

Central to the Nuclear Truth Project are calls for openness and transparency, 
accountability and redress for those people and places who have been harmed, and 
minimization of future harms from nuclear activities.  This is why the Nuclear Truth 
Project initiated this report.

For affected communities seeking information on nuclear harms, this report offers a 
guide to relevant archives and strategies for accessing records which may otherwise 
be classified. It also highlights ethical issues raised by other members of affected 
communities surrounding the creation and use of nuclear archives. Readers may see 
commonalities in their own experience and wish to incorporate the findings into 
advocacy. 

For researchers and advocates working on nuclear issues, this report describes novel 
and creative ways to access information contained in nuclear archives. It identifies 
priorities for more inclusive research and describes movements towards best practice 
in engaging ethically with affected communities.

For archivists and librarians looking to make holdings more accessible, the affected 
community experiences and calls for action in this report will be instructive. The report 
identifies barriers to access as well as ways to resource complementary community 
initiatives.

For governments and policy makers committed to openness, transparency and 
redressing the legacy of nuclear harms, this report offers suggestions for developing 
accountability and resourcing capacity in affected communities. 

The report includes a number of case studies and community stories, which illustrate 
these concerns and show how researchers and activists from affected communities are 
responding.

There are two key arguments in this report. The first is that the processes driving 
archival systems do not align with the priorities of affected communities. This 
necessitates both a reliance on community memory and the development of novel 
strategies towards access. The second is that affected community testimony has 
become indispensable in advocacy and research, but largely in the absence of 
ethical considerations about its acquisition, distribution and attribution. This has 
compounded harms for some affected community members. 

The report concludes with policy suggestions and calls to action for governments and 
researchers which communities may themselves want to support.

The Nuclear Truth Project recognises that those with lived experience are knowledge 
holders and provide expert evidence and insight both for intercommunity knowledge 
exchange and for informing broader policy and action. By centring survivor and 
nuclear affected community perspectives, and focusing on the expertise of lived 
experience, the Nuclear Truth Project aims to coalesce these knowledges along with 
other scientific, ecological, and health evidence. As the effects of radioactive violence 
will endure long after we have achieved the total elimination of nuclear weapons 
and broader nuclear harms, the work of the Project is also about communicating 
nuclear truths to present generations and informing future ones.  We hope this report 
contributes towards this and sparks conversations on nuclear accountability. 

Marco de Jong, Nic Maclellan, Carla Cantagallo, Dimity Hawkins, Pam Kingfisher

Nuclear Truth Project Nuclear Archive Scoping Project team

July 2023

     FOREWORD AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
~ Pam Kingfisher and Dimity Hawkins

Nuclear Truth Project Coordinators
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What inspired the Nuclear Truth Project 
Archive Scoping report?

In consultations with members and advisors, the 
Nuclear Truth Project (NTP) originally sought 
to identify nuclear archives as an important 
knowledge base for intergenerational 
reference for affected communities, scientists, 
researchers and governments working on 
nuclear weapons survivors and the impacts of 
associated nuclear industries (uranium mining, 
waste dumping, etc). The idea came from many 
conversations with First Nations and affected 
community members who continue to seek 
out archival records of testimonies from their 
own communities, as well as official records of 
activities that impacted their communities.

In 2022 the Nuclear Truth Project set out to 
explore the concept of nuclear archiving as 
part of its foundational work. Interest in nuclear 
archives was driven from conversations with 
affected community members and civil society 
organisations working on nuclear disarmament 
and related issues. The continuing reality of 
nuclear secrecy, denial and obfuscation by 
industries and governments involved in nuclear 
activities, and the ongoing impacts of nuclear 
colonialism have dislocated many affected 
community members from nuclear truths. 
Imagining a new approach to nuclear archiving 
seemed ambitious but necessary, re-centring 
on evidence of lived experience, recognising 
intergenerational and ongoing impacts, and 
surfacing a broad range of historical, scientific, 
health and analytical materials by way of 
equitable access..  

This work also grew out of imperatives to 
address “victim” assistance and environmental 
remediation through the Treaty on the 
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (TPNW). The 
TPNW entered into force as international 
law in January 2021. Among other things, 
the Treaty’s preamble is mindful of the 
unacceptable suffering  and harm caused to 
the victims of the use of nuclear weapons   and 
nuclear weapon testing it also recognises the 
disproportionate impact of nuclear weapon 
activities on Indigenous Peoples;  as well as 
the disproportionate impact that ionizing 

radiation has on the health of women and 
girls. Furthermore, under Articles 6 and 7 of 
the TPNW, states parties agree to positive 
obligations on these key issues of assistance 
and remediation. For these positive obligations 
to take effect, affected communities and civil 
society organisations are increasing their calls 
for access to official state records on nuclear 
weapons use and testing.

While states that undertook nuclear weapon 
testing and use continue to stand outside of the 
TPNW for now, there is a role for states parties 
to the TPNW in pushing for accountability 
for events that took place or impacted their 
territories and people. Nuclear complicit 
states, those who aid and assist nuclear-armed 
states, may also be expected to address these 
humanitarian obligations. For many states that 
had nuclear weapon testing conducted on 
their territories while under colonial control 
of another state, and certainly for many 
affected community members, these positive 
obligations around assistance and remediation 
offer an avenue for nuclear accountability that 
has never been available before. However so 
much depends on effective access to records, 
and a removal of entrenched nuclear secrecy 
and historical silences.

While the TPNW’s Articles 6 and 7 are limited 
to nuclear weapon testing and use, other 
elements of the Treaty implicate a broader 
range of activities. The preamble refers to 
“nuclear weapon activities”, while Article 2 
on declarations and Article 4 on elimination 
refer to “nuclear weapon programmes”, 
including all nuclear-weapon-related facilities. 
Opening archives related to uranium mining, 
nuclear weapon production, maintenance, 
and modernisation, deployment on various 
delivery systems, nuclear waste storage, and 
other related activities, is also important for 
understanding and addressing the full scope 
of the impacts nuclear weapons have on 
people, animals, lands, and waters.

A lack of access to official records had been 
identified as problematic for many affected 
community members, and this is where our 
initial focus began. But as conversations around 

nuclear archiving grew in our Project, it became 
clear that the problems were far beyond 
simple calls for opening official archives. 
With the increased focus of the international 
community on nuclear affected communities 
- particularly through the imperatives of 
positive obligations within the TPNW - there 
were increasing concerns about creating new 
burdens on already overburdened affected 
community members. 

Compounding this was a seeming lack of 
reciprocal exchange of information back into 
impacted communities. Examples of extractive 
research practices both from governments 
and some academic, media and civil society 
groups were noted. 

The Nuclear Truth Project developed 
protocols for working with nuclear impacted 
communities in 2021-2022, which in part 
recognise that researchers and others are 
accountable to those communities they are 
working alongside, for, or with. This means 
acknowledging that information and data 
collected from individuals and communities 
involves knowledge transfer and production, 
and as such is a resource that has impacts for the 
communities. The protocols urge researchers 
and those seeking knowledge from impacted 
communities to work with collaborative intent, 
and to ensure all data is collected with suitable 
safeguards, that materials are transferred to 
relevant community members and institutions, 
as well as those individuals who provided the 
stories and research materials. 

There are many nuclear archives available, 
of varying relevance to impacted community 
members, but the barriers to accessing 
these remain significant and multifaceted. 
Our Project and the nuclear archive scoping 
team realised there was a need to gain a 
greater understanding of what is available, 
identify gaps within current archives, and to 
investigate access and ethical issues raised by 
people directly impacted or engaged in this 
field. From this, a first stage scoping report 
on nuclear archiving became the focus for the 
NTP in 2023.

Who is this report for?
The report is offered for community members, 
civil society organisations, journalists and 
academic researchers, and governments 
concerned with nuclear accountability. 

The authors have interviewed researchers 
and community activists from the USA, 
Australia, Fiji, Ma’ohi Nui, France and Japan 
to understand barriers that restrict access to 
archives. 

Given the spread of nuclear infrastructure 
across thousands of sites around the world, 
this report is not a comprehensive overview 
of nuclear archives and does not cover the 
diverse range of cultural and political contexts 
where people are challenging nuclear secrecy. 
We acknowledge particular challenges for 
nuclear activists and researchers living under 
colonial administration and authoritarian 
governments.1   Despite these limits, the 
Nuclear Truth Project hopes this report will 
open a broader conversation on the challenges, 
opportunities and ethics of exploring nuclear 
archives. We welcome contributions from 
other communities about their hopes, needs 
and strategies. 

The report highlights the limitations of 
nuclear secrecy, and explores issues related 
to privileged and tiered access. It also invites 
inquiry into what it will take for affected 
communities to be at the centre of work to 
implement Article 6 and 7 of the Treaty on the 
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons at the next 
Meetings of State Parties and beyond.

1.  Despite the many challenges of documenting the 
lived experience of nuclear survivors in China, Israel 
or the former Soviet Union, there is a growing body of 
research on affected communities that draws on local 
testimony, such as Togzhan Kassenova: Atomic Steppe - 
How Kazakhstan Gave Up the Bomb (Stanford University 
Press, 2022); or “Nuclear Testing: Suppression of Uyghur 
Activism” in Without land, there is no life (Uyghur Human 
Rights Project, 2016). 
For first-hand testimony from Hibakusha, see Hibakusha 
Stories, hibakushastories.org/hibakusha-testimonies. 
For first-hand accounts of nuclear harm from frontline 
community members, see Nuclear Voices 
www.nuclearvoices.org/testimonies and Peace Boat’s “2021 
World Nuclear Survivors Forum” 
peaceboat.org/english/news/stories-of-survival-WNSF. For 
further survivor testimonies of nuclear weapons testing, 
see International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons, 
www.icanw.org/storytelling. For a statement from First 
Nations nuclear test survivors in Australia, see 
icanw.org.au/statement-nuclear-testing.

chapter one
INTRODUCTION

~ Dimity Hawkins
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The term archive is used to describe collections 
of materials. These could be in the form of 
paper documents, digital, video, photos, 
letters, personal papers, newspapers, music, 
artworks, cultural materials, oral interview 
recordings, meeting records, government 
documents, ephemera, and the like. 

These materials are usually subject specific 
and may be collected, maintained, and 
made accessible by a variety of entities: 
governments (federal, state, local), national 
archives, colleges, and universities libraries, 
state libraries, historical societies, museums, 
galleries, and interested community 
organisations and groups. In different 
countries other terms may also cover such 
materials. In the United States, for example, 
the term repositories often refer to a digital 
collection of materials authored by employees 
of that organization. An example is a university 
repository that collects, houses, and makes 
accessible research output conducted by their 
employees (faculty, students, grant recipients, 
medical researchers.)

Nuclear archives is a broad term to describe 
records relating to aspects of nuclear activities – 
from uranium mining, nuclear power, weapons 
production and storage, nuclear weapons use 
and testing, nuclear accidents, and nuclear 
waste dumping. These can involve technical 
data including medical, scientific, and military, 
or policy, reports, treaties, historical accounts, 
or records of communities impacted by these 
activities, depending on the purpose and 
direction of the archive.

Nuclear archives can cover many different 
contexts, from official and often restricted 
governmental agencies or intergovernmental 
bodies, through to community held archives. 
Therefore, issues of access and questions of 
priorities within archives can create barriers or 
difficulties for affected community members 
when seeking out information. There are 
issues around how academia and some 
civil society and government processes 
bias research that prioritizes academic and 
or international advocacy. There can be 

limitations on sharing of work from researchers 
to affected communities, due to official 
secrecy restrictions. Equally, there are calls for 
those seeking to knowledge share between 
impacted communities, creating community 
knowledge networks that are driven from and 
centralising the lived experience of those at 
the frontline of impacts. Further issues around 
knowledge centralisation and decentralisation, 
tiered and privileged access, data sovereignty, 
and ownership of knowledge are explored 
further in this report.

Primary material can be found in a wide range 
of places. Finding information within these 
various locations may be daunting; akin to 
putting together a puzzle. You may need to 
find and use archival material from a variety of 
locations to satisfy your search. The chapter 
on strategies for approaching nuclear archives 
offers starting points for researchers coming to 
this issue for the first time.

Many different archives can hold nuclear 
content. Broadly, but not exhaustively, these 
include the following examples:

1.  Government Archives collect materials 
related to national, state, and local entities. In 
some nations these will be selectively digitized, 
and more available to the public. In other 
states where human and financial resources 
for this work may be scarce, digitisation is not 
a priority, so access depends on researchers 
going into the archives to view copies. Many 
governments have processes to apply for access 
and protocols for researchers engaging in the 
archives. Materials available in government 
archives vary – some are “declassified,” others 
remain subject to review, or remain closed 
due to nuclear secrecy. Therefore, there may 
be a lengthy period between the subject of 
the material and the release of the material to 
the public. (examples of national archives with 
nuclear content include: National Archives of 
Australia; DOE in USA; Turnbull archive in the 
Aotearoa/NZ National Library; RMI National 
Nuclear Commission; Presidential libraries 
in the USA, and more. See the NTP website 
for a selected collection of French and USA 
archives.) 

2.  Expert/Special Interest Archives may be 
found through intergovernmental and other 
expert organisations with nuclear content 
(example: IEER; IAEA; CTBTO; SIPRI; FAS; etc)

3.   Community and civil society organisations 
collect materials related to local histories and 
communities. Historically marginalized groups 
and groups with specific interests often work to 
collect, preserve, and share related materials. 
(examples: Reaching Critical Will; Hibakusha 
Stories; ICAN Australia; ICAN mapping of 
nuclear weapon testing impacts; Peace Boat’s 
Nuclear Survivor Forum 2021; Nuclear Voices; 
Atomic Archive; FoE Australia; Australian 
Nuclear Free Alliance; Youngsolwara Pacific; 
and more) 

4. Academic archives collect materials 
related to the school itself and often include a 
Special Collections division that often houses 
the papers of authors, artists, researchers, 
writers, related to the school, state, or special 
interest. Often colleges and universities have 
specialized research programs that have items 
of interest. (examples: Pacific Manuscripts 
Bureau (PAMBU) at the Australian National 
University; Pace University’s International 
Disarmament Institute; Princeton’s SGS (co-led) 
project, Moruroa Files; the Pacific Collection 
at the Library of the University of the South 
Pacific; and more)

5.  Artist archives explore opening archives 
and capturing or exposing nuclear stories. This 
can take many forms, and sometimes will cross 
over galleries, museums or other institutions 
who may house these collections (examples: 
Concrete Archives from Yhonnie Scarce and 
Lisa Radford; Gabriella Hirst; the Arte Nucleare 
collection at the Tate Modern; etc)

6.  Museums and galleries collect artwork 
and artifacts, to exhibit to the public. They 
hold libraries that may or may not allow public 
access.

7.  Corporate Archives collect materials 
related to the history of the business and 
its policies. Most often available only to 
employees of the company.

8.  Historical Societies collect materials 
related to the history of a region, may also 
collect non-government/community interest 
materials. Letters and other artefacts of local 
community members can sometimes be found 
in local historical societies.

9.   Religious Archives collect materials 
related to that religious organization. If such 
institutions have been involved in protest 
movements, for example, they may hold 
records of these files. Often these materials 
are not open to the public but may still be 
worth approaching.

10.  Tribal Archives may be found in some 
communities, collecting materials of local 
cultural and governmental histories. 

There are many other types of archives, and 
a later chapter details alternative ways of 
engaging in the search for  
nuclear information. 

chapter two
WHAT ARE NUCLEAR ARCHIVES?

~ Carla Cantagallo and Dimity Hawkins
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As examples, the Nuclear Truth Project has 
compiled a selected list of nuclear archives 
in two nuclear weapon states (the USA 
and France). We hope these examples will 
provide a model that can be built on in 
further projects.  

Find these lists and other resources on 
the NTP website: nucleartruthproject.org

USA archives ~ Carla Cantagallo
When considering archival research in 
the United States, most people think 
of the National Archives and Records 
Administration (NARA). NARA was 
established in 1934 (yet has holdings 
back to 1775) and is the nation’s record 
keeper. As such, it maintains documents 
and materials from the U.S. Federal 
Government. NARA only maintains those 
materials that are judged to be of lasting 
value – from NARA’s website: “…because 
they are important to the workings of 
Government, have long-term research 
worth, or provide information of value to 
citizens.” 

As there is no “one-stop location” for 
archival materials in the U.S., the document 
found on the NTP website lists a variety of 
archives containing information relating to 
nuclear research. This list is a starting point 
for archival research in the U.S.; it lists types 
of resources to consider investigating for 
more information and insight from a variety 
of different archives, each with different 
missions, which direct their acquisition of 
materials. Finally, this list should also serve 
to ignite your curiosity. Your need to find 
answers will not be satisfied by just one 
source, but a variety of sources found in a 
variety of archives.

French Archives ~ Nic Maclellan
After a July 2021 roundtable in Paris, the 
French State established a government 
commission to begin declassifying 
many official documents on its nuclear 
testing program in the South Pacific: the 
Commission d’ouverture des archives 
des essais nucléaires en Polynésie 
française. The French government has 
now established a number of websites, to 
begin collating details of the numerous 
institutions involved in its nuclear program, 
including collections of historical military 
documents and images through the 
Service historique de la Défense (SHD) and 
a special ‘Mémoire des hommes’ website 
dedicated to the nuclear testing program 
in Ma’ohi Nui (French Polynesia). 

On the NTP website, there are also details 
of a range of community websites that 
gather documents, audio recordings 
and testimonies, from church and non-
government organisations, citizen 
scientists, and associations of the French 
military personnel and local workers who 
staffed the nuclear test sites in Algeria and 
Ma’ohi Nui.

case study
USA AND FRENCH NUCLEAR ARCHIVES

~ Carla Cantagallo and Nic Maclellan

chapter three
ACCESSING NUCLEAR TRUTH AND ARCHIVES

~ Marco de Jong and Nic Maclellan
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Archives play a crucial role in establishing 
nuclear truth. Like lingering radioactivity, they 
exist as fragmentary traces and embodied 
pasts, helping us to understand historical events 
and how they were felt.1 In their conventional 
form, nuclear archives are collections of 
records detailing nuclear operations that are 
preserved for future reference and research, 
often by governments. Broadly conceived, 
archives extend beyond traditional physical 
repositories to encompass a wide variety of 
materials and cultural productions—including 
artwork, audiovisual materials, photographs, 
manuscripts, and more. For an honest and 
robust account of benefits and harms arising 
from nuclear activities, it is imperative that the 
public has access to a full range of nuclear 
information.

This chapter confronts issues of access and 
accessibility in nuclear archives. The first 
section investigates “nuclear secrecy” and the 
various ways that states can control access to 
nuclear information. It argues that states have 
developed strategies that make it difficult 
to access archives—namely to “restrict”, 
“scatter”, and “discredit”—but these exploit 
a lack of accountability and come with 
immense associated social costs. The second 
section explores practical barriers to access in 
repositories and how these interact with nuclear 
secrecy to give “privileged access” to certain 
groups. It argues that repositories’ openness 
does not necessarily create accessibility, and 
the perspectives and priorities of nuclear 
affected communities are disadvantaged by 
a system still governed by privileged access. 
The final section considers nuclear affected 
testimony and its role in making nuclear truth 
more accessible. It suggests testimony has the 
power to shift narratives and power away from 
states in determining nuclear truth, but that 
issues of ongoing community access and data 
sovereignty must be addressed.  

1  Matthew Bolton, interview with Marco de 
Jong, March 2023.

Nuclear Secrecy
Nuclear secrecy is the deliberate concealment 
or restriction of access to information related 
to nuclear weapons, nuclear energy, or nuclear 
technology. Nuclear states have a variety of 
strategies to uphold this secrecy, not all of 
which necessarily involve classifying archives. 
This section details three strategies used by 
the United Kingdom, France, and Japan, to 
“restrict”, “scatter”, and “discredit”. It includes 
a more detailed case study concerning France, 
which shows how these strategies interact 
in real time and to the detriment of nuclear 
affected communities in Algeria.   

Restrict—Britain and France
The first, and most obvious strategy to maintain 
secrecy is to classify or otherwise restrict 
access to nuclear information. In the case 
of government archives, most are restricted 
for a period after passing out of active 
consideration. Duration varies between states, 
but is commonly 10–50 years, depending on 
the contents of the file and its classification, 
commonly either “restricted”, “confidential”, 
or “secret”, with each denoting longer 
periods. Nuclear files are some of the most 
tightly controlled, with restriction lasting up 
to 100 years or extended indefinitely. Many 
justifications are given for such restrictions, 
most often that opening nuclear archives 
might reveal defence capabilities and 
technological secrets in ways that impinge 
upon national security, international relations, 
or progress towards nuclear non-proliferation. 
These are often accompanied by more general 
justifications surrounding individuals’ personal 
information and the ability of officials to provide 
free and frank advice, which, if disclosed, 
might compromise the effective functioning 
of the civil service. These concerns must be 
balanced with public calls for transparency 
and accountability and affected communities’ 
right to know of the harms arising from nuclear 
activities. 

case study / page 7 
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The assumption is that repositories will move 
towards openness (however gradually or 
unfairly). This has not always proved the case. In 
2018, the United Kingdom withdrew access to 
thousands of nuclear files without explanation, 
prompting accusations of political expediency. 
The files belong to the “ES” and “AB” file 
series, concerning the United Kingdom’s 
Atomic Weapons Establishment and Atomic 
Energy Authority. As well as information on 
civilian nuclear power development, they 
contain information about the 21 weapons 
tests the United Kingdom conducted from 1952 
to 1958, first in Australia at the Montebello 
Islands, Maralinga and Emu Field, and then 
in Kiribati at Malden and Christmas (Kiritimati) 
islands. Australian journalism academic 
and science communicator Elizabeth Tynan 
witnessed a series of smaller redactions made 
prior to the mass withdrawal in December 
2018. She explains what this means for the 
state of health knowledge: 

There is a lot we do not know about 
Montebello. And I would also say 
there’s still a lot we don’t know about 
Emu Field and Maralinga, even 
though I’ve written books on both 
those subjects… 

I had been to London a couple of 
times before that mass withdrawal… 
but a lot of the Emu Field files were 
already redacted. They were already 
either entire files or parts of files that 
had been removed by the Ministry 
of Defence in the UK. So, when I 
was there in August of 2018, I put in 
a couple of freedom of information 
requests on some Emu Field files. And 

quite soon after that all the files were 
withdrawn, I don’t know whether it was 
related [but] I never could get to the 
core sensitive weapons information 
that I really wanted, particularly in 
the light of the black mist that is a 
phenomenon associated with Totem 1 
at Emu Field. I was never able to get 
at those documents. And so, we still 
don’t know, even though I spent four 
years researching...2

The lack of communication surrounding the 
withdrawal concerns Tynan, who notes how 
issues of redress are highly politicised. ‘Until 
recently’, she says, ‘the British government 
has, not even slightly, not even a little bit, 
recognised the suffering of their own service 
personnel’.3 This was until former Prime 
Minister Boris Johnson platformed veterans’ 
calls for recognition and a service medal—
itself likely a political act designed to win 
favour from certain demographics, and one 
that radically constrained nuclear victimhood. 
Promises were made to open files following a 
newspaper campaign, but this was not taken 
up by successive governments. Tynan believes 
a colonial mindset persists and that given the 
lack of acknowledgement for British service 
people, ‘there’s therefore no chance that they 
will recognise the suffering of Indigenous 
people’.4 

The distrust arising from nuclear secrecy 
and actions like file withdrawal can itself be 
traumatic and compound colonial harms. Tynan 
mentions how in the case of the Australian 
nuclear tests, the black mist is associated 
with far-reaching psychological and spiritual 
damage within Indigenous communities who 
have been kept in the dark:

Another part of Indigenous suffering, 
which I think is very under-recognised, 
is the psychological suffering that 
all of this has caused. Yes, there’s 
certainly physical suffering caused 
by things like the black mist, and by 
displacement, and all of those sorts of 
things, but you know, the pervading 
fear through the Maralinga lands, 
through the Western Desert, is not 
something that’s so easy to quantify. 

2  Elizabeth Tynan, interview with Marco de 
Jong, March 2023. 
3  Tynan, interview.
4  Tynan, interview.

But it is very, very real…

Now, whenever someone in the village 
gets sick, then they attribute it. [In] the 
case of Emu Field, we know where the 
Black Mist went. And we understand 
the physical environment, the physical 
damage that it did in that environment. 
But what is a whole lot less recognised 
is where the Black Mist didn’t go, but 
people still suffered because of the 
fear associated—because they knew 
what had happened to people at 
Wallatinna. So if they’re at Ernabella, 
they started to wonder about whether 
the measles epidemic, for example, 
was related. That has caused immense 
suffering.5 

The British case is notable for the fact that 
documents were withdrawn having previously 
been open access. As of writing, a five-stage 
review is ongoing and approximately 67,000 
files have been re-released into the public 
domain.6 The final stage of the review began 
in November 2021 involving the files deemed 
most sensitive and no official updates have 
been provided since then. The 70th anniversary 
of UK testing in Australia extends between 
1952-57, with further bomb development trials 
up until 1963, so the withdrawal of files comes 
at a time of growing interest in the health and 
environmental legacies of the tests. Whether 
or not the files were withdrawn expediently, 
Tynan reiterates that the political incentive of 
not having to acknowledge victims or provide 
them compensation is not reason enough to 
indefinitely restrict.7   

Similar problems of restrictions to access 
arise in France, despite the creation of a new 
declassification commission in 2021. While 
further release of information can help clarify 
details, open new paths of analysis or broaden 
understanding of the number of people 
affected by nuclear testing or waste dumping, 
many French archivists are still conservative 

5  Tynan, interview.
6  UK government, “Review of nuclear archive 
records update”, July 2021 and 25 November 2021, UK 
government website, www.gov.uk/government/publica-
tions/review-of-nuclear-archive-records/review-of-nu-
clear-archive-records-update-july-2021;  www.gov.uk/
government/publications/review-of-nuclear-archive-re-
cords/review-of-nuclear-archive-records-novem-
ber-2021(accessed June 2023).
7  Tynan, interview.

when it comes to declassifying documents.8 
Many documents from nuclear archives are 
only declassified after redactions that hide 
crucial information are made.

In past decades, there were also examples 
where French archives have been opened and 
then closed again. After the end of nuclear 
testing, a historian from the University of 
French Polynesia began researching in nuclear 
archives stored at the Château de Vincennes in 
1998-2000 – he was required to travel to Paris 
from Tahiti and look at documents on site, 
with no photocopies authorised.9 However, 
later some of these files were again closed 
to access, after 2008 French legislation that 
allowed authorities to indefinitely withhold 
‘information allowing for design, fabrication, 
usage, or locating of nuclear weapons’. With 
previously accessible files no longer open, 
the historian was not supposed to reuse 
material from those files that had already been 
published in his books.

One objectionable provision of the 2008 
legislation was that any document with 
a classified stamp had to be restamped 
“declassified” before it could be released, but 
that action could only be undertaken by the 
agency that classified the document in the first 
place. The fifty-year timeline was measured 
from the last, not the first, document contained 
in a file.

By 2021, pressure was mounting on the French 
State, as the Government of French Polynesia 
and Ma’ohi church, community and political 
organisations sought greater transparency. 
That year France’s highest administrative court, 
the Conseil d’État, overturned provisions of this 
legislation that had extended the classification 
of documents from 25 to 50 years, especially 
those related to national security. 

Today, the French government has proudly 
proclaimed its opening of nuclear archives, 
but accessing material is often difficult (see 
case study, below). Even today, with the new 
declassification commission, the process takes 
some time, as each individual document must 
be analysed, with a small proportion being 
withheld from public access. The declassified 
documents are often released in a group, and 

8  For discussion, see Austin R. Cooper: “A 
new window into France’s nuclear history”, Bulletin of 
Atomic Scientists, 16 September 2022
9  Jean Marc Regnault, interview with Nic 
Maclellan, June 2023.
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then it takes time for researchers to investigate 
and find material not previously released.

Despite new websites, researchers often 
struggle to find where the relevant documents 
are located and only stumble across them by 
accident. For some documents, researchers 
may require the approval of people who have 
donated them or family members, which 
is not always forthcoming. There are some 
archival resources that cannot be shared 
with the public: they contain personal or 
family information, information that could 
be dangerous for national security or cause 
political embarrassment to a particular 
individual.   

Nuclear secrecy advances a politics of 
concealment, colonialism, and convenience. 
Restriction of access creates information 
disparity that is unjust and itself a threat to 
nuclear truth. Where information vacuums 
exist, partial information or selective 
acknowledgment have been inserted, likely 
to political ends. This has proved deeply 
undemocratic. 

Scatter—France 

Another major structural problem for nuclear 
survivors is that relevant archives are scattered 
in a variety of locations, each with their own 
access standards and procedures. People 
from Ma’ohi Nui (French Polynesia), who seek 
greater transparency about the 193 French 
nuclear tests in their islands, must travel halfway 
around the globe to access state archives.

In July 2021, French President Emmanuel 
Macron announced that France would open 
access to its nuclear archives, releasing 
government documents about 36 years of 
nuclear testing in France’s overseas colonies. 
Tens of thousands of documents have since 
been declassified for public access, under 
the Commission d’ouverture des archives des 
essais nucléaires en Polynésie française, a 
government commission initiated after a July 
2021 roundtable in Paris.

This declassification initiative has faced 
critiques from nuclear survivors who argue 
that there are still significant barriers to 
transparency, including: logistic challenges 
to access dispersed nuclear archives; lack of 
resourcing for archives; ongoing classification 
restrictions; silence on nuclear testing in 
Algeria; and privileged access for some 
researchers to the detriment of affected 
communities.

After the end of French testing in 1996, 
many archives relating to Ma’ohi Nui were 
repatriated to mainland France, to the Chateau 
de Vincennes on the outskirts of Paris and 
other archives scattered around the country. 
However, for many years, there was no proper 
cataloguing and labelling of relevant files, 
which made it difficult for university scholars, 
researchers or journalists who were able to 
obtain derogations (approval) to access files.

Finding information was often haphazard 
before declassification began. One example 
from the late 1990s was a journalist from the 
Nouvelle Observateur magazine who was 
researching the war in Algeria but came across 
documents about French nuclear testing. He 
managed to copy them before the archives 
authorities seized back the box of documents 
and forbade access.

One central problem for affected communities 
in Algeria and Ma’ohi Nui is that the key 
nuclear archives are located in France, at 
widely dispersed locations. As researcher 
Patrice Bouveret notes:

The archives are in Paris, so how can 
indigenous people from Ma’ohi Nui 
have access without travelling to Paris? 
You have to travel halfway round the 
world! It’s complicated, but possible 
to do this. However such research 
requires extensive time and financial 
resources, because the documents 
relevant to nuclear testing are not all 
in one place. Some documents are 
located within the National Archives, 
but others can be found with the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in a different 
location, or the Presidential archives.10 

France’s Armed Forces Ministry has now 
established a searchable website of historical 
military documents and images, entitled 
‘Service historique de la Défense’ (SHD). 
Established in 2005, the SHD is attached to the 
Directorate of Memory, Heritage and Archives 
(SGA / DMPA), created by the merger of the 
four historical services of the French Army, 
Navy and Air Force and the Gendarmerie.

SHD archives relating to the history of nuclear 
testing in Ma’ohi Nui are mainly kept by the 
Centre historique des archives (CHA) at the 
Château de Vincennes, a former fortress and 

10  Patrice Bouveret, OBSARM, interview with 
Nic Maclellan, May 2023.

royal residence on the eastern edge of Paris. 
However the SHD is spread over several 
sites in Vincennes, Cherbourg, Brest, Lorient, 
Rochefort, Toulon and Caen, with depots in Le 
Blanc and Fontainebleau. 

The SHD website acknowledges this dispersion 
of documents and media:

There is no single location bringing 
together all the archives relating to 
nuclear testing in French Polynesia 
kept at the SHD. In their origin and 
structure, these archives reflect the 
history and activity of the large number 
of government ministries involved in 
various capacities in the nuclear tests 
carried out in French Polynesia.11 

As Ma’ohi campaigner Hinamoeura Cross 
notes: 

It’s not metres of archives, it’s 
kilometres. If you want to read the 
archives, it’s all your life that you’re 
going to spend on it.12 

Despite these new measures to increase 
accessibility to nuclear archives, many Ma’ohi 
people have called for a public archive of 
nuclear materials in Tahiti. Patrice Bouveret 
notes:

For more than a decade, there has 
been a proposal to create a Centre 
de Memoire and an archival centre 
in Tahiti, to allow the Ma’ohi people 
to access this information. There is a 
need for a repatriation of information, 
to make this history visible and 
accessible to the local population 
– people from the outer atolls can’t 
afford to travel to Paris and spent 
three months burrowing through the 
archives to find information directly 
relevant to this situation.13 

The debate about creating an archival centre 
in Tahiti is complicated by the issue of control. 
While there are calls for the French government 
to contribute to the financial costs of such a 
project (such as purchasing appropriate land 
and constructing a centre), there is much 
resistance to the French state controlling 
the subject matter of any memorial. Another 

11  Service historique de la Défense : www.ser-
vicehistorique.sga.defense.gouv.fr/
12  Hinamoeura Cross, interview with Nic 
Maclellan, June 2023.
13  Bouveret, interview.

cultural problem arises because the history of 
the nuclear testing era is not only captured 
in documents, but often related through 
oral testimony—and personal memory is 
disappearing as the generations pass. 

Discredit—Japan
Nuclear archives are situated in a broader 
information hierarchy that can be used to 
uphold secrecy. The following passages 
explore strategies states have used to mould 
public opinion and discredit anti-nuclear 
advocacy.

By emphasising the highly technical aspects 
of nuclear knowledge and by controlling 
assessments of harms, states have long avoided 
public scrutiny. Even if archives are open, the 
amount of effort and specialised knowledge 
required to access and interpret official studies 
means citizens cannot effectively audit nuclear 
activities. Civil society organisations and anti-
nuclear advocates start from a huge resource 
and information disparity. When criticism does 
arise, concern can be dismissed with reference 
to authoritative accounts, many of which are 
state-sponsored or confidential. 

States are incentivised to shape broader 
public narratives about nuclearism to protect 
(or even advance) this state of affairs. In the 
case of Japan, where anti-nuclearism has been 
a popular cause for decades but threatens key 
alliances and the unchecked operation of the 
nuclear power industry, Kazuyo Yamane speaks 
of a covert effort to manipulate the information 
climate. In her field of peace education, she 
reports a variety of instances where content 
perceived to be anti-nuclear has been altered 
in or removed from schoolbooks: 

There are exhibitions of school 
textbooks, from elementary school to 
high school, at Kyoto Public Library. 
So, I go there and check some points, 
like how atomic bombing is described. 
(Not much). And I wondered, how can 
children learn the danger of nuclear 
weapons? Also, I checked Fukushima 
nuclear accident in [a] school textbook. 
And I found that huge tsunami waves 
were emphasised. And I couldn’t 
find any description of the danger 
of radiation upon people. And I also 
thought, wow, how can children learn 
about the danger of nuclear weapons 
and nuclear power plants? So this is 
really problematic…



France began its nuclear testing program 
in the vast expanse of the Sahara Desert. 
In its overseas colony Algérie française, 
the French government conducted four 
atmospheric tests at Reggane between 
February 1960 and April 1961, followed 
by a series of underground tests at In Eker, 
from November 1961 until February 1966.  

Most of the underground tests (11 of 13) 
were carried out after the March 1962 
Evian Peace Accord, which confirmed the 
independence of Algeria but allowed the 
French state to maintain military installations 
– and the nuclear testing sites – for years 
after independence.1 During this time, the 
French government began construction 
of new testing sites in the South Pacific, 
the Centre d’expérimentation du Pacifique 
(CEP).2 

After the last test in Algeria on 16 February 
1966, the program was seamlessly 
transferred across the world, for the first 
atmospheric test on Moruroa atoll, on 2 
July that year. Between 1966 and 1996, 
France then conducted 193 atmospheric 
and underground nuclear tests at Moruroa 
and Fangataufa atolls in Ma’ohi Nui (a local 
Polynesian name for France’s South Pacific 
dependency of French Polynesia).

Today, tens of thousands of French archival 
documents on the nuclear era have been 
declassified for public access and the 
French government has created a special 
‘Mémoire des hommes’ website dedicated 

1  Roxanne Panchasi: “No Hiroshima in Africa: 
The Algerian War and the Question of French Nuclear 
Tests in the Sahara”, History of the Present, Vol. 9, No. 
1 (Spring 2019), pp. 84-112; Austin Cooper: “French 
report grapples with nuclear fallout from Algerian War”, 
Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, 3 March 2021.
https://thebulletin.org/2021/03/french-report-grap-
ples-with-nuclear-fallout-from-algerian-war/
2  Jean-Marc Regnault, La Bombe française dans 
le Pacifique – L’implantation 1957-1964 (Papeete: Scoop, 
1993).

to the nuclear testing program in Ma’ohi 
Nui.3

Despite this initiative, the declassification 
process only relates to archives on the 
Pacific testing program – not the earlier 
tests in Algeria. The ongoing refusal of 
French authorities to open access to 
documents about the Reggane and In 
Eker tests is based on the logic that French 
Polynesia is still considered part of France, 
whereas Algeria has been independent 
since 1962. Nuclear researcher Austin 
Cooper argues that:

This split in French nuclear history 
– between Algeria and Polynesia – 
is artificial. Similar French entities, 
and often the same French 
officials, directed the Algerian 
and Polynesian sites. The reason 
for French transparency about 
the Polynesian sites, but not the 
Algerian ones, stems from French 
politics. Polynesia, and its semi-
autonomous government, are 
part of France. Algeria won its 
independence in a bloody war 
of decolonisation that coincided 
with the first French nuclear 
explosions. Algeria remains a 
touchy subject in France.4

3  ‘Mémoire des hommes’ website : https://www.
memoiredeshommes.sga.defense.gouv.fr/fr/arkotheque/
inventaires/ead_ir_consult.php?ref=Essais_Polynesie
4  Austin Cooper: “A new window into 
France’s nuclear history”, Bulletin of Atomic Sci-
entists, 16 September 2022. https://thebulletin.
org/2022/09/a-new-window-into-frances-nucle-
ar-history/?utm_source=Newsletter&utm_me-
dium=Email&utm_campaign=MondayNewslet-
ter092022&utm_content=NuclearRisk_NuclearHistory-
France_09162022#post-heading

As the French State has sought to 
rebuild political and diplomatic ties with 
independent Algeria in recent years, the 
issue of nuclear archives is on the agenda. 
For the first time in 2007, Algeria’s Ministry 
of Moudjahidine hosted an international 
conference of experts, to discuss the 
legacies of French nuclear testing, which 
called for “the lifting of the ‘national 
security’ seal from all archives relating to 
the French nuclear tests and experiments in 
the Algerian Sahara, so that they can serve 
as reference documents for researchers 
and experts.”5

For many years, the topic had been taboo 
in both France and Algeria – the memory of 
11 underground nuclear tests conducted 
after Algeria’s independence was an 
embarrassment for both governments. 
At the 2007 conference, the Algerian 
government acknowledged that much of 
work recording nuclear history had already 
been begun by civil society organisations, 
expressing “our appreciation for the efforts 
taken by non-government organisations 
– especially those in Algeria – for their 
collection of a large number of documents 
and eyewitness testimonies, which will 

5  Ministry of Moudjahidine, République Algéri-
enne Démocratique et Populaire : Recommendations 
from the international conference on “The consequences 
of nuclear testing around the world – the case of the Algeri-
an Sahara”, Algiers, 13 – 14 February 2007.

assist the recording of the history of our 
national movement and the struggle for 
liberation.”6

For example, the French affiliate of 
the International Campaign to Abolish 
Nuclear Weapons (ICAN) has contributed 
to important research on the nuclear 
legacies of French testing in Algeria, with 
reports in French and English.7 ICAN 
continues to produce a range of resources 
and publications in an effort to assist 
nuclear survivors, through the Treaty on 
the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons (in 
French, Traité sur l’interdiction des armes 
nucléaires – TIAN).8

The Macron administration has initiated a 
commission to investigate France’s colonial 
history in Algérie française, with a joint 
Franco-Algerian working group. While the 
issue of nuclear testing is on the agenda, 
it has a lower priority than other French 
State crimes, and any declassification of 
documents about tests at Reggane and In 
Eker would involve decisions from working 
group meetings that have never been 
made public.

6  Ministry of Moudjahidine, op.cit, p2.
7  Jean-Marie Collin and Patrice Bouveret : Sous 
le sable, la radioactivité ! Les déchets des essais nucléaires 
français en Algérie (Fondation Heinrich Böll, juillet 
2020) : https://www.boell.de/sites/default/files/2020-07/
Collin-Bouveret-2020-Sous-le-sable-la-radioactivite.pdf
8  Interview, Jean-Marie Collin, ICAN France, 
May 2023.
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The famous cartoon called Hadashi 
no Gen [Barefoot Gen], which has 
been very popular among children, 
would be cut from the Hiroshima 
City Board of Education’s “Peace 
Education Program” materials for 
municipal elementary and junior high 
schools from 2023. Also, there was a 
description of the Fifth Lucky Dragon 
Boat, that went to Bikini Atoll where 
fishermen were exposed to radiation. 
And this will also be deleted from the 
school textbook by the government. 

I think the governments in both US 
and Japan have been trying to hide 
the effects of radiation upon future 
generations. Because if they admitted 
that, [it] would be necessary for them 
to apologise and compensate… 
And it would not be possible for the 
Japan and the USA to continue to use 
nuclear weapons and nuclear energy, 
or nuclear power plants…14 

This situation, she continues, extends to other 
aspects of public education, notably museums, 
and into the media. Here, a broader nuclear 
culture war is playing out: 

The most, not famous, notorious 
museum is called Yushukan Museum 
in Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo, and that 
glorifies World War Two. [People] visit 
there and they complain because it 
says that Japan liberated other Asian 
countries from European colonialism, 
without mentioning Japan’s aggression 
of them and people’s suffering. So, it’s 
not an honest museum at all. 

My focus is on museums for peace. 
They have various kinds of documents, 
but it’s not from the viewpoint of 
perpetrators. It’s from the viewpoint 
of victims of radiation… 

Public education, school textbooks 
and media [have become] really 
problematic in promoting peace 
education. But it’s possible to say 
that the medium or small sized peace 
museums have been playing an 
important role because they make 
exhibitions which are not available in 

14  Kazuyo Yamane, interview with Marco de 
Jong, March 2023. 

the school textbooks and also in the 
media…15

Because nuclear knowledge is so tightly 
controlled and hierarchical, the media often 
echoes official perspectives. Messages of 
cleanliness, safety, and necessity are constantly 
reiterated; the state is depicted as acting 
rationally, managerially, and in the public 
interest. Lawyer and anti-nuclear advocate 
Mari Inoue explains how this phenomenon is 
shared across countries and can tend towards 
outright censorship:  

Sometimes, mainstream media is just 
repeating what the government has 
been saying. Quite often here in the 
US as well, and probably more in Ja-
pan. And if I tell this to American peo-
ple, activists, they will be surprised 
because you know, United States is 
not the only country that censors nu-
clear related issues. I think it’s worse 
in Japan, unfortunately, even though 
they went through Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki bombings and now the 
Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster. Ja-
pan, unfortunately, became a perpe-
trator of the nuclear industry, with the 
United States, by promoting nuclear 
energy and nuclear technology in the 
world and trying to dump radioactive 
wastewater into the Pacific Ocean by 
disregarding voices from communities 
such as in Fukushima and in the Pacific 
nations… 

At the beginning of the Fukushima di-
saster [in 2011], I started to compare 
some of the news articles published in 
Japan, as well as here in the US and 
Europe. And I started to notice some 
discrepancies in terms of the effects of 
the radiation from the Fukushima Daii-
chi disaster. And that’s how I started 
to see that there are cover ups by the 
Japanese government, soon after the 
disaster…[And] during that research, I 
started to see that it’s such a complex 
field unless you have a background in 
nuclear science, or nuclear engineer-
ing, and those units that they use, like 
becquerels or sieverts, those are so 
difficult for us to understand… 

[With] the new food safety standards 

15  Yamane, Interview.

that the Japanese government adopt-
ed a couple of days after the Fukushi-
ma [disaster]… I started to hear all 
these testimonies by Japanese sci-
entists explaining [how] the lax safety 
standards imposed by Japanese gov-
ernment were not strict enough… In 
terms of radioactive caesium, the gov-
ernment said that 500 becquerels per 
kilogram or lower was a safe amount 
for the public, but according to Jap-
anese scientists, 100 becquerels per 
kilogram of radioactive caesium was 
considered “radioactive waste” be-
fore the disaster… The Japanese gov-
ernment was saying that it is safe to 
give such contaminated food to preg-
nant women or babies or children… 

Once we knew that, we had an ob-
ligation to share it with people, say-
ing that we have to request a stricter 
safety standard. So that was one of 
the policy recommendations that was 
published in August 2011. And other 
scientific teams and groups joined, 
raising awareness against these kinds 
of inadequate safety standards. Final-
ly, in April 2012, the Japanese govern-
ment decided to introduce a stricter 
safety standard of 100 becquerels per 
kilogram in terms of radioactive cae-
sium. But there was another one-year 
transitional period. So, it took almost 
two years from the beginning of the 
disaster to implement stricter food 
safety standard, but still, I think that 
it was an important step for Japanese 
people to have stricter safety stan-
dards in terms of food safety.16

Ultimately, the complexity and sensitivity of 
nuclear science does not absolve states from 
a duty to provide accurate or accessible public 
education. The case of Japan shows the temp-
tation to manipulate public opinion to dis-
credit anti-nuclear concern. Here, science has 
been used undemocratically to uphold nuclear 
secrecy for the sake of political convenience. 
This has had serious implications for access to 
balanced nuclear information and we might 
note the role that independent museums and 
universities have assumed accordingly. Com-
munity responses are discussed further below.

16  Mari Inoue, interview with Marco de Jong, 
March 2023. 

Conclusion on Nuclear Secrecy 
That is, in part, how nuclear secrecy 
works. There is stuff that is deeply 
classified. But there’s also stuff that’s 
just marginalised or not amplified – 
Matthew Bolton.17 

Nuclear secrecy is deliberate, but secrets can 
be open or closed. This section has detailed 
the ways states have obstructed access to nu-
clear truth, whether directly through the restric-
tion of files, or indirectly through techniques 
designed to distract or discredit. It recognis-
es that while classification and scientific gate-
keeping may have legitimate uses, that these 
systems are also politically integrated, lack ac-
countability, and are open to exploitation. So, 
while the United Kingdom, France, and Japan 
have acted cynically, the effects are not limit-
ed to accessing official information. What this 
section also reveals, then, is the tremendous 
associated costs of nuclear secrecy upheld un-
justly: for victim recognition, colonial redress, 
health outcomes, accurate education, media 
reliability, and trust in government. 

17  Bolton, interview.



The Manhattan Project began in late 1942, 
in order to build atomic weapons in three 
secret communities across the nation. This 
brought along with it a secrecy project 
of unprecedented scope, initiated and 
sustained with private corporate partners. 
The first atomic bomb was built in Los Alamos, 
New Mexico, during World War II under a 
program called the Manhattan Project. One 
bomb, using plutonium, was successfully 
tested on July 16, 1945, at Trinity, a site 120 
miles south of Albuquerque, New Mexico.

The first atomic bomb to be used in warfare 
used uranium. It was dropped by the United 
States on Hiroshima, Japan, on August 6, 
1945. The next atomic bomb to be exploded 
was of the plutonium type; it was dropped 
on Nagasaki on August 9, 1945, producing 
a blast equal to 21,000 tons of TNT.

After the war, the United States conducted 
test explosions of atomic bombs in the Pacific 
Proving Grounds in the Marshall Islands 
(especially Bikini and Enewetak  atolls) and 
in Nevada.

In subsequent years, the Soviet Union (1949), 
Great Britain (1952), France (1960), China 
(1964), India (1974), Pakistan (1998), and 
North Korea (2006) tested fission weapons 
of their own. Israel is the only nuclear armed 
state that has not declared their nuclear 
weapons possession through nuclear testing. 

In 1944, uranium mining under the U.S 
military’s Manhattan Project began on Navajo 
Nation lands and on Lakota Nation lands, 
both sovereign Native American Nations. On 
August 1, 1946, the responsibility for atomic 
science and technology was transferred 
from the military to the United States Atomic 
Energy Commission. 

Afterward, widespread uranium mining 
began on Navajo and Lakota lands in a 

nuclear arms race with the Soviet Union 
during the Cold War.

The Navajo, answering the call from the 
United States for uranium ore to support 
the Manhattan Project during World War II, 
allowed extensive mining on their lands in 
the American Southwest. During the Cold 
War, the Navajo Nation allowed five uranium 
mills to be built, enabling production of 
weapons-grade, enriched uranium. The 
tribe benefitted from these activities with 
increased employment for its members, 
who often lived and raised families in close 
proximity to the mines and mills. In the end, 
nearly four million tons of uranium ore were 
extracted from Navajo lands.

From the late 1940s through the 1960s, 
Kerr-McGee Corporation mined more than 
7 million tons of ore on or near the Navajo 
Nation, leaving behind uranium mine sites 
that included contaminated waste rock piles. 
Exposure to uranium in soil, dust, air, and 
groundwater, as well as through rock piles 
and structural materials used for building 
can pose risks to human health, according 
to the EPA.

One company, Anadarko Petroleum, and 
its subsidiary Kerr-McGee recently paid $1 
billion to the Navajo Nation for cleanup and 
as compensation to people living with the 
effects of uranium contamination. But one-
third of the mining companies have shut 
down or have run out of money.

And yet today, the devastating legacy 
of radioactive contamination from mill 
wastes and from hundreds of abandoned 
uranium mines haunt the tribe and threatens 
existential Navajo ways.

case study
THE MANHATTAN PROJECT, THE BOMB

AND THE NAVAJO NATION
~ Pam Kingfisher
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Accessing Official Documents
The following sections explore issues of access 
with specific reference to official documents 
held within government repositories. It follows 
the research process, identifying problems in 
the order they are likely to be encountered by 
first-time researchers, before situating them 
against broader structures that restrict access.

Practical and Personal Barriers to Access  
For many, access issues begin far from the 
doors of repositories. Archival research 
involving documents is time intensive and 
often involves travel, making it both costly 
and logistically difficult. Visa requirements and 
language barriers complicate things further. 
Some repositories charge fees to access or 
copy documents, which are often beyond the 
finances of Indigenous affected communities.

These practical barriers deepen the structural 
inaccessibility of repositories themselves. It is 
worth emphasising that repositories can be 
confronting and confusing places, especially 
for newcomers. Imposing grey exteriors and 
hushed reading rooms are regular features. 
Catalogues may be incomplete or hard to 
navigate, file descriptions may be brief or 
misleading. Without prior knowledge of the 
government structures that filing systems map 
onto, most users rely on keyword searches or 
the help of staff. Some might meet a helpful 
archivist and immediately find relevant 
files. Others may arrive unaware of crucial 
information, that documents are often kept 
offsite for example, and waste a day of a short 
trip. Interviewees speaking from a range of 
experience about their use of government 
archives all identified the opaqueness of 
archival systems as a barrier to access.

Repositories are frequently underfunded 
and are themselves grappling with difficult 
questions of openness and access. Archivists 
and librarians, many of whom are personally 
committed to accessibility, are underequipped. 
Space restraints are common, necessitating 
moves to offsite storage and advanced 
bookings to view records. The COVID-19 
pandemic demanded tight controls across all 
public institutions at a time when patronage 
at reading rooms was thought to be declining 
already. Repositories have been forced to 
justify their resources and make trade-offs. 
Digitisation has been a common response, with 
the promise that it will democratise access and 
reduce cost. For the meantime, however, it has 
meant fewer staff for core operations and even 

reduced reading room opening hours in some 
cases.18 And because most governments have 
fallen behind in declassifying historic files—
leaving them in archive “purgatory” while 
awaiting review—there is well-founded doubt 
that state-led digitisation will offer solutions for 
those researchers engaging sensitive topics. 
There can also be cultural problems with the 
destruction of rare, original materials after 
digitalisation in crowded repositories.

Such issues are not specific to nuclear archives 
but are likely to impact affected communities 
disproportionately. Many affected community 
members are themselves multiply marginalised 
and have been historically underserved by 
government institutions. First-time feelings 
of smallness and confusion are widely felt; 
however, some interviewees have reported 
feeling out of place or even unwelcome within 
repositories.19 It was pointed out that the 
feelings of disempowerment and distance 
from information is an ongoing part of the 
nuclear colonial experience, and repositories, 
intentionally or not, can come to embody that 
for communities. And because finding relevant 
information often relies on an understanding 
of the internal, in this case nuclear colonial, 
logic of the repository, access for community 
members means learning to think in alien, 
even violent, ways.

The important point here is that openness 
does not equal accessibility. Given the 
practical barriers to access, we might question 
the completeness of declassification without 
equitable structural reform. Without the tools to 
undertake effective archival research, doctoral 
candidate Ruoyu Li reflects, ‘sheer volume 
[becomes the] classifying mechanism’.20 

Privileged Access
Repositories operate within a tiered system 
of access that disadvantages nuclear affected 
communities and their priorities for nuclear 
archives. This section describes how tiered 
access arises and how it interacts with 
professionalism and privilege to produce 
further inequities.

18  New Zealand archives opening hours changed 
in 2021 to prioritise digitisation: https://www.archives.
govt.nz/about-us/whats-new/our-reading-room-hours-
are-changing
19  KDee Ma’ia’i, personal correspondence with 
Marco de Jong, May 2023.
20  Ruoyu Li, interview with Marco de Jong, 
June 2023.
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In the first instance, tiered access is not the 
result of policy but rather stems from the 
userbase of nuclear repositories—which, in 
practice, predominantly consists of research 
professionals. We have heard how repositories 
cater to this usership, and the way their 
services align with those who have specialised 
knowledge and greater access to resources. 
Professional researchers are therefore better 
placed to interrogate the nuclear archive: 
to make calls for governmental openness 
and transparency, to submit freedom of 
information requests, to utilise and critique 
official records and so forth. It follows that the 
processes driving archival openness are often 
research-led—tied to academia, journalism, or 
international NGO advocacy. 

However, there are also certain repositories 
where professionals are or have been granted 
special clearance. Privileged access follows 
the assumption that professionals, most often 
academics, will best utilise classified material. 
There is also the implication that they are 
less partial and more trustworthy than other 
members of the public. Affected communities 
are seen to be interested and are not often 
afforded such opportunity. For example, 
French and Ma’ohi activists and researchers 
are calling for more resources to be allocated 
in Mao’hi Nui, to ensure continuity of inter-
generational knowledge. One interviewee 
noted: 

It’s often activists who will drive this 
work, as university academics often 
latch on to a project for a few years, 
but then move on to another topic.21 

21  Jean-Marie Collin, ICAN France, interview 
with Nic Maclellan, May 2023.

After it took power in 2014, the Government 
of French Polynesia led by President Edouard 
Fritch commissioned a history of the nuclear 
testing period. However, a team of French 
university scholars won the tender, rather than 
scholars from the University of French Polynesia 
or local researchers. While the research team 
have initiated important archival studies, 
their first published collection of essays, Des 
Bombes en Polynèsie, does not include even 
one author from Ma’ohi Nui.22 

Tiered and privileged access means some 
forms of nuclear information become more 
available than others. It is far easier to access 
academic interpretations of nuclear archives 
than the primary documents themselves, for 
example, even when barriers like paywalls 
are taken into consideration. This is because 
professionals publicise well: journalists break 
stories, historians offer new interpretations, 
international advocates advance policy, 
scientists revisit historical data. But the 
questions put to nuclear archives are important 
and because research outputs are often 
disciplinary (and sometimes commercially 
motivated), privilege and professionalism has 
a large bearing on perspective and purpose. 
Matthew Bolton gives an example regarding 
some seemingly basic questions—how many 
nuclear weapons tests were carried out 
worldwide, and where: 

The way that the data had been 
aggregated in most public documents 
was by who had done it, not who had 
been around, whose community was 
it in. And it was there, but you really 
had to dig, and disaggregate and 
reaggregate data to make it make 
sense from the point of view of who was 
affected… That’s the political impetus 
of the Comprehensive Nuclear Test 
Ban process, which focused on who 
was doing the testing and why they 
needed to stop, which is a good 
reason. [But] what that’s not useful for, 
is figuring out on a global level, not 
even a fine-grained community level, 
of how do we direct resources to those 
who were most affected. Because the 
conversation about nuclear weapons 
has been so dominated by who has 

22  Renaud Meltz and Alexis Vrignon, Des Bombes 
en Polynésie – les essais nucléaires français dans le Paci-
fique (Paris: Vendémaire, 2022).

them, and what are they doing with 
them, not who has been most affected 
by them.23

Bolton shows how redress can often rest on 
basic proofs rather than sensational new takes. 
His point is twofold, that because researchers 
are not necessarily accountable to those most 
affected, their outputs might not necessarily 
be of direct use to these communities. As a 
result, privileged access creates research 
agendas that perpetuate information disparity. 
Crucially, this can also impact on affected 
communities’ ability to learn about themselves. 
Diné scholar and activist Janene Yazzie shares 
her experience, stating, 

We haven’t ever had access to [official] 
nuclear archives before… The closest 
that we’ve had access to is research 
related to public health issues that 
have come from mining, milling, and 
processing uranium in and around 
our homelands… A lot of that is 
held through the general Navajo 
Nation Human Research Review 
Board archives. And because it’s very 
much a research body that deals with 
academia, it is really hard, even for 
community advocates and movement 
builders, to access... And so even 
though that may be the clearest place 
where, at least, the scientific data and 
reports that have been compiled, are 
housed, the accessibility is still another 
issue. It’s much more accessible’ to 
researchers and institutions than it is 
to people on the movement level.24

Noting the shortcomings of repositories 
containing official information, Yazzie stresses 
the primacy of community memory. But while 
affected community testimony is indispensable 
to advocacy, for reasons discussed below, 
it has also become a form of currency. She 
describes how this becomes an access issue in 
instances where advocates and scholars have 
collected testimony broadly but failed to share 
it widely or in its entirety,

… [With] community records [what] 
we’ve seen and have learned over 
the years diving into these issues, 
[from] community members, is it’s a 

23  Matthew Bolton, interview with the author, 
March 2023.
24  Janene Yazzie, interview with Marco de Jong, 
March 2023.

boom and bust process. There’s a lot 
of interest, there’s a lot of willingness 
from community members to share 
and bring up pictures, documentation. 
And each time one of those waves 
come some of the primary materials—
original photographs and stuff like 
that—get taken by someone and told 
they’re going to be put somewhere 
safe. And over time, the families lose 
track, of that or those connections. 
And so, we’ve seen some seepage of a 
lot of really important data and stories, 
testimonies, and photographs, from 
those types of efforts… It has created 
research exhaustion, one. Community 
members are tired of having to tell 
their story over and over again. There’s 
a lot of mistrust, [two], because of the 
ways some of those things were never 
returned to them, when they were 
put on loan, or to be copied, or to be 
stored in a secure way to preserve the 
documents... And it is leading overall 
to the loss of the movement memory. 
A lot of institutional knowledge is 
being lost, [creating] big gaps in 
understanding…25

The ethical issues privileged access creates 
for affected and Indigenous communities are 
further discussed in the following chapter 
with reference to rights-based approaches. 
Here, we might compare across locales and 
movements. Yazzie’s experience is shared 
in the Pacific Islands, where anti-nuclear 
movement elders and scholars Claire Slatter 
and Vijay Naidu fear similar slippage:

One of the things that bothers me, 
a great deal, is the extent to which 
all those protest actions that were 
undertaken in the course of the 
mid to late 70s, 80s, 90s, seem to 
have increasingly been forgotten by 
the younger generations of Pacific 
Islanders. And Claire and I were very 
fortunate, or are fortunate, that we 
link up with MISA4thePacific, which, 
you know, keeps reminding people 
about the intergenerational impacts 
of the nuclear tests in the Marshall 
Islands, you know, and the big 
bomb test on Bikini Atoll. And I think 
that’s important. But more generally 

25  Yazzie, interview.
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speaking, [it] is very incumbent on 
all of us to keep ensuring that the 
struggles that our Pacific peoples 
have engaged in against the nuclear 
tests against nuclear weapons use, 
etc, etc. is really given new life… 

Another significant barrier and issue 
for me, is the extent to which the dif-
ferent actions that have been taken, 
that have taken place over 50 years 
have been recorded and kept in a 
whole range of places you see. So, 
you know, where are the [Against Test-
ing on Moruroa] Committee papers? 
Where are the Fiji Anti Nuclear Group 
papers, of which I was a kind of ma-
jor player in, but I left to go and do 
my PhD, and other people took over, 
you know. There are issues around 
the extent to which we have valued 
things like photographs, documents, 
and written items, including newslet-
ters that were produced... As a Fijian, 
I have many concerns regarding, you 
know, the work that ATOM has done, 
the work that we did in FANG and 
the NFIP movement and it was based 
in Suva, as you know, around about 
2012, the Pacific Concerns Resource 
Centre basically closed down. Now, 
where did the records go? You know, 
all the documents go after that? We 
don’t really know, although we are 
kind of activists, but we really don’t 
know.26

Ultimately, the processes that drive archiving 
or research are not necessarily those that 
preserve community memory in place. Tiered 
and privileged access create a narrow set of 
opportunities which allows only a select few 
to do professional work. Researchers with 

26  Vijay Naidu, interview with Marco de Jong, 
April 2023.

privileged access to official documents or 
to affected communities are incentivised to 
centre themselves or globalised priorities 
in outputs. This has eroded capacity within 
affected communities and created serious 
issues of access to nuclear truth. Significant 
resource and opportunity transfer is likely 
needed to preserve affected communities’ 
intergenerational knowledge and documentary 
heritage on their own terms. If equity is to be 
achieved, tiered access must essentially be 
inverted.   

Community Testimony and Accessing  
Nuclear Truth

I think at the end of the day, we have 
to prioritise, or should prioritise, 
lived experience over official records. 
Whoever wrote those records at the 
time had their own interest or agenda, 
or knowledge of and limitations to 
that knowledge at that time. I think a 
community understanding of what’s 
actually happened to people and to 
ecosystems is much more valuable 
information to have. But of course, for 
governments, it’s not the privileged 
information, right? They want the 
historical record, they want the data, 
the scientific data, that their own 
“experts” documented. And so, there 
is a tension there– Ray Acheson.27

Affected community testimony is at once 
intergenerational memory, a record of 
otherwise undocumented events, and proof 
of nuclear harms. It is itself nuclear truth. The 
current section describes the role of affected 
community testimony in opening access and 
the challenge of making it more accessible 
still. 

Knowledge about radioactivity, how to assess 
it and discern its effects, is highly technical 

27  Acheson, interview.

and largely remains the preserve of those 
with advanced degrees in nuclear physics 
and engineering. The vast majority of this 
expertise is concentrated in the Global 
North and in nuclear states. Earlier sections 
described how nuclear secrecy operates 
without checks or balances. Nowhere is this 
lack of accountability more controversial than 
in the area of health. Nuclear states have 
continuously prioritised dosage estimations—
many of which are the product of outdated or 
flawed methodologies—over the symptoms 
and lived experience of affected communities. 
In doing so, states have constrained nuclear 
victimhood—denying or downplaying 
phenomena like intergenerational exposure, 
for example. Anaïs Maurer explains how the 
practice is gendered and coloured by scientific 
assumptions that prioritise certain heath 
measures over others:

The scientists are overwhelmingly 
male, the military officials are 
overwhelmingly male, the politicians 
are overwhelmingly male. And it 
becomes a battle of numbers. Even 
in academia, it still is a battle of 
numbers dominated by men. And it’s 
a particularly fraught battle, when you 
think of how much expertise you need 
to be able to read those measurements 
about radioactivity… it’s easy to feel 
overwhelmed and to feel [that] as 
citizens, we don’t have our place in this 
discussion and we should leave it to 
the experts… It’s a huge issue, because 
it’s anti-democratic, to limit yourself to 
radioactivity measurements…

Whereas what the activists have been 
saying for six or seven decades now is 
we know we have been irradiated, we 
shouldn’t need those measurements to 
have an official scientific stamp. Just 
look at our families, just look at the age 
at which people have cancers, just look 
at how many people have had sterility 
issues. And we shouldn’t have to have 
the “scientific” justification if you 
just listened to our stories and to our 
embodied experience. And that is also 
a way to a more feminist approach to the 
scientific construction of knowledge, 
given the gender imbalance of some 
of these fields.28

28  Anaïs Maurer, interview with Marco de Jong, 
June 2023.

Affected community testimony is indispensable 
proof in cases like those Maurer describes. 
For those who are unable to access official 
documents or are unseen by their contents, 
it is a necessity born of erasure. But affected 
community testimony is much more than a 
substitute for numbers. As Maurer describes, 
testimony has its own perspectives and 
priorities: 

Is the cultural production a response to 
being unable to access the archive? I 
think it’s asking an entirely different set 
of questions. For example, surveying 
anti-nuclear literature, you can see that 
the overwhelming majority of novels, 
short stories, poetry, etc, mention 
very specific types of cancers, cancers 
that affect primarily women and that 
carry a symbolic sexual dimension. 
And in this particular case, it seems to 
me that this leitmotif, tackles another 
dimension of nuclear colonialism, which 
is the gendered violence… that was 
particularly prevalent during that period 
of nuclear testing, when thousands 
upon thousands of French military men 
came to the islands with the impression 
that women were sexually available… 
Rather than a romantic encounter 
between France and Tahiti, what 
actually happened was the impossibility 
to even perpetuate life.

So I think it’s important not to see that 
type of cultural production as [a] poor 
substitute to numbers, it’s doing some-
thing else. It’s doing something very 
powerful. Because, and this brings me 
to the second question, if we only look 
at scientific or military archives there’s a 
cognitive bias, right, because they do 
not look at certain types of issues… for 
example, at gendered violence [or] the 
gendered effects of nuclear colonial-
ism.29  

With different perspectives and priorities 
comes potentialities, one of which is to 
overturn the balance of power and burden 
of proof regarding nuclear harms in favour 
of affected communities. Maurer describes 
how affected community testimony acts as a 
circuit breaker in contestation over scientific 
interpretations:

29  Maurer, interview.



case study
ACCESS TO FRENCH NUCLEAR FILES

~ Nic Maclellan

In July 2021, French President Emmanuel 
Macron announced that France would 
open access to its nuclear archives, 
releasing government documents about 
36 years of nuclear testing in France’s 
overseas colonies. 

However, this initiative comes after 
decades of lies and deception concerning 
the health and environmental effects 
of French nuclear testing. For years, 
French ministers declared that the 210 
atmospheric and underground tests were 
“clean” and “safe.” The forces of the 
state were deployed against those who 
challenged this lie, from the jailing of anti-
nuclear activists in Ma’ohi Nui / French 
Polynesia, to the 1985 terrorist attack on 
the Rainbow Warrior, the flagship of the 
Greenpeace protest fleet.

This case study on the French nuclear 
archives details ongoing challenges for 
nuclear survivors to access information, a 
problem that parallels the experience of 
affected communities in other countries. 
Despite the breakthrough in France 
allowing greater access to previously 
classified government information, this 
study shows that there are still significant 
barriers to transparency, including: logistic 
challenges to access dispersed nuclear 
archives; lack of resourcing for archives; 
ongoing classification restrictions; 
silence on nuclear testing in Algeria; and 
privileged access for some researchers to 
the detriment of affected communities.

These constraints have very human 
implications for nuclear survivors. In an 
interview, 34-year-old Hinamoeura Cross 
stressed the importance of access to 
accurate and updated information for a 
younger generation, given the immediate, 
personal implications for their health and 
well-being:

I became an activist quite late, 
when I was already 30 years old. It 
was only in this year that I realised 
we had 193 nuclear tests in our 
ocean – I thought before there were 
just three or four. We never studied 
that at school, we don’t talk about 
it in Tahiti, it’s like tapu [taboo]. The 
French state tried to make us forget 
about this part of the story. 

To find information, I just went on 
the Internet where I discovered a list 
of 23 cancers. I was really shocked 
because I discovered the types of 
cancer that were affecting women 
in my family, like my grandmother, 
my auntie, my mother, my sister 
– they all had thyroid cancer. My 
auntie also had breast cancer and 
myself I had leukaemia when I was 
23 years old. It was only when I saw 
this list of cancers that I realised that 
we have consequences today, and 
maybe that’s why I’m sick today.1

From the earliest days of nuclear testing, 
resistance to nuclear secrecy was a feature 
of political debate. In French Polynesia 
– known as Maohi Nui to many local 
Polynesian people – authors, poets and 
writers began to challenge state secrecy.2 
European non-government organisations 
began working with local Ma’ohi activists 
to gather oral testimonies from nuclear 
survivors. They also started to compile 
documents that were nominally classified 

1  Interview, Hinamoeura Cross, June 2023.
2  A crucial text was Marie-Thérèse and Bengt 
Danielsson: Moruroa mon amour (Paris: Stock, 1974), 
republished in English as Poisoned reign (Ringwood: 
Penguin, 1986). The first novel by a Ma’ohi writer to 
break the nuclear taboo - Chantal Spitz’s L’île des rêves 
écrasés (Island of Shattered Dreams) - was only pub-
lished in 1991 (Papeete: Les Éditions de la plage, 1991).

but had been retained by regular or 
conscript soldiers and were shared as 
debates over nuclear secrecy heated up 
in the 2000s. Other researchers worked 
around French restrictions by partnering 
with overseas researchers: for example, 
the Commissariat à l’énergie atomique 
(CEA – Atomic Energy Commission) had 
research agreements with some American 
universities, and there were French 
documents available in US libraries that 
were not available in France.

US researcher Austin Cooper has 
highlighted the differences across 
jurisdictions: 

Unlike the United States and the 
United Kingdom, France does 
not have Freedom of Information 
laws, which allow the public to file 
declassification requests. French 
archives do consider special 
access requests (erogations), but 
these requests cannot compel 
a declassification review, which 
limits their utility in making nuclear 
weapons documents available for 
research.3

A key organisation in the campaign to open 
the French nuclear archives was the Centre 
de Documentation et de Recherche sur la 
Paix et les Conflits (CDRPC), renamed in 
2008 as the Observatoire des armements 
(OBSARM), a non-government research 
centre based in Lyon, France, that monitors 
French nuclear and conventional arms 
programs.4 

3  Austin R. Cooper: “A new window into 
France’s nuclear history”, Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, 16 
September 2022. thebulletin.org/2022/09/a-new-win-
dow-into-frances-nuclear-history/?utm_source=News-
letter&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=Monday-
Newsletter092022&utm_content=NuclearRisk_Nuclear-
HistoryFrance_09162022#post-heading.
4  OBSARM nuclear testing program: www.

The issue of access to nuclear archives 
became more important after 2001, when 
two nuclear survivors’ associations were 
established. French military veterans who 
served at the nuclear test sites in Algeria 
and Ma’ohi Nui, and their families, formed 
an association to campaign for recognition 
and compensation – the Association des 
vétérans des essais nucléaires français et 
leurs familles (AVEN).5 For the thousands 
of Ma’ohi (Polynesian) workers who 
staffed the nuclear test sites at Moruroa 
and Fangataufa atolls during the three 
decades of French nuclear testing, a 
second association Moruroa e Tatou 
(Moruroa and Us) was created in Tahiti 
to seek recognition, compensation and 
reparations.6

In their early days, the Observatoire has 
played a central role in supporting these 
nuclear veterans and survivors across 
France, Algeria and Ma’ohi Nui. CDRPC 
published several books by the late Bruno 
Barrillot, a leading researcher into French 
nuclear weapons testing.7

OBSARM director Patrice Bouveret said 
that the campaigning by nuclear survivors 
led to important legal victories that saw 
the declassification of key documents:

The lawyers for the two associations 
formally lodged legal requests to 
open the archives and allow access 
to relevant documents that were 

obsarm.info/spip.php?rubrique44
5   Association des vétérans des essais nucléaires 
français et leurs familles (AVEN) : aven.org.
6  Moruroa e Tatou - Association des anciens tra-
vailleurs et des victimes de Moruroa et Fangataufa : www.
facebook.com/moruroaetatou.
7  Bruno Barrillot : Les essais nucléaires français 
1960–1996 (Lyon: CDRPC, 1996) ; Bruno Barrillot : 
L’héritage de la bombe: Polynésie-Sahara 1960-2002 
(Lyon: CDRPC, 2002) ; Moruroa – the bomb and us 
(English edition 2011) : www.ippnw.org/wp-content/
uploads/2020/07/Moruroa-the-bomb-and-us.pdf
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classified as military secrets. These 
legal cases led to the opening of 
some archival resources in 2013, 
when the French government 
agreed to open some archives and 
provide relevant documents on 
Algeria and French Polynesia to the 
associations of nuclear survivors. 
However many of these documents 
had been heavily redacted, which 
raised new doubts about what was 
being hidden, and suspicion that 
the policy opening the archives was 
still constrained.8

OBSARM provided a number of archival 
documents from the French Ministry of 
Defence to a team of researchers co-
ordinated by Disclose, INTERRPT, and 
the Princeton Program on Science and 
Global Security. Their re-interpretation of 
data from these declassified documents, 
broadly covering the period of atmospheric 
nuclear testing in Ma’ohi Nui / French 
Polynesia between 1966 and 1974, led to 
the publication of the website Moruroa 
Files.9 

This new research re-evaluated the 
extent of the radioactive contamination 
from atmospheric testing between 1966 
and 1974, which spread much further 
than previously acknowledged. It shows, 
for example, that the 17 July 1974 test 
codenamed Centaure spread fallout as far 
as Tahiti, exposing the 80,000 inhabitants 
of Papeete to hazardous levels of ionising 
radiation. The book Toxique, summarising 
this research, caused a stir in early 2021, 
which contributed to the decision to hold 
the Reko Tiko roundtable in July that year.10 

In July 2008, the French government 
changed the law on access to archives, 
which created a category of documents 
that could not be released, especially 

8  Interview with Patrice Bouveret, OBSARM, 
May 2023.
9   Moruroa Files: moruroa-files.org. 
10   Sébastien Philippe and Tomas Statius : 
Toxique - Enquête sur les essais nucléaires français en 
Polynésie (Paris: PUF/Disclose, 2021).

relating to anything to do with nuclear 
weapons. This was done on the basis 
that such documents could contribute to 
nuclear proliferation.

It was only in July 2021 that French 
President Emmanuel Macron agreed 
to reverse this policy, allowing for the 
declassification of certain documents 
relevant to the nuclear test program. Just 
weeks before President Macron was due 
to travel to French Polynesia, the French 
government organised a roundtable on 
nuclear issues in Paris on 1–2 July 2021.11 

The roundtable was attended by the 
eighteen-member Reko Tiko delegation 
(“speaking the truth”) led by the then 
President of French Polynesia Edouard 
Fritch. The delegation joined a series 
of discussions chaired by French health 
minister Olivier Véran, overseas minister 
Sébastien Lecornu and Geneviève 
Darrieussecq, who goes by the impressive 
title of “Minister Delegate to the Minister 
of the Armed Forces, in charge of Memory 
and Veterans.”

11  For background to the roundtable, see Nic 
Maclellan: “Macron, memory and Moruroa?”, Inside 
Story, 21 July 2021: https://insidestory.org.au/macron-
memory-and-moruroa/

The decision to discuss nuclear legacies 
in Paris rather than Papeete raised hackles 
among nuclear survivors, church leaders 
and opposition politicians. The leaders of 
Moruroa e Tatou announced they would 
boycott the meeting and were joined by 
church leaders and Association 193, an 
organisation that aids nuclear survivors. 
Opposition politicians Gaston Flosse 
and Oscar Manutahi Temaru – both 
former presidents of French Polynesia – 
condemned the roundtable as a stunt. 

The differing perspectives and priorities 
among participants quickly became clear. 
French officials briefed the media that the 
meeting would study the issues “without 
emotion,” in an “objective” manner. 
The overseas ministry pledged an open 
book, proposing “the objective of sharing 
information without taboos, both on the 
period of the tests and on the impacts of 
the bomb in French Polynesia, in a meeting 
held under the banner of transparency.” 
The health ministry wanted to develop an 
up-to-date body of knowledge “because 
there is a need to rely on scientific 
knowledge to objectify and reduce 
uncertainties and misunderstandings.”

On the sidelines of the meeting, 
Darrieussecq briefed Agence France-
Presse that “there had been no lies by the 
State.” It is this claim that so annoys many 
Ma’ohi people – especially coming from a 
minister responsible for “memory.”

The government agreed to create a 
special inter-ministerial commission 
within the national archives service, with 
members from the CEA, the military and 
two representatives of the Government 
of French Polynesia, to review documents 
from the archives and declassify those 
that could not contribute to nuclear 
proliferation.

By November 2022, the commission had 
worked on 594 boxes out of 621 identified 
from the military archives of the Service 
historique de la Défense (SHD). By that 
date, 81,980 documents from 113,380 
had been declassified for release, with 
just 80 still classified for national security 
reasons.12

12   Government of French Polynesia : « Essais 
nucléaires : La majorité des archives désormais ouverte à 
la consultation ». Media release, 23 November 2022. htt-
www.presidence.pf/essais-nucleaires-la-majorite-des-ar-
chives-desormais-ouverte-a-la-consultation/
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[Nuclear powers] respond only by 
bringing back the discourse to the 
terrain of numbers, [saying] these are 
not the conclusions to be drawn from 
these numbers…I think it’s a profoundly 
anti-democratic manoeuvre in that it 
forces us anti-nuclear advocates to 
always present counter numbers… 
So, we’re always in the more difficult 
position of having to push back and 
to dismantle the narrative. Whereas 
if we started from testimonies, or as 
I’ve said, a fictionalised narrative, then 
they would have to respond.

[We] shouldn’t always have to turn 
the colonisers weapons against itself, 
we could also radically change the 
conceptual framework within which 
the nuclear debate is conducted.30

Affected community testimony makes fuller 
nuclear truths more accessible. Because it 
is storied and deeply human, testimony is 
often more engaging than technical reports. 
Most often it is thought in a spoken form, 
delivered in person. The success of Hibakusha 
in international advocacy is a testament to its 
power in this format. Advocates believe that 
testimony can be made more accessible still—
through translation, publicity, or shareable 
formats like art and video. Mari Inoue shares 
the example of a fishing community in Kochi 
Prefecture, Japan that gained transnational 
support through online publicity and by 
adding accessibility features: 

A group [that] provides support 
to fishing crew members in Kochi 
prefecture, they had this long video 
clips of testimonies of, I think, seven 
members of the affected community 
talking about their experience. The 
video was edited, but it was long. 
The video editing was not done 
professionally. So, I suggested that 
maybe we could make it shorter, get it 
re-edited by a professional editor, and 
add English subtitles, so that people 
in the United States will be able to 
watch the videos. I knew that some of 
those video clips could be re-imported 
back to Japan, so that people in 
Japan also can watch them to learn 
more about this. So, we were able to 
have a professional editor edit it to 

30  Maurer, interview.

a 10-minute interview, emphasising 
certain aspects, cutting some sections 
to make it less confusing, and trying to 
make it more interactive and engaging 
by adding graphics or archive videos 
that are available online. So, we were 
able to make a 10-minute video clip, 
which is one of the well viewed videos 
on our YouTube channel. And we have 
another one, which is a video clip by 
Ms. Shimomoto, the daughter of one 
of the fishing crew members… [We] 
decided to add some artwork by local 
artists in Kochi prefecture and photos 
to give visual effects because only 
having testimony is not engaging; 
especially if it’s in Japanese with 
English subtitles, English speakers will 
lose interest easily.31

Kazuyo Yamane speaks to the large body of 
nuclear affected testimonies that could similarly 
be made more accessible to build support 
for under recognised nuclear victims. These 
efforts could utilise institutional structures like 
peace museums, for example:  

If you go to Hiroshima and Nagasaki, I 
think the focus is on Hibakusha stories. 
It’s a victim’s testimony or oral histo-
ry. But now, like myself, there are the 
second generation, third generation, 
fourth generation of Hibakusha, who 
have been affected by radiation. And 
now, for example, in Kyoto, there’s 
the Kyoto Association (of second and 
third generation Hibakusha). Lots of 
testimonies are on the website of the 
Kyoto Association. The problem is that 
it’s all in Japanese. It’s not available in 
English. So, I suggested that the web-
site should be available in English. And 
I just translated the purpose of Kyoto 
Association into English. For me, it’s 
really frustrating that all the documents 
are only available in Japanese.

It would be desirable to visit peace 
museums, but people usually don’t 
have time, money, and opportunities. 
In such a case, virtual museums would 
be useful. Well, I used to teach Peace 
Studies at Ritsumeikan University in 
Kyoto, and in that case I used videos and 
documents by Hibakusha. Not in the 
class, but as homework. The testimony 

31  Inoue, interview.

is available in the No More Hibakusha 
Centre for the Preservation of the 
Legacy of Memory.... After listening to 
the testimony of Hibakusha, students’ 
ideas were completely changed, 
some of them used to support nuclear 
deterrence theory. But after listening to 
a Hibakusha who lost his mother... Also, 
I invited a woman from Fukushima… 
And she spoke about her experiences 
to students, and many students who 
used to support the government 
policy to reopen nuclear power plants 
again changed their ideas completely. 
And they didn’t know how dangerous 
the nuclear accident was. So, I think 
testimony and videos are important. 
And in that case, I think museums or 
No More Hibakusha Centres play an 
important role.32

Inspired by the power of Japanese Hibakusha, 
there is a growing body of personal testimony 
from nuclear survivors across Oceania: 
women from Yankunytjatjara and Pitjantjatjara 
Indigenous communities in South Australia;33 
Marshall Islanders who lived through 67 
atmospheric nuclear tests at Bikini and 
Enewetak atolls;34 Gilbertese labourers and 
Fijian military personnel who witnessed British 
thermonuclear tests on Malden and Christmas 
Islands35; or the Maohi labourers who staffed 
the nuclear test sites of French Polynesia for 
30 years, witnessing 193 nuclear tests.36

Affected communities are experimenting with 
new ways of sharing this information, through 
artistic and cultural forms. By incorporating 
testimony into diverse forms—such as 
exhibitions, art, or poetry—nuclear affected 

32  Yamane, interview.
33  Yami—the autobiography of Yami Lester (IAD 
Press, Alice Springs, 1993); Yalata and Oak Valley 
communities with Christobel Mattingley: Maralinga—
the Anangu story (Allen and Unwin, Sydney, 2009); 
and Christobel Mattingley: Maralinga’s long shadow—
Yvonne’s story (Allen and Unwin, Sydney, 2016).
34  Giff Johnson: Don’t Ever Whisper—Darlene 
Keju: Pacific Health Pioneer, Champion for Nuclear Sur-
vivors (CreateSpace Independent Publishing, 2013). Jack 
Niedenthal : For the good of mankind—a history of the 
people of Bikini and their islands (Micronitor, Majuro, 
2001).
35  Nic Maclellan: Grappling with the Bomb – Brit-
ain’s Pacific H-Bomb tests (ANU Press, Canberra, 2017).
36  Pieter Van der Vlies and Han Seur: Moruroa 
and Us (CDRPC, Lyon, 1997), a collection available in 
English, German, French and Tahitian.

communities are creating dynamic and 
effective advocacy on their own terms. 

As Maurer suggests, this embodied testimony 
has great potential in countering the issues of 
privileged access: 

[Art presents] a much wider range of 
unmediated narratives. And that I think, 
is very important. And art addresses 
a different set of issues. Not just 
health issues, not just environmental 
issues, but it really presents nuclear 
colonialism in its political aspects, in its 
gendered aspects… it presents a much 
more complex picture of the scope of 
the problem.37

With its intrinsic qualities and in these 
flexible formats, nuclear affected testimony 
holds further promise for increasing public 
access to nuclear truth. Tensions for affected 
communities remain, however, principally in 
the ultimate control of nuclear narratives once 
testimony is shared. The information climate 
can work to marginalise or repurpose oral 
histories, and in the case of Ma’ohi Nui, access 
remains an issue:  

There are all of those testimonies 
gathered, but to what effect? In Ma’ohi 
Nui there’s a very stark example with 
the book Moruroa and Us, published 
in 1997, which was the first extensive 
collection of testimonies gathered 
by Ma’ohi people for Ma’ohi people. 
It was a huge enterprise, funded by 
the church. It was a team of 22 newly 
trained Ma’ohi researchers working 
in all seven languages of the country. 
They went to almost every island of 
the country and they gathered… 737 
testimonies. So an incredible effort 
to gather nuclear knowledge that is 
virtually unknown for people of my 
generation… It was never introduced 
in the classroom; it’s still not shared 
with the younger generation… 

And so what happened is that a French 
playwright gathered these testimonies 
and turned them into a play that’s 
been performed hundreds of times 
now in schools, in some of the public 
theatres in Tahiti, but in schools all 
over the country… [Audience] reaction 
is always the same, “how could I not 

37  Maurer, interview.
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know this history? [How] did I not 
hear these testimonies before?” So, 
I think it shows two things. First, this 
play, Les Champignons de Paris, Paris’s 
mushrooms, is incredibly popular, it’s 
been playing over and over again for a 
few years now. It shows that art might 
be a good way to bring the content 
of this book to a wider public. But it 
also shows a problem because it is this 
French foreign playwright who now has 
author’s rights over this text. Which is 
crazy. And in particular when you think 
of the ending of the play, where the 
French protagonist and the Tahitian 
protagonist hold hands—it’s very feel 
good at the end. Some people have 
called for a change to this ending 
and they don’t have author’s rights to 
modify it. So, you see a lot of different 
dynamics at hand here.38

The implication here is that the structures of 
privileged access continue to impact the ways 
affected community testimony is distributed 
or interpreted. Indeed, interviewees cite 
examples where affected community testimony 
has been dismissed as being “too emotional” 
or “subjective”.39 

Ray Acheson explains how this chauvinistic 
attitude is found across nuclear states—which 
turn to nuclear secrecy and a pretension of 
scientific objectivity to dismiss testimony and 
advocacy alike: 

One of the things that we have 
encountered in our international 
work is nuclear-armed state officials 
accusing not just activists, but also 
the government officials who are 
supportive of the [Treaty on the 
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons], 
of being “irrational”, “naïve”, 
“emotional”—it’s very gendered and 
involves gaslighting those who don’t 
possess nuclear weapons. The nuclear-
armed approach is to say that those 
talking about humanitarian impacts 
or calling for a ban are not being 
“objective and scientific,” that they 
are being “irrational, emotional,” 
and that they need to have a much 
more detached approach to nuclear 
weapons, because this is “hard 

38  Maurer, interview.
39  Maurer, interview.

security”. This a traditional patriarchal 
technique for putting down those 
with a differing opinion. But we can 
turn that around on them, too. And 
so, we say, “you’re the ones that are 
feeling really emotional about your 
attachment to nuclear weapons. You 
know, these things that you’re pouring 
billions of dollars into, and that can 
destroy the planet, and you say that 
they exist to never be used? That 
doesn’t make any sense. It isn’t logical, 
it’s irrational, it’s an addiction to power 
and violence at the expense of the 
well-being of people and the planet. 
This irrational attachment to nuclear 
weapons only benefits the profits of 
the weapon manufacturers, and the 
men in governments who think they 
can control the world through massive 
violence.40  

So, while affected community testimony has 
undeniable value for others in increasing 
access to nuclear truth, this can come with 
compounded harms for affected communities. 
As researchers and advocates, the authors 
are conscious that testimony remains the 
intellectual property of affected communities. 
When discussing testimony and access with 
interviewees, the authors were challenged on 
their commitment to data sovereignty. Mari 
Inoue asked about the ultimate purpose of 
this report and questioned whether facilitating 
further nuclear archiving without a rights-
based approach, for example, might deepen 
privileged access:       

It is so important to ensure the 
transparent, inclusive, and equitable 
participation of members of 
communities affected by radioactive 
contamination in all aspects of 
decision-making processes relating to 
information and policies that directly 
impact them. So whatever academia or 
privileged people outside of affected 
communities believe, I think, ultimately, 
members of affected communities 
should decide what to do with those 
testimonies, archives, historical video 
clips, or documents related to the 
impacts of nuclear weapons in their 
communities, while maintaining the 
historical documents… Archiving itself 

40  Acheson, interview.

shouldn’t be the ultimate goal. The 
ultimate goal should be seeking justice 
for nuclear victims so that they can 
heal, so that they can speak truth to 
power, so that they will be recognised 
as nuclear victims by their states and 
receive the justice that they deserve. 
Archiving should facilitate that process, 
so that they can prove that they were 
indeed impacted by nuclear testing 
or radioactive violence, or document 
proof of what happened, and 
therefore, [how] certain communities 
were impacted as a collective.41 

Ultimately, increased access must not be 
achieved through extraction. This report makes 
the case for retaining community memory in 
place and inverting privileged access, such 
that members of affected communities are 
resourced to make nuclear archives—including 
testimony, artistic production, and reports for 
example—more accessible on their own terms. 

41  Inoue, interview.

Accessing Nuclear Truths — Conclusions
Nuclear archives are structured by systems of 
secrecy and privilege. Accessing nuclear truth 
requires us to understand how these function 
and ultimately to dismantle them. 

Drawing on the lived experience and 
expertise of affected communities and 
researchers engaged in nuclear archives, 
this chapter has revealed the strategies of 
States to restrict, scatter and discredit as a 
means of limiting access. It shows associated 
practical, systemic and personal barriers that 
are at play, and how a select few leverage 
privilege and shape the research agenda. 
Out of necessity some affected communities 
have confronted these barriers to reclaim 
knowledge, restate grievances, and recover 
agency.

Having examined the institutional and larger 
barriers to access, the next chapter turns 
to the ethical considerations in the use of 
nuclear archives. These have been identified 
by practitioners and affected communities 
engaging in nuclear research and archives. 
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DISEMPOWERMENT AND RESEARCH IN DINE BIKEYAH 

~ Janene Yazzi

Janene Yazzie is a community organiser and human rights advocate, working as a member of 
her community Tsé si’ áni, in Diné Bikéyah (the Navajo Nation). In an interview, she highlights 
the many ways that community researchers can be disempowered, despite their local 
knowledge and lived experience.

[Here is] an example of some of the 
research that we’ve done around uranium 
water quality testing, in communities that 
lie outside of Superfund sites [that] are 
identified contamination sites. And when I 
say outside, I mean, like 50 miles outside, 
but along shared waterways. And in that 
process, there are a couple of lessons that 
I learned. 

We were trying to, in our protocols and 
how we’re approaching the research, 
amend and intentionally address some 
of the harms that have been caused by 
previous forms of research. And so we 

took a community-participatory-based-
process, we trained community members 
to help us with the water collection and 
sampling, we brought the community 
members along the way, building capacity 
and understanding all of the different 
processes of water testing, how results are 
reported, what results mean, all of that 
stuff. Because we wanted an informed 
community being brought and built along 
with the process. And I feel like we did a 
very great job at the beginning of that, 
but we didn’t anticipate how, then, after 
the results were studied, the different 
ways, particularly state institutions, 

pushed back against our communities 
and the ways that those became re-
traumatising in their own way. 

When we discovered that several 
community water systems were 
contaminated with uranium, three times 
the acceptable drinking limit, two of 
which were... one was a system that 
served our local elementary and middle 
school, and the other one served about 
184 home unit development. The first 
thing, you know, in the initial stages, 
everyone was in an empowered position, 
because they understood why we’re 
doing this, they were a part of it, they 
helped collect samples, they felt like they 
were a part of a justice movement. And 
were very clear in their understanding of 
all of the different aspects of it, and so 
felt empowered by that, too. So when 
we initially got the results back there was 
a very strong hope that we would keep 
building momentum towards solutions. 

One of the first things that the state did 
was delegitimise the research, without 
even looking at it, without even really 
breaking down our methodology, or 
looking at all of the ways we built in 
quality control and quality assurance 
protocols. And the fact that we were 
partnered with some of the best 
universities in the region. They were 
just basically talking down to our 
community members that were trained 
in the water collection to be like, we 
heard you didn’t do this right. You don’t 
have any background in this, you don’t 
have the proper education, all of this 
stuff right. So that was the first form of 
disempowerment.

 The second form of disempowerment 
was when they tried to tell us we were 
wrong in our interpretation of the data, 
that people were being misinformed 
about the dangers of uranium in the water 
at those levels, they were misinformed 
about the impact that it could have, 
that there was only speculation about 
how long that contamination was. Just 
anything to cover their asses. So that was 
the second form of trauma that was being 
brought on to people. Questioning what 
they knew they knew about the dangers 
of this. 

And then the third form was then taking 
control of what solutions were possible. 
And they basically told the community 
members that, one, they pay cheap rates 
for their water. And so they shouldn’t be 
complaining, essentially, because that 
comes with some “issues” with water 
quality, which was, not even in a legal 
way, true. Anyway, and then they told 
them that their only option, because of 
the scarcity of water in the region, was 
to choose. Who got clean water, the 
children at the schools or the people in 
the homes.

Those three layers of blows, really, I think, 
tapped into the legacy of trauma around 
these issues, because it played upon the 
same process. Delegitimising people’s 
concerns, talking down about their 
education and their ability to comprehend 
the complexities around the exposure, 
and then basically, tying their hands with 
what solutions are possible.
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chapter four
ETHICAL ENGAGEMENT WITH NUCLEAR ARCHIVES

~ Marco de Jong
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The creation of nuclear archives is intertwined 
with a history of violence. This chapter  outlines 
ethical tensions in the acquisition, distribution, 
and attribution of the nuclear archive that 
must inform its use. Drawing on interviews 
with professional researchers and affected 
communities, it discusses the violence inherent 
in the way nuclear knowledge is collected and 
interpreted, before turning to the politics and 
sensitivities involved in sharing it. Here, issues 
of stigma, trauma, cultural context, extraction, 
and justice are discussed in relation to official 
records and affected community testimony. 
Issues are framed for those who might be 
encountering nuclear and archival ethics for 
the first time and who are not themselves part 
of affected communities.

A lack of ethical safeguards means nuclear 
archives have the potential to compound 
harms. The chapter finishes with suggestions 
for reforming research ethics, modelling 
allyship, and resourcing community initiatives 
towards data sovereignty.

Radioactive Violence Embodied
The violence embodied in nuclear archives 
has taken various forms. Uranium mining 
and milling brought the harms of extractive 
industry, carcinogenic exposure, and elevated 
radiological risks. Nuclear power generation 
came with displacement for those living 
in designated areas, and incidences of 
catastrophic malfunction. The detonation 
of nuclear weapons caused profound and 
devastating destruction, with intergenerational 
loss of life and enduring environmental 
contamination and health consequences. 
Often, nuclear technology comes with 
substantial apparatus and personnel, including 
research centres and military bases, which 
trigger social upheaval, changes to diet and 
housing and increased violence. 

In addition to the physical violence associated 
with nuclear activities, ongoing state secrecy 
compounds harms. Nuclear states maintain 
strict levels of secrecy, typically justified by 
national security concerns. The first chapter 
outlined how this secrecy can be exploited. By 
limiting access to information, states prevent 

affected communities and the broader public 
from understanding the true extent of nuclear 
activities. Secrecy thus impedes efforts to 
address past and ongoing harms by limiting the 
availability and types of evidence that might 
be brought to bear. Furthermore, secrecy has 
created an environment where misinformation 
or narratives promoting government or 
industry interests have flourished. This has led 
to the discrediting of anti-nuclear movements 
or criticism of nuclear activities as “irrational” 
or “unscientific.” Ultimately, such control of 
information undermines the legitimacy of 
concerns raised by affected communities 
and hinders transparency, accountability, and 
public understanding. 

Grappling with these histories is important, 
as is understanding the historical biases 
or intentional omissions nuclear archives 
therefore reflect. If we are to engage nuclear 
archives ethically, we must proceed from 
the basis that official government archives 
particularly are structured by political agendas, 
state interests, and the desire to control 
the narrative surrounding nuclear activities. 
Records they contain frequently downplay or 
omit information that could be unfavourable or 
critical of these operations. As a result, official 
accounts can be partial or misleading. Despite 
this they often appear reliable or politically 
neutral, explains Matthew Bolton:

One of the challenges [is] that a 
scientific document, a technical 
document, has a charisma to it 
that suggests that somehow it’s 
accurate… You see these rows of 
numbers and you think, “Well, that 
might be true”. And often, it’s hiding 
a lot of shoddy science, or outright 
misinformation. [Another] challenge 
is that [they are] being dumped 
out into the public domain… [but] 
how much can we really trust these 
documents?1

Considered ethically, how should researchers 
approach the nuclear archive if there is a 

1  Bolton, Interview.

likelihood of carrying forward harmful or 
wrongful assumptions? Are there certain types 
of nuclear archival materials that researchers 
should avoid entirely—those arising from non-
consensual experimentation, for example? 
Conversely, how can researchers best use 
archives to address the harms that resulted in 
their creation? 

The following section turns from the broad 
concept of nuclear archiving to investigate 
the practices of researchers who seek to 
engage with affected communities. This 
may include a wide range of researchers, 
from journalists, academics, civil society 
organisations working on nuclear issues, 
community groups or government led 
researchers working towards victim assistance 
and environmental remediation. In all cases, 
researchers coming into affected communities 
are urged to consider addressing protocols for 
collaborating with affected communities, such 
as those developed in the communities they 
are approaching or through the Nuclear Truth 
Project protocols.

The Politics of Nuclear Knowledge 
Research into nuclear archives creates new 
arenas of contestation as affected communities 
and allies challenge official narratives. There is 
a shift from valuing documentary and scientific 
evidence exclusively, to engage with oral 
history and affected community testimony, 
with the acknowledgement that this provides 
more inclusive understandings. Affected 
communities have experiences not recorded 
in dosage estimates and the fullness of their 
testimony speaks to intimate, gendered, or 
cultural aspects that are almost universally 
lacking in nuclear scientific reporting. 

French researcher Jean-Marie Collin argues:

We can’t rely on scientific data alone, 
especially to define who is an affected 
person or community. The definition 
may be different depending if you 
French, or British, or First Nations in 
Australia. We shouldn’t be bound 
by the definitions that come from 
governments, but must look more 
broadly. We must create our own 
definition of who was affected by 
nuclear testing, which clearly may 
be much larger than that accepted 
today. In many cases, people don’t pay 
attention to the psychological effects 
that are very real. 

Some historians quibble about the value of 
personal reminiscences, given the fallibility 
of memory and our common tendency to 
exaggeration. But personal testimony and 
memoir can capture the lived experience of 
the time and breathe life into the archives. 
Tahitian photographer and filmmaker Marie-
Hélène Villierme tells us that ‘if you only 
use official documents, you miss out this 
important part of oral testimony, of living 
memory,’ but that researchers must exercise 
‘judgement and discernment to work with 
both’.2 

This is because presenting official accounts 
alongside affected community testimony 
poses epistemological challenges. It requires 
navigating various sources of knowledge 
and truth, acknowledging power dynamics 
and the complex interplay between different 
narratives. Sometimes it becomes necessary 
to frame archives by explaining aspects of 
history or the political context from which 
they emerge. This is especially considering 
that in many cases affected communities have 
had their capacity to squarely engage and 
counter official narratives eroded. Janene 
Yazzie speaks to the truth in her communities 
and their archival priorities as far as: 

Our experience is very much with 
the waste, and the milling and 
processing. And it’s very unique 
to the place here… There were 
language differences when this 
industry was brought into our 
communities. There was a refusal 
to interpret and translate harms, 
accidents, activities, like illnesses, 
any of it, into the local language. 
And so that’s why it ended up taking 
place for so long, with so many of our 
own people not knowing the harms 
of it, when it was general knowledge 
in other places—of how radioactive 
uranium was, and how harmful it was 
to your health. 

And so, I think having the ability for 
the communities in this area, [to] be 
able to access some of those stories, 
[is paramount]. That can be kind of 
sensitive, you know, because it kind 
of plays into the stereotypes that 
our people weren’t sophisticated 

2  Marie-Hélène Villierme, interview with Nic 
Maclellan, June 2023.



Japanese government was classifying 
documents about these issues... Until 
then, many people in Japan thought that 
the Daigo Fukuryū Maru, Lucky Dragon 
Number Five, was the only fishing boat 
that was impacted by nuclear testing…

So this community created this victim 
support group, a local support group. And 
they were able to archive testimonies of 
those people, many of whom had already 
passed away. They had records of fishing 
crews who were on fishing boats in the 
1950s, and how many times they were in 
the Pacific Ocean. Or what kinds of health 
issues they had; what kinds of experiences 
they had or things they saw, for example, 
when did they see the flash?  Were they 
covered in ashes? What kinds of symptoms 
they had, or what about their colleagues 
who passed away early, for example. So I 
was able to review those records prepared 
by that Japanese group. 

In 2014, 60 years after the nuclear 
testing, the Japanese government finally 
declassified a list of Japanese fishing 
boats that had to discard radioactive fish 
because they couldn’t sell radioactive fish 
on the market. They didn’t have a list of 
people who were exposed to radiation 
but they had a list of fishing boats with 
radioactive fish, because they cared more 
about fish than people. 

So, it took so long for this documentation 
to become widely available to the public. 

[But] people were finally able to see there 
are hundreds of fishing boats impacted. I 
think there were 990-something boats that 
were listed. Some of the boats are listed 
more than once or twice. It means that they 
were not informed about nuclear testing in 
the Pacific, so they went back to the Pacific 
Ocean more than twice. Usually, this kind 
of small fishing boat carried about 20 crew 
members. So, they estimated more than 
10,000 people might have been impacted. 
This means that they have to keep looking 
for potential nuclear victims. Maybe some 
people passed away without knowing that 
they were indeed impacted by nuclear 
testing.

Testimony     
      JAPANESE DATA SECRECY

~ Mari Inoue

Mari Inoue details suppression of nuclear harms in this community story about Japanese 
fishermen and their case for redress. We might appreciate how international secrecy has 
worked to uphold secrecy and constrain victimhood, and the ways Japanese scholars and 
community members have uncovered culpability using transnational archival strategies. 

[I researched] the January 4th, 1955 
agreement between the United States and 
Japan, [where] the United States agreed to 
pay 2 million US dollars to the Japanese 
government to compensate for the 
damages sustained by the Daigo Fukuryū 
Maru, also known as the Lucky Dragon 
Number Five. I was reviewing declassified 
documents of the United States from 
the 1950s. Most of them were produced 
around 1954-56 and related to nuclear 
testing in the Pacific…

I also reviewed archive testimonies; 
these are in Japanese. Testimonies and 
records of dozens of Japanese fishing 
crews in Kochi Prefecture, Japan, where 
many fishing villages sent their people 
to undertake long-distance fishing in the 
Pacific in the 1950s. Because they were 
from rural communities, they had very 
limited employment opportunities after 
the Second World War... 

So those young people, they’re like 18, 19, 
20, 21, these young men working these 
life-risking jobs, you know, fishing in a 
small fishing boat.

Sometime in the 1980s, a local high 
school teacher and high school students 
were able to collect testimonies, through 
interviews, by visiting different fishing 
villages in Kochi Prefecture, and uncovered 
that there were so many people impacted 
by nuclear testing in the Pacific, which 
was unknown because at the time, the 

Currently, there are two pending lawsuits 
on this issue at the Kochi District Court 
and Tokyo District Court. Plaintiffs are 
seeking recognition and damages from the 
Japanese government as well as calling on 
the Japan Health Insurance Association to 
cover medical costs for impacted fishing 
crews and make insurance payouts for 
bereaved family members.
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enough to understand things, when 
really, it was like a language issue. 
[They need to] be able to access, you 
know, information around the oral, 
particularly the oral, testimonies, in 
and around the region, of their own 
accord, and be able to have that 
power put back in their hands.3

This example speaks to the sensitivity and 
contextual understanding required to engage 
affected community testimony ethically. 
Researchers must remember that the goal 
here is not to find “balance” or corroborate 
harms described elsewhere, and that these 
discussions proceed in the absence of justice. 
After all, objectivity is not only impossible but 
the same conceit enabling harms through 
nuclear secrecy and the prioritisation of certain 
types of evidence. Ma’ohi writer and activist 
Mililani Ganivet sees this double standard 
clearly, telling us: 

Of course oral history can be faulty, 
but that’s because human memory 
is faulty by nature. But it’s the same 
thing with written archives—it’s a 
bias thing. You’re basing your work 
on the documents that survived that 
time, and some of these contain 
errors as well.4

Accordingly, researchers must critically examine 
their own biases to ensure that interpretations 
based on nuclear archival materials are broadly 
based and ethically informed. And because 
researchers are implicated in this work, they 
ought to be transparent about any personal 
commitments and the choice to prioritise 
certain perspectives, says Bolton:

3  Yazzie, interview.
4  Mililani Ganivet, interview with Nic 

Maclellan, June 2023.

There is a tendency for scientists 
across the board, whether social 
or political scientists, to say more 
information is better and that you’re 
“objective” and “neutral”. But I 
think if you’re doing research just 
generally, you’re always going to 
be political one way or another. You 
exist in a political body. I’m a settler 
on Indigenous land. I have a male 
presenting body in a patriarchal 
world. And so, I just exist in politics, 
whether I like it or not. And so being 
aware of it, and being open about it, 
and transparent about one’s political 
engagements, I think, for me, is more 
important than being “objective” or 
“neutral”. So, sort of being explicit 
about who one favoured, and the 
processes, and what you’re planning 
this research to do. And then people 
can legitimately critique it, what my 
interests are in it all, but you provide 
them with a roadmap for that 
critique, and allow them to not be, 
somehow, having to do a gotcha. 
And so that’s the advocacy side.5

If not addressed, these questions of social 
power, identity, and access—often referred to 
as “positionality”—impact researchers’ ability 
to engage with or serve affected communities. 
Mililani Ganivet explains how positionality can 
set research agendas that do not reflect the 
lived experience of affected communities:

The questions that researchers 
ask people are not necessarily 
the questions that people think 
about when they think about the 
nuclear testing, because it’s not 
the same way about thinking about 
things. Ordinary people may not 
be so interested in the things that 
researchers ask questions about, 
like dates and so on, because it’s 
a different relationship to history. 
When they think about nuclear 
testing they don’t generally think 
about the pollution or the topic that 
researchers are interested in, which 
are totally far away from their lived 
experience during the testing era.6  

5  Bolton, interview.
6  Ganivet interview.

Mari Inoue explains how this is advanced 
in the unconscious favouring of privileged 
perspectives, which can lead to harmful policy 
gaps: 

Those privileged people with higher 
education were able to access archival 
material by the government, and they 
use that and write up policy papers 
or research papers but most of the 
people, except research communities, 
will not read them. And there is an 
accessibility issue with such reports, 
and those people who really need 
such information will never be able to 
review those reports. And I also see 
some gaps between the reality and 
some policy recommendations by 
policy makers or scholars…

We try to convey some of the lessons 
learned from Fukushima and other 
impacted communities in the policy 
recommendations, so that they could 
be universally effective in promoting 
policies that are human rights centred 
and also based on precautionary 
measures. There is no safe level of 
radiation. But when you talk with 
nuclear scientists, for example, they 
would say that this is lower than 
permissible level, and therefore, it’s 
safe to dump in the Pacific Ocean, 
for example. So from a medical 
perspective, physicians call for 
precautionary measures. But nuclear 
scientists have different standards, 
such as so-called “permissible level” 
standards. I think it’s important for 
us to talk about the importance of 
a human rights approach in policy 
recommendations and in terms of 
archiving projects. We can use some 
of the suggestions or concerns from 
affected communities and include 
that in the policy recommendations, 
so that governments can implement 
stricter standards, for example, or 
develop community projects that 
meet the needs of the affected 
communities—such as if they need 
some kind of community space 
where they can gather and share their 
concerns or ask how to raise children 
in radiation affected communities.7

7  Inoue, Interview.

Inoue’s experience tells us that ethical research 
requires more than an understanding of 
nuclear science, theories of knowledge, and 
one’s own positionality. If researchers are to 
describe harms accurately, they must centre 
the lived experience of affected communities. 
Doing so ethically, however, raises another set 
of issues. 

Sensitivities and Responsibilities
I am in contact with many Hibakusha. 
And one of them in Kyoto, is a good 
speaker, she is over 80 years old. 
And she talks about her experience 
in Hiroshima. And she’s quite well 
known and reported in the media. But 
on the other hand, she told me that it 
was not possible for her to talk about 
her experience to her own children. 
Because they would worry about the 
effects of radiation upon them. [It’s] 
a dilemma for her. She said that her 
granddaughter read her testimony in 
a newspaper article. I think it’s really 
hard… It’s a really sensitive issue. 

As for my father, one day I asked him 
to talk about his experience to my 
three children. He didn’t. But later, I 
realised that he couldn’t, because he 
didn’t want to remember his terrible 
experience. But I asked him to write it. 
And then he did. And actually it was 
published. It was included in a book 
published in Hiroshima. It’s about 
school teachers who were exposed to 
radiation, who wrote their experience.

I think testimony is very important. But 
I think the privacy should be protected 
in disseminating the testimony. So for 
example, when I wrote a paper in a 
book, on nuclear issues, I didn’t write 
a name of a woman from Fukushima, 
who talked about her experience in 
Fukushima nuclear accident. I changed 
the name to protect her privacy. I think 
such consideration is very important. 
But I think the testimonies, oral 
testimonies, documents, or videos, 
are really powerful. So I think it should 
be shared among a lot of people, 
especially politicians of nuclear power 
countries—Kazuyo Yamane.8

8  Yamane, interview.
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Affected community testimony is powerful 
proof. It is compelling and can change minds. 
As nuclear truth it has been indispensable 
in gaining recognition for the suffering of 
nuclear victims and in international advocacy 
to constrain nuclear activities. However, there 
are ongoing sensitivities surrounding the 
appropriate and ethical use of testimony. The 
following sections details issues of trauma, 
stigma, privacy, and cultural understandings 
within nuclear archives. 

Engaging nuclear archives can be deeply 
traumatic, especially for those affected by 
nuclear legacies. Official records may contain 
sensitive information about individuals—
including their health data or details of ill-
treatment at the hands of governments, 
militaries, or industry. Often, what constituted 
human rights abuses are presented in cold 
or sanitised ways. Some repositories flag the 
presence of sensitive information to users, 
often as part of cultural guidance, however 
such exposure is likely to remain confronting 
to victims. When sharing content collected 
from nuclear archives, researchers should be 
mindful that they may be exposing individuals 
to painful memories associated with nuclear 
violence. Mao’hi activist Hinamoeura Cross, 
who is living with leukemia, explains that some 
older nuclear survivors are wary of repeating 
oft-told stories:

Some people don’t want to talk to 
journalists or researchers anymore 
because it’s very painful for them. 
In Tahiti, we don’t share about our 
feelings, our pain, so when people 
speak it’s a big pain for them. When 
they speak, they thought it was going 
to change something - but finally, 
nothing changes. So today there are 
many Tahitian people who don’t want 
to talk about it anymore. Some want 
to forget, some are angry, and I can 
understand this, because they are 
fighting for decades and nothing really 
changed. But for me, it’s very important 
to continue to speak.9

When it comes to sharing the lived experience 
of others, researchers should obtain informed 
consent where possible, respect others’ 
agency over their narratives always, and 
ensure confidentiality when necessary.10 

9  Cross interview.
10  See the Nuclear Truth Project’s Protocols for 

Ethical use of nuclear archives in this case 
means being aware of how archives function in 
the world and taking steps to minimise the risk 
of exploitation or retraumatisation. The depth 
of nuclear trauma is evidenced most simply 
by the length of time it often takes affected 
communities to speak out. In Japan, where 
Hibakusha have had to deal with systemic and 
imposed nuclear secrecy and denial, as Mari 
Inoue explains, gaining voice has taken years 
if not decades: 

In 2016 or 2017, we started to ask 
members of affected communities in 
Fukushima to send us video messages, 
so that we could add English subtitles 
and share them with the international 
community. So the disaster started in 
March 2011. And now, you will see 
more people in zoom calls, in webinars 
showing their face, talking about the 
struggles that they went through, that 
they’re going through. But in 2017, 
when we started this video project, 
one of the members of the affected 
community didn’t want to share their 
face. So we respected that. So we 
asked her to share anything that she 
wanted to share, we didn’t specify 
anything. 

So, this particular person sent me a 
voice message with a video clip of 
construction sites in a community 
where people passed away because 
of the tsunami. Because of the 
Fukushima nuclear disaster, they 
couldn’t continue the search for 
missing people, because rescue 
workers were afraid of radiation. So 
maybe some of those missing people 
could have been saved if they didn’t 
have the nuclear disaster. But, you 
know, she was showing this video 
clip of construction sites, which was 
years later from the beginning of 
the disaster, but still recovering. And 
she was sharing some of the group 
photos. 

I thought she was not ready to speak 
in front of the camera then. And I 
think that was okay. I thought that it 
will take about 10 years, for them to 
be able to process such a horrible 

working with affected communities, nucleartruthproj-
ect.org/protocols.

trauma and be able to speak up. 
That’s how Hibakusha were able to do 
it, it took 10 years for them. I think it 
was 1955 for Hibakusha to finally able 
to speak up publicly. Finally, they were 
able to organise and call for better 
victim assistance measures by setting 
up these anti-nuclear groups, or 
Hibakusha support groups, which are 
one of the oldest anti-nuclear groups 
in Japan… after witnessing how 
Fukushima survivors went through 
this, it took 10 years for them, to finally 
be able to stand in front of the TV, the 
camera like this, speak truth to power, 
and call for justice.11

Unwillingness to share comes not only 
from trauma but a fear of reprisal or stigma. 
Researchers must be aware of the potential 
for perpetuating harmful assumptions towards 
communities affected by nuclear activities. 
Janene Yazzie’s example of the language 
barrier in her community being interpreted 
as a lack of sophistication is a good example. 
Similarly, Kazuyo Yamane speaks of exposure 
being associated with defectiveness and 
uncleanliness insofar as,

There’s still difficulty in marriage. Well, 
generally speaking, there are problems 
in marriage and employment among 
Hibakusha. So even today, among 
people from Fukushima, people who 
come from Fukushima, you know, 
their children were bullied. “Oh you’re 
dirty” or something like that, “go 
home Fukushima”. We still have the 
same problem in Japan, you know, 
not only in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 
but also people from Fukushima 
who live outside of Fukushima have 
some difficulties… Yes, I think there 
are ethical issues. Some Hibakusha, 
they speak their own experience, but 
they don’t want it published. Because 
they need privacy. So it’s very difficult 
for hibakusha to give us a testimony. 
And one day I invited a woman from 
Nagasaki to the classroom, to the class 
of Peace Studies. And she couldn’t 
talk, although she tried for a while. 
She remembers what happened to 
her.12 

11  Inoue, interview.
12  Yamane, interview.

The revelation of personal information could 
lead to the violation of privacy amongst 
individuals or their descendants. It is crucial 
for researchers to approach the use of nuclear 
archives with sensitivity, empathy, and a 
commitment to safeguarding the wellbeing 
and dignity of affected communities. In 
some cases, nuclear survivors will want their 
testimony shared, as a public reminder and 
to aid in calls for justice. In others, pain or 
associated suffering may be too great. In both 
cases, respecting the wishes and wellbeing of 
those most affected is the priority.

Lastly, it is important to understand that nuclear 
archives encompass a diversity of perspectives, 
communities, and cultural heritage. 
Communities understand and treat radioactive 
harms differently, and outsiders should be 
mindful of engaging these understandings 
respectfully. Researchers must consider 
their work’s potential impact on affected 
communities in cultured terms and respect 
any sensitivities, especially when working with 
Indigenous or historically marginalised groups. 
From Tahiti, Marie-Hélène Villierme gives an 
example of insensitivity in the research process: 

For our podcast, I might include a 
very simple story. For people from 
here they will instantly understand 
why it’s important to include the story, 
whereas people from France will 
wonder why it’s there. 

For example, there is a researcher 
who came to Mangareva, but ordered 
food from Tahiti rather than eat the 
local food which they feared might be 
contaminated. So, the local hosts were 
wondering ‘why won’t this person eat 
the fruit and food that we serve our 
children?’. 

A story like this will resonate with 
Polynesian people in a different way 
to people from outside—they will 
instantly understand the insult to the 
people of Mangareva. Stories like this 
have layers that resonate differently to 
different audiences.13

Villierme has recorded this example to share 
as evidence of the ongoing nuclear colonial 
experience. Similar strategies of community 
self help are discussed in the last section. 

13  Villierme, interview.
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Ultimately, the risks that nuclear affected 
communities face in accessing and creating 
archives or engaging in research highlights 
a lack of safeguards. Work is needed to 
ensure that the voices and perspectives of 
those affected are incorporated respectfully 
throughout all productions. Achieving this 
remains difficult within the prevailing research 
model, however, which can structurally embed 
disparity between researchers and affected 
communities. The following section explores 
the fundamental issue of knowledge extraction 
and proposes potential reforms in research 
ethics guidance to address these challenges.

Beyond “Ethical” Extraction 
We did have an incident recently, 
and it wasn’t about just uranium. 
We were approached by a New York 
Times journalist who was saying that 
she wanted to do a comprehensive 
story on the impacts of climate 
change and the legacy of uranium 
contamination, which was really 
exciting to us. Because, you know, 
we’re always talking about those 
intersections and it’s like pulling 
teeth to get people to be interested 
in it... 

So we discussed among ourselves 
whether or not we were interested 
in talking to her, [and] whether 
there was consensus and consent 
to engage with her. We asked her a 
couple of questions about the piece, 
and she [said] she was either going 
to do one piece, or if it becomes 
more complicated, then she would 
be interested in developing a 
series. That checked out with some 
of our concerns of trying to stuff 
everything into one, you know, 
catchy piece. And then yeah, we 
made an agreement on the people 
who’d be interviewed, and we put 
forward some beautiful minds, we 
put forward our Indigenous scientists 
who’ve been doing research, our 
allies, some of our frontline voices 
that were comfortable speaking with 
her. She went around, did all these 
interviews. 

The whole time, she never told us 
that she was interviewing other 
people to talk about different 

intersections and impacts of climate 
change… About a month later she 
sent us a link to the article she did 
end up writing. And it had nothing 
to do with any of the things that she 
talked to us about. It was all about 
cattle ranchers in New Mexico and 
their impacts of drought. And she 
apologised that, you know, she 
didn’t get to use a lot of the stories 
that came out of the interviews. And 
we were just like, wow.

Even though we are professionals 
in this type of engagement, and we 
did follow the proper steps to make 
sure that we’re testing the integrity 
of this person, we still had a very bad 
experience of being extremely used. 
And then invisibilised even further it 
felt—Janene Yazzie.14

Extractive research refers to work that 
disproportionately benefits external parties, 
exploiting the communities being studied or 
sharing knowledge while providing minimal 
reciprocity or long-term benefits to them. 
It occurs through power imbalance and is a 
major issue in affected communities, where 
individuals might be vulnerable owing to 
nuclear violence or dependent on research 
for remediation. The issue of privileged 
access, described in the previous chapter, 
deepens the potential for extractive research 
relationships, as certain professional groups 
dominate nuclear research and advocacy. 
It is difficult to safeguard against extractive 
research, even when communities are aware 
of this potential and have protocols in place. 
Ethical reform is therefore needed to ensure 
work involving affected communities is rights-
affirming, inclusive, and distributive.

Currently, it is largely left to researchers’ 
discretion whether work benefits the 
communities being studied. Researchers 
retain decision-making authority, and their 
research questions, methodologies, and 
outputs may not fully reflect the perspectives 
and aspirations of the communities being 
studied. The lack of reciprocal engagement 
often results in knowledge being taken from 
communities and used only partially or not on 
the terms it was given. 

14  Yazzie, interview.

When knowledge is extracted and utilised by 
external actors in this way, material benefits 
rarely accrue back to communities. The 
piecemeal nature of research driven from 
abroad can mean communities are not served 
in coherent ways or able to build their own 
capacity. These imbalances perpetuate socio-
economic disparities and while researchers 
may gain recognition, career advancement, 
or financial resources through their work, 
the communities that share their knowledge 
and experiences are frequently left in place. 
The paradox is that affected community 
testimony is integral to both research and 
advocacy, and so researchers often end up 
positioned between affected communities 
and institutional support. Over time, affected 
communities are victimised by this treatment, 
and have been tokenised as only providing 
evidence of nuclear harms, as Yazzie explains: 

Our pain is still very “sexy,” for lack of 
better phrasing, for people who are 
just being introduced to the topic. 
And I think that’s our number one 
disadvantage, [in] breaking these 
cycles… because of this institutional 
imbalance or disempowerment, 
we’re still having to use our pain 
to justify why our solutions are 
informed… 

People are not wanting to be stuck 
in this mode of victimisation. I’ve 
seen that also happen with people 
giving really compelling testimony, 
speaking to their expertise, but then 
there’s like that one line that just is like 
heart-wrenching and gutting, that 
speaks to the pain. And then that’s 
what gets plastered as headlines 
or is quoted in the research report, 
you know. And it does its own harm, 
because then it takes away the 
agency and the power of resilience 
and strength that also exists in these 
communities. 15 

A more subtle associated phenomena has 
resulted from privileged access and increased 
opportunity for professional researchers. 
Yazzie describes this as the emergence of a 
“better class of expert”—an intermediary who 
can speak to the issues without the trauma 
associated with coming from them:    

15  Yazzie, interview.

There are people with certain 
privileges, that know how to track 
and find different information, 
and compile it together into very 
compelling reports. These are 
people who are often working at 
like a national level, or international 
level of movement building, and 
they just have a different skill set. 
[Personally] they’re [often] just 
as committed and persistent in 
breaking down the barriers of access 
to information. [But we’ve] created 
a class of experts, for better or 
worse, a class of experts that have 
more access and knowledge of the 
linkages between different impacted 
communities. But communities are 
still trying to build those bridges and 
those linkages, awareness of those 
linkages themselves… 

I’ve seen that serve as a 
disadvantage, particularly in 
international advocacy, where we’ll 
have community members going 
there with their stories… which are 
often very complex, multi layered 
stories, right... And you’ll have 
someone who’s from Johns Hopkins 
or from Oxford, who’s been doing 
all this research and accessing 
[what] information archives do exist 
out there and [are] able to expertly 
speak to those linkages or to speak 
to larger trends, which makes them 
seen as the “better expert” on the 
issue. 

Being from an affected community 
myself, [having] done different types 
of bottom-up movement building 
for rights-based approaches… I have 
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been witnessing how it is creating 
a different class of experts on the 
issue, because they’re coming from 
that top-down research perspective, 
and can articulate linkages that tie 
together different stories across 
different landscapes. But all of 
that is still built off of knowledge 
that’s extracted [from] individual 
communities but not brought back 
to them.16

Ray Acheson explains how tokenism and 
intermediation contributes to a lack of 
representation in decision making bodies for 
those most affected. 

We need to diversify the 
participation in processes for nuclear 
disarmament, and for demilitarisation 
more broadly. That includes not just 
adding women, as a monolithic 
group, but having an intersectional 
approach. An approach that 
recognises overlapping oppressions 
of gender, sexual orientation, race, 
class, disability, etc., and that values 
the participation of diverse people 
offering diverse perspectives. 

We also need the participation 
of affected communities, and not 
just as folks that come in to give 
testimony… because there’s the risk 
of tokenisation around that, too. 
There’s a personal cost of having 
to recount your story over and 
over and over and over again. How 
retraumatising that must be, even 
if you’ve made the decision to do 
it, and then you’re in this situation 
where you’re having to do it, and 
then you get invited to more events, 
to deliver your testimony again 
and again...  Involving survivors 
and affected individuals and 
communities in the work for nuclear 
disarmament can’t just be about 
having people offer testimony; they 
must be involved in shaping the 
outcomes from meetings, setting 
recommendations for states and 
shaping policy commitments and 
obligations. Folks that are from 
affected communities, and have 
those experiences, they also have 

16  Yazzie, interview.

the knowledge of what they need 
and what their communities need. 
And so they need to be involved 
actively in the development of the 
action plans, the treaties, or the 
resolutions that are going to have a 
bearing on these things.17 

Without ways to equitably participate in 
research or advocacy that intimately concerns 
them, affected communities may experience 
research exhaustion, trauma fatigue and 
disillusionment. Participation may become 
intermittent, described by Yazzie as “boom and 
bust” cycles, leading to the loss of momentum 
and institutional knowledge. 

Committees and Compliance 
Often, extractive research happens 
unintentionally, as the result of pressures 
external to the researcher themselves, or due 
to a lack of provisions in research guidance. 
Currently, the main dedicated accountability 
mechanisms for research (besides communities 
themselves), are academic research ethics 
committees.18 These remain poorly equipped. 
Ethics committees place an emphasis on 
privacy and consent, which while important, 
overshadow the broader ethical imperatives 
of addressing power imbalances and ensuring 
that communities can participate equitably in 
research and share in its benefits on their own 
terms. 

To avoid identification of individuals, 
researchers often protect participant identities 
and ensure that data is securely stored or 
anonymised. These measures are important, 
especially with respect to the sensitive 
discussions of nuclear harms outlined above, 
but they do not necessarily promote the 
specific needs of affected communities and 
can inadvertently lead to a detachment from 
them. Researchers struggle to acknowledge 
the agency and contributions of these 

17  Acheson, interview.
18  There exist other forms of ethics guidelines 
and safeguards, for example ones produced by commu-
nities themselves and peak bodies as well as national 
permit authorities that regulate foreign research. For 
example, the Government of Vanuatu has developed 
extensive protocols for overseas researchers, in an 
attempt to ensure community benefit. The Republic of 
the Marshall Islands National Nuclear Commission has 
protocols and guidelines for researchers who are doing 
research on the Marshall Islands Nuclear Legacy. See the 
Nuclear Truth Project Protocols for another example.

communities and ensure that their perspectives 
are adequately represented to begin with. 
An emphasis on confidentiality across some 
disciplines can also hinder researchers from 
establishing meaningful and collaborative 
relationships with affected communities. In 
instances where nuclear secrecy and erasure of 
harms has reduced access to knowledge, this 
is a major issue. 

This signals a disconnect between the research 
process and the real-life concerns and 
aspirations of communities. A central ethical 
issue is that affected communities can consent 
to research but lack control over outputs and 
benefits. But while free, prior, and informed 
consent, power sharing, and data sovereignty 
are pillars of a rights-based approach to 
research, ethics committees prioritise a weaker 
form of compliance. Their focus is on academic 
liability rather than community accountability. 
This undermines the potential for meaningful 
advocacy and impactful research outcomes. 

Here, research ethics committees should 
expand their ethics guidance and criteria to 
include considerations of community relevance, 
participatory research methodologies, and 
long-term community benefit sharing. This 
would encourage researchers to develop 
inclusive methodologies that might genuinely 
reflect the priorities of affected communities 
and ensure nuclear justice is centred in their 
work. 

Nuclear Archival Justice
Affected communities and allied researchers 
are already working for nuclear archival justice. 
The following paragraphs highlight thinking 
towards best practice ethical approaches to 
nuclear archives, beginning with strategies 
for allyship and moving on to community 
archiving. 

Allyship
Allyship is a subtle art, Matthew Bolton tells 
us, and archival justice cannot be achieved 
effortlessly. The architecture of research and 
advocacy extends beyond ethics guidelines 
and addressing inequity requires significant 
upheaval. Researchers looking to adopt 
participatory and distributive methodologies 
must avoid burdening communities in 
their attempts to become more inclusive, 
especially if donors are involved. Governance 
requirements, financial reporting, and 
formats must be made responsive along with 
the mindset of researchers. With genuine 

partnership, one should not expect the same 
types of outputs previously produced through 
extraction! ‘We must really think of how it is 
put together in a meaningful way’, Bolton tells 
us, ‘because sometimes you’re talking about 
a significant gulf in socioeconomic status and 
education’.19 ‘I think there can be sometimes 
too eager a desire to be inclusive without 
thinking about the politics, the disparities 
involved, and the ways that you have to be 
really careful not to make things worse for the 
local community, tiring them out or making 
them share things they don’t want to share’. 

There are opportunities for division of labour 
through allyship. Given the barriers to access 
described in the previous chapter, the most 
obvious approach is to use capacity amongst 
the privileged and in research settings to 
dismantle nuclear secrecy. Submitting freedom 
of information requests, challenging shoddy 
science, publicising cover ups, are all efforts 
allies are making already. Similarly, the work 
of translation and sharing through accessible 
formats can bring new audiences to affected 
community testimony, without removing the 
knowledge from communities themselves. Ray 
Acheson describes how affected community 
testimony can be “communicated in” to 
international advocacy in such ways that it 
builds capacity in understaffed delegations 
and is “communicated out” in turn:   

I have found [testimony] absolutely 
instrumental in the international work, 
because it allows us to bring that 
primary information into the UN and 
into the advocacy and information 
sharing that we’re doing in those 
spaces. For a lot of other governments 
that might not have access to that 
information either, then it’s a way for 
them to learn about it through the 
activist community, globally… Sure, 
the nuclear-armed states do read it, 
but we’re not necessarily changing 
hearts and minds of the nuclear-armed 
states. The advantage of that work, 
what we’ve found really useful, is that 
a lot of smaller delegations tend to 
really rely on our work, they end up 
using some of our advocacy, briefing 
papers, and other materials to inform 
their own statements … They will 
sometimes include our reports in their 

19  Bolton, interview.
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reporting back to capital about what’s 
happening. So all of that means that 
what we’re sending into the UN, it 
does have a lot of uptake amongst a 
lot of the delegations participating. 
And so in that sense, I think that there’s 
value in trying to incorporate even 
more affected community material to 
the extent that people are interested 
in sharing it.

However, again, there are limitations 
to the format that we work in. Most 
of the materials my team produces 
are unfortunately only available in 
English, just because we’re often 
reporting and publishing daily or 
weekly. And so doing translations 
is very, very challenging… I do try, 
when I’m providing the analysis and 
reporting on disarmament meetings, 
to do it in a very accessible way. I 
don’t write like an academic, I write 
like an activist and try to make it 
accessible —  what’s happening 
and what the different government 
positions are. So it’s sort of like a two 
way street. Communicating out and 
communicating into the process…20 

Allyship does not require sympathetic 
individuals to stop working, but rather make 
space and elevate others, conscious that this 
will build power in the movement. Ethical 
approaches for nuclear archival justice begin 
with information sharing. Ethical allyship 
seeks to build from community, taking 
forward their priorities.

Affected Community Archiving 
To address issues of access and continuity, 
members of affected communities are creating 
their own archives that preserve community 
memory in place. Utilising engaging and 
accessible formats, some envisage information 
sharing networks with other affected 

20  Acheson, interview.

communities that might bypass dominant 
archival structures. These efforts could be 
strengthened or expanded through resourcing 
for digitisation and housing of material.

Community archiving is a form of data 
sovereignty. It follows the principle that 
individuals and communities have the right 
to control their own data and utilise it in 
accordance with their values and needs. For 
nuclear archives this means collection and 
storage happens with affected communities 
and that they have a say in decisions regarding 
archival access and preservation. As long as 
these principles are followed, community 
archives can be as simple as a podcast or as 
elaborate as an access and digitisation scheme 
with a government repository. Community 
archiving often involves preserving a range of 
ephemera and the recording of oral testimony, 
song, and other cultural production, rather 
than just the collection of documents and 
photos.

Resourcing for community archiving is 
desperately needed in locations where 
memory is being lost. Claire Slatter gives the 
example of the anti-nuclear movement in 
the Pacific. The most pressing issue for her 
is collection and preservation. Her interview 
for this report was mainly spent writing down 
locations where personal records might be 
and discussing strategies for access. 

There’s a lot of value for the movement, 
in facing the current challenges, of 
being able to know the history, I mean, 
to have access to it. I don’t think it’s  
something that everybody would look 
to access. But certainly your activists 
and your scholars basically [would be] 
the main beneficiaries of the work.

So I do think it’s important for future 
activists, but it’s also important for 
scholars, you know, from the region. 
Part of bringing this to the fore 
again, and because a lot of younger 

people have no idea that there was 
this enormous social movement [the 
Nuclear Free and Independent Pacific 
movement], and particularly in the 
Pacific where activism sometimes is 
seen as a very new thing, and people 
don’t really have knowledge of this 
earlier history. And particularly, for 
Fiji, which actually was, in many 
respects, where a lot of these regional 
movements really arose from, as 
in people in Fiji kind of moving or 
making contact with others in the 
region and providing a kind of central, 
what do you say, organising capability. 
But because we’ve gone through a 
period of 16 years of really, you know, 
control, living under a very controlled 
political environment, a controlling 
and authoritarian government 
actually, it increasingly became. That 
pretty much killed activism. 

The revival of all that, reanimation 
of it, is really important. So, I mean, 
I do think what you’re doing, [the 
archival scoping project] is, in fact, 
very important. I mean, some may 
not question it, but sort of feel that, 
well, it’s coming from an international 
organisation, right? But they have the 
resources, you know, and look no one 
else is going to do it. So I’m really 
very happy that it’s being done, and 
that it’s being done by Pacific people 
like yourself.  And also, nobody owns 
this really, it really belongs to people 
in the Pacific and all those who were 
supportive of and part of the same 
movement… I think it needs to be out 
there.21

International institutions can play a practical 
role in assisting affected communities to 
preserve their heritage and memory. There are 
striking examples where local municipalities, 
NGOs or state libraries have assisted with the 
digitalisation and preservation of vital records 
(see case study on co-operation between 
Catalonia and the Marshall Islands).

21  Claire Slatter, interview with Marco de Jong, 
April 2023.

Modelling community ownership
Community archiving is a conscious attempt 
to preserve memory for the sake of continuity 
and to inform future action. Specific priorities 
are subject to individual communities—i.e., 
advocacy and awareness raising, cultural 
preservation, documentation of harms— but 
follow the imperatives of data sovereignty. 
Control in decision-making is important, as 
archives collated by affected communities will 
likely contain sensitive or sacred knowledge. 
Slatter explains:

There are probably parts of the 
records, which one wouldn’t really 
necessarily want in the public 
domain. I mean, I think that there may 
be some you might say “classified” 
stuff… And some personal things, 
very personal attacks… How do you 
get that back though? You can’t. 
It really then has to do with very 
careful selections, or deselections of 
things that shouldn’t go in... There 
are, you know, minutes of meetings 
that we have, which we’d never put 
in the public domain, you know, 
where people can speak frankly. 
And sometimes one is discussing 
individuals, you know, in terms of 
whether you align yourself with and 
whatever, and those would never 
be, should never be, actually, made 
anywhere public. And so within 
the Nuclear Free and Independent 
Pacific movement, absolutely, yeah. 
So selection of materials, and that 
kind of rests on the, it’s more than 
the judgment, it’s the sense of ethics, 
actually, of the researcher, you know, 
because some people would love to 
dig into that… or just make that part 
of how they see a movement and it 
could be quite damaging actually 
too.22

Janene Yazzie envisages a nested archival 
model where communities will have the 
option to extend access to members and allies 
gradually or selectively. Official documents 
within such a model might be presented with 
disclaimers or explainers. Sacred knowledge 
might be withheld. There are models for how 
this can be achieved, as she describes:    

22  Slatter, interview.



We were working on a project before 
the pandemic on trying to create 
a database, and really digging 
through the concepts of data 
sovereignty, and what that means 
and looks like in practice. And so 
when we’re talking about building a 
database for traditional knowledges 
and practices that people are 
wanting to share or to preserve, 
and, you know, for whatever 
reason. What was discussed as like 
a practice that could help stem the 
extractive nature of current interests 
and research being done around 
traditional ecological knowledge 
and traditional knowledge systems 
was creating like a secure link in the 
database for community partners. 
So that there was like a constant 
discussion process, where outward 
facing materials that were deemed 
acceptable, appropriate, whatnot, 
according to the standard set by the 
Indigenous peoples engaging with 
this process, would be available to 
the public. But that tribal specific 
knowledge, like let’s say sacred 
knowledge for a specific tribe, would 
actually only be accessible through 
credentials from and with that tribe. 
And so just kind of maybe thinking 
through, like, maybe there’s a way 
to do something to that effect, and 
how access to the archives aren’t 
necessarily limited but that control 
of it is put into the hands of the 
peoples whose voices it comes from, 
if that makes sense...

[We] need to be explicit about how 
the data can be used. I’m assuming 
we want something to be open 
source, to deal with accessibility 
issues for communities. But we 
also want to make sure that people 
do understand that history, they 
understand those harms and how 
this has been played out as a 
tactic and a process of suppressing 
local concern and local movement 
building around these issues. And 
so that it’s not just like, “Oh, here’s 
all this wonderful data and all this 
wonderful information that’s here”, 
but it also point blank explains why it 

is important to be diligent in how that 
information is consumed and used... 
to ensure ethical use, and conscious 
use, of information that’s gonna be 
made available to so many people.23

Resourcing should flow from and aid in 
achieving community priorities. Yazzie sees 
networks of community archives as instrumental 
in overturning structures of extraction and 
privileged access. Ultimately, she believes it is 
about being purposive: 

It’s about putting justice into practice, 
right. And, not, sort of, approaching 
the issue, trying to learn about 
something with, in aimless type of 
way, but kind of acknowledging 
that in every step of interaction with 
survivors and those who continue 
to fight on the frontlines, we got 
to weave into our interactions and 
practice, of being useful towards the 
struggle and not just being curious 
about it.24

Conclusions on Ethical Engagement  
with Nuclear Archives

Ethical engagement with nuclear archives 
mitigates ongoing documentary harms. 
Interpreting nuclear archives requires an 
understanding of their position in nuclear 
violence and the politics of their use. In the 
sharing and appraisal of nuclear archives, 
then, care must be taken to avoid deepening 
stigma and trauma for those from impacted 
communities. This chapter has detailed cases 
across three regions where nuclear secrecy 
and suppression has been challenged by more 
inclusive forms of evidence. 

Sensitivities around sharing must be joined 
with a commitment not to further dispossess. 
Traditionally a lack of safeguards has enabled 
extractive practices which embed structural 
disparity between professional researchers 
and the communities to whom such knowledge 
intimately concerns. This chapter advances 
advocacy to reform research ethics and build 
archival justice. It details examples where 
frontline affected communities and allies 
safeguard community memory through data 
sovereignty. 

Building off this, the following chapter 
examines tools that empower nuclear truth.

23  Yazzie, interview.
24  Yazzie, interview.

Case Study
SOLIDARITY TO PRESERVE MARSHALLESE  

HISTORIC RECORDS
~ Nic Maclellan
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Cold War nuclear testing has impacted 
indigenous and minority communities around 
the world. However, governments and affected 
communities in poorer countries often lack the 
financial, human and institutional resources to 
fully archive and preserve fragile records from 
the 20th Century, so they can be accessed by 
future generations. In response, international 
networks have step in to assist, as shown by a 
striking collaboration between the Republic of 
Marshall Islands (RMI) and a local municipality 
in Catalonia, Spain.

The 1986 Compact of Free Association 
between RMI and the United States created 
a Nuclear Claims Tribunal (NCT) to adjudicate 
claims for personal injury and property 
damage, resulting from the 67 US nuclear tests 
on Bikini and Enewetak Atolls. 

The NCT awarded costs for restitution 
and clean-up of contaminated lands, and 
allocated property damage awards, including 
compensation for loss of land use and for 
hardship and suffering. But the trust fund 
established under the 1986 Compact did 
not have enough finance to meet the court’s 
rulings and damages awards. As a result, more 
than US$2 billion of compensation remains 
unpaid to this day.

The NCT hearings recorded testimony from 
Marshallese nuclear survivors and gathered 
crucial documentary evidence for any future 
litigation. But as the NCT ended its hearings, 

the Marshall Islands government worried that 
the irreplaceable audio and video recordings  
needed archiving and preservation. 

Facilitated by former US National Archivist 
Trudy Peterson and then NCT public advocate 
Bill Graham, the tribunal sought overseas 
assistance. In a courageous act of solidarity, 
a far-off municipality in Spain came forward. 
The Catalan politician Carles Puigdemont 
i Casamajó served as Mayor of Girona – a 
northeastern town in Catalonia – between 
2011 and 2016.1 

The RMI government and municipality of 
Girona signed an agreement in October 2012, 
agreeing to digitalise and store irreplaceable 
NCT documents, 75 videos and 428 cassette 
recordings.2 The staff of the Arxiu Municipal de 
Girona (AMGi - Municipal Archive of Girona) 
completed this work before returning original 
material to Marshall Islands, preserving the 
digital copies to ensure that future generations 
can access these historic resources.3

1  For the story of this process, see this article. 
Sadly, Puigdemont lives in exile today, after Spain at-
tempted to block Catalan initiatives for self-determina-
tion.
2 Adjuntament de Girona - Arxiu Municipal de 
Girona (AMGi): The Marshall Islands Nuclear Claims 
Tribunal – website in Catalan, Spanish and English  
https://www.girona.cat/sgdap/movio8/en/1/home
3  A list of NCT records stored at AMGi can be 
found at: www.girona.cat/sgdap/docs/Marshall_NCT_
report.pdf
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This section describes some useful strategies 
affected communities and researchers 
might employ to find nuclear information or 
supplement that which they have already. 
It explores the strengths and potentials of 
different forms of nuclear archives and how 
they might contribute to accessing nuclear 
truth.  

Archival Strategies
Although classification and tiered access has 
limited the amount and type of official nuclear 
information that is open or accessible, there 
remain ways around nuclear secrecy: 

Whistleblowers and former members of the 
nuclear establishment have shared insider 
information. Peace activist and feminist 
thinker Ray Acheson mentions the revelations 
of whistleblowers like the late Daniel Ellsberg, 
who released documents describing systems 
of nuclear war planning and the command-
and-control structures which govern the use 
of nuclear weapons.1 Similarly, Elizabeth 
Tynan mentions the recollections of staff that 
assisted the British nuclear tests conducted 
in Australia.2 In many cases, such testimonies 
and leaks are the only way the public can gain 
access to highly classified information.     

Personal papers of former officials and 
scientists may have been deposited in an 
archive which is more open or accessible. 
National libraries and universities often 
hold such collections, and they may contain 
official information that was kept and not 
subsequently vetted. Oxford University holds 
the wartime papers of Lord Portal which relate 
to his involvement in the development of 
British nuclear weapons and power. 

Freedom of Information Requests are formal 
procedures for obtaining official information. 
In the case of nuclear information, specifics 
are likely subject to redaction, however such 

1  Ray Acheson, interview with Marco de Jong, 
March 2023.
2  Tynan, interview.

requests may give more general information: 
about which government officials or agencies 
are involved, what projects have been 
undertaken, and where one might look further. 
For example, ICAN Australia has utilised 
freedom of information laws to collect records 
from the Departments of Foreign Affairs 
and Defence in an effort to improve public 
understanding of Australia’s involvement in 
undermining global efforts to promote nuclear 
disarmament since 2013.3

Related Departments in the government 
system, such as energy or environment 
ministries for instance, may have been 
involved with nuclear activities in advisory or 
support capacities. Their archives may contain 
forwarded nuclear documents but are not often 
subject to strict reviews like those from defence 
or foreign affairs ministries for example. As 
one example, key documents held by the UK 
Defence Ministry about Operation Grapple – 
the British program to develop thermonuclear 
weapons in the 1950s – were restricted from 
public access. But a joint inter-ministerial 
committee had representation from other 
UK government departments: in a triumph of 
bureaucratic efficiency, a full set of confidential 
minutes were available in the Colonial Office 
archives, which had no restrictions on access, 
unlike the military archives.4

Parliamentary inquiries within some states 
often run through cross-party parliamentary 
committees or state, provincial or territorial 
parliaments (see case study on the Assembly 
of French Polynesia). An example is the Joint 
Standing Committee on Treaties in Australia, 
which is tasked with reviewing all treaties, 
including those of nuclear consequence.5 

3  ICAN Australia, Freedom of Information 
Requests, ICAN Australia website: icanw.org.au/
resources/foi/
4  For discussion, see Nic Maclellan: Grappling 
with the Bomb (Canberra: ANU Press), pp9-11.
5  For example, see Australian Joint Standing 
Committee on Treaties inquiry on the Exchange of Naval 
Nuclear Propulsion Information” (Canberra, 22 Nov 
2021)

chapter five
STRATEGIES FOR ACCESSING NUCLEAR  

ARCHIVES AND TRUTHS
~ Marco de Jong and Carla Cantagallo
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Faced with the logistic and political constraints 
of accessing official state records, there are 
still opportunities for local municipalities, 
state or provincial authorities and territorial 
governments to launch inquiries and collate 
evidence and ephemera about nuclear 
impacts.

One example comes from Ma’ohi Nui 
(French Polynesia), where France conducted 
193 atmospheric and underground nuclear 
tests between 1966-1996. After the final 
test at Moruroa atoll in January 1996, 
non-government, church and community 
organisations, including two associations of 
nuclear survivors, continue to call for greater 
transparency and accountability for ongoing 
health and environmental effects of radioactive 
fallout. Civil society groups continue to collate 
oral testimonies and documents detailing 
government actions, and mount pressure on 
conservative, pro-French politicians in Tahiti 
for greater transparency.

A significant change came after 2004 elections 
for the Assembly of French Polynesia, which 
saw the unprecedented victory of the pro-
independence party Tavini Huira’atira no Te Ao 
Ma’ohi, a period known as the Taui (change). 
The election as President of longtime anti-
nuclear and independence campaigner Oscar 
Manutahi Temaru – who worked on Moruroa 
as a customs officer during the testing era – 
opened the way for the local government to 
initiate an inquiry into the consequences of 
thirty years of testing.

In 2005, the Assembly of French Polynesia 
launched a public inquiry into the 
consequences of French nuclear testing: the 
Commission d’enquête sur les conséquences 
des essais nucléaires (CESCEN), chaired by 
Assembly member Unutea Hirshon. 

Despite reluctance from the French State, the 
commission published two volumes of findings 
the following year that drew on the testimony 
of nuclear survivors as well as official archives.1 

CESCEN chair Tea Hirshon explained the 
importance of this opportunity to break the 
silence: 

A few weeks after we won the elections, 
I was given the opportunity to preside 
over the special committee into the 
consequences of atmospheric nuclear 
testing. Because this inquiry was within 
the parliament, it was very hard for 
the French or the local authorities to 
prevent us asking people to testify: 
whether they were involved at that 
time, or people from the weather 
bureau, scientists and specialists. Many 
were local people who knew a lot about 
the testing, but they had been scared. 
There was like a cloud: ‘You don’t 
talk!’ So it was during the Taui that we 
could show there had been impacts 
on the population and damage to the 
environment.2

1  Les Polynesiens et le essais nucleaires – rapport 
de la Commission d’enquête sur les conséquences des essais 
nucléaires (Assemblée de la Polynésie française, Papeete, 
2006). https://www.service-public.pf/wp-content/
uploads/2017/09/CESCEN-2006.pdf
2   Interview from 2021 with Unutea Hirshon, 
then member of the Assembly of French Polynesia and 
chair of the Commission d’enquête sur les conséquences 
des essais nucléaires (CESCEN)

Case Study
LOCAL GOVERNMENT INQUIRIES

~Nic Maclellan



industries or those involved in anti-nuclear 
protest. These efforts can profile community 
specific perspectives and document 
underappreciated nuclear harms. Alongside 
research in documentary archives, many 
researchers from affected communities are 
also seeking to gather oral histories and 
testimonies from nuclear survivors, and 
develop social histories of ordinary people 
who lived through the nuclear testing era (see 
case study on podcasting in Tahiti). 

Tips for approaching archival research 
1. As this report has argued, there are 

many barriers to exploring nuclear 
archives. But members of affected 
communities can step over or around 
many of these obstacles, developing 
their own local initiatives or working with 
sympathetic librarians and archivists 
or allies in nuclear weapons states. 
So, get started! Creating a research 
plan may be useful to efficiently use 
your resources and time.. These tips 
are suggestions for people who are 
approaching archival research for the 
first time. Consider what you would 
like to find; this will help you decide 
where to begin your search. What 
time period are you looking for? Do 
you have a central question you are 
trying to research or are you seeking 
technical data, historical accounts 
or government documents? Do you 
want photos, personal letters, cultural 
resources, or the like?

2. If you do find an online archive 
website, look for an “About” section 
on the page. Take note of who created 
the website or is responsible for the 
content, what is the mission of the site 
(is it governmental, commercial, or a 
non-profit?) What type of materials are 
available on the website and how were 
they collected (declassified materials, 
personal photos?). This information 
can be an insight to any bias that 
might underlie the way materials 
were collected and presented on the 
website. 

3. If an archive lists collections or 
materials that are not digitized, (and 
therefore not available on the website), 
look for any information regarding use 

of the materials in person, so you are 
prepared if you choose to visit the 
archive.

4. Working with a research ally is a great 
option. You may find the best use of 
your time and/or monetary resources 
is to hire a researcher who is expert 
at finding the information you desire. 
If seeking files in another country or 
state, reaching out to academics or 
community researchers to seek their 
help in accessing files can be another 
approach.

5. Some archive websites have message 
boards that allow you to post your 
questions and enthusiasts  will try 
to assist you. Be careful not to post 
personal information or pay for 
anything without doing your due 
diligence - know who you are dealing 
with; buyer beware! 

6. Librarians and archivists can be your 
allies – collaborating with a librarian/
archivist at your national archives or 
local public, state, or university library 
(or historical society) is a sound way to 
begin your search. In general, librarians 
are tireless advocates for access to 
information – for all. This does not 
guarantee smooth sailing (there are 
often roadblocks outside the library 
or archivist’s purview), but librarians 
and archivists can help you create a 
plan and decide upon the best archival 
resources with which to begin your 
research. 

7. Finally, not all materials discovered 
on archival websites are accessible 
to people who need to use adaptive 
software. A librarian or archivist 
may be able to assist in this case 
by converting .pdf documents into 
formats recognized by text to speech 
readers.
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Similarly, Royal Commission inquiries in 
Australia and other states have uncovered 
significant evidence and archives.6

Citizen campaigns to press governments 
to open the archives can have significant – 
though often short-lived – successes, especially 
at moments of global political change. In 
December 1993, soon after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, US Secretary of Energy Hazel 
O’Leary announced an Openness Initiative to 
declassify nuclear documents. This initiative 
created important openings in the wall of 
silence over US nuclear policy. 

Under this program, the US Department 
of Energy released more than 70 boxes of 
newly declassified documents to the Republic 
of the Marshall Islands in May 1994. The 
documents revealed that the spread of fallout 
from the 1954 Bravo test on Bikini Atoll and 
other atmospheric tests was much wider 
than previously acknowledged by the US 
Government.7 For 50 years, the US military 
had hidden the fact that fallout from the Bravo 
test had spread over more than 11,000 square 
kilometres, affecting virtually all the atolls of 
the island nation.

The Openness Initiative also led to the creation 
of The Office of Human Radiation Experiments 
(OHRE) in March 1994, to collate and release 
evidence of radiation research using human 
subjects that occurred during World War 
Two and the Cold War. OHRE identified and 
catalogued historical documents about human 
experiments, drawn from 3.2 million cubic 
feet of records scattered across the country.8 
OHRE worked with other nuclear agencies 
to conduct extensive interviews, gathering 
testimony from scientists and researchers with 
firsthand knowledge of US human radiation 
experiments – often without free, prior and 

6  James McClelland, The Report of the Royal 
Commission into British Nuclear Tests in Australia, 
(Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 
1985), Volumes I & II.
7  See for example ‘Radioactive Debris from 
Operation Castle—islands of the mid-Pacific’, US Atomic 
Energy Commission, 18 January 1955. Marshall Islands 
Nuclear Documentation Database (MINDD).
8  The US Department of Energy (DoE) pro-
duced a report to documents about Human Radiation 
Experiments: The Department of Energy Roadmap to the 
Story and the Records (DOE/EH-0445, February 1995). 
The collected documents are also accessible at https://
ehss.energy.gov/ohre/roadmap/index.html.

informed consent.9 However within a few years, 
the Openness Initiative was shuttered. Nuclear 
secrecy researcher Alex Wellerstein explains 
that “the idea of openness was increasingly 
seen as a political liability that had mollified 
few critics and drawn lots of attention to past 
misdeeds.”10

Other jurisdictions may similarly be more 
open, especially in non-nuclear weapons 
states that nevertheless participated 
in weapons testing, ran monitoring 
programmes, or are part of the nuclear fuel 
cycle. For example, starting in 1957, the New 
Zealand Department of Health established 
a program monitoring the environmental 
radioactive contamination in both New 
Zealand and “the Pacific areas with which it is 
associated,”11 colonial responsibilities. From 
1966 with the start of the French nuclear 
testing in the Pacific the program expanded 
to include monitoring stations across many 
Pacific Island sites. The monitoring continued 
beyond the duration of French testing in the 
region.

Citizen Science programmes have had 
success in countering official studies that are 
methodologically flawed. The Tooth Fairy 
Project (officially known as the Baby Tooth 
Survey) was a program in the United States 
that collected voluntary contributions from 
children to donate their teeth to science. 
The recovered teeth were then tested for 
Strontium 90, an element produced by 
nuclear explosions and therefore an important 
indicator for monitoring the impacts of nuclear 
weapons testing. The findings demonstrated 
worrying levels of SR90 absorption in young 
people and are thought to have impacted US 
nuclear policy and contributed to the adoption 
of the 1962 Partial Test Ban Treaty.

Community archiving looks to preserve 
ephemera and oral history, often containing 
material collected by workers in nuclear 

9  Human Radiation Experiments - Oral Histo-
ries at https://ehss.energy.gov/ohre/roadmap/histories/
index.html
10  Alex Wellerstein, Restricted Data – the history 
of nuclear secrecy in the United States (University of 
Chicago Press, 2021), 390.
11  NZ Department of Health, “Annual Summary 
1968: Environmental Radioactivity in New Zealand and 
Results of extended monitoring of fallout from French 
Nuclear Tests in the Pacific”, (NZ National Radiation 
Laboratory, 1968) 7.

chapter four / page 51 



Case study
PODCASTING IN TAHITI

~ Nic Maclellan
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In Tahiti, Ma’ohi Nui, researchers Marie-Hélène 
Villierme and Mililani Ganivet are developing 
local archives of recorded personal testimony, 
to shares through podcasts and other media. 

Many overseas researchers focus on the political 
decision making around nuclear testing, while 
journalists seek stories from survivors exposed 
to hazardous levels of ionising radiation. But 
Marie-Hélène Villierme argues: 

What’s vital is not just to record the 
memories of those who lived through 
the period, whether they were sick or 
when they died. Their memories, their 
lived experience is important at various 
levels, not just to confirm details, but 
to capture the full overview of that era. 
On the one hand, you have the nuclear 
tests, but on the other you have social 
life and the changes that this period 
brought. For example, what changes 
were there in the food people grew? 
How did their health change, not 
from radiation exposure, but from the 
mental confusion that grew during this 
time of massive change - an invisible 
malady that impacts on successive 
generations?

We are trying to collect all sorts of 
memories of how people felt 30 years 
ago, but also how they feel now. Some 
people feel nostalgic about the CEP, 
while others are nostalgic about their 
opposition to testing. So we are trying 
to put together things that you can’t 
find in scientific or technical documents. 
It’s like trying to put together a broken 
vase. 

Mililani Ganivet thinks that there is a range of 
other ephemera that captures the history of 
the nuclear era, far beyond the priorities of 
institutional memory: 

In the military archives you can find 
letters and correspondence from 
scientists and military people. But 
there are other sort of archives, more 
ephemeral information, that we don’t 
talk about. Institutions have strict 
processes around material but what 
about other ephemera? If you’re 
talking about people in Oceania, you’ll 
find that people have different way of 
relating to each other through cultural 
means and personal conversations.

Institutional archives have information 
that is only accessible to a small group 
of people that have research skills or 
diplomas or whatever. But what do we 
do with more ephemeral information 
that sits in people’s houses or under 
their beds? That’s a crucial question 
in Oceania: who has the right to have 
access to this? Does it have to stay 
within the private sphere? Should 
personal archives be released into the 
colonial framework for fear these things 
may disappear, or should they be 
kept? People have their own archives, 
but also in very specific cultural ways 
of relating to this material. We need 
to think more about this ephemera, 
because archives by their very nature 
are very institutional.1

1   Interview, Mililani Ganivet, Papeete, June 
2023.

The Tahitian researchers want to collate this 
social ephemera of the nuclear testing era, 
alongside documents from the official French 
archives. Villierme argues that the definition of 
archives needs to be broadened to account 
for the lived experience of nuclear survivors: 

When you talk about archives you’re 
often talking about scientific or technical 
data that the military gathered for their 
experiments, all their observations on 
the process which remain technical. 
In the archives, you only find their 
observations, but not what they asked 
the local population - it’s just one side 
of the story.

The two women have now begun a series of 
podcasts ‘Remembering nu/clear stories from 
a Ma’ohi perspective” to share the history of 
nuclear survivors with a younger generation.2 

2         Podcast - Remembering nu/clear stories from 
a Ma’ohi perspective. www.youngsolwarapacific.com/
nukesPodcast.html

As Ganivet explains: 

People don’t read books so much 
anymore, so we need to find another 
way to reach out to people directly, 
especially younger generations, like 
through podcasts. Through a 20-minute 
podcast, it’s easy to hear people talking 
about their own experiences, but it 
needs to be broadcast. You need to 
find new ways to have conversations. 
You need to find a medium to allow 
people to discuss such a controversial 
issue, when the issue becomes too 
polarised.
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Ruoyu Li is a PhD candidate in political science 
at Johns Hopkins University. Her dissertation 
examines United States nuclear testing in the 
Pacific and Pacific anti-nuclear movements. 
We spoke about the violence and silences of 
colonial archives. 

Arjun Makhijani is a nuclear engineer and 
president of IEER. He contributed a list of 
nuclear archives to the research for this report.

Anaïs Maurer is a feminist scholar of Pacific 
literature raised in Ma’ohi Nui who has done 
extensive work detailing the anti-nuclear 
productions Pacific artists. We spoke about 
the potential of art to provide unmediated 
and holistic commentary on nuclear harms 
broadly conceived that might be shared in 
the place of testimony to avoid tokenisation 
and retraumatisation. 

Vijay Naidu is a development scholar and 
Fijian anti-nuclear campaigner. He publishes 
on issues of migration, ethnicity, theories of 
governance, conflict and justice, and Pacific 
regionalism. We spoke about the legacy of 
the Nuclear Free and Independent Pacific 
movement, the politics of research in the 
Pacific and in Indigenous communities, as 
well as factors impeding nuclear truth.

Claire Slatter is a Pacific feminist and scholar 
with expertise in global development 
policy, the politics of economic and trade 
liberalisation in the Pacific region, and the 
economic rights of Pacific women. She 
has played key roles in the Nuclear Free 
and Independent Pacific movement and in 
establishing Development Alternatives for 
Women in a New Era to promote South-South 
cooperation for equitable development. We 
spoke about archiving the Nuclear Free and 
Independent Pacific movement and Pacific 
social issues.

Elizabeth Tynan is an Associate Professor 
at James Cook University. She has written 
extensively on the history of British nuclear 
weapons testing in Australia. We spoke about 
British nuclear secrecy, issues of access, and 
its affect on nuclear impacted communities.

Marie-Hélène Villierme, of Tahitian and Italian 
heritage, was raised on ancestral family land 
in Mahina, Tahiti. As a writer, filmmaker and 
photographer, she is the author of Tata’u: 
Ma’ohi Tatoo (1992), Faces of Polynesia 
(1996), Witnesses of the Bomb (2011, co-
authored with Arnaud Hudelot) and her 
2012 award-winning movie ‘Pouvana’a Te 
Metua.’ She described her current work as a 
podcaster, capturing the wider social history 
of the nuclear era.

Kazuyo Yamane is a peace activist and the 
daughter of a Hiroshima atomic bomb 
survivor. Her research explores the role of 
peace museums in anti-nuclear and peace 
education. We spoke about state suppression, 
sensitivities concerning affected community 
testimony and the role of peace museums in 
nuclear education.

Janene Yazzie is a Diné woman, community 
organiser, and human rights advocate. She 
has worked on issues of climate change, 
human development, and energy at the 
intersection of international policy and rights-
based approaches. We spoke about nuclear 
secrecy and disempowerment, exploitative 
and extractive research, and rights-based 
calls for openness and transparency.

Ray Acheson is a peace activist and feminist 
thinker who has worked within a range of 
demilitarisation coalitions. They are currently 
serving as the director of Reaching Critical 
Will, the disarmament programme of the 
Women’s International League for Peace and 
Freedom (WILPF). They represent WILPF on 
the steering committees of the International 
Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons 
(ICAN) and the Stop Killer Robots campaign. 
We spoke about international advocacy, the 
utility of affected community testimony, and 
representation and diversity in peacemaking 
and disarmament.

Matthew Bolton is a professor of political 
science at Pace University in New York City. 
He is an expert on global peace and security 
policy, focusing on multilateral disarmament 
and arms control policymaking processes. 
We spoke about novel archival strategies, 
the role of allies and the politics of nuclear 
knowledge.

Patrice Bouveret  is the  director  of 
Observatoire des armements, an independent 
research centre founded in France in 1984, 
which documents arms transfers, the 
armaments industry, and nuclear weapons 
and their consequences. Patrice discussed the 
work of French researchers to collate archival 
material and also support associations of 
military veterans and former workers from the 
CEP test sites.

Jean-Marie Collin is an Associate Researcher 
in the Group for Research and Information 
on Peace and Security (GRIP) in the fields 
of nuclear deterrence, disarmament, arms 
control and nuclear non-proliferation. As a 
spokesperson for ICAN France, he outlined 
the challenges for researchers addressing 
nuclear secrecy and nuclear testing in Algeria.

Hinamoeura Cross is a Mao’hi (Polynesian) 
campaigner and researcher in Tahiti, 
working on the health and environmental 
consequences of French nuclear testing in 
the Pacific. As a nuclear survivor suffering 
from leukemia, she has spoken before 
the UN Fourth Committee and the TPNW 
Meeting of State Parties, and we discussed 
the challenges for young people to access 
accurate information and breach nuclear 
taboos.

Mililani Ganivet, born in Hawai’i and raised in 
Tahiti, is a researcher, writer and campaigner 
in Ma’ohi Nui. She graduated from Paris IV 
Sorbonne and the University of Hawai’i at 
Mānoa, and currently works as an advisor with 
the Government of French Polynesia. Mililani 
discussed the ethics of extractive research 
by outside journalists and academics, and 
the importance of community archiving and 
research.

Nicole George is a feminist and peace 
and conflict scholar at the University of 
Queensland. We spoke about gender 
and security and novel ways to challenge 
militarism.

Mari Inoue is a lawyer and anti-nuclear 
advocate residing in New York City. She 
has extensive experience working on 
nuclear issues from a Japanese/American 
transnational legal perspective and as part 
of the grassroots organisation Manhattan 
Project for a Nuclear-Free World. We spoke 
about archival access issues, the ethics of 
engaging affected communities, and the role 
archives might play in transnational strategies 
for nuclear truth.
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1. Understanding that nuclear secrecy is sustained 
unjustly and to the detriment of affected 
communities, we call on States to commit to 
openness and transparency with their nuclear 
archives. 

2. Understanding that privileged and hierarchical 
access for some has entrenched barriers for 
affected communities, we call on governments, 
institutions and civil society to reform such 
practices. 

3. Understanding that affected communities maintain 
community memory in place, we call for greater 
resourcing for alternatives for archival justice.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY
AND CALLS FOR ACTION

CHALLENGING NUCLEAR SECRECY 
a discussion of ethics, hierarchies and barriers to  

access in nuclear archives
a report of the Nuclear Truth Project


